
Excellent Among the Gentiles
A life the watching world cannot explain, and cannot honestly accuse.

1 PETER 2:11-12; 4:3-4 (LSB) · A STUDY ON WITNESS AND CONDUCT

“Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from fleshly lusts, which

wage war against the soul, by keeping your conduct excellent among the Gentiles, so

that in the thing which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good

works, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation.”

1 PETER 2:11-12, LSB

Let me tell you what pulled me into this passage. Most of us spend a lot of energy trying to defend our

reputation, especially when people are saying things about us that are not true. Peter does something

different here. He tells scattered believers who are already being talked about to stop worrying about

winning the argument and start living a life the accusation cannot stick to. That hit me, because I have

wasted a lot of breath arguing when I should have just let my life answer.

What the passage says

Peter is writing to believers living as a minority in a pagan culture. He does not tell them to run and hide,

and he does not tell them to blend in and disappear. He gives one command with two sides: walk away

from what wars against your soul, and keep your conduct excellent right in front of the people watching

you.

Do not skip over that word observe. It is not a casual glance. It is the kind of close watching you do when

you are studying something you plan to report on. Peter assumes you have an audience. He assumes they

are already talking about you, and that what they are saying is not kind. And his answer is not a sharper

comeback. It is a life that does not match the accusation.

Now catch what he expects to come out of it. Not that you would be admired. Not that you would win.

That God would be glorified. That is the whole point of a life people can see: the credit is supposed to land

on Him, not on you.

Sojourners and exiles



Verse 12 does not stand by itself, and the order in verse 11 matters. Your conduct flows out of who you

are. Sojourner and exile both describe somebody living where he does not belong, carrying papers from

another country. That is the posture the whole passage is built on.

This is why the witness works at all. If a Christian looks, spends, talks, and unwinds exactly like

everybody else, there is nothing to see. The testimony is not in being loud. It is in being noticeably from

somewhere else while you stay fully present, honest, generous, and hardworking right where God put you.

God gave Israel that same posture in Babylon:

“Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their fruit. Take wives and

become the fathers of sons and daughters... and multiply there and do not decrease.

Seek the peace of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to Yahweh on its

behalf; for in its peace you will have peace.”

JEREMIAH 29:5-7, LSB

Exiles are not tourists, and they are not rioters. They put down roots in a place that is not home, and they

pray for its peace. That is worth sitting with for those of us who want to fix our city. You do the work of

the place while never forgetting you belong to another one.

The break they notice

“For the time already past is sufficient for you to have worked out the desire of the

Gentiles, having pursued a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousing,

drinking parties, and abominable idolatries. In all this, they are surprised that you do

not run with them into the same excesses of dissipation, maligning you.”

1 PETER 4:3-4, LSB

Peter is blunt about the past: you already gave that life plenty of your time. Whatever the old appetite was,

it has had its share, and you do not owe it another minute.

Then comes the part we usually rush past. They are surprised. The word paints somebody caught off guard

by something strange. The people who used to run with you notice the empty seat. You are not there

anymore, and it registers with them.

And their first reaction is not applause. It is slander. Peter is telling you that the same clean break that

makes your witness visible is the very thing that stirs up the hostility. These are not two different things

happening. They are one thing seen from two sides.



Read this carefully, because it matters. Chapter 2 says good conduct ends in God being glorified.

Chapter 4 says they slander you anyway. Jesus said it plainly, “If the world hates you, know that it has

hated Me before it hated you... If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you” (John 15:18, 20,

LSB). Living well does not buy you a warm welcome. What it guarantees is that the accusation against

you will be false. Peter is not promising you popularity. He is promising you a clear conscience while

you are being misrepresented, and the certainty that God will settle the account Himself.

The day of visitation

One phrase in verse 12 needs a careful hand. Faithful readers land in two different places on the day of

visitation. Some take it as the day of judgment, when the life they watched stands as a witness against

them. Others take it as the day God visits them in grace and they get saved, so that the very people

slandering you end up glorifying God right beside you.

The phrase echoes Isaiah: “Now what will you do in the day of visitation, and in the devastation which will

come from afar?” (Isaiah 10:3, LSB). There it clearly means judgment. Peter's tone across the whole letter

leans toward the second reading, but the text does not nail it down. Hold that part loosely. Both readings

push you toward the exact same behavior anyway.

Light that is meant to be seen

Peter is almost certainly echoing his Teacher here.

“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden; nor does anyone

light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all

who are in the house. Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see

your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”

MATTHEW 5:14-16, LSB

The shape is identical to 1 Peter 2:12: works get seen, God gets glorified. And it sits right next to a warning

from that same sermon, and the two do not fight each other: “Beware of doing your righteousness before

men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew

6:1, LSB). The question is never whether the works are visible. The question is who is supposed to get the

glory once they are.

Paul fills in the everyday texture, and he names the exact thing that dims the light. It is not some big

scandal. It is complaining.

“Do all things without grumbling or disputing, so that you will be blameless and

innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse

generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world.”



PHILIPPIANS 2:14-15, LSB

Titus 2 takes it further and basically gives the witness a job description. Paul tells Titus to be “a model of

good works... sound in word which is irreproachable, so that the opponent will be put to shame, having

nothing bad to say about us” (Titus 2:7-8, LSB). Then, to slaves in pagan households, the goal is that “they

will adorn the doctrine of God our Savior in everything” (Titus 2:10, LSB). That word for adorn is where

we get the word cosmetic. Doctrine has a look to it, and your ordinary faithfulness is what puts that look on

display.

The same thread runs through the rest of the letters. Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, with speech

seasoned with salt (Colossians 4:5-6). Lead a quiet life and work with your hands, so you walk properly

toward outsiders (1 Thessalonians 4:11-12). An overseer must have a good reputation with those outside

the church (1 Timothy 3:7). And the rule that holds it all together: “Whether, then, you eat or drink or

whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of

God” (1 Corinthians 10:31-32, LSB).

Peter adds the spoken side, and notice how closely it tracks 2:12: be “always being ready to make a

defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and

fear, having a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who disparage your

good conduct in Christ will be put to shame” (1 Peter 3:15-16, LSB). Same slander, same good conduct,

now with an answer attached to it.

The same principle running backward

Scripture is just as clear about the other direction, and it is a warning I do not want to preach past. Paul

indicts his own people by quoting the prophets: “the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles

because of you” (Romans 2:24, LSB). He is pulling from Ezekiel, where Israel's own conduct in exile does

the damage:

“Then they came to the nations to which they came. And they profaned My holy name

because it was said of them, ‘These are the people of Yahweh; yet they have come out

of His land.’ But I had concern for My holy name, which the house of Israel had

profaned among the nations where they went.”

EZEKIEL 36:20-21, LSB

And God's answer there is not that Israel will go repair His reputation. It is that He will do it Himself: “I

will prove the holiness of My great name which has been profaned among the nations... Then the nations

will know that I am Yahweh” (Ezekiel 36:23, LSB). Even our failure does not finally sink His name. But it

does real damage in the meantime, and the text does not soften that, so I will not either.

The watching world will form an opinion about God from your life whether you
meant for it to or not. The only question is which opinion.



This is the sober edge of the whole lesson. Witness is not something you decide to do or not do. It is

already happening. Your conduct is either commending His name or profaning it, right now, today.

Old Testament examples

Israel as a nation. The foundation is Deuteronomy 4. “You shall keep and do them, for that is your

wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, ‘Surely

this great nation is a wise and understanding people’” (Deuteronomy 4:6, LSB). The obedience itself was

the display.

Joseph. The fullest personal case. “Now his master saw that Yahweh was with him and how Yahweh

caused all that he did to succeed in his hand” (Genesis 39:3, LSB). Years later Pharaoh asks, “Can we find

a man like this, in whom is a divine spirit?” (Genesis 41:38, LSB). Joseph read the same in a pagan house,

a prison, and a palace.

A note on the wording. The LSB renders Genesis 41:38 as a divine spirit rather than the Spirit of God,

and that is the more careful reading. Pharaoh is a pagan king reaching for the only category he has, not

making a confession of faith. The same caution goes for the decrees of Nebuchadnezzar and Darius in

Daniel: the text records royal statements honoring God, not stated conversions. Teach what the text

says and leave it there.

Daniel. This reads almost like a commentary on 1 Peter 2:12:

“Then the commissioners and satraps began seeking to find a ground of accusation

against Daniel in regard to matters of the kingdom; but they were not able to find any

ground of accusation or evidence of corruption, inasmuch as he was faithful... Then

these men said, ‘We will not find any ground of accusation against this Daniel unless

we find it against him with regard to the law of his God.’”

DANIEL 6:4-5, LSB

They combed through his public life looking for a real charge and came up with nothing, so they had to

manufacture a religious one. That is exactly the spot Peter describes: slandered as an evildoer, with nothing

true behind it.

Nehemiah. For twelve years he turned down what he had every right to take (Nehemiah 5:14-15). Then

when the wall was done: “when all our enemies heard of it, and all the nations surrounding us saw it, their

confidence fell. And they knew that it was from our God that this work had been accomplished”

(Nehemiah 6:16, LSB). Integrity with money first, then a result outsiders could not explain away.

The servant girl. A captive Israelite girl in a Syrian household says, “I wish that my master were before

the prophet who is in Samaria!” (2 Kings 5:3, LSB). No platform, no leverage, and that one sentence ends

with Naaman confessing the God of Israel. The same chapter hands us the counter-example: Gehazi's

greed is this whole lesson in reverse.



New Testament examples

The Philippian jailer. Paul and Silas get beaten and locked in stocks, and at midnight they are praying

and singing hymns while the other prisoners listen. The earthquake throws the doors open, and they do not

run.

“And he called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down before

Paul and Silas, and after he brought them out, he said, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be

saved?’ And they said, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and

your house.’”

ACTS 16:29-31, LSB

He asked because their conduct raised a question he could not answer on his own terms. Then their words

answered it. Notice the order, and notice that the answer was the Gospel and nothing else.

The Jerusalem church. They were “praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord was

adding to their number daily those who were being saved” (Acts 2:46-47, LSB). Reputation with outsiders

and growth in the same breath.

Tabitha. She was “full of good works and charity” (Acts 9:36, LSB). When she died, the widows stood

next to Peter showing the garments she had made (Acts 9:39). The result: “it became known all over

Joppa, and many believed in the Lord” (Acts 9:42, LSB). Her witness was something people could hold in

their hands.

Paul's hands. “I have coveted no one's silver or gold or clothes. You yourselves know that these hands

ministered to my own needs” (Acts 20:33-34, LSB). He worked night and day so nobody could ever claim

the message had been bought and paid for (2 Thessalonians 3:8-9).

The quiet one. Peter's own example of a life that changes somebody without an argument is a wife whose

husband may “be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, as they observe your pure conduct

with fear” (1 Peter 3:1-2, LSB). Same verb as chapter 2. Somebody is watching, and the watching is doing

the work.

Living it out

This lesson turns into performance or paralysis really fast, and it is neither. Excellent conduct is not

flawless conduct, and it is not a personality type you either have or you do not. It is the ordinary

faithfulness of somebody who knows where his citizenship is.

Here are a few plain places to start. Do your work well and on time, because Paul made that a witness issue

twice. Be careful with money, especially money that is not yours, the way Nehemiah was. Stop

complaining, because Philippians names grumbling as the exact thing that keeps the light from shining.

Keep your speech clean when nobody expects it to be. Own your mistakes fast and all the way, because the

world is far more surprised by an honest apology than by a spotless record. And be genuinely useful to the



people who do not believe what you believe.

Then be ready. Peter pairs your conduct with a prepared answer (1 Peter 3:15). Conduct raises the

question; your words answer it. A life that provokes a question and then has nothing to say has only done

half the job.

And do not overlook the simplest sign Jesus gave us. “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if

you have love for one another” (John 13:35, LSB). The world is watching how believers treat each other at

least as closely as it is watching any one of us on our own.

A deeper study: verses on witness and conduct

• Deuteronomy 4:5-8: obedience is the display in the sight of the peoples.

• Jeremiah 29:5-7: seek the peace of the city where I have sent you.

• Ezekiel 36:20-23: God's name profaned among the nations by His own people.

• Matthew 5:14-16: works seen, Father glorified. Peter's likely source.

• Matthew 6:1: the warning that keeps visibility from turning into performance.

• John 13:34-35: by this all will know that you are My disciples.

• John 15:18-20: the hatred a faithful life should expect.

• Romans 2:24: the principle stated in reverse.

• 1 Corinthians 10:31-33: do all to the glory of God, give no offense.

• Philippians 2:14-16: grumbling dims the light; blamelessness makes it visible.

• Colossians 4:5-6: walk in wisdom toward outsiders, seasoned with salt.

• 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12: walk properly toward outsiders and not be in need.

• 1 Timothy 3:7: a good reputation with those outside the church.

• Titus 2:7-10: a model of good works that adorns the doctrine.

• 1 Peter 3:1-2: won without a word by observed conduct.

• 1 Peter 3:15-16: a prepared answer, gentleness, and a good conscience.

Your challenge this week

Name your observers. Write down three people who watch your life and do not know Christ.

Not as targets, but as the people God has actually put in view of you.

Audit one area. Pick the single area where your conduct would embarrass you if they saw all of

it: your temper, your phone, your spending, your language, your work ethic. Bring that one to

God this week and deal with it honestly.

Cut the grumbling. For seven days, refuse to complain out loud about your job, your church, or

your circumstances in front of an unbeliever. Watch how hard it is. Philippians 2 makes this a

light issue, not just a mood issue.



Do one unexplainable thing. Serve somebody with no benefit to you and no announcement.

Peter's whole argument rests on works the world cannot account for on its own terms.

Prepare the answer. Write out, in four or five sentences, what you would say if one of your three

people asked why you live this way. Practice it until it is yours. Your conduct earns the question;

do not waste it.

Expect the friction. When the maligning comes, do not read it as failure. 1 Peter 4:4 says it is the

predictable response to a clean break. Refuse to answer in kind.

The Gospel underneath it

None of this makes anybody right with God. Peter is not writing to people who behaved their way into the

family. He is writing to exiles who were bought at a price and are now learning to live like it. Excellent

conduct is the evidence of grace. It is never the payment for it.

And the model is Christ Himself. Eleven verses after our anchor, Peter writes:

“who being reviled, was not reviling in return; while suffering, He was uttering no

threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously.”

1 PETER 2:23, LSB

That is the whole lesson in one verse. He was slandered without cause. He did not defend Himself. He

trusted the Father with the verdict. And in the very next breath Peter says He bore our sins in His body on

the tree, so that we could die to sin and live to righteousness.

A watching world does not need Christians who are impressive. It needs Christians who are unmistakably

from somewhere else, and who can say plainly whose they are and why. That is the whole assignment, and

it is enough.
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