
Liberty and Law
1 Peter 2:15-17

Please think for a moment about a definition for the word 
“freedom.”  Some might define it as the right to do whatever you 
want.  Or the right to live without the coercion of any authority that 
governs you, without the constraint of any authority that enslaves 
you.  The ability to live without the compulsion of having to do 
things against your will.  The understanding of freedom often 
therefore becomes synonymous with sovereign.  I am my own 
authority.  It is a declaration of personal autonomy.  Freedom 
means license, I can do whatever I choose to do.  

But wait a minute, that’s not biblical freedom, is it?  But the 
Bible does talk a lot about freedom.

v.15  “For this is the will of God, that by doing good you may 
put to silence the ignorance of foolish men-- 16 as free...”

The NIV, “Live as free men.”
Likewise, John 8:32 "And you shall know the truth, and the 

truth shall make you free.

John 8:36 “Therefore if the Son makes you free, you shall be 
free indeed.”

Or, Gal. 5:1  “Stand fast therefore in the liberty by which Christ 
has made us free, and do not be entangled again with a yoke of 
bondage.”

Gal. 5:13  “For you, brethren, have been called to liberty.”

2 Cor. 3:17  “Now the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is liberty.”

Liberty.  The Bible says we are free, but what does that mean?  
That is our subject this morning.  Real freedom.  Maybe after last 
week’s sermon, you don’t think that we have any freedom after 
all.  Remember,

v.13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 
for the Lord’s sake, whether to the king as supreme, 14 or to 
governors, as to those who are sent by him for the punishment of 
evildoers and for the praise of those who do good.”

So you aren’t free.  You have to obey the government!

And the week before that, you have to be able to “just say no” 
to fleshly lusts.  You aren’t free to indulge yourself, are you?

v. 11  “Beloved, I beg you as sojourners and pilgrims, abstain 
from fleshly lusts which war against the soul.”

Those don’t seem like words of freedom, do they?  Abstain.  
Submit.  With a lot of references to the law.  To authority.  You 
must obey.  You must do certain things.  You must not do certain 
things.  That is surely true of our lives as Christians, and yet, “the 
truth shall set you free.”  “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 
liberty.”  How shall we understand these things?  How is our 
liberty as Christians consistent with the duties and requirements 
of God’s law?  

In asking that question, let me emphasize that the Scripture 
calls the law the “law of liberty.”  The law is the law of freedom.  
So we read,

James 1:25  “But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty 
and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the 
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work, this one will be blessed in what he does.”

The perfect law of liberty, the law of freedom.  That’s how you 
know freedom, for you are blessed when you are a doer of the 
law.  You are free when you are walking in the ways which God 
has prescribed.  You are free under the law of liberty just as a 
train is free when it travels at high speeds down the tracks laid 
down for it.  Freedom is found on the tracks.  And when a train 
jumps the tracks?  Well, it’s not freedom, is it?  We just call it a 
train-wreck.

On the other hand, my definition of freedom.  The ability to do 
what you know is right.   The ability to do those things which God 
commands you.  That’s freedom.  

So let me begin with an emphasis upon those duties and 
requirements of God’s law, for they are real and obvious.  And 
they focus upon the ideas of submission and humility.  That’s 
what Christian freedom is all about.  Biblical freedom.  Thus we 
see,

I. THE CALL OF THE GOSPEL TO SUBMISSIVE 
HUMILITY.
v.17

In every relationship possible, give honor.  Submit.  Love.  

Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

Consider others more important than yourself.  That’s where 
the call of the gospel starts.  Humble yourselves.  As we’ll study 

tonight, after Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, 

John 13:15 “For I have given you an example, that you should 
do as I have done to you. 16 "Most assuredly, I say to you, a 
servant is not greater than his master; nor is he who is sent 
greater than he who sent him. 17 "If you know these things, 
blessed are you if you do them.”

Mat. 23:11  “But he who is greatest among you shall be your 
servant. 12 "And whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he 
who humbles himself will be exalted.”

That’s the call of the gospel.  It is the call of Jesus.  And, as 
we studied last week, it includes our relationships in our earthly 
kingdom.  We must,

A. Honor the king.
v.17b  “Honor the king.”

v.13a  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of 
man for the Lord’s sake.”

That was last week’s message.  There is, of course, a higher 
authority whom you must honor, God himself.  According to verse 
17 as well, you are to...

B. Fear God.
Fear God.  Honor him with the deepest sense of reverence.  

Relate to him with the greatest of honor.  So don’t be casual when 
you come to worship him.  Don’t be distracted.  Don’t get 
sidetracked.  Don’t be careless.  Fear God, with the reverence of 
all your honor.

Eccl. 12:13 Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: 
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Fear God and keep His commandments, For this is man’s all. 14 
For God will bring every work into judgment, Including every 
secret thing, Whether good or evil.”

Indeed, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.  But 
that’s not all.  We are to love others.  Love our neighbor, and in a 
very special and particular way, you are to...

C. Love fellow believers.
Love the brotherhood, verse 17.  There is something special 

here, among the body of believers.  We love one another.  It is an 
inescapable duty and obligation, so vital and important that the 
apostle John would write,

1 John 3:10  “In this the children of God and the children of the 
devil are manifest: Whoever does not practice righteousness is 
not of God, nor is he who does not love his brother. 11 For this is 
the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should 
love one another, 12 not as Cain who was of the wicked one and 
murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his 
works were evil and his brother’s righteous. 13 Do not marvel, my 
brethren, if the world hates you. 14 We know that we have 
passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who 
does not love his brother abides in death. 15 Whoever hates his 
brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal 
life abiding in him. 16 By this we know love, because He laid 
down His life for us. And we also ought to lay down our lives for 
the brethren. 17 But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his 
brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the 
love of God abide in him? 18 My little children, let us not love in 
word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. 19 And by this we 
know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts before 
Him.”

And Peter covers all his bases.
v.17  “Honor all people.”

Everyone!  There is never an excuse to neglect the duty of 
giving honor.  In the most general sense, as Paul writes the 
Ephesians, we are people who are...

Eph. 5:21  “...submitting to one another in the fear of God.”

So freedom must include this responsibility to live under 
authority.  Freedom does not mean autonomy.  Freedom does not 
establish personal sovereignty, but rather it exists in the context of 
this call for submissive humility.  And, with...

II. THE CALL TO MORAL GOODNESS.
v.15

It is the will of God, to do good!  Don’t miss that.  

A. The will of God.
There aren’t too many places in the Bible when it is this 

specific, this obvious.  This is the will of God.  Your commitment to 
doing good.  Good as God defines good.  Good as God 
establishes goodness.  Good as determined by the law of God.  
And as we know,

Rom. 7:12  “Therefore the law is holy, and the commandment 
holy and just and good.”

It is God’s will that you exercise goodness in your lives, and 
we can’t be afraid to say that.  Now, this is a far cry from that 
empty and worldly call “to be good for goodness’ sake.”  No, it is 
to be good for God’s sake!

It is not a mere moralism, devoid of the promise of the gospel.  
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It is not a works-righteousness or some expression of legalism.  It 
is, rather, the application of the gospel.  It is the consequence of 
the gospel, the effect of the gospel in your life.  Therefore, having 
been saved by grace through faith, therefore, having been chosen 
by God and redeemed by the blood of Jesus, therefore, it is the 
will of God for the calling of your life to exercise goodness.  To do 
good.

And thus to earn,
B. A good reputation.
Now, in once sense, it doesn’t matter what others think.  We 

stand before God.

1 Cor. 4:2  “Moreover it is required in stewards that one be 
found faithful. 3 But with me it is a very small thing that I should 
be judged by you or by a human court. In fact, I do not even judge 
myself. 4 For I know nothing against myself, yet I am not justified 
by this; but He who judges me is the Lord.”

And, even more boldly, perhaps,
Gal. 1:10  “For do I now persuade men, or God? Or do I seek 

to please men? For if I still pleased men, I would not be a 
bondservant of Christ.”

But, on the other hand, our goodness ought to be identifiable, 
and noticed.  So that people have no just cause to speak evil of 
you!

v.15

We saw the same thing in,
v. 12  “...having your conduct honorable among the Gentiles, 

that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may, by your 
good works which they observe, glorify God in the day of 
visitation.”

Mat. 5:16  “Let your light so shine before men, that they may 
see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.”

That’s obvious, isn’t it?  That’s how you are to live, that others, 
non-believers especially, would be able to observe your good 
works.  That’s why one of the identifiable qualifications of an elder 
is that,

1 Tim. 3:7  “... he must have a good testimony among those 
who are outside, lest he fall into reproach and the snare of the 
devil.”

2 Cor. 8:21  “...providing honorable things, not only in the sight 
of the Lord, but also in the sight of men.”

People of God, it’s important what others think about you.  
Your neighbors.  People you work with.  People you meet as you 
go shopping, eat outing, or driving down the street.  The call of 
the gospel is that you silence slander that is spoken against you 
by the evidence and testimony of your own personal goodness.

That’s how you come to enjoy the ability of living “as free,” 
verse 16.  This is how you “live as free men.”  By doing good.

Here is the focus and climax of this passage, where we see 
the emphasis upon freedom, and I want to come back to that 
point now.  

III. THE CALL OF THE GOSPEL TO FREEDOM.
“This is the will of God,” as verse 15 goes into verse 16, that 

you “live as free men.”  You have been called to freedom.  You 
have been called to liberty.  So what does that mean?  First of all, 
what it doesn’t mean!

A. Freedom isn’t a license to sin.
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v.16

So think again about that definition of freedom.  Freedom does 
not equal indulgence.  I’m free, so I can indulge.  I’m free, so I can 
partake.  I’m free, so I can do whatever I want.  I can do whatever 
I choose.  No one can tell me what to do.  I’m free.

No, beloved.  No, that’s not freedom.  Freedom is not the right 
to do whatever you want.  Freedom, real freedom, the freedom of 
the gospel, does not mean that you are granted a license to sin.  
Rather, real freedom is the ability to do what you know is right.

As Paul puts it,
Rom. 6:1  “What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin 

that grace may abound? 2 Certainly not! How shall we who died 
to sin live any longer in it?”

This is such an important point, because it addresses the very 
heart of our sinful nature.  It identifies the very essence of sin, 
which is a claim to my own authority to live as I please according 
to my own autonomous sovereignty.  In other words, 

Judges 21:25  “In those days there was no king in Israel; 
everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”

Freedom is not license to do as you please.  Rather, to use 
the language Peter uses, biblical freedom is actually slavery.

B. Freedom is a call to slavery.
Just look at,
v.16

Bondservants.  Slaves.  And here’s the point, dear friends.  
Never are you freer, never do you enjoy greater freedom than 

when you give yourselves as bondslaves to God!  

That is the language Paul uses in,
1 Cor. 7:22  “For he who is called in the Lord while a slave is 

the Lord’s freedman. Likewise he who is called while free is 
Christ’s slave.”

Paul is referring quite literally to slaves.  And calls a Christian 
slave “the Lord’s freedman.”  That’s real freedom.  And he calls 
the free man, “Christ’s slave.”

He uses the language of himself, as well.
Rom. 1:1  “Paul, a bondservant of Jesus Christ, called to be 

an apostle, separated to the gospel of God.”

He builds on this idea in,
Rom. 6:15  “What then? Shall we sin because we are not 

under law but under grace? Certainly not! 16 Do you not know 
that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that 
one’s slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to death, or 
of obedience leading to righteousness? 17 But God be thanked 
that though you were slaves of sin, yet you obeyed from the heart 
that form of doctrine to which you were delivered. 18 And having 
been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness.”

Slaves of righteousness. That’s what a Christian is to be.  Paul 
continues,

Rom. 6:19  “I speak in human terms because of the weakness 
of your flesh. For just as you presented your members as slaves 
of uncleanness, and of lawlessness leading to more lawlessness, 
so now present your members as slaves of righteousness for 
holiness. 20 For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in 
regard to righteousness. 21 What fruit did you have then in the 
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things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of those 
things is death. 22 But now having been set free from sin, and 
having become slaves of God, you have your fruit to holiness, 
and the end, everlasting life. 23 For the wages of sin is death, but 
the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

If you believe that freedom means the right to live however 
you want, you will be enslaved by your sin.  You will never be 
free.  It is that simple.  If you believe that freedom means 
indulgence, that you have a right to indulge in any desire or 
pleasure that you choose, they those desires will enslave you.  
That is the nature of sin, for all sin is addictive.  And slavery to sin 
is not freedom.

To the contrary, freedom is shown to be a slavery to 
righteousness.  You are the most free when you are the most 
righteous.  You are the most free when you are the most holy.  
You are most free when you are most faithfully living as 
bondservants of God.

So that is your calling.  A bondservant.  Slaves of God whose 
fruit is holiness of life.  That’s the call of the gospel.  That’s the 
definition of freedom–the life of a bondslave of Jesus Christ.

So what about you?  Are you a bondservant of Jesus Christ?

Where is your freedom?  Is it in your own self-appointed right 
to do whatever you want?  If so, you will reap the consequences 
of an eternal judgment of God in hell, condemned because of 
your sin.  And you will not be able to live in freedom, but in slavery 
to the dominion and power of that sin.

To the contrary, if you see your freedom as the freedom to be 
a bondservant of Jesus Christ, if you will give up your life, then 

you will be free indeed!

Over and over again we read Jesus say these things,

Mat. 16:24  “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. 25 "For whoever 
desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My 
sake will find it. 26 "For what profit is it to a man if he gains the 
whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in 
exchange for his soul?”

So give up your life.  That’s the call of Jesus.  That’s the call of 
the gospel.  Take up your cross, deny yourself.  Die to yourself.  
Give up your claim to be your own god and submit to the one true 
and living God.  Give up your life in service to him, and you will be 
free.

Then, Jesus says, then when you die to yourself, then,
John 8:32  “… you shall know the truth, and the truth shall 

make you free.”
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