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On Friday morning, two Spitfires flew over the White Cliffs of Dover to mark the 75th 
anniversary of VE Day, the end of the 2nd World War in Europe.  The Spitfires 
represented the fighting spirit that defended our country from invasion and tyranny, 
and the white cliffs featured in the famous war-time song that encapsulated the 
hope of eventual peace and the preservation of this country’s hard-fought freedoms.   

Karen Phillips and her husband Andy have very kindly recorded this song for us to 
listen to this morning, and as we do so, let’s reflect on the message that it conveys. 

Play “The White Cliffs of Dover”. 

That hope for a better future “tomorrow, when the world is free” seemed to have 
been partially fulfilled when Winston Churchill announced on the 8th of May that the 
war in Europe was over. Certainly some of the “love and laughter” of the song was 
seen in the joy that erupted up and down the country in streets and gardens. 

But what about “peace ever after”?  

Although our country has been at war several times in the last 75 years, we have not 
had to face the same devastation as did the generations who went through WW2. 
But the vision of the world being free, which is the hope of the song, has not yet 
been realised.  Today I’d like to explore for a few minutes something of what it 
means to live as Christians in this imperfect world, with a hope for the future that is 
based on faith in God, rather than on naively thinking that the human race can sort 
out the problems that it has made for itself. 

Today we come to the third sermon in our series on the first letter of Peter.  The 
story so far is that Peter has reminded his hearers in chapter 1 of the living hope that 
we have through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, a secure hope of an inheritance 
which is kept in heaven for us.  He reminded them that they – and we – are called to 
respond to God’s wonderful salvation by holy living, which means living each day 
wholeheartedly in dedication to God.  And in last week’s “episode” we were 
remineded that God has made us a holy people, a kingdom of priests who are to 
“proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous 
light”. 

So what does living out this faith look like in practice? 

A matter of identity 

Peter begins this new section in chapter 2 verse 11 with these telling words: 

11 Beloved, I urge you as aliens and exiles to abstain from the desires of the flesh 
that wage war against the soul. 



Peter uses the imagery of exile, which we saw in chapter one, as a metaphor. If we 
have thrown in our lot with Jesus Christ then we are citizens of a better world that is 
to come – the Kingdom of God – but we are living in an imperfect world where we 
find ourselves not quite belonging. However, being citizens of heaven does not mean 
that we are free to ignore the demands of human institutions or cut ourselves off 
from society – quite the contrary, as we shall see in a moment. 

Unlike some religious fanatics, who think that everyone who isn’t part of their group 
is an enemy, we should recognise that the real enemy is within, says Peter. The real 
threat to us being able to fulfil our identity as followers of Jesus Christ is “the desires 
of the flesh that wage war against the soul”.   

Peter elaborates further in chapter 4 verse 3, where he says  

“You have already spent enough time in doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in 
licentiousness, passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and lawless idolatry.” 

Just to be clear, Peter is not saying that all natural human desires are harmful. What 
he says is harmful is the unrestrained pursuit of pleasure, which is the surest way to 
wreck any moral integrity you might have had, as well as leading to risky behaviour 
and unhealthy relationships. 

The Christian attitude is quite the opposite:  in verse 16 Peter says 

as servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext 
for evil. 

Interestingly, the word translated “servants” actually means “slaves”.  But Peter says 
that as “slaves of God” we are free people because, as Peter told us in chapter 1, we 
were  

“ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your ancestors, not with 
perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ”1. 

Christ has paid the price to set us free. 

A way of life 

Being a Christian means living differently. So in this section of his letter, Peter gives 
some teaching about how we should live out our faith day by day.  

The key concept here is a Greek word that Peter uses several times, although it is 
somewhat hidden in our translation, which uses different phrases to convey the 
meaning. It is the Greek word ἀνα-στροφή (anastrophe), which can be translated 
“conduct” or “way of life”.  Peter uses it in 1:15 where he says we should be holy in 
all our conduct. It’s also used by contrast in the phrase “futile ways inherited from 
your ancestors” in 1:18.  In 2:12 the NRSV translates “Conduct yourselves 
honourably among the Gentiles” – what Peter literally says is “having good conduct 
among the Gentiles”.   

When he addresses Christian wives in 3:1-2 he uses the word twice to talk about 
their respectful behaviour which may be a more powerful testimony to unbelieving 

 
1 1 Peter 1:18-19. All quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version 



husbands than words would. He also uses it in the passage we will be studying next 
week.   

The Christian way of life, or Christian behaviour or conduct, is essentially trying to 
live and behave like Jesus would.  To use a modern rule of thumb, it’s asking yourself 
“What would Jesus do?” (WWJD).   One of the most telling examples of behaving like 
Jesus comes when Peter addresses Christian slaves in 2:18.   

The harsh reality was that sometimes slaves were treated unjustly.  In the ancient 
world slavery was a fundamental institution, and a key pillar of the economy. At the 
time Peter was writing, about a third of the population of Italy were slaves2.  They 
had no rights in law, and could be abused and even killed without redress.  Such a 
situation is rightly abhorrent to us, and of course in our context it is right that we 
should do all we can to oppose such abuse, because we believe that all people are 
created equal and should be fairly treated. 

But fighting for the rights of slaves was not an option in the Roman Empire. When 
the escaped slave Spartacus tried it, about 140 years before Peter’s letter, he died in 
battle and 6,000 of his associates were crucified along the road from Rome to Capua. 

And, of course, crucifixion was what happened to Jesus, as Peter reminds us in 
verses 21-25: 

When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not 
threaten, but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly. He himself bore 
our sins in his body on the Cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.3 

Slaves who can “take it on the chin” for the sake of Christ have God’s approval, Peter 
assures them. 

Living under authority 

Peter’s instructions to slaves are part of a wider approach, which he outlines in 2:13-
17: 

13 For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of 
the emperor as supreme, 14 or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who 
do wrong and to praise those who do right... 17 Honour everyone. Love the family 
of believers. Fear God. Honour the emperor. 

The phrase “accept the authority of” can also be translated “submit to”.  It would be 
wrong to think that Peter is telling us that we should accept all human institutions 
uncritically.  But just as there was no way Peter and the early church could have 
contemplated abolishing slavery, so there was no chance whatsoever of them 
reforming the other institutions of the Roman Empire. According to Christian 
tradition Peter himself would later be crucified by the emperor Nero.  It’s an 
imperfect world, and human institutions are imperfect.  But our first job as 
Christians, before we blame the State or anyone else, is to put our own house in 
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order, to ensure that the way we behave is honourable, and that we treat people 
with respect, no matter who they are.   

When you phone up to complain to the council or the tax office, or the company that 
has delivered the wrong product or overcharged you, would the person on the other 
end of the phone be able to tell you’re a Christian by your manner? I have to admit 
that I’ve had to catch myself and apologise if I’ve come over a bit too strong, as I 
realise the problem is not the fault of person in the call centre. 

Treating people with respect is absolutely key in personal relationships too, which is 
what Peter is getting at in his advice to wives and husbands.  I know some will feel 
uncomfortable when Peter tells wives to submit to, or accept the authority of, their 
husbands. But here again, the reality in the 1st Century was that the husband was the 
head of the household. Peter also tells husbands:  

show consideration for your wives in your life together, paying honour to the 
woman as the weaker sex, since they too are also heirs of the gracious gift of life.4 

Just for clarity, “the weaker sex5” refers to physical, not emotional or mental 
weakness.  And note that Peter reminds the husbands that their wives are equal 
heirs of eternal life. 

Putting it into practice 

I’ve commented several times that we live in an imperfect world. We today have 
much better opportunities than Christians 2,000 years ago to change society.  But 
Peter reminds us that if you want to change the world, you first have to start with 
yourself. Because we have been set free by the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, and made citizens of heaven, we can look to the future with hope and 
confidence.  Wherever we are, at work or among family and friends, we can have a 
powerful influence by living like Jesus. To quote the WW2 song, we can bring “love 
and laughter” into the world by the way we treat others. We too can play a part in 
bringing “peace ever after”, and hastening the day when, under the lordship of Jesus 
Christ, the world will finally be truly free. 
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