
OUR CIVIC DUTY: 
How the Gospel Changes Culture 

1 Peter 2:13-25 
 

INTRO 
 
If you have a Bible with you today begin opening up to 1 Peter 2:13. If 
you are using one of the Bibles in the pew rack it’s on page: 815. 
 
While you’re turning there I want to say 2 things. 
 
1st. I’ve only been your pastor for 1week. But, in that one week you’ve 
made me feel like I’m home. Please pray for Chelsea and me as we 
sell our home in Mooresville and pray that we find a house out this 
way. I’ve been commuting for 1 week and I’m already going crazy. 
We love Lake Wylie, and we can’t wait to live down here. 
 
2nd. I want to take a moment and say how thankful we are for those 
who have given their life’s blood in the Armed Forces of this nation. 
We know America is not the Kingdom of God, but this is a wonderful 
nation we live in, and I’m grateful for it. I’m grateful for those who 
have died defending it. 
 
SERMON   
 
There are a few topics that every pastor knows are dangerous topics in 
the pulpit. The two most volatile are money and marriage. But, right 
behind both of those is talking about the church’s relationship to the 
culture around it.  
 
Preaching on politics, the government, the separation between the 
church and the surrounding culture—if you aren’t careful is like 
handing a blowtorch to a monkey and and sticking him in a room full 
of dynamite. You’re bound to set something off. 
 
Christians hate talking about culture, about politics, about the 
relationship between the church and the world, and I’m convinced we 
don’t like the topic is because we really aren’t sure how our our 
faith life should interact with our civic life. 

 
Most people I talk to are on a spectrum: 
 
Some are on one end who say, “We’re the church! Our loyalty is to 
Jesus, and his Kingdom alone. We aren’t called to engage politically. 
We shouldn’t care about the world. We should have a hard divide 
between our church life and our work life. We’re just called to be 
faithful!” You ever heard that end of the spectrum? 
 
On the other end are people who say, “We have to make a difference 
in this world! And the way we do that is to ensure that our view wins 
in the polls! We aren’t being faithful to the Kingdom if we’re losing 
ground in the culture, so we must be radically engaged in the political 
world. We have to be socially involved! We have to fight injustice. We 
have to deal with issues of poverty. We have to make culture and 
society better. We have to make better neighborhoods.” 
 
And if I had to guess, most of us in this room have been on both ends 
of that spectrum in different times in our lives.  
 
We’ve felt really guilty for not being as engaged as citizens of this 
culture as we feel we should be.  
 
And we’ve also had moments of guilt over being so engaged 
politically, socially, economically that our cultural zeal overtakes and 
eclipses our spiritual zeal. Love for country, or society, or culture 
overwhelms love for Christ. 
 
So what do we do? What’s the answer? Are we just supposed to be the 
church and let the world be the world? Or, is our faithfulness as the 
church tied to our engagement in the world? 
 
Which is it? 
 
Well, as we work through the second half of 1 Peter 2 we’re going to 
see that Peter doesn’t tell us it’s one or the other. It’s both. So let’s 
look at our passage under three headings: 
 
How should Christians conduct their life in this world? 



 
1. BE SUBJECT AND DO GOOD 
2. SUFFER AND TRUST GOD. 
3. SAVOR CHRIST ABOVE ALL ELSE 

 
1. BE SUBJECT AND DO GOOD 

 
Let’s back up to verse 11 to set the stage for us: 
 
11 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the 
passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. 12 Keep your 
conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak 
against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify 
God on the day of visitation. 

13 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether 
it be to the emperor as supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to 
punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good.  

15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to 
silence the ignorance of foolish people. 16 Live as people who are free, 
not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of 
God. 17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the 
emperor.  
 
Peter starts off by saying something we would never expect. 
Essentially he says, “This world is your temporary home. Live here. 
Work here. Be subject here. Work for the good of the city. Get to 
know and honor your neighbors. Take up residence.” 
 
He paints a picture that says, “You are to be radically involved in the 
culture you find yourself in. Let’s kind of take it verse by verse: 
 
v. 11 We’re called sojourners and exiles. What’s an exile? An exile is 
a resident alien. You aren’t just an alien in this culture. You actually 
make this your place of residence. You’re here. This isn’t home—but 
for the time being you put down roots, you take up residence. You 
move into the neighborhood and for a while this becomes your 
neighborhood.  
 
 

And Peter shows us two ways that we are to take up residence: 
subjection and through working for the public good.  
 
Look at verse 13: 
 
13 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it 
be to the emperor as supreme, 14 or to governors 
 
Part of what it means to be a resident is to work within and submit to 
the power structures. Peter says, Ok, you’re living in Rome, you’re 
living in America—there is a power structure set up. Live within it. 
For the Lord’s sake—be subject—he says—to the emperor.  Our pew 
Bibles say king, because they are the New “King James” version. Peter 
is just speaking of the ruler. 
 
But, keep in mind when Peter is writing—1st century. Nero is likely 
the emperor of Rome, and in case it’s been a while since your 
Western Civ class, Nero was no friend to Christians. In fact, he may 
have persecuted Christians as much as anyone in history.  
 
The Roman historian Tacitus tells us that Nero started a fire in Roman 
in which a large portion of the city burned to the ground and he 
blamed it on Christians. Nero would actually take the bodies of 
Christian prisoners and set them on fire to light his dining hall. 
 
What’s amazing here to me is what Peter does not say. He does not 
say, “Christians, be subject to the emperor when he is living a godly 
lifestyle, or when he’s legislating Biblical policies.” We, on the other 
hand love to find reasons to either be subject or to show dishonor. We 
have a tendency either demonize or idolize civic leaders.  
 
We demonize them—“Can you believe what he’s doing? He’s the 
worst thing that’s happened to this nation! We’ll never flourish under 
his leadership.” 
 
We idolize them—“If we could just have this person lead us, we’d be 
saved! He or she could fix everything!”  
 
Peter will have none of that. Here’s an emperor who is killing 



Christians and Peter says, “Be subject.” Don’t demonize or idolize. Be 
subject to every human institution. Whether they are good or bad the 
call is to be subject. Don’t violate the 10 commandments—you 
ought to obey God rather than man, but in most cases we’re called 
to submit to and work within the power structures of the nation 
we find ourselves residents. 
 
The other way we take up residence is by working for the public good.  
 
15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to 
silence the ignorance of foolish people. 16 Live as people who are 
free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as 
servants of God. 17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. 
Honor the emperor. 
 
To be a resident, means that even though we may disagree with 
the trajectory of our culture, are nonetheless invested in the public 
good of the city. 
 
We live here. We build homes in this city. We do business here. We 
care for the needs of this city. We invest in this city. We’re to be so 
radically committed to the prosperity of the city that we actually leave 
people speechless. 
 
It means we don’t say, “You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. 
Ok culture, you do what we want and we’ll treat you with respect.”  
 
Adrian Rogers used to say, there are three levels at which we can treat 
the world around us. Hellish level says, “You do evil to me and I’ll 
repay with evil. You do good to me and I’ll repay you with evil.” 
Human level says, “You treat me right and I’ll treat you right. You 
treat me wrong, and I’ll treat you wrong” Heavenly says, “If you do 
good to me I’ll do good to you. If you do evil to me I’ll repay you with 
good.” 
 
This is why ministries like our Summer Reading Project are so vital. 
When you take time out of your schedule to help kids in our city learn 
to read—you preach a kind of gospel to the city.  
 

Everyone is used to hearing Christians clamor about prayer in the 
schools. It’s totally shocking when instead of abandoning our schools, 
choose to divest themselves for the good of the schools. 
 
That kind of ministry is incarnational—it says—just like Christ 
divested himself, and left his homeland to come here for me even 
though I disagreed with him—he sacrificed and loved me to the point 
where I was speechless—in the same way I am choosing to leave what 
is comfortable for me, I’m coming towards you even if you disagree 
with me—our church is going to sacrifice and love you to the point 
that you’re speechless. I’m here for your joy, your good. 
 
Foolish people love to say, “Those Christians, they say they trust 
Jesus, but look at how upset they are when things don’t go their way.” 
“They say this world is not their home, but look at how irate they 
become when laws are passed they disagree with!” 
 
When we honor, even a cultural system that dishonors us we tell a 
testimony that Jesus, not the culture, is our Lord, his Kingdom, not 
America is our home. 
 
When we dishonor, and clamor, and yell and scream at a cultural 
system that dishonors us we tell a testimony that we have no 
confidence in Jesus—the Lord and Creator—to work out all things for 
our good—even the seemingly evil things. We tell a testimony that we 
have stored up treasure on earth—where moths can eat it, thieves can 
steal it, and culture can take it away from us. 
 
Most of us understand that in the years to come we need, more than 
ever to stand firm on God’s Word. But, if all we do is shout truth from 
our gospel ghetto and never engage in public works of goodwill and 
love and mercy in our city no one will listen to us.  We’ll prove what 
they wrongly believe to be true, and it’s that Christians don’t really 
love anyone. We’re only out for ourselves. We’re only good to 
Charlotte if we get what we want. 
 
Peter calls us to be residents. Be subject to those over us. Show them 
honor. Build homes and love our neighborhoods. Sacrifice for our 



interests for the interests of the city. Invest in the public good to the 
degree that they see where our true hope is! 
 
We’re to be subject and do good. But, Peter also calls us to: 
 

2. SUFFER AND TRUST GOD 
 

18 Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to 
the good and gentle but also to the unjust. 19 For this is a gracious 
thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering 
unjustly. 20 For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, 
you endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this 
is a gracious thing in the sight of God.  

 
Now, Peter addresses servants and masters. Here’s one of the big 
questions the church gets asked—“See! The New Testament supports 
slavery!” Not so. We don’t have time to elaborate on this, but here’s 
the short version—Rome supported slavery. Around 80% of Rome’s 
population were slaves, and the New Testament authors began to 
challenge the culture of slavery by doing a few things: 

• Taught a fundamental equality of persons because all are made 
in God’s image. 

• Condemned abuse of slaves, and issued ethical demands to 
slaveholders, that far exceeded the rest of culture. 

• Within the church slaves were allowed and encouraged to hold 
any position. There was no hierarchy. You had slaves leading 
discipleship groups and having authority over slave holders. 

• Anyone who dealt partially against slaves was corrected. 
 
If you want to know more about this, I’ll be posting some links on my 
website to other material, videos etc. I’d also love to grab coffee and 
talk more about it during the week if you’re interested. Just email me. 
 
We don’t have that kind of system in place today—but the principle 
that Peter teaches is just as applicable. 
 
Here was a cultural institution that was unjust. One group held power 
over another, and Peter wants them to develop a robust theology of 

suffering. 
 
I’m not sure any teaching is going to be more needed in the coming 
years as we see the decline of cultural Christianity. For decades you 
could identify as a follower of Jesus in America and not only we’re 
you not criticized, you were held in higher esteem. Not so anymore… 
and listen church. That’s not a bad thing. 
 
You and I, Lake Wylie Baptist Church—we need a robust theology of 
suffering—specifically suffering unjust treatment because of what we 
believe.   
 
And listen—we are called to this. It is an honor not just to rule and 
reign with Christ—but to suffer injustice for his good name. 
 
As we gain the crown of suffering, we need to shed the false religion 
of prosperity. There’s a religious way of life that says, 
 

• God helps those who help themselves.  
• If I do what God wants, he’ll bless me. 

 
This is not the gospel. It’s counter the gospel. The gospel does not tell 
us that God helps those who help themselves. We’re told that God 
helps those who have no hope of ever helping themselves,  

• He helps the helpless 
• He fathers the orphan 
• He cares for the widow 
• He makes strong the weak 

 
Christianity is entirely paradoxical. Those who wish to live must die. 
Those who want power must know weakness. Those who want to 
inherit the earth must become poor. 
 

• And as long as you believe you can help yourself you’ll never 
find grace. 

• As long as you think you’re strong you’ll be weak. 
• As long as you think you can see, you’ll be blind. 
• As long as you think you create the life you want, you’ll only 



find death. 
 
Listen to me church—50 years ago Christianity was so culturally 
ingrained that a identifying as a Christian meant prosperity in this land. 
The days are here where identifying as a Christian means increasing 
marginalization. 
  
And the reason for suffering, Peter says isn’t because you’re doing 
what is wrong—it’s unjust suffering. You are suffering because you 
are actually doing what is right! 
 
Remember how he called us exiles. We haven’t had to feel like exiles 
in this nation for a long time. Thanks be to God that we are entering an 
age when we feel our exile. Yes, we are residents, we do seek the good 
of the Charlotte. God calls us to that. But always in our hearts is 
another city. A greater city. And we represent that city, and it’s king, 
and his interests to this city. And if we suffer, we suffer. 
 
Ok, Jonathan, if I follow your sermon here’s what you’ve told me: 
God calls me to show lavish love on the people who hate me, to divest 
myself for this culture that disagrees with me. Not only that, you’re 
also saying I embrace a theology of suffering injustice. 
 
That doesn’t just sound like bad advice, that sounds cruel. I can’t even 
ask how I could do that, because I’d have to first ask why! Why would 
I live such a radical life? Let’s see finally, that we’re called to: 
 

3. SAVOR CHRIST ABOVE ALL 
 
Imagine with me for a moment that we were all billionaires. We were 
so accomplished in business that we had millions of dollars pouring 
into our accounts. Hopefully, one of the things we’d all commit to is 
giving back. We’d say, “You know what? I am gaining so much 
money that I’m going to start giving some away.”  
 
We’d pick out a few charities that we really felt good about, and we 
started funneling cash into them. And we never ask for anything in 
return. These aren’t investments. Our work is completely 
philanthropic. We aren’t looking for a return on the dollar. We just 

give it away. Because we have so much money coming in over here—
we can just give loads of money away over here, and even find joy in 
it! 
 
How are you personally going to become the kind of person that 
takes up residence in a hostile culture? Why would you give away 
your possessions to people who don’t like you? Why would you 
willingly suffer injustice at the hands of those who are evil? 

 
21 For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for 

you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. 
22 He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 23 When 
he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not 
threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. 
24 He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to 
sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 
25 For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the 
Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.  
 
Don’t you see? Jesus Christ left his homeland, and went into exile. He 
took up residence in a hostile culture. He gave away his possessions 
for people who hated him. He said that foxes had holes and birds had 
nests, but he had no place to lay his head. And, listen: 
 
He didn’t just say, if I suffer, I suffer—he said when I suffer, I suffer! 
By his wounds, we are healed. 
 
And that means he isn’t just our example, he’s our substitute. He 
wasn’t just an exile like us, he was the true exile! The Father forsook 
him on the cross! He died alone.  
 
We were straying like sheep! We didn’t find him! He found us, and 
has returned us to the Shepherd and Overseer of our souls. 
 
And you know what that means? It means we’re billionaires.  
 
How can you lavish good on your city? How can you invest in the 
public good and not become bitter when you suffer unjustly? 
 



It’s because Christ has suffered for you—suffering in this life isn’t 
really suffering. It can’t really touch you. You have a homeland you’re 
bound for, filled with the face and presence of the King! And if you 
have his love pouring, surging through your life over here, you can 
give and love and serve and divest yourself over here, not looking for a 
return! 
 
You become to those who despise you, what Christ has already been to 
you! And when that happens— when we press into that reality God is 
going present our church with opportunities to make his name famous 
where it is not famous in our city! We’re going to make Jesus non-
ignorable in our city and in the world. 
 
Let’s pray. 


