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ne of the drawbacks to doing genealogy research is that you find some of 

the stories you were raised with aren’t true. For instance, I like most 

people, do not have a Native American Princess in our family tree. The 

other side of the coin is finding something you weren’t looking for. For instance, in 

the 1820 US Census for Georgia my 4th great-grandfather, Hammond Wilkerson, 

owned 6 slaves. Four of them were under the age of 14, and the other two, women, 

were between 14-25 and over 45. Does it surprise me, not really? Does it bother 

me, yeah, a little?  

We’ve all seen shows and movies about slavery. Braveheart, Gladiator, Spartacus 

to Roots. In those stories, a slave gains our empathy and eventually they either win 

their freedom or they do some heroic action that sets the stage for the freedom of 

their people. But, I can’t think of one story in which slavery is the desired 

outcome. Can you? 

The Bible says a lot about slavery. There are rules for who can be a slave and 

setting them free. The Old and New Testaments are written to a time, in which 

slavery was common practice. Many early followers of Jesus came from that 

segment of society. Paul’s letter to Philemon is written to a slave owner. His slave 

ran away, found Paul, became a believer and Paul sends him back to his owner 

with the letter.   

The truth is between the ‘sex slave trade’, ‘children soldiers’ and modern day 

slavery such as, forced labor in Uzbekistan, debt bondage in Pakistan, and 

trafficked sex workers’ in Russia (Hess and Frohlich) may there are many as 48 

million slaves right now in 2017 ("Trafficking in Persons Report 2016"). In 

response, there are a variety of nations and groups working toward the ending of 

this practice.  

But, allow me to point out something that Peter says that is totally backward to our 

way of thinking. Read verse 13 again. “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every 

human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme.” Then look at 16, 

“Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but 

living as servants of God.” The key words I want us to see are ‘subject’ and 

‘servants’.  

O 
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Subjection to Authority 

The simplest meaning of this word is to submit to the authority of the Emperor. 

Included in this is obedience, and you find it used of slaves in Titus 2:9, “slaves 

are to obey their masters.” and of church members Hebrews 13:17, “obey your 

leaders and submit to them” (Louw and Nida). It is also the same word used in 

verse 18 which reads, “Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not 

only to the good and gentle but also to the unjust.”  

Don’t get me wrong, there are times when we may have to go against the human 

authorities because we are faced with choosing to follow God or man. The 

situation with Peter and John in Acts 4 before the Sanhedrin.    

18 So they called them and charged them not to speak or teach at all 

in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and John answered them, “Whether 

it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you 

must judge, 20 for we cannot but speak of what we have seen and 

heard.” ESV     

Notice, they do not explode in rage or display anger and hatred toward the leaders 

but they throw it back into their court. “you must judge”. Some commentators have 

tried to lessen the power of the word by translating it ‘defer’ or ‘be considerate of’ 

rather than submit. This injunction, “to submit does not rule out exceptions 

(Schreiner 92).” Yet we, as followers of Jesus should lean toward obedience and 

submission even though we know that God and God alone is Lord. I certainly can't 

to a comprehensive study on church and state but I can share one insight I've 

discovered if it is easier to submit to an authority you agree with you probably are 

missing Peter’s point. 

In the “household codes” instructions for slaves are paired with those to masters. 

One suggestion, which I believe has some truth to it, is the reason that there are no 

instructions to masters is because there are very few among those whom Peter is 

writing (Michaels 122). “If he believed there was a significant group of Christian 

slave masters in the provinces to which he was writing, he would presumably have 

addressed them separately, as they are addressed in Col 4:1 and Eph. 6:9) 

(Michaels 138).”  
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Peter’s instruction to three church deals with how we relate to those who do not 

believe in Jesus and especially toward those who are hostile to Christ. 

Practical Steps 

Understand that it is God’s will to be subject to such people and institutions. In 

doing it we put to death the stupid lies about Christians. You don’t have to look 

any further than Gresham to see an example in the case of “Sweet Cakes by 

Melissa”. Their refusal to bake a cake for a gay wedding resulted in a $135,000 

fine and the closure of their business. Following the appeal hearing last March, 

Arron said, “Man's court is going to do what man's court is going to do. The honest 

truth is we just seek to serve the Lord (Woodworth).” There is a lot to this case, but 

this couple was willing to pay the price in order to do good. Their actions were 

misinterpreted (IMHO), yet they continued to express their faith without anger or 

hatred.  

This is exactly what doing good means in Greek. It involves living in a proper 

manner, to “live uprightly, do what is right or good (Newman)." In verse 20 Peter 

says, “But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing 

in the sight of God.” This grace is the working out of God’s will and thus approved 

by God.  

In 1 Peter the idea of ‘goodness’ is used over 15 times. Not only doing good as in 

our passage but also, “seeking what is good, having a good conscience, or 

maintaining good conduct (Zuck and Bock 456).” 

We also are to live out our slavery, that is our submission, as people who are free. 

Doesn’t that sound strange? Yet we are free from everything that really matters. 

We are free from our rebellion against God. We are free from the power of sin to 

destroy us for eternity. We are free because God, through Christ’s blood sets us 

free (1:18-19)1. The freedom which we live out is not an excuse to sin, or as 

Michaels translates verse 16 “As those who are free. without making that freedom 

an excuse to cause trouble, yet as God’s slaves (127).”  

                                           
1 1 Peter 1:18-19 “18 knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, 

not with perishable things such as silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ…” 
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Even though we are free from the tyranny of sin and death, we have become 

‘servants’ or ‘slaves’ of God. Genuine freedom is experienced under God’s 

authority. “Only those who are slaves of God are genuinely free. Believers are 

called upon to live under God’s lordship, obeying the government as God’s 

servants (Schreiner 131)."  

What does living submissively and doing good look like to Peter? See the four 

statements in verse 17, “honor everyone, love the brotherhood (the church), fear 

God, honor the emperor.” 

The two emphasis which we need to constantly keep before us is we are to be 

steadfast in suffering. 

“Suffering is the normal experience of Christians… It must be borne 

patiently and steadfastly, even with rejoicing, for it occurs under the 

providential hand of God, brings added blessings with it, and gives 

assurance of sharing Christ’s future glory (Ladd and Hagner 648).” 

The second is that we should act good. “This doing of good is not the good works 

of Jewish legalism, but involves righteous conduct in contrast to pagan 

sinfulness… The Christian life is to express itself in true love toward fellow 

Christians and in tenderness and humble-mindedness (Ladd and Hagner 648).” 

Twenty-First Century Christians are not the first group to be misunderstood nor 

will be the last. But when we live, as God’s people, submitting, even to those who 

would harm us, with the understanding that God is in charge we will discover a 

great joy in Jesus and an outpouring of God’s Spirit and fruit. Let us pray. 
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