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THE WISDOM OF THE EARLY CHURCH 
Dealing with government oppression, 1 Peter 2:13-17 
 
 
Our government’s response to events over the past few months has raised fears in many people 
that it is taking away their rights.  While they do not usually characterize it as ‘oppression’, we 
generally understand that claims about have one’s rights revoked or repressed belong in the 
category of oppression. The growing debate in our nation about these concerns raises the 
question about the relationship we, as Christians, ought to have with our government. We will 
therefore consider Peter’s message in 1 Peter to see what wisdom the early church can offer us 
that will help us better understand our relationship to our government.  
 

“Follow in his steps”1  
• Peter addressed his letter to Christians he called “exiles” (1 Peter 1:1, 17; 2:11), a reference 

to a period of captivity and oppression in Israel’s history most commonly associated with 
Babylon’s conquest of the Jewish people at the end of the seventh century BC. 

• Peter strengthened his reference by, at the end of his letter, including a greeting from “she 
who is at Babylon” (1 Peter 5:13). 

o Babylon’s place in Israel’s history role as an oppressor of God’s people and as an 
opposer of God’s will motivated the early church to adopt it as a metaphor for Rome 
who they believed occupied a similar role in their world (cf. Revelation 17:3-6, 9, 18). 

o Peter’s references to “exile” and “Babylon” would have carried even greater weight 
to his original audience because he wrote to them during the early AD 60’s from his 
own imprisonment in Rome. 

• The use of exile imagery makes sense when one considers that Peter, as one being 
persecuted, wrote to Christians who were also enduring persecution (cf. 1 Peter 1:6; 2:12, 
18-24; 3:14-18; 4:1-2, 4, 12-19; 5:8-10). And, even though he does not assign his readers’ 
suffering directly to Rome, Peter’s characterization of nation implicates it as a source of 
some of their persecution. 

• Peter wrote to offer his audience a context for understanding their situation and to offer 
teachings about how to respond to it. Consider his message to his suffering readers:  

 

Christian behavior attracts the world’s hostility  
1 Peter 2:11-12; 3:13-17; 4:3-4 

 

Suffering has origins in the devil  
1 Peter 5:8-9 

 
1 1 Peter 2:21. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text 
Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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Mistreatment and suffering must be met with “good behavior”  
1 Peter 2:11-3:16 

 

Jesus’ suffering leaves “an example” for Christians to follow  
1 Peter 2:21; 4:12-16 

 

• Peter did not offer a satisfying answer to his readers. He did not respond to his audience’s 
suffering by writing about rights, about fighting back, or even about escaping suffering. 
Instead, he encouraged them to continue pursuing the holy behavior that led to their 
suffering and to rejoice that they could follow Jesus’ example of suffering.  

 

Applications 
• To begin thinking about how Peter’s comments apply to us, we should remind ourselves that 

an important difference exists between our government and the Roman empire – we have 
the ability, however small it might seem to us, to change things through our country’s 
democratic processes.  

o Our engagement in our government’s processes must be characterized by the 
compassion, love, humility, submission, gentleness, and respect of “good behavior” 
rather than merely the demand for one’s rights (1 Peter 3:8-16). 

o Our engagement in our government’s processes must be characterized by trust in 
God rather than trust in government and politics (cf. Matthew 6:25-33). 

• Peter’s emphasis upon following Jesus’ example translates across all cultures and times, 
reminding us that our focus must center on honoring Jesus rather than pursing our comfort. 

• Part of the holy living that honors Jesus incudes honoring government (1 Peter 2:13-17). That 
expectation raises questions because we recognize that many governments and leaders do 
not, themselves, honor Jesus. Consider, therefore: 

o While God establishes governments and gives them authority, the devil populates 
them with people under his influence (Romans 13:1; Revelation 12-13, 17-18).  

o Peter did not qualify obedience to only ‘good’ emperors; he expected Christians to 
honor all emperors (1 Peter 2:13-17).  

o The Bible does include examples of people standing up to evil governments, but 
those situations seem to be exceptions rather than the norm and the people in those 
situations still stood up in respectful, submissive ways (cf. Daniel 1-6). 

o An important difference exists between a government that practices evil and one that 
tries to force people to do wrong. 

• Honoring Jesus involves submitting to our government, but our submission is not blind 
obedience. 

o Christian obedience to government involves acknowledging the evils that 
governments may commit (cf. 1 Peter 5:13). 

o Christian behavior is not blind to suffering or the complaints of individuals living 
under a government, but it recognizes that the solution to suffering resides in holy 
living rather than in politics (1 Peter 1:14-15; 2:9-3:16). 


