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As God’s People, Live Godly Lives (1Peter 2:11-4:11)
Karen H. Jobes

The discourse unit from 2:11 through 4:11 forms the middle of the letter body and as such is
the heart of 1 Peter’s teaching. Having explained to his readers their identity as God’s people,
Peter now addresses the matter of pressing concern and begins to instruct them on how as God’s
people to live in right relationship with unbelievers in a pagan society. As our own modern
society becomes more religiously diversified, Peter’s instructions ring true and clear for believers
today, who must first understand who they are in Christ as they attempt to live rightly in an
increasingly un-Christian world.

Peter advises his readers to engage their society as resident aliens and foreigners. Whether this
description is based on their actual historical and sociological situation or whether it is a purely
spiritual metaphor describing the believer’s relationship to the world, Peter is calling his readers
to recognize that they are living in an alien place that has different values and practices than
those appropriate for the people of God’s holy nation. To live rightly in such a place, the apostle
gives his readers two major principles of engagement: (1) their allegiance to God in Christ does
not exempt them from submitting to pagan authority, and (2) they must maintain their identity as
God’s holy people and consequently be prepared, if necessary, to suffer unjustly and without
retaliation for holding to their convictions and values as followers of Jesus Christ.

Depending on their temperament and situation, it is easy to imagine that some of Peter’s
readers might naturally wish to resist either verbally or physically those who are unjustly
maligning and grieving the Christian community. Others may be adopting a more passive stance
of privatizing their Christian faith and publicly assimilating to their culture—becoming closet
Christians, so to speak. Because Peter’s letter is addressed to such a large geographical area, the
nature and extent of persecution no doubt varied from place to place. Peter’s exhortation
effectively corrects both theoretical tendencies, resisting and privatizing. Because this
controversial issue is at the heart of the letter, Peter musters a profoundly theological argument to
support his teaching, the example of Jesus Christ himself.
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