1 Peter 2:13-17

He bears not the sword for nothing...

This passage is one of four major New Testament passages giving practical instruction to believers about the government and our relation to the government.  They all hold one thing in common: submission.  1 Peter 2, Romans 13, I Timothy 2 and Titus 3 all clearly display to us that we are to be the submissive to the government and obey it always.  It is also amazing that I Peter and Romans 13 also confirm that the purpose of government is to keep order by enforcing justice and punishing wrongdoers.  It is remarkable that the time that God chose to send his Son to the earth was specifically a time of governmental security and unity that had never been seen before.  It was the security of the Roman Empire, and the Roman roads that were the things that moved the Gospel.  The reality is that the government is always in God's ultimate control, and everything will work together for His glory!

1 Peter 2:13-14

13  Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority,14 or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right.

What to do what to do?

The verb here is “submit” and it is an imperative.  This is something that we have not seen nearly so much in the writing of Peter.  Peter more often has used participles to bring across his instruction (the words ending with “-ing”, as in, “having your conversation honest...” in the previous verse.)  This is noteworthy, then, that Peter chooses to use an imperative here and not in other places.  It would seem possible that this is not quite as natural to our human understanding.  In Peter's day government was inseparable from paganism.  Nero set the city of Rome ablaze and blamed Christians as his scapegoat.  


Furthermore, we find that the government would not have seemed to have been any friend of Christianity in the early days.  It was both the local Jewish authorities combined with the failures of the Roman government that were the instruments in bringing about the crucifixion.  Not only that, it was the Jewish authorities that were constantly tormenting the young Church (Acts 4:13-22, Acts 5:17-32, Acts 6:8-7:60, Acts 12:1-5, etc.) so for Peter to make such an amazing generalization means that Christians are being told to go against every instinct that they would ever have based on the the chain of events that had occurred before this letter was written.  

Submit Submit Submit


The reason for the force of an imperative seems more understandable.  It might seem more natural to say, “You are aliens and strangers of this world...so don't bother obeying this puny government because God will brush it away with the slightest movement of his hand.”  But that is not at all what he says.  This word for “submit” is used in Scripture to describe a number of relationships.  In Ephesians 5:21-22 we find the word describing the relationships between all believers as well as the relationship between a husband and a wife.  


This word, in Greek, is hupotasso and it means, literally, “to under-attach” oneself to something or someone else.  It is interesting because our picture of the word submit may be of two wrestlers battling for the victory until one is forced to submit.  In our minds submission may be connected with the idea of losing.  However, this is not implied in the original word or the original context.  It is rather the idea of supporting, or holding something up from underneath.  Where the government is not directing us to violate the standard of God's word we are to support the government, submitting to it's rules and regulations, and acting as model citizens.

To whom again?


This is a difficult one to translate.  It seems that the translators have made a good choice in the translation of the Greek word here, but the difficulty is as such:  the word here translated “institution” is not translated in this way anywhere else in Scripture.  The rest of the time it is used to mean a creation or a creature.  This has caused some commentators to assign the idea that we are to be submitted to every human creature.  People who hold this view cite Philippians 2:3 as the other scriptural evidence supporting the argument being made.  


While it may be a good Biblical principle that we are to submit ourselves to others, and put their needs before our own that does not, necessarily make it the best translation.  Context becomes increasingly important here.  It would seem that the variant translation of this word as “institution” is heavily supported by the fact that the next two nouns used are “king” and “governors”, two governmentally related positions.  


However, it does not seem unreasonable to interpret this rather general word more broadly than simply to government.  It would seem that it would be an important directive for us in the workplace, if we are under the authority of another, or of an entire corporate structure.  When we are in a restaurant or a business of sometime it would mean that we should submit to the rules of that establishment, so if we are told not to run around the swimming pool we should submit to that order also.  

Why Should I do that?


The motivation for this is well rendered “for the Lord's sake.”  The question then comes how submitting to authorities can be done for the Lord's sake?  How could submitting to the authorities benefit the Lord.  It seems that there are at least two very plausible reasons.  Firstly, it could be that submission to the authorities in our lives honors God as the ultimate authority and the very creator of authority.  There is no authority except that which the Lord instates or allows.  The second reason is that the testimony of the believers should never be marred before people over the issue of civil disobedience.  Christians should not be known as people who disturb the peace, rather, the more people welcome Christians the more opportunities we will have to share the gospel.  

Good Function


This verse clearly lays out what the good functions of government are.  The agents of the government are sent by God to keep the peace by punishing those who do wrong.  Zodhiates defines the Greek word here translated as being the execution of justice, specifically “vindictive justice.”  This verse talks about how the government is bound by it's very function to punish criminals.  This is very strongly paralleled in Romans 13:4 where Paul tells us that “...it does not bear the sword for nothing.”  “The sword” in that passage is a reference to capital punishment.  This principle is also found Genesis 9:6: "Whoever sheds man's blood, By man his blood shall be shed, For in the image of God He made man.”  This is a principle given in Scripture that is never rescinded, changed or recalled.  It is the reality that it is a legitimate function of the government to punish those who break the law, up to and including the death penalty.  

1 Peter 2:15-17

15 For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men.  16 Act as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as bondslaves of God.  17Honor all people, love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the king.

The Will of God

The word for will here is thelo and infers choice or will. People are constantly wondering what God's will for their life is.  This is part of that will.  Essentially, the will of God can be understood in terms of three concentric circles (see handout).  The outermost circle being God's sovereign and immutable will this is fixed and unchangeable.  This is where our position is.  The second circle is God's moral will.  This can obviously be broken by us as believers and does not mean that violation of the moral will can throw us out of the circle of God's sovereign will.  This is the circle in which obedience to civil authorities is found.  The center-most circle is God's individual will for each of our lives and is most clearly displayed by the application of Scripture and Godly wisdom.  

  
The verb here is actually the verb “to be” and it is in the present tense and the indicative mood.  This means that it is a simple statement of fact.  It's not a theory or a guess, it's the bare fact that God wants us to do right for a specific reason.  This awakens us to a key point about the will of God, and something deeply apparent about His holy character.  It was shown in the verses 12-14 of this chapter that we are to be pure in our conduct for the sake of others, so that we do not cause others to stumble.  Now it is being clearly stated that we are to obey governments and civil authorities for the same reason.  God's passionate desire that none should perish but that all should come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9).


This is an amazing thing, God has an incredible passionate will for the salvation of the lost.  The parables of Christ so clearly displayed God's passionate heart for lost men and women who need to trust in Him.  This is clearly displayed in Peter's writing as and important reason why we are to do what we are to do.  It is to be a primary motivating factor in our lives because it is something that God values very much!  

The fools!

The words “foolish men” is such a harsh and difficult thing to imagine the apostle using here.  When we call someone a fool we may be describing their choices or that they actually are fools, but more often than not we mean it as an arbitrary insult that may or may not have to do with states of affairs.  Peter is not trying to draw “us and them” lines across humanity.  The word translated “foolish” here is aphron it is a combination of the negative particle a- combined with the word meaning “sense, reason or mindset” this word can also involve perception and ability to judge.  Peter is not degrading the unbelievers, he is not trying to make fun and saying with hurt feelings: “All of those  foolish people!” He is drawing attention to the fact that they are without understanding, they are without the judgment to truly discriminate between something that is good and something that is evil.  We are not to look down our noses, as believers, and say “those fools!” but rather look on them with loving compassion as those who are living their lives without any understanding, knowledge or real Godly wisdom.  


The word for silence is, more literally, “to muzzle.”  It has the idea of the mouth being absolutely stopped on an almost involuntary level.  Our actions are to be stopping the mouths of those who would slander us, or speak out against us.  This is important because it is once again our actions that are the focal point of our defense.  We are not to return the words, lies and slander of others by a well constructed self defense but rather be defended by our actions.  It is something that massively contradicts our tendencies as people, we want to defend ourselves, we want to speak up for ourselves!  Rather, we are to be defended by our actions.  Regardless of whether this defense appears to be successful from a human standpoint.

“What will you do with your freedom?”

In the movie “Braveheart” Mel Gibson plays the role of William Wallace a warrior for Scottish independence from the British.  In one scene he stands before a frightened and ill equipped army of peasants who are looking at the impressive sight of the full northern army of England, and he says to them, in so many words: “You are free men!  What will you do with your freedom?”  He challenges them to consider the burden of freedom.  We have been freed from so much as believers.  We are freed from the penalty and the power of sin.  We have been freed from the oppressive slave master that held us so brutally under it's control.  Furthermore, we have been given a heavenly citizenship, and a higher authority to submit to than any here on earth.  


There may be some temptation for us to declare diplomatic immunity as we are living as aliens and strangers in this world.  We want to say, “I am only subject to God, and only His judgment of me really matters so I won't bother to follow this speed limit.”  Peter is very clear that this is not the thinking of Christ living out his life in us.  But rather it is the thinking of our rebellious flesh.  It is preferred that we, as subjects to a higher authority voluntarily submit to the local authorities that have been set up around us, insofar as they do not conflict with the Word of God, or the commissions upon us as believers.  


The text is clear that we are to behave as “bondslaves to God.”  Peter was intensely caught up in Jewish culture and undoubtedly had in mind the image of a man getting his ear pierced.  While that may seem odd in our culture Deuteronomy 15:16-17 reads: “But if your servant says to you, 'I do not want to leave you,' because he loves you and your family and is well off with you, then take and awl and push it through his earlobe into the door,and he will become your servant for life.  Do the same for your maidservant.”  This is the kind of servanthood that we are being encouraged towards, we have been freed by the Lord and as a result we are to freely swear ourselves to him as his servants, forever bonded to him.  

The Wrap Up

So often in our culture we hear people saying, “Just give it to me straight.  Give me the facts, the pure and simple breakdown.”  Verse 17 is the clear and simple breakdown of what has been said thus far.  If we are living Christ's life out day by day it will manifest itself in these ways and we will not be offending the government or any human institution that is acting in the realm of how God designed it to work.  The four things that we are told to do are:

1. Honor all people

2. Love the brotherhood

3. fear God

4. Honor the king

These four things should flow out of our union with Christ.  

Honor all people

The word “honor” here is the same word for used in reference to the King at the end of this verse.  Each of the verbs in this sentence are imperatives, and it should be understood as such.  This is not just a nice suggestion, but a command.  Peter is not saying “Christ's life in you may look like this.”  But rather, “As you walk in Christ you will do this.” One of the definitions of this word translated “honor” here is “to fix the value or price.”  It is used to mean “recognize someone for what they are worth, what they cost.”  So what are they worth?  Every single person we see?  What is their value?  We know what value the world gives to the individual, but what value does God give the individual?  God gave his son so that they could have access to Him.  Christ gave his life on the cross, to give them the opportunity to be with him.  Is that value?  What measure of respect and honor do we have on earth that compares to that estimate?  Salary? Accomplishment? Success? Fame?  Everyone we meet, regardless of the worldly summation of them should be, “WOW!  God found you worth sending His Son for!  You are really precious!”

Love the Brotherhood

This love that we are to have for the brotherhood (other believers) is agape love.  God's divine love of which he is the sole source.  Our human love is not enough, we are not to love each other with the caddy, conditional, grudge-holding love that our flesh can provide, but with God's complete full and life giving love.  We are to love each other with a love that is sacrificial and caring.  We are to love each other with the love described in 1 Corinthians 13.  We are to love each other with Christ's love.

Fear God

This word “fear” is most commonly interpreted to mean “reverential awe or respect.”  There is good reason for this as 1 John tells us that “perfect love casts out all fear.”  Even still, I would put fourth that there was some balance to be made with that.  Anyone who has ever swam, or been near a great whale knows what fear is.  It's strange and unnerving.  It is fascinating to think, “This huge thing has no malice towards me, no desire to eat me and no fear of me that it would want to attack me; but the very hugeness of it is, in some way, frightening.  I sometimes wonder if this is the awe and respect that is due God.

Honor the king

It may seem like a historical curiosity that Peter would be so repeatedly referring to “the king” when Rome did not have a king.  In fact a number of Caesars were killed because they were suspected of trying to become kings.  It may seem like an inaccuracy to use that term, however, while in the Latin the word “Rex” (or king) was not usually used, and was even abhorred, those who spoke and wrote in Greek used the word “king” regularly.  In any event it is clear that this word “king” can be used in general terms for national leaders.


This honoring the king echoes what Paul said in Romans 13:7: “Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.”  We may know a particular leader to be morally reprehensible, but that is not what we are to focus on.  We are to treat them with the honor and respect that is due to the office that they occupy.  This is the case with any situation of authority, we are to give them the honor that is due them for the position that they are in.  


It seems apparent that if we simply use these four imperatives as guidelines to our conduct we will be fulfilling God's will for us as believers in relationship to the government.  The reality is that the government will not always keep itself to the realms in which it will stay.  In places around the globe things like church meetings, Bibles, and evangelism are forbidden by the government.  In these cases we are of course to follow the examples of Peter, Paul and Daniel and defy the government in order to obey the highest authority, but even then in the respect and honor that is due the government.
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