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Responsible Citizenship in a Distressed Society: Lessons from the 1 Peter 

Bernard Ukwuegbu 

Prolegomena to a Discussion on First Peter 

Because the subject of our inquiry is a road less frequently travelled,1 I deem it wise to start with 

a prolegomena on Catholic Epistles. First Peter belongs with the other 6 NT documents (James, 2 

Peter, 1, 2 and 3 John, and Jude) to the so-called Catholic Epistles. The application of the term 

“catholic” as a qualifier for an individual epistle was introduced toward the end of the 2nd century 

by Appollonius (ca 184) with reference to the Montanist heretic Themiso, who in his own words 

“dared to compose a catholic epistle imitating the apostle.” Clement of Alexandria (d. 215) 

called the letter arising out of the deliberations of the Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15:22-29 a 

“catholic epistle” written by “all the apostles;” and Origen writing in the first half of the 3rd 

century used “catholic epistle” several times to identify both the canonical 1 John as well as 1 

Peter as well as other extracanonical works (like the letters of Dionysiusu, bishop of Corinth 

(174AD) and the Epistle of Barnabas). 2  

This early usage of the term to identify certain letters probably arose out of the theological usage 

of “catholic” to distinguish the universal Church from a local Congregation. 1 Peter and 1 John, 

the letter from the Council of Jerusalem, as well as some of the letters of Diognetus, and the 

Epistle of Barnabas were all written to a wider, more general audience. Therefore the term was 

originally used to identify the encyclical character of a document rather than its canonical or 

authoritative status. Later, in a work attributed to Leontius of Byzantium (d. ca. 543), the author 

identified seven Catholic Epistles, and explained that “they are called catholic because they were 

not written to one group, as those of Paul, but generally (katholou) to everyone.”  

The importance of the Catholic Epistles lies primarily in the fact that they offer a non-Pauline 

witness to the beliefs and practices of the first Christian communities. It is true that they are not 

the only non-Pauline witness in the NT, but they are the only group of letters that has never been 

associated in any way with Paul. Letters, by their very nature, have an immediacy that is lacking 

in more formal documents, and it has long been held that in letters we get a truer picture of early 

church life than is available to us in the Gospels or in the Acts of the Apostles.  

Again, in the Catholic Epistles also, we have the sense of an apostolic orthodoxy doing battle 

against deviations that were largely the product of renegade Christians (heretics). This in turn 

means that they offer important evidence for the existence of an identifiable body of acceptable 

beliefs in the earliest Christian congregations that had been transmitted by the apostles in the full 

awareness that they would be objected to and opposed by others. Even if the words orthodoxy 

and heresy are technically anachronistic in reference to NT times, the phenomena that they 

describe can be traced to the first century and to a church that was still primarily Jewish, not 

Gentile, in composition. Whoever the writers were, they were responding to real needs in the 

early Christian communities, and by examining these problems we can reconstruct the 

                                                           
1 The Catholic Epistles in General, and 1 Peter in particular does not command extensive interest among biblical 

scholars, even though they are the initial alternative witness (to Paul) of the efforts of parents in the faith to come to 

grasp with the implications of the Easter Message/Event for their day-to-day living. Just google any of these letters 

and compare them with a similar googling of either the letters of Paul or the Synoptic or Johannine tradition.  
2  Eusebius describes a highly esteemed collection of letters by Dionysius, bishop of Corinth (written ca. 170), as 

“catholic epistles which he drew up for the churches,” but they were not considered in any sense to be Scripture cf. 

Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 4.23.1, 12; Origen, Contra Celsus 1.63. 
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intellectual and spiritual atmosphere that shaped the first generations of the church and may be 

see how this can also influence and shape our time. 

1 Peter: A General Introduction 

The author of 1 Peter introduces himself in 1:1-2 as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,” and 

claimed to be writing “to the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 

Bithynia, chosen and destined by God the Father and sanctified by the Spirit for obedience to 

Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood.” Following this introduction, the traditional view 

has been that the apostle Peter (1:1), with help from Silvanus (5:12), wrote the letter in Rome 

sometime between the martyrdom of Paul about 62 AD and the outbreak of persecution under 

Nero in 64 AD. With few exceptions, the Fathers believed that this letter was written by the 

apostle Peter and sent to Jewish Christians in the Diaspora (Eusebius of Caesarea, Didymus, 

Andreas, Oecumenus). The recognised that the letter has close resemblances to James, and they 

accounted for this by saying that both men were apostles to the Jews, although Peter seems to be 

more concentrated on those who lived outside Palestine. Peter explains his calling from God with 

a Trinitarian promise, and the Fathers were quick to pick this up. They recognised him as the 

chief of the apostles and believed that this letter had been sent from Rome.  

The case for a Petrine authorship has been strongly made by Archibald Hunter as far back as 

1957. Hunter started by addressing four major objections raised against the authenticity of the 

Letter: 1) the letter shows a knowledge of the Greek language that Peter, a simple Galilean 

fisherman, would not have; 2) it is indebted to Paul’s theology, a dependence that does not match 

the historical relations between the two apostles, which were hostile; 3) it does not bear the 

marks of one who knew Jesus and heard his teaching; and 4) it implies a time when the mere 

profession of Christianity was a crime – that is, the first decade of the second century.3 

As to the excellent quality of the Greek, 1 Pet 5:12 was very clear that Peter was writing through 

Silvanus; and if the later were given considerable freedom and knew Greek well, he could have 

phrased Peter’s thought. The Paulinism of 1 Peter is really common, apostolic Christianity and as 

such should not be exaggerated. Not only does 1 Peter lack clear dependence on any known 

Pauline epistle, it also does not give attention to some principal doctrines such as justification by 

faith. Again echoes of Paul in 1 Peter may also be a reflection of Silvanus long association with 

Paul. Some relationship to Paul could also be explained by the locale (both of them were in 

Rome in the 60s). As for the lack of any direct quotations from Jesus, 1 Peter did contain many 

references to the life and teachings of Jesus. The writer probably shows a knowledge of the trial 

of Jesus (2:21-24), the Transfiguration (5:1), the command of the risen Lord in John 21:17 (5:2), 

and the foot-washing (5:5). With reference to the final objection as to the existence of systematic 

persecution, the references to sufferings and persecution in 1 Peter are quite general. References 

to a “fiery ordeal” (4:12) and to the experience of suffering required of the brotherhood 

throughout the world (5:9) need not reflect more than malevolence and abuse by the public. Even 

if they involve persecution by the state, they could refer to conditions under Nero. 

For these reasons, Hunter affirms the traditional view of authorship. For him, the general tone 

and temper of the epistles suggests that it comes down to us from the early days of the faith, nor 

can any objections raised against Petrine authorship be sustained. Peter, Hunter believes, wrote 

the letter in Rome. As for the time of writing, the traditionalist maintain that since there is no 

                                                           
3 Archibald M. Hunter, The First Epistle of Peter (New York and Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1957) 78. 
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reference to Peter in the letter Paul wrote to Rome in 58, presumably 1 Peter could not have been 

written before the early 60s. If Peter wrote the letter, the possible range would be 60-65. Hunter 

maintains that Peter wrote his letter between the death of Paul in 62 AD and the beginning of the 

Neronian persecution in 64.The fact that Peter counsels loyalty to the emperor (2:13-17) 

indicates that he was writing before the outbreak of this persecution.  

In spite of the seemingly convincing nature of Hunter’s argument, some scholars still make the 

case for an anonymous author writing in the name of the apostle Peter. In addition to the 

objections to the traditional view given above, these scholars point to the mixture of church 

offices in the letter, in which charismatic forms of service (4:10-11) are combined with a form of 

organisation involving elders (5:1-5). For this school of thought, 1 Peter is probably later than 

Paul but earlier than Revelation and Pliny’s correspondences with Trajan – that is possibly about 

90 AD.  

A variant form of the theory of pseudonymous authorship that is now increasingly shared by the 

majority of scholars suggests that a Petrine group or “school” produced the letter in Rome. Elliot 

believes that this group included Silvanus, Mark, and unnamed “sister” (5:12-13). This group 

sent the letter in the name of Peter, possibly between 73 and 92 AD. Elliot gives three main 

reasons for his views. He notes first that the large size of the area mentioned in 1:1 suggests a 

substantial growth in missionary work beyond the limits reached by Paul. This suggests in turn 

that 1 Peter was written decades after Paul’s time. Elliot also argues that the use of “Babylon” for 

“Rome” in 5:13 indicates a later date, since this use of “Babylon” occurs only in writings 

composed after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD (cf. the Sibylline Oracles, 2 Baruch, 4 Ezra and 

Revelation). Pastoral care for Asia Minor exercised from Rome would be more intelligible after 

70 AD. Finally, Elliot points out that the type of expression used in 5:12 (“through, by [dia] 

Silvanus”) conventionally identifies the emissary who delivers a letter. There would be no 

reason, therefore, to regard Silvanus as Peter’s secretary and possibly co-author. Elliot does 

believe that Silvanus and Mark were probably the same persons associated with Peter in 

Jerusalem and now reunited with him in Rome. The mention of these persons, together with the 

unnamed “sister” indicates that 1 Peter is the product of a group or circle that once gathered 

about the apostle Peter and now transmits his witness.4 

Whatever the case, the fact remains that 1 Peter gives us an authentic witness of the first 

generation Christians’ effort to battle with the nitty gritty of being Christians in a very difficult 

time. As such, its testimonies and teachings can be of significant help to us today in our efforts to 

meddle between being good Christians and being good citizens. In what follows, we will restrict 

ourselves to two principal areas that have been identified as central to the message and theology 

of the letter: the role of Christians in the society and the disposition of Christians vis-a-vis the 

reality and mystery of suffering.  

The Role of Christians in Society 

An exciting recent development in 1 Peter scholarship has been the attempt to define the role that 

1 Peter believes Christians should play in relation to the society. Because the writer speaks of the 

recipients as “resident aliens” and “visiting strangers”, he must assume that they do not simply 

identify with the surrounding culture. Because he indicates that they are facing some form of 

                                                           
4 John H. Elliot, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981) 270-277. 
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persecutions, recent scholarship has sought to delineate as precisely as possible how 1 Peter 

advises its readers to interact with their society. 

The interpretations offered vary. Some see in the “aliens and strangers” (2:11) designation a 

reference to the fact that Christians have their real home in heaven rather than here on earth and 

chide modern Christians for being very much concerned with improvement of conditions in this 

world. Noting that contemporary Christians are very much concerned with the improvement of 

conditions in this world, Hunter advocates the principle of a “middle way” as a strategy for 

interacting with the cultural environment. In this way, Christians can find a balance between this-

worldly and other-worldly perspective.5 

In his 1981 study John H. Elliot presents a view of the Christians’ relation to the society that may 

be described as “social nonconformity.” Elliot sees in the author’s description of his audience as 

“resident aliens” and “visiting strangers” (2:11) signals of an ongoing discussion of the 

estrangement these Christians feel from the society around them. Not only is the case that they 

receive limited political and legal rights and reduced social status, they also suffer slander and 

reproach from their non-Christian neighbours. They perceive themselves as outsiders, and non-

Christians perceive them as outsiders. This outsider status impacts, of course, the experience of 

suffering and abuse that these communities are enduring. It also raises directly the question of 

how and to what extent Christians should conform to the customs of their surrounding culture.  

On account of their Diaspora and alien status of his community, the author of 1 Peter stresses the 

need for early Christians to avoid social conformity and maintain their own distinctive identity as 

a community. The strong stress on the dignity of Christians and their status would be meant to 

encourage a group being ostracised by their countrymen, a group that can be addressed as 

homeless and sojourners (2:11; cf. 1:1, 17). They are like Israel in the exodus on the road to the 

Promise Land; they should not look back to their former status as did the Israelites (1:14), but 

press on to their imperishable inheritance (1:4). Although they may have been accepted by their 

neighbours before, they were then “no people” in God’s eyes and had not received God’s mercy 

(echoing Hosea 1:9; 1:6); now they are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s 

own people (1 Peter 2:9). 

The Household Code: Subordination and Tacit Tolerance 

This having been said, Christians should not simply withdraw from the surrounding society. 

They are also to engage in positive, non-violent interaction with their detractors in the hope of 

eventually winning them to the faith. The household code (2:13ff) plays an important role in 

establishing the community’s identity. It functions, to promote the internal solidarity of the 

Christian community, differentiates it more clearly from the standards and values of secular 

society, and relates the community to the broader ecclesiological concept of the “household” 

(oikos). In these ways, 1 Peter envisages a Christian community that will be “a home for the 

homeless, an oikos for the paroikoi.” Such a “home” will provide a meaningful form of social 

identity, a basis of communal support, and an image of the Christian community in its entirety. 

Household codes are common in Greco-Roman ethics. In their fullest form, they prescribe proper 

behaviour between slaves and masters, wives and husbands, and children and parents. Like other 

household codes in the New Testament (Colossians, Ephesians, 1 Timothy, Titus), 1 Peter’s 

household code enjoins specific behaviour on Christians in their classic household relationship. 

                                                           
5 Hunter, The First Epistle of Peter, 112. 
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Several aspects of these codes trouble many modern Christians. First, the basic structure of the 

ancient household, with its pattern of dominance and submission, with its approval of slavery, 

does not seem to be questioned or transformed. Christians simply take over from non-Christian 

society, with full approval, a dominance and submission model of the household. Modern 

Christians who believe in more egalitarian and democratic models find this ancient pattern 

troubling. Secondly, the admonition to slaves and wives to submit to abusive partners seems not 

only to be inadequate but even abusive itself. 

How should 1 Peter be understood in this regard? Or better, what arguments does it make to 

justify such response to an illicit status quo? The first argument flows from its general conviction 

of the Christian’s vocation to overcome evil with good. We must submit to abusive lords and 

husbands because submission is itself a good thing. Submission comes out of the gentleness of 

Christian virtues (cf. 3:4-6). Thus, our self-understanding as good Christians leads us to do the 

good in the face of abuse, to submit. Second, we submit as a witness. Our husbands who “do not 

obey the word” will be converted “without a word by their wives’ conduct” (3:1). It is apparently 

less than virtuous for a wife to argue with her husband. Thus she cannot preach the gospel to him 

against his orders. Instead, she will be the perfect wife, practicing perfect Christian gentle 

virtues. The husband will see the goodness of her behaviour and will be “won over” (3:1). 

Today, some see 1 Peter as hunting for a good in the midst of evil. We do good even when social 

structures are not good. Others see 1 Peter as giving approval to the structures themselves. Either 

reading has created much complaint among modern readers. If you live in an evil structure, to 

live in it well may be to further the cause of evil. To be the best soldier in an evil army is not a 

good. To be the most submissive of all slaves may not be a good either. To be the quietest of all 

wives may not be a good. Christians have more obligations than blind submission. Christians 

also have a duty to refuse to further the cause of evil social patterns. Gentleness, peacefulness, 

and submission have their place. But they are not the only things we value. 

1 Peter is not oblivious of these modern concerns. But its response to such complaints focuses on 

theology. After admonishing slaves to accept the authority of “harsh” masters, 1 Peter offers two 

theological arguments supporting the propriety of unjust suffering. The first argument is built on 

a common early Christian notion of accruing credit with God (4:12-19). The closest parallel to 

this argument of 1 Peter is found in the Sermon on the Mount (cf. Matt 5:43-48). If we suffer 

when we do wrong, we are still in the normal economy of good and evil (4:15-16). As long as we 

are in that just economy, receiving good for good and bad for bad, no intervention by God 

occurs. But if that economy is unbalanced or unfair, if we suffer evil for doing good (4:16), a 

divine economy kicks in, and we accrue credit with God. Thus God’s commitment to justice, to 

rewards for good deeds and punishments for bad, means that God will redress the injustices of 

human history. Thus, it is even good to suffer unjustly, for you will receive reward from God at 

the end. 

The second argument is a Christological one. 1 Peter’s admonition to slaves in 2:18-25 is built 

primarily on a powerful Christological argument: “For to this you have been called, because 

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps” 

(2:21). This statement is followed by a series of wonderful descriptions of the sufferings of 

Christ, in which he models behaviour for us. “When he was abused, he did not return abuse… 

but he entrusted himself to one who judges justly” (2:23). In this last phrase, Jesus is depicted as 

understanding the divine economy of unjust suffering. Jesus can suffer unjustly because he trusts 
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God to be the final judge. This Jesus who suffered unjustly is the “shepherd and guardian of our 

soul” (2:25). 

This Christological arguments overwhelms the complaints that submitting to abuse is to further 

the power of the abusers. According to 1 Peter, such complaints are in error because they are 

calculating justice within the normal economies of human history. Yes, to submit to abuse, in the 

normal give-and-take between humans, is to permit evil behaviour to win. However, God and 

God’s judgment undo such calculations. The normal economies of justice and injustice that 

govern human history are not the real economies. The real power here is God. 

The Christological argument, no doubt, will not end all discussion among Christians as to the 

justification of 1 Peter’s position. Some Christians respond that an absolute denial of our 

responsibilities for social injustice is not a proper Christian response. Christians must pursue 

justice and righteousness in all its forms in every corner of life. Our calling is not simply to 

accrue credit with God but to further God’s kingdom on earth. Furthermore, the historical Jesus 

did indeed suffer unjustly, but in his life and ministry he also pursued justice on earth. Thus a 

suffering Christology such as this, while true is unbalanced.  

All these tensions in 1 Peter call us to responsible reading and interpretation in the light of our 

context and the ongoing power of the Word as Revelation. Be that as it may, all readers of 1 

Peter today agree that 1 Peter does not offer a competing, more Christian alternative social or 

societal structure. Such social rectifications seem beyond the proper role of Christians in 1 Peter. 

All the author does or did is to try to make sense of the social structures of his day; and to make 

sense of Christian living within it. 

1 Peter and the Theology of Suffering 

Another important area where 1 Peter makes an insightful contribution is on the behaviour of 

Christians in the face of suffering. Its’ most extensive comment in this regard is to be found in 

3:8-22. The first part of this passage is a wonderful articulation of the Christological argument. 

Here we encounter the Christological focus wherein Jesus’ own experience of suffering for doing 

good creates the proper theological and ethical pattern for us. “Do not repay evil for evil or abuse 

for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called – that you 

might inherit a blessing” (3:9). When we break from the normal pattern of deed for deed, when 

we continue to bless others and do good to others while they return such behaviour with abuse, 

we become connected to the Christ pattern. In this Christ pattern the principle of justice, of good 

for good and evil for evil, is given not only divine approval but divine assurance. If human 

history does not repay our good with good, then God will. In fact, this postponement of proper 

justice, this capacity to trust God to repay, this ability to live on faith and hope rather than on 

possession, is what makes the Christian life Christian. 

At the conclusion of this section, where the passage focuses on the power of God to save us in 

the midst of suffering, the author makes an intriguing reference to baptism (3:20-21). The core 

Christological pattern of God saving in the midst of suffering is connected to Noah’s ark and to 

baptism. The implications of these connections have long fascinated readers. The connection of 

the water of the flood to the waters of baptism will become a familiar one in Christianity. The 

water of baptism becomes not a purifier in itself but a threat, the threat of death by drowning, the 

threat of abuse and persecution. God saves through suffering; and perhaps the water of baptism is 

always a water of suffering. Suffering becomes a necessary moment in the story of salvation. 

Thus, the example of Christ is not mere example, but a necessary paradigm. 



 7 

Connected to this is the notion of suffering as a purifier in 1:6-7. The frequent Jewish and 

Christian notion of the positive value of having one’s faith put on trial is here greatly intensified.  

In this context, the way of suffering becomes not just one among the many courses that the life 

of faith might take but the one and only course. It is not simply that Christian faith can grow 

even in the midst of suffering. Rather, Christian faith needs suffering if it is to grow. The 

intensity of suffering forces the question of whether we really trust God to redress the unjust 

suffering in our lives. A real experience of suffering forces us to decide if we really believe that 

suffering for doing good connects us to the salvific story of Jesus. It is only in the intensity of 

suffering that our faith can really become faith. It is only in the gap between what should be and 

what is that faith can really be faith. Faith is like gold, it must pass through the furnace. The 

absence of justice is a good, for only in its absence can Christian faith grow. 

The concept of suffering as a purifying fire leads to the striking notion in 4:12-19 of suffering as 

the beginning of divine judgment. This judgment is, of course, the final judgement in which the 

character of all persons and all things will be revealed. Furthermore, the revealing power of 

judgment is already occurring ahead of time in the fiery ordeal taking place among these 

Christians. This is a natural connection. If suffering reveals the true character of our faith, the 

suffering is of the same power as the final judgment. However, when suffering is not only an 

analogy to judgment but a species of it, then suffering and God become connected in a new way. 

God becomes then the author of suffering. 

Is 1 Peter’s Theology of Faith Good Enough? 

Few readers doubt the brilliance and power of 1 Peter’s proposals on suffering. Instead, the 

questions focus on the sufficiency of the arguments. Is this really an adequate account of 

suffering and God’s righteousness? Is James more correct in 1:13 when he warns against too 

easily crediting God with temptation and trials? Is God not the one who saves us from suffering 

and evil; rather than the one who sends it to us? 1 Peter also contains answers to these questions. 

It recognises that suffering is also a sign of God’s absence. In fact, part of our suffering is that 

we do not presently see Jesus. As 1 Pet 1:8 notes in connection to our present suffering: 

“Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you 

believe in him and rejoice.” Our present suffering is hereby connected to our incapacity to see 

Jesus now. The injustices of this life are not just the threatening waters of baptism through which 

God saves us. These injustices are signs of God’s absence. God is still absolutely a God of 

justice. We cannot fully equate injustice with God’s will. If this is the case, then a tension exists 

in 1 Peter’s account of suffering. No single proposition can hold the complex experience of 

Christian suffering. Suffering opens on a variety of theological powers and human conditions. 1 

Peter does not collapse that variety. If anything, it adds to it, increases the tensions, and 

complicates our attempt to understand suffering. Faith grows in this sense of God’s absence, in 

this experience of suffering. However, because faith grows in this experience, God cannot be 

accounted as perfectly absent in either suffering or absence. God is both present and not present 

in suffering. God is both present and not present now. God is even present in God’s absence. In 

the tensions and gaps created by this presence and absence, Christian faith takes on its 

fundamental character as Christian. 

Responsible Citizenship in a Distressed Society  

At the heart of 1 Peter’s response to this question of how to live as Christians in a non-Christian 

culture is an insistence on “good behaviour.” Christians, no matter what the setting, no matter 
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what the moment, are to practice “good behaviour.” The context of this admonition for “good 

behaviour” is of course complex. Nevertheless, this basic admonition for “good behaviour” has 

become the classic Christian response to the question of Christianity and culture. On the one 

hand, in this admonition we find one of the most fundamental Christian assertions: we are to 

practice Christian behaviour no matter who we are dealing with or what the context might be. On 

the other hand, as fundamental as this response has become, it has also occasioned much debate. 

Christians have enormous differences of opinion here. We do not agree on what constitutes 

“good” behaviour or on who should decide what is good and what is not. Especially we do not 

agree on the role that outsiders and the standards of outsiders should play. Thus we debate 

whether outsiders, working with their own criteria of what is good, should perceive our 

behaviour toward them as “good.”  

In fine, there is in 1 Peter an evident tension between belonging and not belonging to the world. 

There is a “no” and there is a “yes” toward non-Christian culture that shapes Christian 

understanding. One the one hand, the Christian gospel is universal in its range. Everyone will be 

judged by the same God and the same standards. On the other hand, the Christian community has 

been already separated from the Roman world. They have been born again to a new life; they are 

a new people. They are holy people in the midst of ungodliness. On the one hand they reject the 

standards, loyalties and gods of their old lives. This rejection leads to alienation and persecution. 

On the other hand, they witness to the goodness and holiness of the God of Jesus Christ through 

behaviour that even outsiders deem good. 

Similar tensions surface in the details of 1 Peter’s ethics. We do not treat everyone the same way. 

We do not love everyone with absolute risk. Such radical love appears to be reserved for 

members of the community. We practice good behaviour toward all. But we “love one another 

deeply from the heart” (1:22). There is a certain distance between this kind of ethical calculation 

and the radical universal love most people find in the Sermon on the Mount. Most readers of 1 

Peter detect a calculation of appropriateness in its ethic. You do not risk absolute vulnerability 

toward outsiders. You assess the person before you and meet him or her with a virtue fitting for 

that person. In this way, 1 Peter gives no simple response to the issue of Christianity and culture. 

None of the classic models of “Christ against culture,” “Christ of culture,” “Christ above culture” 

etc. seem to fit precisely. The text maintains a series of obligations and tensions that call one into 

and out of non-Christian culture in a way that fits no precise pattern. This is the text’s real genius 

on this issue. Perhaps the only thing universal is that we are to practise good behaviour toward 

all persons. And of course, it takes a wise person to know what the good is for the moment. 

 


