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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Sometimes our Bible readings confront us and challenge us. It is especially hard to make 
sense of readings which are counter cultural to our era and the context in which we live, such 
as the section from today’s letter to Peter. There are passages in these letters which offend 
my sense of dignity. However, there is always something to learn about God whenever we 
are challenged. The Bible continues to have authority and meaning in every generation and 
context. And here we are today confronted with a reading from the First Letter of Peter 
which seems to say ‘yes’ to being downtrodden and abused, ‘yes’ to accepting it because that 
is what God wants. 

It would be easier to overlook this reading, focus instead on the gospel, on those wonderful 
words where Jesus claims he is the way and the truth and the life, that he is the way to God 
in heaven. This is the classic funeral text, and it gives us comfort. We want comfort. We 
want comfort especially now when we are confronted with one of the greatest challenges the 
church has faced in our era. Usually people come to church when they are distressed and 
needing comfort. We can’t come to church now. We might be able to come soon, but for 
now we continue in the exile of our isolation. The letter of Peter doesn’t offer much comfort 
however, and it is placed alongside the comforting gospel passage for a reason, a reason 
which we are challenged to discern. 

From this letter we hear that the believers accept the authority of every human institution. In 
the days this letter was written, the Roman emperor was the governing authority, and the 
Roman imperium administered that authority. The world was very different then. There was 
no equivalent of our social security systems, no medical benefits, no government payments 
for those who could not provide for themselves. That’s why we read in the Bible about the 
sick and lame begging to make a living, placing themselves in the paths of those who would 
throw coins out of pity or some sense of duty.  

In those days there were also slaves. Passages dealing with slaves in the Bible seem 
irrelevant today. The words may be heard differently in a church in the southern states of the 
US, or in a black church in South Africa than here in Australia. Still worldwide, slavery is an 
outmoded institution. What possible meaning does it have for us to hear that slaves are to 
endure when they are beaten, especially when they are beaten for doing the right thing.  

Everyone is a slave to someone or something. It is human nature that we enslave and that we 
are enslaved. Perhaps we enslave another to our emotional demands and needs. Or perhaps 
we are enslaved by our desires for material comfort, so much that we cannot really 
comprehend the depth of Jesus’ words when he says that he is the way and the truth and the 
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life, that no one can come, or can know God, unless they come through him. Abstain from 
the desires of the flesh, it says in the letter. These things wage war against the soul. 

There are new institutions to which we are enslaved today. The mass unemployment created 
by the shutdowns of thousands of businesses, large and small, has caused people to turn to 
government institutions for financial support. Isn’t it interesting to note how better people 
who have lost their job due to COVID-19 are treated compared to those who have previously 
lost their job because the business failed and they were laid off. The financial support is 
better and there is not the thirteen week wait to be paid and the job activity test to perform 
each fortnight. And finally, Newstart recipients are being paid a more reasonable rate. I think 
it is embarrassing to our nation that it has taken a crisis like we are now experiencing for 
people to be given the dignity of proper financial support fitting of a developed country like 
Australia.  

No matter how you are unemployed however, you are enslaved to a system which is abusive, 
and you are powerless within it. And now there are fewer and fewer jobs, and this is only the 
tip of the iceberg. The lockdowns are just beginning to ease, but the extent of damage is yet 
to be realised. Where are the jobs now? When the lockdowns end, how many businesses will 
be unable to revive, how many people left in the queue outside Centrelink 

Does the letter of Peter speak into this situation? Are the people left at the mercy of the 
masters, like the slaves of the Roman Empire who must endure the beatings? If they do not 
endure with deference, then they will be punished. People today may not be beaten with 
sticks or rods but beating comes in different forms. There is the emotional beating of 
repeatedly trying to get a job and being knocked back for not being good enough. There is 
the humiliating beating of being subject to an authority which can destroy businesses, 
families, homes so quickly. People are left frightended and disoriented, needing comfort and 
reassurance. 

One of the difficulties with the reading from Peter is that the beating of a slave must be 
endured, especially when the slave is doing the right thing, in order to earn God’s approval. 
The parallel with Christ’s suffering on the cross, in his own body, is hard to draw today. We 
live in a culture in which we are told that abuse is always wrong – despite what the 
institutions to which we are all enslaved do to us. These institutions are powerful because 
without the services we need to access which are administered by the institution we are no 
better than the beggars that lay in the paths of the rich in the time of Jesus, waiting for a coin 
to be thrown our way out of the pity or duty of those who are better off than ourselves.  

When Christ was abused, he did not return abuse. It’s a good example. Replicating abuse 
does no good, but only perpetuates harm. It’s like the excuse of those who abuse children, 
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who say that they abuse because they were abused themselves as children. Christ on the 
cross teaches us that abuse is never right. If we return abuse for what we have received in our 
own bodies, then the suffering of Christ is for nothing.  

Abuse is never right. It was not right that Jesus was beaten and humiliated, even though it 
accomplished God’s salvation. It was not right that he was hurt. It is not ever right today 
when people are abused and taken advantage of. Child abuse, domestic violence, criminal 
violence is never right. Abuse comes in many forms. In the letter of Peter, the institution 
which authorised slavery could not be overcome. In the course of time things changed. 
Human beings learned that life is precious in the sight of God. Slavery was abolished. Time 
passed. However, these things still exist in different forms. The slavery of the Roman Empire 
continues today in different forms. The institution continues to abuse, sometimes even when 
it tries to do what is right.  

God never stops being present in these situations. Jesus Christ is hung on the cross for the 
sake of those who commit humiliating sins against others. God does not authorise the abuse, 
but God is present. It us up to us change things, to say no to slavery.  It is up to us to make 
changes so that no one is subject to humiliation and damage because they struggle to keep up 
with the rest. God is present, in Christ, on the cross, and he is always the way and the truth 
and the life.  


