
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: 1st & 2nd Peter: First Century Heart, 21st Century Eyes	
Sermon Title: “Revisiting Cultural Norms” 
Sermon Text: 1 Peter 2:11-3:22 
Focus Statement: I want my listener to awaken to the subversive and liberating work of God that has 
always challenged human abuses of power, learn how to do this from Christ, the ultimate subversive 
liberator, all in order to live a Christ-i-an narrative that is generous, just, compassionate, merciful, and 
grace-filled.  
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon: (All sources and citations can be found in sermon manuscript) 
 
I share this at the beginning of the second sermon in a shorter series on 1st and 2nd Peter of the New 
Testament because these two letters constitute some of the earliest documents discussing the Christian 
church’s relationship to state political power. And, back then, like today, the co-mingling of politics, 
power, and religion was a mess. Scholars point out that Peter (who was one of the first eye witnesses 
and close disciples of Jesus…and the leader of the first century church in Rome in the early 60’s AD) 
intended his letters to reach Christ followers “scattered throughout the Roman provinces of northwestern 
Asia Minor (or, modern Turkey). The readers of Peter’s letters were mostly Gentiles who had probably 
previously become attached to Judaism through local synagogues and other forms of Judaism. 

 
The opening line of today’s text referring to the readers as “foreigners and exiles” is telling. Many believe 
that the Peter’s audience was a combination of free and slave groups of socially marginalized people 
who were “resident aliens” and “temporary residents” prior to, and independent of, their conversion to 
Christianity. In other words, they were immigrants and disenfranchised workers laboring in the cracks of a 
network that largely excluded them, but found belonging in Christian communities.  
 
What is most important to know about Peter and his first readers is that they were in a completely 
opposite position than most Christians living in America today. Today, in America, Christian affiliation of 
one kind or another represents more than 70% of the population. Virtually every elected president of our 
country has claimed some kind of affiliation to Christian religion and since the inception of the Supreme 
Court—more than 90% of our Justices have been Christians, mostly Protestant Christians.  

 
2,000 years ago, and with Peter and the Early Christians, it was the exact opposite of our socio-political-
religious reality. And, rather than being the ones in power who marginalize and exclude other populations 
as we see some Christians do today—In the first century, the Christians included the marginalized and 
oppressed, were the marginalized and oppressed, had little power, and in fact faced one of the first 
significant waves of brutal persecution at the hands of the Roman Emperor Nero.  
 
History records Nero blaming the great fire of Rome in 64 AD on the already detested Christians. 
Christians were detested because they refused to practice emperor worship and other tribute systems. 
False information about Christians persisted as well…for instance they were charged with cannibalism 
because of the language surrounding the communion practices that speaks of “the body and blood of 
Christ.” So, Nero rounded up many Christians to have them killed—some torn apart by dogs and others 
burnt alive as human torches. 
 
Peter’s letters were likely written at the outset of Nero’s persecution of the church—beginning in 62 AD.  
And, Christian history reports that Peter was one of the Christians killed by Nero in October of 64 AD. He 
was crucified, some report upside down because he claimed to be unworthy of being crucified in the 
same manner as Jesus. 
 
Given that time of intense threat and persecution—There should be little wonder as to why two major 
segments of today’s text so strongly incorporated the house codes of the Roman systems and cultural 
norms of Peter’s day. One could go so far as to say that Peter lifted up Roman cultural norms and rules 



so as to protect the very lives of those under his care. Today’s full text is 1 Peter 2:11 through all of 
chapter three. I saved the reading of the problematic Roman culturally influenced writings to be able to 
frame them here. And, to address the incredible abuses that have occurred over centuries of time when 
these texts were taken out of their context and co-opted by some Christian religious leaders as they 
ascended to power and brutally used these texts over other groups of people.  
 
What am I talking about? The most problematic are these verses: 1 Peter 2:13-14; 18-21; 3:1-7. 
 
** 
Much ink has been spilt over the centuries by some to soften what Peter may have meant when he wrote 
these verses. Some point out such things as the differences between the kinds of slavery in first century 
Rome versus other kinds of slavery such as American chattel slavery (or the whole ownership of a 
person). And yet ultimately, little can be done to defend the outcomes from the sentiment and actions of 
so many Christians in power over time who have quoted 1st Peter to subjugate vulnerable people groups 
and lord men over women. If only Christian leaders and theologians could have recognized much earlier 
than the last 150 years, that these writings of Peter were time bound cultural sentiments written under 
duress from a specific cultural frame. And, that these are not timeless truths and imperatives. Had they 
done that, we might be in a completely different place of human consciousness today.   
 
So, what good is it to read and study Scripture and all of these shorter letters of the New Testament if we 
keep confronting problematic texts that have been consistently abused by typically white straight men in 
power? In some ways it seems like we are opening up ourselves to being abused all over again. I need to 
call that out. Reading certain Bible passages can trigger trauma if we have a personal history of spiritual 
abuse, marginalization, and oppression.  
 
So, why study Scripture that has been used for evil? Speaking from the posture of being a white straight 
male in power who passionately seeks to deconstruct my archetype and be an ally to all who are 
marginalized—our purpose is to awaken to the subversive and liberating work of God that has always 
challenged human abuses of power (whether coming from our diverse holy texts and religious traditions 
or coming from popular and political voices), to learn how to do this from Christ, the ultimate subversive 
liberator, and ultimately live a Christ-i-an narrative that is generous, just, compassionate, merciful, and 
grace-filled.  
 
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. In what ways might all this (Peter’s letter and the complex dynamics where power and religion meet) 

be relevant to your life now and the week ahead?  
 
2. In what ways do we still need to awaken to the subversive and liberating work of God that always 

challenges human abuses of power? 
 
3. In what ways do we need to learn from how Christ did this practically and ethically?  
 
4. In what ways can we, regardless of what other Christians do or what anyone says about the Christian 

life in this confusing time, live our lives as more generous, just, compassionate, merciful, and grace-
filled?  
 


