Living in the Real World
Reading: 1 Peter 2:13-17

Introduction
Christians and churches have sometimes harmed the testimony of true Christianity by the way they behave. This can be true in a number of areas – immorality, lack of love, materialism and so on.
Another danger can be an unbiblical isolationism in which we have a “fortress church” mentality and forget that we are to be salt and light in the society in which Christ has placed us.
A wrong attitude toward society and civil authorities has sometimes contributed to a weakened testimony of what Jesus has done in our lives. Although as believers we are to set our affections on heaven, we are also to be godly citizens in society. That's why the apostle Peter said, "Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every human institution" (1 Pet. 2:13). He was commanding believers to respect civil authority.

Now Peter was writing to believers living under a pagan, hostile, and anti-Semitic Roman Empire. Many assumed that Christianity was nothing more than a sect of Judaism. Believers were the objects of slander, at least in part, associated with malicious rumours that had already been circulating about the Jewish people. 

For example, a North African called Apion was part of a delegation which visited Caligula in AD 38 to complain against the Jews. He concocted a tale of ritual murder to stir up hatred against the Jews. Although discredited, such false accusations fuelled hatred against the Jews.
Apart from being vilified because of their Jewish association, Christian believers were also accused of insurrection against Rome and all human authority. They were accused of being atheists because they refused to worship pagan gods, including Caesar. They were accused of cannibalism because their enemies distorted the teaching of Christ and Paul regarding Communion. They were accused of immorality, particularly incest because believers married their brothers and sisters in Christ. The Scriptural injunction to "greet one another with a holy kiss" was likewise maligned.

In addition, believers were accused of damaging trade in the idol-making business (Acts 19:21-41). They were accused of destroying family life since homes were often divided when some family members became Christians, but others did not. They were accused of fostering slave rebellion since a believing slave received new life and dignity in Christ. They were accused of hating people because they wouldn't adopt the world's ways.

How should Christians respond in the face of such slander and hostility? It is such questions that Peter addresses in his first letter.

Such teaching is relevant today. We are living in an increasingly secularised society which has no place for the Bible or Christian Belief. It is politically incorrect to express Christian viewpoints – especially in the area of sexual morality and the uniqueness of Christ as the path to salvation.

We are further not helped by the presence of extremist groups who murder doctors in abortion clinics and defy government.
How are we to respond? Peter’s first letter helps us in understanding how we are to respond.
Context

Over the last few months we’ve been looking at Peter’s first letter which was written to Christians facing hard times. We have seen how Peter has described the wonders of the salvation the Christian has in Christ, the need for holiness of life, and the calling of the church.
And now Peter turns his attention to how Christians should live in a pagan world.

There are those who would argue that Christianity is merely a moral code and that Jesus was a great teacher who unfortunately got himself killed. This is not the position of the Bible. The fact that Jesus was the incarnate Son of God who died for our sins and now reigns in heaven as Lord of the universe and Lord of the church is fundamental to Christian behaviour.
Right belief is the basis for right conduct. Although there are similar moral codes found in the pagan world, the motive for Christian behaviour is obedience to church’s Lord.
Last time I preached on 1 Peter, we looked at Chapter 2 verses 11-12.

11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.
We find ourselves as aliens and strangers who are passing through this life. We are citizens of heaven who are looking forward to a bright future. But for now we are living out our lives before a watching world. We are not to retreat into a ghetto; rather we are to live exemplary lives so that God may be glorified.

Peter identifies four areas of life where our conduct is especially relevant.


In civic life where Christians of means could become public benefactors

As household slaves even when the master was unreasonable 


In difficult marriages where a converted wife was married to a non-Christian 


In flash point circumstances where the church was under threat

In the passage we are looking at today, 1 Peter 2:13-17, instructs us to respond to the slander and hostility of a pagan society through submission to civil government, good works and godly living. This silences critics, leaves no justification for false charges, and attracts unbelievers to Christ. 
Today our society continues to be hostile against biblical Christianity. Although it is intolerant of truth and righteousness, we are to live as godly citizens, do good works, and obey our civil authorities because that's what the Scriptures teach us to do.

Living in a non-Christian world
Verses 13,14
13 Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, 14 or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right.
The Command for Submission

The key to living and loving Christ in the real world is submission. This is to characterise our relationships in society, in work, and within family life.

Submission usually implies obedience to a higher authority. The Greek word hypotasso which is translated as submit or be subject to is a military word that pictures a soldier under the rank of a commanding officer. This concept is found in a number of New Testament passages:

In James 4:7, believers are told,

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.

Submission to God is linked to victory in spiritual warfare. This ties in with the disciples’ words in Luke 10:17, where we read, 
17 The seventy-two returned with joy and said, "Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name."
In Hebrews 13:17, believers are instructed,
Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.

Indeed, there is a degree of mutual submission throughout the family of God. Paul tells believers in Ephesus to 

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Ephesians 5:21
Submission occurs within family life, as we will see later in 1 Peter 2:22.

Wives, submit to your husband, as to the Lord.

There are similar passages in Ephesians and Colossians 3:18. And then slaves are told to submit to their masters in 1 Peter 2:18.

Biblical submission, therefore, means proper response to authority whether we agree with every aspect of that authority or not. However, it is not reactive submission – yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir. Rather it is pre-emptive. By that I mean we are not to assume we are truly submissive if we merely obey rules and requests.
Rather, in each situation we find ourselves in we are seeking the other person’s good. We are submissive in anticipation.
The Motive for Submission

For the Lord's sake. When a believer submits to civil authority it is in obedience to Scripture and hence to the Lord himself. Our motive for submission, therefore, is obedience to the Lordship of Christ. It is also for the Christ’s honour and glory and for the more effective progress of the Gospel.
We live in a world where God has established patterns of authority for the orderly functioning of human life. And our Christian discipleship is lived out in relationships where we need to respond appropriately to different forms of authority.

But aren’t there examples in Scripture where people are commended for not submitting to human government? Yes, there are. But in these cases there are other factors coming into play.

In Acts, we find the commands of the Jewish ruling council coming into conflict with the command from Christ to preach the Gospel. In Acts 4:19, we read the apostolic response,

19 But Peter and John replied, "Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God.
Similarly, in Acts 5:29,

29 Peter and the other apostles replied: "We must obey God rather than men!

However, such instances are exceptions to the rule. We must obey civil authority except when there is a higher command or when we are commanded to sin.

Having said this, the general rule is submission and obedience.

Civic Life
Who are we to submit to? According to the NIV, to every authority instituted among men. Or according to the KJV, to every ordinance of man.
Literally, the phrase means every human creature. If this meaning is taken, then our submission as God’s people must be to every other human being. 

However, in view of what follows, it is better to retain the traditional interpretation and take the reference to be to the civil authority – from the head of state through to his/her officials at a local level. And this submission t refers to more than just civil government. It relates to the whole social fabric of society.
The Christian is to submit himself or herself to various authority structures throughout the whole fabric of society – civil government, marriage and family, church, employment, educational institutions, voluntary and so on.
However, the focus in verses 13-17 is on submission to government. As Christians, we are to be law-abiding citizens. We comply with the requirements of the law. 

Now, this might appear pretty obvious to us. But, both in New Testament times and in the eyes of many non-Christians today this is anything but obvious.

Some years ago, there was an incident in Waco, Texas, involving a group led by a false teacher called David Koresh. Our response is, “we’re not like that group. Correct! But do others see it this way.

We must demonstrate our disassociation with such extremist groups by our good works, by our being good citizens.

whether to the king, as the supreme authority. Our submission to civil authority does not depend on how worthy that authority is. The Roman emperor at the time Peter wrote was Nero (AD 54-68). Indeed, it would be under this emperor that Peter himself would be put to death.
God expects Christians to be subject even to human authorities who are neither believers nor morally upright.

In Romans 13:1-2, the apostle Paul makes it clear that government is ultimately established by God from who it derives its power.

1 Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2 Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.
So whether in terms of paying taxes or keeping traffic laws, we must be exemplary citizens. And this applies through the whole change of command.

All this does not mean that we should not work for better forms of government. 

Purpose of Civil Authority

who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong. Here we have an aspect of God’s judgement being worked through secular authorities. The same theme is found in Romans 13:3-4.

3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. 4 For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.
Civil government even when headed up by someone like Nero is under God’s sovereign control.

and to commend those who do right. The function of rulers is also to praise those who do good in the public arena. This refers to the official recognition of a public benefactor.

The cities of Anatolia and the other regions of the East had long been supported by public benefactors who saved the community from famine, deflated prices of essential commodities in time of scarcity, paid for the installation of water supplies, enhanced the life of the city with fountains, widened roads, erected theatres and buildings and provided for child allowances.

Christians of substance are called to continue to do such righteous acts. And as the next verse shows this is the will of God.
Countering Lies

Verse 15
15 For it is God's will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men.
When unbelievers falsely accuse Christians of wrong-doing, the Christian counter-attack is doing good or doing right.
Although the context shows that the primary reference in this verse is submission to human authorities, the phrase doing good or doing what is good runs throughout the New Testament.

In this, we are simply being followers of the Master.

… God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and … he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him.

Acts 10:38

And Jesus told his disciples that their good deeds would result in praise to God.

16 In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.
In a similar vein, Paul writes to Titus,

7 In everything set them [ie the young men] an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, seriousness 8 and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us.
Again we note the link between doing what is good and shaming those who oppose us.

And finally,

Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.

Galatians 6:9

By doing good and particularly by submission to authority and being good citizens we silence the critics of Christianity.

The Christian and Good Works

There is sometimes confusion as to the role of good works in the Christian life.

The Bible clearly teaches that we cannot get right with God through good works.

20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Romans 3:20

Does the Bible give any indication that good works will get us into heaven? A categorical No!

Rather,

21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. … 

Romans 3:21-25a

What then do we make of passages that speak of good works in a way that might imply they bring us salvation? For example, in Romans 2:6-7, we read,
6 God "will give to each person according to what he has done." 7 To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honour and immortality, he will give eternal life.

Here we have people who have set their hope in God. The good works are what issue forth from such a life. In other words, good works are the fruit not the root of Christian experience.

Having said this, we are called to live a life demonstrating the love of God to our society through Word and Deed. We are to be incarnational Christians, that is we are to allow the Spirit of Christ in us to work and demonstrate the love of Christ to a lost and needy world.
We are to be involved in social action and community projects. We are to be salt and light in the world in which we live.

However, we need to learn from mistakes in the past.

In the 1890s and 1900s a movement called the Social Gospel Movement grew in popularity. It sought to address the social ills and injustice within an increasingly industrialized society. However, the proponents of the Social Gospel for the most part embraced liberal theology and this resulted in an evangelical backlash.
As followers of Jesus, we need to be those who relieve suffering and fight injustice without losing sight of the fact that we are called to proclaim the gospel.
Following the Babylonian captivity,  the Jewish captives were in a pagan land ruled by an evil king. In Jeremiah 29:7, we read,

7 Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper."
God's people were to pray for peace in the land and seek its welfare by building houses, planting gardens, and rearing godly families (v. 6). They were to rest in His sovereign control of the situation, not take matters into their own hands (vv. 8-14).

Christian Liberty
Verse 16

16 Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God.
Lest we think that submission is a repressive thing, the apostle reminds us that

Jesus Christ has set us free! Hallelujah! Free from the power of sin, guilt, the devil. But, also, freedom to live for God.
Jesus himself said,

36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.
John 8:36

This freedom is not freedom to do what we like, to do evil under the guise of freedom.

Some in the Corinthian church tried this. “Look at my freedom in Christ! I’m having sex with my step-mother!”

The freedom we have is to live the sort of life God intends for us – to live as servants of God, that is to do what God wants for our lives, and this includes submission to authority.
Our careers, our choice of life-partner, the way we spend our time should all be under God’s control. The Christ life is the life of a servant. True freedom paradoxically only comes when we are entirely submitted to God.
Chain of Loyalties
Verse 17

17 Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honour the king.
Rather than take this verse as one main command with three explanatory sub-commands, we have four separate injunctions. These are the outworking of godly submission and being servants of God.
Honour all men. As Christians we should be courteous and respectable to all people. 
This has ramifications for us as we consider the plight of those in poverty, slavery, subject to injustice etc.

And we honour people by working for their good. And this must involve sharing the Gospel with them.
Love the brotherhood. Despite our obligation to all people, we have a higher duty to fellow Christians – love. We need to work at our relationships within the church.
We are reminded of Paul’s words in Galatians 6:9,10,

9 Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.
Fear God. Our highest obligation is towards God. Not only do we honour and love God we are to fear him. This is not an attitude we should have towards unbelievers or fellow Christians.

Fear of God, according to Grudem, refers to the Christian’s whole pattern of life. It is primarily a fear of God’s discipline rather than awe during worship. It is a theme which runs through Psalms and Proverbs as a prerequisite for wisdom, knowledge and life.
Honour the king. The apostle affirms the Christian’s obligation to honour the king or emperor. This, of course, is consistent with what he had said in verses 13-15. However, the wording used subtly implies that, contrary to the claims of Roman emperors, to be divine, the emperor is not worthy of the fear due to God or the special obligation of love due to the brotherhood of believers.
What we have are issues of perspective and balance.
Conclusion

Peter tells us we need to be good citizens to silence those who speak against the Faith.

As a church we do good by community action and love.

We need to use our Christian freedom in God’s service.

This means treating everyone with respect, Loving God’s people, and fearing God.
It means a biblical balance between sharing the Gospel and community service.

1 Peter 2:13-17

13 Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, 14 or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. 15 For it is God's will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men. 16 Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God. 17 Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honour the king.
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