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Have you ever said something like this: “I don’t care what anyone else thinks”?  We’ve probably all said something like that.  There’s a bit of renegade in each of us.  After all, we’re Americans, and Americans are nothing if not independent and even a bit rebellious.  We march to our own drummer; we dance to our own tune.  
But the Bible tells us that as followers of Jesus we should care what other people think about us.  Listen to what Peter writes in the verses that lead in to our text for this morning: “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 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.” (1 Peter 2:11-12)  

The reality is, Peter reminds us, that people are watching us.  We know that, don’t we?  And the reason we know that people are watching us is because we watch other people.  From time to time my wife will ask me to go with her to the mall to do some shopping, usually for gifts for someone’s birthday or anniversary.  I’m the stereotypical man when it comes to shopping; I can shop for a little while, but sooner or later I head out into the common area to find a “man bench” so I can just sit there and relax.  You’ve done the same thing, I imagine.  And what do we do while we’re chilling on the man bench?  We watch people.  We watch how children talk to their parents and how parents talk to their kids.  We watch the salespeople be nice to people as they try to get them to stop at their kiosks and then we watch how they react when people blow them off.  And even though we don’t know most of the people we see, we make some tentative judgments about them.  We make a judgment about the person who saw someone drop something and went out of her way to pick it up and take it to the person who didn’t even know she dropped it – that’s a good person, we think.  We make a judgment about the middle-aged guy staring at a young girl as she walks away – that’s a creepy person, we think.  And it’s not just at the mall that we notice people.  We notice them at the gym, we notice them at Starbucks, we notice them at school, and we notice them at work.
And they notice us.  People are watching us.  And so Peter tells us, “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.”   Live so honorably and with such integrity, Peter says, that even if people want to believe the worst about you, they can’t help but be impressed with the goodness of your life.
Now what does Peter mean when he says “though they accuse you of doing wrong”?  Let’s remember who Peter was writing to – he was writing to some of the first Christians, a group of people scattered throughout what we know today as Northern Turkey.  It was about the year 63 A.D.  The world was ruled by Rome.  The wicked Nero was the Emperor.  And the Empire had a number of reasons to believe the worst about this new group of people who called themselves Christians.  The founder of this religion, after all, had been put to death as a common criminal by the Romans some 30 years earlier.  Surely the Romans must have had a good reason to execute the man Jesus; the Romans weren’t known for executing people for no reason at all.  And there was talk that Christians weren’t loyal to Rome and that they were troublemakers.  Listen to what we read in the Book of Acts about how the first Christians were described by the people of that day: “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here … They are all defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus.” (Acts 17:6-7)  And that was the mindset most Romans had about Christians – they were disloyal, they were followers of a rebel, and they were troublemakers.
So Peter tells them, “Look, when people hear you are Christians, they are going to think the worst about you.  They are going to accuse you of being disloyal and contentious.  So here’s what you need to do – you need to live such good lives in public that they will see the good you do and will be so impressed that when God appears they will have to say, ‘Wow, their God must be a great God!’”  

Now in the rest of 1 Peter 2 we’re going to discover what specifically Peter wants us as followers of Jesus to do in order to live good lives.  But let me ask you this – what do you think most people in our world think about us as Christians?  Do most people have a favorable or unfavorable view of us?  A few months ago I mentioned a book written by a pastor in Santa Cruz named Dan Kimball called “They Like Jesus But Not The Church.”  Here’s what people Kimball interviewed for the book said about the church: “Isn’t the church just organized religion that is politically motivated? Isn’t the church homophobic? Doesn’t the church repress women? Isn’t the church negative and judgmental? Isn’t the church arrogant?”  And do you remember what I said was the number one word people outside the church used to describe pastors?  Creepy.  That’s the same word I used to describe the middle-aged guy at the mall staring at the teen-age girl walking by – creepy.  
So that’s our challenge.  Without knowing anything about us except that we’re Christians who are part of a church, many people assume that we’re homophobic, judgmental, arrogant and creepy.  And what should be our response?  Well, we could get mad, we could get defensive … or we could live such good lives among them that they can’t help but say, “Wow, their God must be a great God!”

So what does it look like to live that kind of a life, a life of integrity and a life of honor?  That’s what Peter is going to teach us.  Now let me warn you about something – these are some really hard verses.  Living the honorable kind of life Peter is talking about here is not a bit easy.  My hunch is that some of us are going to want to argue with Peter about some of this stuff.  That’s OK.  It’s OK to think critically and to ask questions.  God gave us minds, and he wants us to use them for ourselves.  But while you might not agree with everything I have to say about this text, what is not an option is to simply write these verses off.  If you don’t agree with me, please take the time and energy to wrestle with these verses on your own and ask yourself, “What did Peter mean by this?  And what does God want me to do with this?”  So let’s dive in and see what Peter has to teach us about living an honorable life.
Treat The Government With Honor
The first command Peter gives us is this – treat the government with honor.  Here’s what Peter has to say:
Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to command those who do right.  For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men.  Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God.  Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king. (1 Peter 2:13-17)  
My hunch is that some of this rubs some of you the wrong way, while others of you are thinking, “Well of course!” Most people don’t like to be told to submit; we don’t like to be told to put ourselves under someone else’s authority.  Yet Peter tells us that the people of our world need to see that we as followers of Jesus are willing to graciously submit to every authority instituted among men.  Let’s be sure to notice this – we are to submit to every authority instituted among men “for the Lord’s sake.”  Our primary allegiance is still to our Lord.  And notice how Peter ends this paragraph – we are to honor the king, but we are to fear God.  Yes, we are supposed to submit, and yes, we are supposed to give honor, but let’s be very clear about something, Peter tells us – our primary loyalty is to God.
And I suspect Peter was thinking of a particular moment in his own life when he wrote this.  If you turn back in your Bible to Acts 5 you will read about one of the many times Peter was arrested for telling people the truth about Jesus.  And when the authorities gave Peter strict orders not to tell people that Jesus was the Messiah and not to tell people that they had put Jesus to death and not to tell people that Jesus was risen from the dead, here’s how Peter responded: “We must obey God rather than men!” (Acts 5:29)  Peter was very clear.  He didn’t try to incite a riot.  He didn’t call for a revolt against the ruling powers.  He was still submissive and respectful.  But he was also clear about this – his primary allegiance was to God, not to the government.  If you asked him to choose between what God wanted him to do and what they wanted him to do, it was no contest – he had to obey God rather than men.  
Now let me point out a couple of other important things to notice in this paragraph in 1st Peter.  For one, I think verse 15 is pretty funny.  I think this verse gives us some insight into Peter’s personality.  Notice what he writes: “For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men.”  Do you get any sense for how Peter really feels about the people who are critical of him and of the first Christians?  He thinks they’re ignorant fools.  But he knows it’s not going to help anyone to simply call them ignorant fools, as much as I get the feeling that he’d like to.  So how do you, in our terms, shut them up?  When people say that we as Christians are arrogant, judgmental and creepy, how do we silence such accusations?  We silence such talk by doing good.  And in this case, the good Peter commands us to do is to treat our government with honor and respect.  It’s OK to disagree with our government.  If it’s a choice between God’s laws and man’s laws, we will obey God.  But assuming no such choice is at stake, we are to be respectful and submissive.  We are to treat our leaders with honor.

Now there’s one more thing I need to point out about this paragraph, and it has to do with that word “honor.”  Look again at verse 17: “Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king.”   The Romans, you might recall, treated the emperor as a divine being.  In that world a good Roman was taught to worship his emperor.  Peter draws the line at worship – you can honor the king, but you fear God.  Don’t confuse the emperor with God, Peter tells us.  And here’s something else.  It turns out that the Greek word Peter uses that is translated “respect” earlier in the verse is the same word later translated “honor.”  In other words, Peter is putting the emperor on the same level as everyone.  “Show proper respect to everyone,” he says, and then – using the same Greek word – Peter says, “Respect the king.”  Yes, he’s the emperor and he deserves respect.  But he’s not God.  He’s just like everyone else.  So respect the king like you would respect everyone else.  But don’t worship him and don’t fear him.  Fear God, and fear him only.
Treat With Honor Those Who Treat You Unfairly
And now we get to the really challenging part of Peter’s instructions to us in this chapter.  It’s hard enough to submit to and to treat with honor those we would like to call ignorant fools.  But in these next verses Peter gives us an even more difficult task, because he tells us to treat with honor those who treat us unfairly.  Here’s the text:
Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.  For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God.  But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it?  But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.  “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” When they hurled insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.  He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  For you were like sheep going astray, but how you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls. (1 Peter 2:18-25)  
Verse 18 is a troubling verse for a lot of us.  The thought of slavery is offensive to us, and rightly so.  None of us takes any pride in the fact that slavery was an accepted way of life for so long in this country.  And slavery continues to be a huge problem today.  Experts tell us that 27 million people live in slavery today.  Slavery exists in sex trafficking, domestic servitude, factory and farm slavery and child soldier slavery.  In the United States, Los Angeles is said to have more slaves than any other city in our country.  The mere thought of anyone living in slavery is repulsive to us.  So what are we to think when the Bible says, “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect”?
This is a question that deserves far more time than we have this morning, but let me give you some background that will help make some sense of this.  Probably the most important thing we need to understand is how different slavery was in Roman times from what it is today and even what it was in early American history.  In those days slavery was not a permanent state.  Most slaves could realistically expect to earn their freedom by the age of 30.  In Roman days racial factors played no role in slavery. Education of slaves was highly encouraged; in fact many slaves were far more educated than their masters.  Historians tell us that doctors, teachers, writers, accountants, bailiffs and sea-captains all comprised the slave population.  In Roman days slaves could own property and they could follow their own religious and cultural traditions.  Many ancient people voluntarily chose to become the slaves of a Roman citizen so that when they were given their freedom, either as a result of good behavior or adequate savings, they could become full Roman citizens themselves.  And so some biblical scholars believe that one reason Peter tells slaves in this passage to be submissive and to do good is so that by living obediently they could speed up the gaining of their freedom.  
Another factor to consider is that about one-third of the Roman population consisted of slaves, which is obviously a huge percentage.  So let’s say Peter and the other New Testament writers took a different approach from what we’ve read; let’s say they told the slaves, “Look, slavery is wrong, so you need to revolt.  You need to start a revolution.”  If they had done that, the Romans would most certainly have crushed the Christian movement as completely as they could.  That sort of approach would have made it that much harder for Christians to spread the good news about Jesus to other parts of the Roman Empire.  So here’s the approach the New Testament authors took.  They told the slaves, “Be respectful to your masters,” and they told the masters, “Be respectful of your slaves.” (See Ephesians 6:9) And if you read the New Testament book of Philemon, which is a book about a runaway slave named Onesimus, you will find Paul saying this: “Onesimus, go back to your master Philemon.”  And then listen to what Paul tells Philemon, the slave owner.  He says, “Philemon, I want you to take back Onesimus, and I want you to take him back not as a slave but as your dear brother in Christ.” (Philemon 16)  So the New Testament approach to slavery was not to encourage slaves to revolt, but to encourage slave owners to accept their slaves as brothers, not slaves.

But that doesn’t make this passage easy for any of us to follow, because Peter doesn’t tell the slaves to be respectful only to the nice slave-owners; he tells them to be respectful and submissive to those who are harsh and to those who treat them unjustly.  He tells them, and us, “If you suffer because you did something wrong, big deal!  You don’t get any credit with God for that.  But if you suffer for doing good, and if you endure your suffering with dignity and courage, that is commendable before God.”
Frankly we don’t want to hear that.  We want to hear that once you become a Christian everything is going to go well for you.  We want to hear that once you become a Christian the cancer will go away, the boss will give you a raise, your kids will get into the college they want, and nothing bad will happen to anyone you love.  But notice what Peter says: “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” (1 Peter 2:21)  The fact is that as followers of Jesus we were called to suffering.  That is part of the deal.  Paul says it like this in one of his letters: “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” (2 Timothy 3:12)  Listen to what Paul is recorded to have said in the Book of Acts: “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.” (Acts 14:22)  And we are going to see this theme over and over again in the rest of 1 Peter.  For example, in chapter 4 Peter writes, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ …” (1 Peter 4:12-13) So the question isn’t whether we will suffer; the question is whether we will suffer well.  The question is whether we will suffer honorably, just as Jesus did.
So how did Jesus suffer with honor?  Look again at how Peter explains it: “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats.  Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” (1 Peter 2:23)  
We all know what it’s like to be treated unfairly, to suffer unjustly.  I became a Golden State Warriors basketball fan when I moved here in 1979.  The Warriors have won the championship once – in 1975, four years before I even became a fan.  The Lakers of Los Angeles have won the championship 16 times.  I ask you – is that fair?  I know, if you’re a Giants fan you don’t want to hear me whining about the Warriors when the Giants have never in their San Francisco history won the World Series, while the hated Dodgers have won more than their share.  Even the Florida Marlins have won the World Series – how fair is that?  

And how fair is it that you owe more on your house than its worth and a mile away your friend’s house is worth five times what he paid for it?  How fair is it that you – who exercise every day, only eat the food Dr. Oz tells you to and take your vitamins religiously – have cancer, while your chain-smoking neighbor with the huge beer belly is healthy as a horse?  How fair is it that you’ve given your life to your company and haven’t had a promotion or a raise in years, while your well-connected co-worker gets all the perks despite not working nearly as hard or as long as you?  How fair is it that you, who would make the best parent in the world, can’t have children of your own while the 19 year old down the block who doesn’t want kids can’t seem to stop giving birth?
Life is often not fair.  People are often not fair.  People, people in authority over us, can be mean and harsh and unjust.  So the question isn’t whether we as followers of Jesus will suffer; the question is whether we will suffer well.  The question is whether we will suffer honorably, just as Jesus did – without complaining, without lashing out, without retaliating.

And Jesus could do that, Peter tells us, because he trusted himself to him who judges justly. Jesus was able to suffer honorably because he had faith that his Heavenly Father is just.  Life isn’t fair, and people aren’t fair, but God is.  One day the God who is completely fair and wholly just will do what is right for all of us.  Injustice and wrongdoing will be punished; integrity, compassion and honor will be rewarded.  If I didn’t believe that, this would be a very different message.  If I didn’t believe that, I would tell you, “Fight back.  Don’t let them push you around.  Take to the streets; demand your rights; show those ignorant fools who’s right.”  But that’s not what we are called to.  “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” (1 Peter 2:21) 
John Perkins is a sharecropper’s son who grew up in Mississippi in extreme poverty.  He fled to California at age 17 after his older brother was murdered by the town marshall; he vowed to never return.  But after becoming a Christian Perkins felt called by God to return to Mendenhall, Mississippi to share the gospel and to work for civil rights for African-Americans.  He helped register blacks to vote.  He led a peaceful protest against police brutality.  And for that he was arrested, and here’s what happened: “The police began kicking Perkins and hitting him with their fists – on the head, in the kidneys, in the groin … He went unconscious and when he came to in a pool of blood they poured moonshine whiskey over the sores on his head and pounded him again.  They made him mop up his own blood.  They put a fork up his nose and reamed it until the blood ran out, then did the same to his throat … Perkins survived the night, although not long afterwards doctors had to remove two thirds of his stomach as a result of the injuries.” (Yancey, Soul Survivor, p. 34)  

That was a dark time for John Perkins.  But though Perkins suffered unjustly, he suffered honorably by trusting himself to the one who judges justly.  Go to his webpage and see all that Dr. John Perkins has accomplished in Mississippi and in numerous other parts of the world.  For example, Perkins founded the Voice of Calvary Ministries in Mendenhall, Mississippi, a Christian community development ministry that gave birth to a church, a health center, a leadership development program, a thrift store, a low-income housing development and a training center.  Perkins founded a similar ministry here in California, in Pasadena.  Here’s what Perkins writes about some of the thoughts he had as he came through his darkest hour: “Love your enemies, Jesus said. And I determined to do it. It’s a profound, mysterious truth, Jesus’ concept of love overpowering hate. I may not see it in my lifetime.  But I know it’s true.”  Perkins understood that he may well not see justice done in his lifetime.  But he believed that justice would one day be done, that one day love would win over hate.  Perkins trusted himself to him who judges justly.
And so must we.  Life isn’t always fair, and people aren’t always fair – but God is.  Let’s determine that we will live honorably, no matter how hard our circumstances, and let’s trust that one day the God of all justice will make all things right.
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