The Assurance of Hope #4

“Spiritual Success in the Society”

1 Peter 2:11-17; 21-25
Success is a big seller these days.

If you want to make a quick buck, write a book or market a plan that insures success. Think about how many advertisements in newspapers, television, radio, or the Internet promise success…”if you call right now!” 

We tend to listen to success stories from those deemed successful. Thus, when billionaire John D. Rockefeller, Jr. said, “The secret of success is to do the common things uncommonly well,”
 folks took notice. And who can forget those classic commercials with the tagline, “When E. F. Hutton talks, people listen”?

But what about spiritual success? I’m not talking about the televangelists promoting “success in life” if you send them your money, but real honest-to-goodness spiritual success. What does it look like? How do we get it?


I believe that Peter provides some secrets to spiritual success in the middle of his first letter. In fact, as we will see, it is really one secret, but he applies it in various areas of our lives. And you may be very surprised to know his secret of spiritual success.

The Principle of Spiritual Success


Let’s first consider the principle of spiritual success. This answers the question, “What does spiritual success look like?” Reading Peter’s words in 1 Peter 2:11-12,

Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. 
I propose verse twelve as a standard of spiritual success: That when unbelievers closely watch our lives, “our good deeds may be a witness to them or a testimony against them.”
 The phrase “glorify God” does not necessarily mean that everyone who watches our lives will come to faith in Christ—certainly many will not—but even those who accuse us falsely of wrongdoing will be forced to admit that we lived what we believed. Given the fact that the Christian church has been given the mission to make disciples of all nations, it would be reasonable that this would constitute success in God’s eyes.

Paul similarly wrote in 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12,

Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody. 

Not that complicated: Work hard, mind your own business, and keep quiet! But what is the result? “Your daily life may win the respect of outsiders.” That will do much more good for the gospel of Christ than preaching on street corners, handing out tracts, or trying to shove Christianity down someone’s throat! I am convinced that unbelievers need to see Jesus in our lives before they hear about him from our lips. That doesn’t mean that we don’t have an obligation to witness to them about Jesus; just that our lives must match what we say. As one Christian song puts it, “Sometimes God’s children should be seen and not heard.”

So what is this secret to spiritual success? How can our lives result in the acknowledgment—favorable or forced—that we are indeed like Christ? In a word, submit. As one commentator puts it, “Peter describes Christian living in terms of submission.”
 Five times in this short letter Peter tells his readers to either submit or be submissive: in 2:13 (our text today) we are to submit to governing authorities; in 2:18, we are to submit to those in authority over us at work; twice in 3:1-7, husbands and wives are to submit to one another in the marriage relationship; and in 5:5, young men are to submit to older saints.

“Are you kidding?” some might object. “I thought this was about success—you’re talking about submission. How is anyone supposed to get ahead in this world by laying down like a doormat?”

First of all, if we think that success is all about “getting ahead in this world,” then we have the wrong definition of success. Secondly, if we think that submission is laying down like a doormat to be walked on by everybody, we have the wrong definition of submission. I don’t think Jesus could have made it any plainer than He did in Matthew 20:25-28,

You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.

We are not to be like the rest of the world. Jesus makes that clear here, and Peter had made that clear already in this letter. We are to stand out from the rest.

Submission in the first century was not a term for weakness; in fact, the Greek word is hupotasso, a military term that means “to fall in rank under an authority.” It’s composed of two words: tasso, meaning “to ap​point, order, or arrange,” and hupo, meaning “to place under or to subordinate.” In this particular construction it conveys the idea of subjecting oneself or placing oneself under another’s authority, as soldiers would do under a commanding officer.
 And I wouldn’t suggest telling a United States Marine that he is weak for submitting to his commander’s authority! For the Christian submission simply means the recognition of God’s authority in our lives.

Another way of describing submission is simply putting others first. Paul writes in Philippians 2:4, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Paul does not say we cannot look to our own interests, but that we should not only look to our own interests. Why is this important? Later in the same chapter he writes in verse 21, “For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.”
Remember our definition of spiritual success: to glorify God by our lives, even in the eyes of unbelievers. How can that be done? Not by being just like the rest of the world, “looking out for number one,” but by standing out as someone who looks to the interests of others and is willing to submit to the authority over them. Believe me, if we do this, we will stand out!
The Pattern of Spiritual Success

Before we get into how this is done, Peter provides the pattern of spiritual success at the end of chapter one. Verses 21-25 tell us,

To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”﻿ When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
Whenever the Scriptures command us to submit, the example of Jesus quickly follows. Consider our Lord’s own words from Matthew 20. As soon as He lays down the principle of submission, He uses Himself as the pattern: “just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” When Paul wrote about looking to the interests of others in Philippians 2, the very next verse says, “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” Peter follows the same sequence here.

So how did Jesus submit? First, He submitted Himself to the Word of God. He never violated any divine commandments—He never sinned. Secondly, He submitted Himself to the will of God. Never was this more dramatically demonstrated than in the Garden of Gethsemane, where He cried out to the Father for deliverance, but in the end prayed, “Not my will but yours be done.” Even though He did not deserve what happened to Him, He submitted Himself to it as the will of the Father. Third, Jesus submitted Himself to the wrongs of man. He did not react or retaliate against those who falsely accused Him, who illegally abused Him, and who ultimately killed Him. Instead, He allowed the Father the opportunity to judge them in His own time.

Before I continue, I want to make one thing plain. Jesus suffered the way He did for the specific purpose of giving His life as a sacrifice for sins. In that sense we cannot duplicate what He did. I don’t want anyone hearing these words to think that we are to allow others to violate our civil or human rights whenever they please. Paul stood up for his rights as a Roman citizen more than once (Acts 22:25-29; 23:26-30; 25:10-12). 

I have heard this passage used to propose that a Christian should not defend himself legally or physically against robbers, murderers, or even abusive spouses or family members. That is simply not the case! Biblical submission does not mean that we allow others to abuse us while we do nothing about it. That is a misconception of the word “submit.” We will see in a moment what the word does mean in a practical sense, but let’s be clear about what it does not mean.

The Practice of Spiritual Success (part 1)

Let’s move on to the practice of spiritual success. This is where the proverbial rubber meets the road. As Chuck Swindoll points out, “Our problem is not under​standing what submission means. Our problem is doing what it says.”

This evening we will consider “part 1" of the practice of spiritual success. Over the next few weeks we are going to be considering this same subject in a variety of life situations. Peter uses this word throughout this letter, and so we will see submission in the society, in the workplace, at home, and at church. Peter writes in verses 13-17,

Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men. Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God. Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king. 


Here Peter states that we are to submit ourselves to the governing authorities. Remember the context: in verse 11 we are addressed “as aliens and strangers in the world,” with our citizenship in heaven. But that never gives us the right to ignore or disrespect the government where we live. The Christian will live as though his or her first duty is to the Lord, and on this basis will be​have as a responsible citizen ought to do.

This is not always easy, and at times we may wonder where that line should be drawn. One person who wrestled with this question was Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who lived under the Nazi regime in Germany. In his book Ethics he wrote,

The Christian is neither obliged nor able to examine the rightfulness of the demand of government in each particular case. His duty of obedience is binding on him until government directly compels him to offend against the divine commandment, that is to say, until government openly denies its divine commission and thereby forfeits its claim. In cases of doubt obedience is required; for the Christian does not bear the responsibility of government. But if government violates or exceeds its commission at any point, for example by making itself master over the belief of the congregation, then at this point, indeed, obedience is to be refused, for conscience sake; for the Lord’s sake.

We have no right, Bonhoeffer concludes, to pick and choose what laws of the land we should obey—unless the government compels us to directly violate God’s laws, we are compelled to live in submission to them. We may not like the laws (take, for example, the paying of taxes), and we may not like those who make and enforce the laws, but that does not excuse us from the obligation of submit to the governing authorities.

Why is this so important? Paul writes in Romans 13:1-7,

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. 

“But you don’t understand!” some might argue. “Our government is corrupt and inept!” (We citizens of Illinois can surely appreciate that sentiment!) “How does God expect me to submit to government like that?”

First of all, as Warren Wiersbe points out, “It is important that we respect the office even though we cannot respect the man or woman in the office.”
 Just as one poor example of a Christian does not invalidate Christianity’s claims, so one poor example of a government official does not nullify the God-given authority of government. But I have heard some Christians speak so negatively of any and all governmental power that you might mistake them for an anarchist!

Secondly, we who are blessed to live in a democratic society ought to use the rights we have to be involved in our society. We have no right to complain about our government if we have not exercised our right to vote! If you don’t like the way things are being done, speak up! Cast your vote for someone else! But if your candidate does not win, that does not allow you to disrespect or disregard the one who did, or the decisions they make.

Third, we have the responsibility of praying for our government. Paul wrote Timothy, “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (1 Tim. 2:1-2). One commentator notes, “Maybe we are not leading a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty because we do not take the time to pray not only for our government but for the other govern​ments of the world.”


Fourth, we have the obligation to live as law-abiding citizens within our society. Remember our definition of spiritual success: to live in such a way that even unbelievers have to acknowledge our faith and give credit to God. There is no surer way to defame the faith and bring shame to the cause of Christ than for a Christian to be arrested for breaking a law that does not compel us to violate God’s law. 


A tragic example of this happened just last week. A noted abortion doctor was gunned down in the church he attended. I do not know much about the person who was arrested for his murder, but I do know that the pro-life movement was put on the defensive because of this illegal and immoral act. What a giant step backward for the cause of Christ it would be if this person is identified as a Christian!


We must not become machiavellian with the law; the end does not justify the means. We are not to resort to violence or other illegal activities to uphold the cause of Christ. We are to obey the law, and when others do not, allow God to deal with them!


I would like to close with an illustration of how important this principle is. In the summer of 1805, a number of Indian chiefs and warriors met in council at Buffalo Creek, New York to hear a presentation of the Christian message by a member of the Boston Missionary Society. After the sermon a response was given by Red Jacket, one of the leading chiefs. Among other things, the chief said: 

Brother, we are told that you have been preaching to the white people in this place. These people are our neighbors. We are acquainted with them. We will wait a little while and see what effect your preaching has upon them. If we find it does them good, makes them honest and less disposed to cheat Indians, we will then consider again of what you have said.

What do you think happened? Do you think the white people there lived in such a way that the Indians wanted to hear more of the Gospel?

What do you think would happen today if someone said that about you? Whether they say it or not, others are looking at you—at us—to see if there is any validity to the claims of Christianity. They may not be persuaded by our arguments or impressed with our knowledge, but they will be convinced that we stand for the truth if our lives back it up!
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