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O
ver a century ago, Charles Monroe Sheldon pub-
lished his bestselling book, In His Steps: “What Would 

Jesus Do?” Written in the winter of  1896, and read by the 
author a chapter at a time to his Sunday evening prayer 
service at the Central Congregational Church of  Topeka, 
Kansas, the book was translated into many languages and 
has sold more than thirty million copies. On the opening 
page of  Sheldon’s volume, as a preface to chapter 1, are 
words from the First Epistle of  Peter: “For hereunto were 
ye called; because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you 
an example, that ye should follow his steps” (2:21, KJV). 
Although phrases from this verse recur on almost every 
page of  this once-popular book, I Peter itself  has been con-
sidered by many as the “exegetical step-child”1 of  biblical 
scholarship as well as of  the church’s preaching and teach-
ing until the last several decades, even though it is one of  
the most pastoral letters in the New Testament. 

“Nothing seems more unworthy,” John Calvin wrote, 
“and therefore less tolerable, than undeservedly to suffer; 
but when we turn our eyes to the Son of  God, this bit-
terness is mitigated: for who 
would refuse to follow him 
going before us?”2 The author 
of  I Peter seems to understand 
that suffering for “doing what 
is right” (2:15, 20) should not 
come as a surprise to those who 
“have been called” (a form of  
the verb καλέω, “to call,” is 
used five times in the letter)3 to follow Christ, who has left 
us an example of  righteous suffering (cf. 3:14 where the 
writer offers a beatitude for those who suffer “on account 
of  righteousness”: ἀλλ’ εἰ καὶ πάσχοιτε διὰ δικαιοσύνην, 
μακάριοι). The theme of  Christian suffering is primary in 
I Peter, which uses the verb πάσχω (“to suffer”) more than 
any other New Testament writing.4 Additional terms and 
images for suffering are also reflected in the use of  a related 
noun πάθημα (“suffering or misfortune,” 1:11; 4:13; 5:1, 9) 
as well as λυπέω (“to be distressed,” 1:6), λύπη (“grief, sor-
row, or affliction,” 2:19), Jesus’ shedding of  blood (1:2, 19) 
and his μώλωψ (“bruise or wound,” 2:24d), his rejection 

by humans (2:4c), and the λοιδορέω (“reviling or verbal 
abuse,” 2:23) that he endured. Several times the author 
speaks of  situations in which the recipients of  this circu-
lar letter have suffered verbal abuse, referring to πειρασμοί 
(“tests or trials,” 1:6, 4:12), καταλαλέω (“to slander, to speak 
against, to speak evil of,” 2:12; 3:16), κακόs (“evil or injuri-
ous conduct,” 3:9), λοιδορία (“insult or verbal abuse,” 3:9), 
ἐπηρεάζω (“to be reviled, threatened or mistreated,” 3:16), 
ὀνειδίζω (“to reproach or insult,” 4:14), and βλασφημέω 
(“to malign,” 4:4). 

The repeated theme of  righteous suffering, appearing 
to be primarily verbal in nature rather than physical, is the 
most prevalent characteristic applied to the Christian com-
munities by the author of  I Peter. While some references to 
suffering are of  a general nature,5 others give a more spe-
cific indication of  the reason for the suffering of  “the elect 
sojourners in the diaspora of  Pontus, Galatia, Cappado-
cia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1). For example, Christians have 
their faith challenged in ways that require them to provide 
an ἀπολογία (“defense”) “concerning the hope” that is in 

them (3:15); they are abused 
for their Christian behavior 
(3:16; 4:4; cf. 3:14); and they 
“are reviled” because they 
bear the name “Christ” (4:14, 
16). The adversity of  these 
particular communities is not 
peculiar to them but, accord-
ing to the author, has become a 

common experience for Christians “throughout the whole 
world” (5:9). This type of  suffering does not appear to be 
based upon anything specific, but rather is a consequence 
of  the identity of  these Christian communities, addressed 
as παροίκους καὶ παρεπιδήμους (“resident aliens and visit-
ing strangers”),6 regardless of  any particular charges; nor 
was the suffering of  the recipients the result of  an official 
persecution of  Christians by Rome.7 Rather, as John Elliott 
notes, the suffering is the consequence of  alienated (4:4), 
suspicious (2:15, 3:15), slanderous (2:12, 3:16), and hostile 
(3:9, 13) local opposition that could lead to hearings and 
official trials8:

The theme of  Christian suffering is 
primary in I Peter, which uses the verb 

πάσχω (“to suffer”) more than any 
other New Testament writing.
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The letter presupposes a situ-
ation in which the addressees 
were not being treated as “ene-
mies of  the state” but were made 
victims of  social discrimination 
because of  their being strang-
ers and aliens both socially and 
religiously, because of  their 
similarity to Israel in their dis-
tinctiveness and nonconformity, 
and because of  their adherence 
to an exotic Israelite sect stigma-
tized as “Christian.” It reflects 
the tension and conflict of  the 
messianic movement not with 
mainstream Israel, as was the 
case with Paul, but with society 
at large and locates this letter in 
a new epoch in the history of  the 
primitive church.9

Furthermore, the letter does not make 
use of  the words διώκω or διωγμός (“to 
persecute, persecution”), words that 
are used elsewhere in the New Testa-
ment to speak of  more violent official 
forms of  oppression.10 Nor does the 
letter speak of  physical aggression, tri-
als, or executions of  Christians. Elliott 
concludes that “it was rather igno-
rance regarding these strangers and 
aliens on the part of  outsiders (2:15, 
3:15) that led to suspicion and accu-
sation of  wrongdoing (2:12, 2:19–20); 
surprise and maligning as a result of  
Christians’ withdrawing from previ-
ous association with outsiders (4:4); 
intimidation (3:6, 14).”11

Though there may have been at this 
time no generally sanctioned, empire-
wide persecution yet, nonetheless the 
author of  I Peter was acutely aware 
that the communities being addressed 
were suffering as a result of  their iden-
tity as παροίκους καὶ παρεπιδήμους and 
subject to local harassment, “much 
the same as any other group which 
would isolate itself  from the larger 
society and refuse to conform to its 
social norms. Such persecution could 
take the forms of  official or unofficial 
local persecutions, probably more 
local than regional, and more at the 
initiation of  the general populace as 
the result of  a reaction against the life-

style of  the Christians.”12 One motive 
for such localized hostility may be 
reflected in 4:3f: “You have already 
spent enough time doing what the 
Gentiles like to do… They are sur-
prised that you no longer join them in 
the same excesses… and so they abuse 
you.”13 This contributing factor may 
have included the withdrawal from 
the customary forms of  life, thus the 
accusation that Christians were guilty 
of  “hatred against humankind” and 
that the Christian religion was “a new 
and mischievous superstition.”14 

I Peter appears to say at least two 
things which pertain to the recipients’ 
experience of  suffering. The first has 

to do with accusations: “If  they speak 
against you as wrongdoers…” (2:12); 
“When you are abused, those who 
revile your good behavior in Christ 
may be put to shame” (3:16); “They 
are surprised… they abuse you” (4:4); 
“If  you are reproached for the name 
of  Christ…” (4:14). The second is 
the issue of  being accused before the 
courts, which can be deduced from 
the admonition at the close of  the let-
ter: “Let none of  you suffer as a mur-
derer, a thief, a criminal, or a mischief  
maker. Yet if  any of  you suffers as a 
Christian…” (4:15f). 

Thus, the letter does not address a 
situation of  overt, empire-sanctioned 
persecution, but rather is written 
from the perspective of  Christian dis-
cipleship and witness through “suf-
fering for doing what is right.” I Peter 

2:21–23 compares in similar terms 
Jesus’ own experience to the situation 
of  the recipients of  the letter: “Christ 
also suffered… When he was reviled, 
he did not revile in return; when he 
suffered, he did not threaten” (2:23). 
The inference is that the Christian 
communities should approach their 
own suffering in the same way as their 
Lord did. Several sections of  the letter 
speak to this recurring theme, includ-
ing the exhortation addressed to the 
οἰκέται (“household servants”) in 
2:18–25.15 The passage is one of  sev-
eral exhortations located within what 
has been widely identified as a typical 
“household code,” “station code,” or 
“domestic code” in 2:11—3:12.16 This 
section begins with an introduction 
which urges the “beloved” to “con-
duct themselves honorably among the 
Gentiles” (2:11–12), followed by an 
exhortation concerning submission 
to authorities (2:13–17), then specific 
exhortations addressed to household 
servants (οἰκέται, 2:18–25), wives 
of  non-Christian husbands (3:1–6), 
and a brief  section addressed to hus-
bands (3:7), concluding with a general 
exhortation for the entire community 
(3:8–12). This “household code” fol-
lows the first major section of  the let-
ter (1:1—2:10) where, as Elliott has 
observed, 

stress is laid on the distinc-
tive communal identity and 
the divinely conferred dignity 
of  Christian believers who 
live within a hostile society as 
“strangers and resident aliens” 
(cf. 1:1, 17; 2:11). Through the 
mercy of  God (1:3; 2:10) and 
faithful response to the gospel 
(1:12, 25), the “reborn” (1:3, 22) 
addressees have become “obe-
dient children” (1:14; cf. 2:2) 
incorporated into the household 
or family of  God (2:4–10). Sanc-
tified by the call of  the holy God 
(1:14–16), and united in faith 
with “the elect and holy one,” 
Jesus Christ, they constitute an 
elect and holy community called 
to live a distinctly obedient and 

The letter does not 
address a situation 
of  overt, empire-

sanctioned persecution, 
but rather of  Christian 
discipleship and witness 
through “suffering for 
doing what is right.”
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holy way of  life within an unholy 
and hostile environment.17

Following this affirmation of  com-
munal identity, the author turns to 
the conduct of  the household of  God 
within the structures of  society (2:11–
3:12). Here, the community is urged 
to lead a way of  life such that others, 
“though they malign you, may see your 
honorable deeds and glorify God on 
the day of  visitation” (2:12). To illus-
trate this way of  life, the author uses 
“a modified schema” of  a traditional 
“household code.”18 Several unique 
features of  the passage help us to infer 
the social setting of  the communities 
addressed by the letter.

First, in contrast to other New Tes-
tament household codes where the 
exhortation of  δοῦλοι (“slaves”) and 
κύριοι (“masters”) follows that of  hus-
bands and wives and of  parents and 
children (Colossians 3:18–4:1; Ephe-
sians 5:22–6:9; 1 Timothy 2:8–6:2; 
Titus 2:1–10), thereby communicating 
that “slaves are at the very bottom of  
the social hierarchy,”19 here slaves are 
addressed first and thus given priority 
of  place. Noteworthy also is that the 
usual term for “slaves” (δοῦλοι) in the 
household codes has been replaced in 
I Peter with the term “household ser-
vants” (οἰκέται), calling attention to the 
household (2:5; 4:17) as the focus of  
the exhortation. Accordingly, the des-
ignation “household servants,” rather 
than “slaves,” belongs to “a larger 
strategy in which the οἶκος, or house-
hold, is accentuated as the primary 
ecclesial metaphor of  the letter. The 
vulnerable condition of  these slaves 
vis-à-vis their master-owners resem-
bles closely the vulnerable condition 
of  the entire Christian community 
within society, just as their innocent 
suffering is consistent with the suffer-
ing of  the faithful.”20 Although “mas-
ters” (δεσπόται, not κύριοι, 2:18) are 
mentioned, nothing is said of  their 
responsibilities as in other household 
codes. The attention is focused solely 
on the condition and conduct of  the 
household servants who, according 
to the author, and against the usual 

regard for slaves, “have a moral char-
acter!”21 Other household members 
are addressed in I Peter, but only the 
exhortation of  household servants is 
given an extensive christological basis 
(2:21–25), namely, that the household 
servants are to follow the ὑπογραμμός 
(“blueprint or example,” 2:21) of  
Christ who “also suffered on behalf ” 
of  household servants as well as the 
entire community.22 This christologi-
cal rationale is comprised of  what may 
be the author’s redaction of  an early 
hymn which draws various quotations 
from and makes allusions to the Suf-
fering Servant depicted in Isaiah 53.

I Peter 2:18-25 may be divided into 
three sections, including the exhor-
tation to submit to masters (2:18) 

with the primary rationale that it is 
a “credit” (χάρις, mentioned twice) 
before God (2:19–20), and a second-
ary christological rationale (2:21–25) 
providing a rather extensive elabora-
tion upon 2:18–20. This second moti-
vation is noticeably theological as it 
places the sufferings of  the household 
servants, that is, the suffering Christian 
communities, in the perspective of  the 
sufferings of  Christ. Just as Christ was 
“handing over his case to the one who 
judges justly” (2:23c), so also it will be 
a “credit before God” to those house-
hold servants “who are doing what is 
right and suffering” for it (2:20b).

What is stated here concerning the 
οἰκέται applies to the οἶκος τοῦ θεοῦ 
(“household of  God”), providing a 
“blueprint” or christological rationale 
for the entire household, including:

an indicative basis for the imper-
atives which follow as well as pre-
cede it… As the subordination 
of  servants (2:18–20) illustrates 
the subordination of  all (2:13), 
so the christological statement 
in I Peter 2:21–25 relates to and 
expands upon the briefer christo-
logical formula in 2:13, “for the 
Lord’s sake” (διὰ τὸν κύριον)…
the innocent suffering of  righ-
teous servants, like that of  all the 
righteous believers (3:12; 4:18), 
derives its power and motiva-
tion from the vicarious suffer-
ing of  the Righteous One (3:18), 
the Servant of  God, Jesus Christ 
(2:21–25).23

Significantly, the author chooses the 
section on household servants to pres-
ent the model for Christian existence. 
Jesus the servant suffered unjustly and 
patiently, and having been established 
in glory, holds out hope and promise 
to the Christian who suffers for “doing 
what is right.” “The household codes 
then serve as a charter for proper 
Christian conduct among Gentile 
neighbors in order that all men might 
‘live as servants of  God’ (2:16).”24

The recurring verb πάσχω, used 
three times in this passage alone, 
serves as the primary word which 
links 2:18–20 to 2:21–25, just as it is 
the experience of  “suffering for doing 
right,” which is stressed throughout 
the letter as an essential bond uniting 
believers with their Lord. I Peter 2:22–
24 describes, through the use of  Isa-
iah 53, the innocent suffering of  the 
obedient Christ and its healing effect. 
Verse 25 concludes the unit with a 
shepherd metaphor “depicting the 
reunion of  believers and Lord: those 
who were once scattered have now 
been gathered and returned (by God) 
to their shepherd and guardian.”25

A synthesis of  a creedal formula 
(2:21b), a tissue of  allusions to Isaiah 
53 and Deuteronomy 21:23 (2:22–
24a, e), possibly another creedal for-
mula (2:24c, d), and more allusions 
to Isaiah 53 (2:25a), have led many to 
propose the presence of  a hymn frag-

Only the exhortation 
of  household servants 

is given extensive 
christological basis: 

they are to follow the 
“blueprint” of  Christ, 
who “also suffered.”
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ment in this passage.26 On the basis of  
the linguistic and stylistic features of  
I Peter 2:11–3:12, it appears that the 
author has used a piece of  tradition 
rooted in Isaiah 53 and Deuteronomy 
21:23 to form the authoritative core 
for the christological rationale, using 
the “hymnic” material (2:22, 24a, b, e) 
to elaborate upon a “creedal formula” 
(21b) and weaving together a cohesive 
unit by means of  his own exegetical 
reflections on the Isaiah text. In this 
way, the author effectively provides 
a motivation for the communities to 
live by the baptismal call to follow the 
“blueprint” (2:21) of  Christ who suf-
fered for “doing what is right,” “who 
did not sin” (2:22) but “himself  bore 
up our sins in his body upon the tree” 
(2:24).27

Here the author has chosen the 
most insignificant members of  the 
communities, the household servants, 
to be the examples for everyone else.28 
They are urged to “be subject to” their 
masters, not only the good and gentle 
ones, but also the “overbearing.” The 
same verb, ὑποτάσσω (“to be subject 
to”), is used here as in 2:13, and carries 
the same connotation of  urging the 
slaves to remain responsible and active 
in the household as part of  their mis-
sion of  witness; but it must be “in all 
fear” (2:18), not toward the masters (2:17; 
3:6, 14) but toward God. The household 
servants are to carry out their role in 
such a way that their primary alle-
giance is to God (2:16). They are to 
suffer for “doing what is right” so that 
their behavior is not determined by 
the abusive behavior of  others but by 
their Lord who has given them their 
freedom. “As servants of  God, live as 
free people, yet do not use your free-
dom as a pretext for evil” (2:16).

The chief  concern of  the letter is 
with the conduct of  Christians under-
going affliction and suffering; they 
suffer because that is what happens to 
Christians.29 Not only does Christ suf-
fer, but so also do his followers. The 
author reminds the recipients not to 
be surprised when suffering comes, “as 
though something strange were hap-
pening to you” (4:12). If  you follow in 

the footprints of  Christ, suffering will 
follow you. “For to this you have been 
called, because Christ also suffered 
for you” (2:21). It is not only evildoers 
who suffer the consequences of  their 
actions; it is also people who do right 
that “suffer the consequences.” In this 
letter, “Peter” refers to himself  as a 
“witness (μάρτυς) to the sufferings of  
Christ” (5:1). To be a Christian is to be 
a witness to the suffering of  Christ and 
to enter into that “suffering for doing 
what is right.” “But rejoice insofar as 
you are sharing Christ’s sufferings, so 
that you may also be glad and shout 
for joy when his glory is revealed” 
(4:13). LF
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