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1 Peter 3:8-12    

 

The instructions given in 2:13-3:7 included slaves, wives, and husbands. Now Peter extends his 

admonitions to the Christian community at large. In 3:8-12 God tells us how believers are to relate to 

each other.  

 

Though most of the following qualities were valued by Greek society, God lists these virtues with the 

intention of reinforcing the idea that the Christian community is counter-cultural.  

Be a Certain Kind of People 

3:8 To sum up, all of you be harmonious, sympathetic, brotherly, kindhearted, and humble in spirit;   

 

1. Harmonious  

 

To be harmonious means to be like-minded but is more than a call to have the same opinion, tastes, 

gifts or habits; it is to have the same thoughts and assessments of the essentials of life. The church 

shares the same Lord and faith. We have the same Head. Our desire should be to work together for the 

common good of the body and for the cause of Christ rather than seeking personal advantage. We 

should be united in our feelings, interests and objectives, not aspiring or having an arrogant attitude or 

condescending spirit toward others. We should exalt Christ and build up His church by being imitators of 

Him (Phil. 2:1-8).  This reflects the same thought as the Lord’s Prayer in John 17:21-23. There He prayed, "The 

glory which You have given Me I have given to them, that they may be one, just as We are one;  I in 

them and You in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, so that the world may know that You sent Me, 

and loved them, even as You have loved Me.”  

 

The unity is thus a unity of heart, purpose, and inner experience. It was used of the sharing of “a 

common faith or ethical tradition” (Selwyn, 189). Like-mindedness provides the cohesion necessary to 

sustain a community.  

 

2. Sympathetic 

 

To be sympathetic means feeling what others feel so that you can respond with sensitivity to the need. 

It is translated as “having compassion” by some other Bible versions. It is to share joy and sorrow. 

Romans 12:15 says, “Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep.” In 1 Corinthians 

12:24-26, God tells us that He “has so composed the body. . . . that the members may have the same 

care for one another.  And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is 

honored, all the members rejoice with it.” 

 

Though the word has a broad use in American culture, in Peter’s day it was most commonly used in 

relation to the kindness shown to family members.   
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3. Brotherly (literally, brotherly love) 

 

The term used by Peter is a compound noun (philadelphos fila,delfoj) made of the words:  “love” 

(philos) and “brother” (adelphos). It primarily denotes the love among Christian brothers and 

sisters, though this emphasis is completely missed in the NIV (love as brothers), and the NASB 

(brotherly) (contrast the ESV “brotherly love”).  

Because we have been born again (1:3) we aren’t just a community; we are a family.  We are called 

“children” of God (1:14) and God is called our Father (1:17). As a family we are to show love toward our 

family members in the faith. In 1 John 3:14  our love for each other is a sign that we have passed 

out of death into life and is the badge that distinguishes a true follower of Christ (Jn. 13:35). 

 

In Romans 12:10 God commands us to “be devoted to one another in brotherly love.” 

 

“Be devoted to one another” in Greek refers to “tender affection, particularly family affection” (C.E.B. 

Cranfield, Romans, vol. 2, p. 632).  Here the idea is no doubt that Christians should love each other with 

the same affection that they have toward their nearest relatives. In Philippians 1:8 Paul says to the 

church, “For God is my witness, how I long for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.” 

 

“The emphasis of brotherly love often falls on ‘love’ rather than on ‘brother,’ which sometimes leads to 

the misunderstanding that affection is more important than the resolve to do right by others with whom 

we are substantially related by faith in Christ” (Jobes, 215-216).  A family can have some pretty serious 

squabbles and exchange some very harsh words, but only in the rarest cases does the family break up 

over it. 

 

4. Kindhearted 

 

Tender-heartedness is also mentioned in Ephesians 4:32 where it tells us to “Be kind to one another, 

tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.”  

 

Tender-heartedness is a word often used in the NT to describe God’s attitude in relation to sinners (Matt. 

9:36; 14:14; 18:27; Lk. 1:78; 7:13; 10:33; 15:20). 

 

5. Humble in Spirit  

 

Humility was disdained by the Greco-Roman world for it was regarded as a sign of weakness and shame, 

and the inability to defend one’s honor. To humble oneself meant that a person was powerless to 

defend their status (Jobes, 216); so encouraging humility is definitely counter-cultural.   

 

Modern conceptions of individualism tend to trump a high commitment to the stability of the 

community.  The value of a local church is simply determined by personal needs. An individual whose 
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needs are no longer being met by the group simply terminates the commitment and finds a new group 

that is more obliging. Such thinking runs contrary to the thinking of God. “Like-mindedness implies a 

willingness to conform one’s goals, needs, and expectations to the purposes of the larger community” 

(Jobes, 215-216). 

 

The biggest barrier toward accepting all men equally is pride, that is, “being wise in our own estimation.” 

Therefore, God says in Romans 12:16, “Be of the same mind toward one another; do not be haughty in 

mind, but associate with the lowly. Do not be wise in your own estimation.” 

 

 “Overly exulted opinion of ourselves, leading us to think that we are always right and others wrong and 

that our opinions matter more than others, often prevents the church from exhibiting the unity to which 

God calls her. The positive antidote to such pride, Paul says, is in association with ’the lowly’” (Moo, 783).  

 

Verse 9 helps us to see how these five traits in verse 8 work themselves out in our interaction with each 

other.  

 

3:9a not returning evil for evil or insult for insult, but giving a blessing instead;  

 

 1 Corinthians 4:12 “ When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure;” 

 Romans 12:14 “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.” 

 Romans 12:17 “Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight 

of all.” 

 1 Thessalonians 5:15 “See that no one repays anyone evil for evil, but always seek to do good to 

one another and to everyone.” 

 Luke 6:28 “bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.” 

The natural tendency for fallen man is to seek revenge when wronged or to retaliate more severely than 

how we were treated. This results in evil being piled upon evil. Instead of taking revenge, we should act 

in such a way that commends ourselves to all men (see Ro. 12:17).  This includes controlling our speech 

as well; not retaliating with insult for insult.   

 

Because the Christian is under the scrutiny of both believers and unbelievers, he must be careful that his 

actions do not betray the high calling of the gospel.  But the Christian ethic is more than controlling evil 

behavior; it is expressed in positive action as well. We are called to bless those who persecute us.  

The second half of verse 9 tells us why: 3:9b for you were called for the very purpose that you might  

inherit a blessing.   

 

The wording of the NASB (above) blurs the fact that two grammatical possibilities exist.  This verse could 

mean: 

 

 1. We are to bless those who insult us, for if we do, we will inherit a blessing (salvation?).   

 2. We are to bless those who insult us, because we were called to inherit a blessing (salvation?). 
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If the first view is what Peter means, he would be teaching us that our future blessing is conditional 

upon our blessing others.  If the latter is what he means, he would be saying that since God has told us 

that we will inherit a blessing, we should be motivated to bless others.  

 

Many Christians automatically reject the first view because it sounds like our actions merit God’s favor; 

“if we bless our enemies, then God will bless us with salvation.” This, of course, is contrary to the 

teaching of the NT.  So they favor the second view that bases our inheritance on the call of God in our 

lives; “because we will inherit a blessing, we have an obligation to bless others. “ 

 

As tempting as this view is, the logic of 3:10 argues in the opposite direction.  In fact, verse 10 restates 

verse 9 in almost exact parallelism.  

 

Verse 10 is from Psalm 34 and the “for” indicates that Peter is using this Psalm to explain verse 9.  

 

3:10 For, "THE ONE WHO DESIRES LIFE, TO LOVE AND SEE GOOD DAYS, MUST KEEP HIS TONGUE FROM 

EVIL AND HIS LIPS FROM SPEAKING DECEIT.   

 

"If someone desires life,    to see good days                                then his tongue must cease from evil."  

"If one desires                     to inherit a blessing,                          then you must not return evil for evil . . . “ 

 

Therefore, it seems more contextually sound to interpret verse 9 as meaning that we should be 

motivated to love our enemies in order to receive a blessing.  

 

How can this be? The Bible clearly teaches that we are saved by grace alone and that salvation is the 

work of God.  

 

Piper explains that, “A person's conduct (whether toward an enemy or anyone else) can seldom be 

accounted for by a single motive. Part of the answer to the question of why we act the way we do is 

found by analysing those dominant and decisive forces that have shaped us into the kind of people we 

are. Therefore, to understand Christian motivation we must take into account the transforming gospel 

by which a person becomes a Christian.” (Piper, Hope as the Motivation of Love: 1 Peter 3:9–12; New 

Testament Studies, 1980, Volume 26, Issue 02). 

 

The Bible repeatedly makes a connection between our behavior, the motivation behind it, and our new 

life.  We are motivated to act differently because we have been transformed.  I Peter 1:22 says, “Since 

you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the brethren, fervently love 

one another from the heart. . .”    Taken by itself, the purification of our souls is an act of man as he 

responds in obedience to the truth. This act results in loving the brethren. But why have we responded 

in obedience to the truth and what motivates us to purify our souls? The answer comes in the second 

half of the sentence: “for you have been born again not of seed which is perishable but imperishable, 

that is, through the living and enduring word of God.” “For” explains how our obedience to the truth 
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came about; namely, through spiritual birth.  Thus “obedience to the truth" in 1:22 does not refer to 

human works that merit salvation, but to our act of faith in the gospel. Though the first half of the 

sentence describes the new life as an act of man (it is our obedience to the truth) in the second half we 

see it as an act of God (it is a result of new birth).  But these are not two distinct things; they are 

referring to the same event. There is no salvation apart from personal faith, but there is no faith apart 

from the work of God.  

 

So salvation can be looked at from two different perspectives. It can be seen as God’s work in us, or as 

our response to what God is doing in us.  Peter defines genuine faith by how we respond to suffering:  it 

is “(1:7) a faith that throws all its anxieties on God (5:7), entrusts itself to a faithful creator (4:19), and 

perseveres in righteousness (3:24), confident that the ‘God of all grace . . . will perfect, confirm, 

strengthen and establish’ it (5:10). In other words, genuine faith is an undying hope in God (1:21).” 

(Piper) In other words, he measures the transforming power in the gospel in terms of how we are able 

to endure persecution.  

 

Therefore, 1 Peter 3:9 is not saying that we earn our salvation with meritorious works; rather it is saying 

we must truly be born again and must put our hope and our faith so genuinely in God’s  blessing that 

shows in our lives. 

 

In essence, this is no different than Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:7: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall 

receive mercy.”  According to Jesus, receiving God’s mercy is contingent upon being merciful to others. 

But this is not salvation by works, nor is it a promise to the unbelieving that they will be shown mercy if 

they are merciful. It is critical to see that this verse says nothing about where the desire to be merciful 

comes from. The sincere longing to receive mercy is the result of having saving faith.  

 

Jamison in quoting Trench says.  "The Christian stands in a middle point, between a mercy received and 

a mercy yet needed. Sometimes the first is urged upon him as an argument for showing mercy—

'forgiving one another, as Christ forgave you' (Col 3:13; Eph 4:32): sometimes the last—'Blessed are the 

merciful: for they shall obtain mercy'; 'Forgive, and ye shall be forgiven' (Lu 6:37; Jas 5:9). And thus, 

while he is ever to look back on the mercy received as the source and motive of the mercy which he 

shows, he also looks forward to the mercy which he yet needs, and which he is assured that the merciful 

shall receive, as a new provocation to its abundant exercise" (Jamieson, Fausset, Brown; Commentary 

Critical and Explanatory on the Whole Bible). 

 

This same concept applies to I Peter 3:9; a true believer longs to receive God’s blessing (to see good 

days), and this desire is so overpowering that it motivates behavior. The behavior is not an independent 

human action, but one generated by the power of the gospel through the working of the Spirit. 

 

3:11 "HE MUST TURN AWAY FROM EVIL AND DO GOOD; HE MUST SEEK PEACE AND PURSUE IT.   

3:12 "FOR THE EYES OF THE LORD ARE TOWARD THE RIGHTEOUS, AND HIS EARS ATTEND TO THEIR 

PRAYER, BUT THE FACE OF THE LORD IS AGAINST THOSE WHO DO EVIL." 
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Psalm 34 (quoted in verse 10-12) was originally written to David when he was living in exile among the 

Philistines. It speaks of God’s deliverance of David from his troubles, and now is the OT basis used by 

Peter for Christian ethics. Just as David did not need to fear those around him, neither do believers who 

find themselves in similar situations.  

 

Those who are called to bless God in their lives are not beyond suffering and pain.  In fact, those in the 

Psalm being quoted are in the midst of pain. The desire to see “good life” in verse 10 includes the 

totality of the Christian experience; for we enjoy God now and at the culmination of our salvation.  

 

The call to turn away from evil and do good when in the midst of suffering is really a call to live 

transformed lives. It is turning away from evil because of the belief that the eyes of the Lord see the 

actions of the righteous and will bestow favor upon them. True faith seeks to please God because true 

faith believes that God hears the prayers of His children.  

 

In Conclusion 

 

God uses many different means to motivate behavioral change; He woos us with the love of Christ (II 

Cor. 5:14), He threatens us with judgment so we turn from sin (I Pet. 1:17; Ro. 14:12), He reminds us of 

the joy and nearness of His coming (I Jn. 3:1-3) or places within us a desire to “see good days” and 

motivates us by hope (I Pet. 3:10). But in every case, only those who have been born again will respond 

to these promptings. Faith can be measured in its response toward God or its response toward others; 

nevertheless, it is the same faith. 

 

 

 


