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the phase of the exegetical 
task which analyzes the 
social and cultural 

dimension of the text and of 
its environmental context 
through the utilization of 
the perspectives, theory, 

models, and research of the 
social sciences

John H. Elliott, What is Social-Scientific Criticism? (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), p. 7

Scienti'ic
criticism

Social-



criticism
Scientific

Important Uses of Social Scientific Criticism

social

1

To better understand 
the worldview, 

cultural codes, social 
values, and lived 

experiences of the 
biblical authors and 

their audiences
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What would a foreigner need to know 
in order to understand UT football?

Example:



criticism
Scientific

Important Uses of Social Scientific Criticism

social

2

To properly diagnose 
and evaluate the 

social strategy 
of the ancient 

biblical authors



Strategy
Social

the author’s calculated 
attempt to formulate 

his letter in such a way 
that it might successfully 
elicit a particular social 

response from its readers



Note
Important

Our focus in this lecture series will be 
on how the Petrine author’s 

interaction with and understanding 
of his surrounding world affects 

the instructions he gives to his 
readers regarding the way they 

should believe and act



Theological

Sociological

Question

Question

How does 1 Peter use  beliefs
about salvation to alleviate 

anxiety and motivate conduct?

What does 1 Peter teach and
what do its readers believe
about Christian salvation?

Approach

Approach
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in 1 Peter



Situation
Social

1 Peter

the social 
circumstances 

which have shaped and 
necessitated the 

composition of 1 Peter



All modern scholars 
agree that 1 Peter was 
written in response to 

persecution



Situation
in 1 Peter

Beloved, do not be surprised at 
the fiery ordeal that is taking 
place among you to test you, 
as though something strange 
were happening to you. But 
rejoice insofar as you are 
sharing Christ’s sufferings 
(1 Peter 4:12-13)

What social circumstances are addressed?



Problem
Interpretive

For over a century, commentators have debated the 
nature of persecution represented in 1 Peter



Persecutionthe nature of

in 1 peter



In the judgment of most modern scholars, “the 
persecution of 1 Peter is local, sporadic and 

unofficial, stemming from the antagonism and 
discrimination of the general populace.”

Mark Dubis, “Research on 1 Peter: A Survey of Scholarly Literature Since 1985,” Currents in Biblical Research 4 (2006): 203

CONSENSUS



The persecution was . . .

limited to only 
a few locations

so it might affect 
one church but 

not another



The persecution was . . .

so it was only 
an occasional 

threat

carried out only 
sporadically



The persecution was . . .

mostly verbal 
in nature

so escalated 
threats (death) 
were not likely 



Persecutionthe nature of

in 1 peter



WARNING
Scholars who have 
written on 1 Peter 
have consistently 
misunderstood and 

therefore 
misrepresented the 
nature of persecution 



Mirror
Reading 1 Peter



Information 
provided by 

1 Peter

Christianity 
in the Greco 
Roman world

Nature of 
suffering in 

1 Peter

Formula
of persecution

The



Our aim is to employ a 
historically-informed 
imagination to 

plausibly sketch how 
suffering may have come 
about for various kinds of 

people included in the 
audience of 1 Peter

Aim
The

of our study



Resources
Exploring

on 1 Peter

Printed Resources

Online Resources

1

2



DEFINITION
The

of Persecution



Persecution
Definition

any type of hostility or ill-
treatment experienced by 
a person or group because 
of their race, religion, 

gender, sexual 
orientation, or beliefs 

(o&en involving minority 
groups with little to no 

recourse at reciprocation)



Defining Persecution
distinguishing characteristics

Type of Action* Any Form of Hostility

Cause of Action* Not instigated

Target of Action* Often powerless



Note
Important

Persecution is o&en in the eye 
of the beholder, and so when 

we talk about “persecution” we 
are using Christian lenses



example: if a muslim nation (majority muslim) in the 
middle east had a law which forbid someone of 

another faith from attempting to convert a member 
of that society and a christian living there shared the 
gospel with someone there and they were converted, 
and then the person was arrested, is that persecution?

from a christian perspective: it looks like persecution 
(can’t share faith); from a muslim perspective: 

lawbreakingExample
christians in a muslim world



Hostility/Mistreatment

Not Instigated

Powerless Group



KEY
Interpretive

Regardless of what it is called, the 
important question is: What kind(s) 

of ill-treatment are the Christians 
facing? This question is crucial for 

understanding the message of 1 Peter.



Addressees

Historical Context

Diagnosing
Persecution

1

2

in 1 Peter



ADDRESSES
The

of 1 Peter



Since detailed information on the addressees 
of 1 Peter has been provided in the website, 

we will only briefly mention the 
conclusions of our study without 

addressing the specific evidence for them



geographicalSetting



Roman
empire (117 CE)

Asia
Minor

1 Peter
Written



Asia	  Minor



uestion

Were the readers of 1 
Peter located in urban 

centers across Asia Minor, 
and how Hellenized 

were these cities?



Video: Rome Reborn
 (0:05 - 3:45)



There were very few cities 
across most of Asia Minor, 
and the cities that did exist 

had not experienced the 
affects of Hellenization 

or urbanization

Common
conclusion



Implications
Interpretive

The threats facing the Petrine 
communities would be nothing 
like the problems described 

in the book of Acts (e.g., 
worship of gods/emperor, 

Roman entertainment, etc)

of this view



Setting of 
1 Peter?



A link to a video on the 

design and institutions of the 

average Roman city is on the 

website



geographical location

Solution

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter

Asia Minor had experienced 
considerable urbanization 
and Hellenization by the 
time 1 Peter was written, 
and therefore the threats 

were like those in any other 
urban environment of 
the Greco-Roman world



Geographical setting

Ethnic composition

Socio-economic status



ethnicStatus



The letter of 1 Peter gives a 
number of indications that it 

might be addressed to a 
predominantly Jewish (rather 

than Gentile) audience

Issue
ethnicity of the readers



Ethnicity
of the audience

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter

Conduct yourselves 
honorably among the 
Gentiles, so that, 
though they malign you as 
evildoers, they may see 
your honorable deeds and 
glorify God when he comes 
to judge (1 Peter 2:12)



Implications
Interpretive

If the readers are Jewish 
Christians, then we would 

need to consider the types of 
conflict that could have 

arisen out of inner-Jewish 
disputes (e.g., dietary matters, 

ritual observance, etc)

of this view



ethnic composition

Solution

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter

The audience seems to be 
predominantly Gentile in 
origin, but the author has 

appropriated the 
language of ancient Israel 
from the Old Testament 

and applied their privileged 
status to his Gentile readers



A detailed handout on the 

appropriation of Jewish 

language and identity is on 

the website



Geographical setting

Ethnic composition

Socio-economic status



socio-economicStatus



Given the warnings in 1 
Peter, some of the audience 

must be economically 
affluent members of the 

social elite

Common
conclusion



Economic
conditions

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter

Do not adorn yourselves 
outwardly by braiding your 
hair, and by wearing gold 
ornaments or fine clothing; 
rather, let your adornment be 
the inner self with the lasting 
beauty of a gentle and quiet 
spirit, which is very precious 
in God’s sight (1 Peter 3:3-4)



Implications
Interpretive

In the Greco-Roman world, the 
nature of conflict management 

and conflict resolution would have 
varied according to one’s socio-
economic status (e.g., rich - many 

privileges; poor - none)

of this view



Unlimited Surplus

Substantial Surplus

Moderate Surplus

Small, Stable Surplus

Meager, Unstable Surplus

No Surplus

Economic Scale
First Century Cities in Asia Minor

1%

4%

10%

27%

33%

25%

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter



Geographical setting

Ethnic composition

Socio-economic status



10-
min
ute



CONTEXT
Historical

of 1 Peter



uestion
What were the various 

causes that 
contributed to the 

conflict which Christians 
were experiencing?



one of the causes 
of persecution was Behavioral

Legal

Contributing
Factors

#1

#2 one of the causes 
of persecution was



Behavioral
cause



Withdrawal

What were the readers (not) doing?

social

One of the reasons why the 
recipients of 1 Peter were 

experiencing social conflict 
is because they refused to 
participate in many of 
the social activities of the 
Greco-Roman world (cf. 1 

Pet 4:3-4)



Situation
in 1 Peter

What social circumstances are addressed?

You have already spent enough 
time in doing what the Gentiles 
like to do, living in licentiousness, 
passions, drunkenness, revels, 
carousing, and lawless idolatry. 
They are surprised that you no 
longer join them in the 
same excesses of dissipation, and so 
they blaspheme you (1 Peter 4:3-4)

Mosaic of actors in costume



uestion

In what types of social 
activities and institutions 
had the Christian readers 

stopped participating?



In first century Asia Minor, 
the people of provincial 

cities were regularly 
provided with various forms 
of entertainment by 

wealthy citizens

Entertainment
withdrawing from

Social, Political, and Religious Non-Participation



animal hunts/fights

Program
Morning

Entertainment
roman games

Venationes



Video: Beasts of the Roman Games
 (4:03 - 6:15)



Theater
Miletus

in

Elevated 
Seating 

Lunch 
Area



animal hunts/fights

Program

punishment of criminals

Morning

Midday

Entertainment
roman games

Damatio ad bestias



animal hunts/fights

Program

punishment of criminals

gladiatorial contests

Morning

Midday

Afternoon

Entertainment
roman games

Secutor vs. Retiarius



Video: Colosseum Gladiators
(2:03 - 5:08)



A popular form of social/
political/religious interaction 
in the first century Anatolian 
world was the gathering of 

local voluntary 
associations

Burial site for 
local association

Associations
withdrawing from

Social, Political, and Religious Non-Participation



KEY
Interpretive

The physicians 
who sacrifice to 

ancestor Asclepius 
and to the Sebastoi 

[Caesars] . . . 
I.Ephesos no. 719

Cultic worship (i.e., 
sacrifice to the gods) 
was central to most 

voluntary associations in 
the Greco-Roman world



Gods
Sacrifice

receiving

Members
Reclining

EntertainmentFlute
player

Female
dancer

Food
server



A regular part of life in first 
century Asia Minor was the 

attendance of meals 
hosted by friends, family, or 
patrons, o&en in the temple 
of a prominent god/goddess

Meals
withdrawing from

Social, Political, and Religious Non-Participation



Video: Life in Ancient Rome
(4:18 - 6:03)



Symposium
Greek



Symposium
greek

Why might Christians abstain from meals?

Flute girl: entertainment/
sexual object

Kottabos: 
drinking game

Heavy drinking



During the first century CE, 
emperor worship was very 
popular across the Roman Empire 

and especially in Asia Minor, 
influencing not only the religious 

practices of the populace but 
even their day-to-day lives

Imperial Cult
withdrawing from

Imperial Cult Temple (Cordoba, Spain)

Social, Political, and Religious Non-Participation



Why might Christians spurn the emperor?

“The Divine Augustus”

Gaius 
(Caligula) Imperial 

Temple

The imperial cult was an 
inevitable part of everyday socio-
religious life, pervading every 

aspect of the community from 
the architecture to the civic 
calendar even down to the 

money that people used

Imperial Cult



Most problematic for early 
Christians was the worship 

of the traditional 
gods of the Greek and 

Roman pantheon

Worship
withdrawing from

Social, Political, and Religious Non-Participation



If the Tiber (River) reaches the 
walls, if the Nile (River) does 

not rise to the fields, if the sky 
doesn’t move or the earth does, 

if there is famine, if there is 
plague, the cry is at once: ‘The 

Christians to the lion!’ 
(Tertullian, Apology 40.2)

Atheism
Christian



one of the causes 
of persecution was Behavioral

Legal

Contributing
Factors

#1

#2 one of the causes 
of persecution was



Legal
status



KEY
Interpretive

At some point during the first few 
centuries, a change took place in the 

legal status of Christianity, 
making it effectively illegal



The seemingly 
contradictory legal status 

of early Christians 
wherein there were no 
laws proscribing the 

religion, but one could be 
tried and killed simply 

for being a Christian

Illegal
Effectively



Legal
status of christians

Martyred for being a Christian

A.er Urbicus (Roman consul) 
sentences Ptolemaeus (a Christian) 
to execution for confessing 
Christianity, Lucius (an innocent 
bystander) asks, “What is the reason 
for this sentence? Why have you 
brought a conviction against this 
man who is not an adulterer or a 
fornicator or a murderer or a thief or 
a robber, nor has performed any 
misdeed at all, but only 
confesses to bear the name 
Christian?” (Justin, 2 Apology 2.16)

ca. 150 CE



(Tertullian, Apology 2.8)

LegalPerplexing

They [Christians] must not be 
sought out, implying they are 
innocent; and he orders them to 
be punished, implying they are 
guilty. He spares them and 

rages against them, he pretends 
not to see and punishes.

status

ca. 200 CE



Note
Important

This effectively illegal status 
is different than the 

way that the earliest 
Christians were treated 

(e.g., Paul troubles in Acts)



uestion

When did this change 
in legal status occur? Was 
1 Peter written before 
or after the change?
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Dangerous!
More 

Dangerous!!
Most 

Dangerous!!

Pliny
111/112 CE

Perpetua
203 CE

Nero
64 CE

1 Peter

POPULAR
view
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YouTube Video: From Jesus To Christ Part 2 
(1:00:36 - 1:05:57)



Look
Closer

All of these 
reconstructions 

consider 1 Peter to have 
been written before 

the change in legal 
status took place



Nero’s persecution marks the turning 
point in the legal status of Christians

BIG IDEA



Nero
64 CE

Dangerous Effectively Illegal

Pliny
111/112 CE

Perpetua
203 CE

PROPOSAL

1 Peter
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Nero’s
persecution



Questionpotential

But how do we know that 
Nero’s persecution established 
a precedent by which the 

adherence to the Christian 
faith was considered a 
punishable offense?



Example
pliny and the christians



Nero
64 CE

Dangerous Effectively Illegal

Pliny
111/112 CE

Perpetua
203 CE

What we know . . .
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Note
Important

Early Christian writers point 
back to the persecution of 
Nero to explain the origin 

or cause of their 
problematic legal status



Legal
status of christians

Locating the origins with Nero’s persecution

Nero could not, by any means he 
tried, escape from the charge that 

the fire had been caused by his 
orders. He therefore turned the 

accusation against the 
Christians . . . A,erwards, too their 
religion was prohibited by laws 
which were enacted; and by edicts 
openly set forth it was proclaimed 

unlawful to be a Christian 
(Sulpicius Severus, Chronicle 2.29)



uestion

How did the persecution 
of Nero present a 

danger for Christians 
living outside of Rome?



Emperor

Governors 
from Rome



Assize	  Tour



Legal Systemroman provincial

In a Roman provincial court, 
the formal procedure of the 

trial, the rendering of a 
verdict, and the dispensing 
of appropriate punishments 
were all dependent upon the 
personal discretion 

of the governor

Role and authority of the governor



Tribunal
of the roman governor

A day at the



A detailed handout on the 

Roman judicial system in 

Asia Minor is on the 

website



uestion

What does 1 Peter 
reveal about the legal 

status of its readers? Are 
they effectively illegal?



Let none of you suffer as a 
murderer, a thief, a criminal, 
or even as a mischief maker. 
Yet if any of you suffers as a 
Christian, do not 
consider it a disgrace, but 
glorify God because you bear 
this name. (1 Peter 4:15-16)

Persecution
and legal status in 1 Peter

The effective illegality of Christians in 1 Peter

NOTES
These are crimes which would 

have resulted in judicial sentencing 
(“suffering”)

Persecution simply for bearing
the name “Christian” is
representative of a more

escalated situation



Compare
A.er Urbicus (Roman consul, 146 CE) 
sentences Ptolemaeus (a Christian) to 
execution for confessing Christianity, 
Lucius (an innocent bystander) asks, 
“What is the reason for this sentence? 
Why have you brought a conviction 
against this man who is not an 
adulterer or a fornicator or a murderer 
or a thief or a robber, nor has 
performed any misdeed at all, but only 
confesses to bear the name 
Christian?” (Justin, 2 Apology 2.16)

Christian Martyrdom Accounts



Nero
64 CE

Dangerous Effectively Illegal

Pliny
111/112 CE

Perpetua
203 CE

SOLUTION

1 Peter
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Objectionpotential

If Christianity was a despised 
religion and if membership in the 

group was “effectively illegal,” then 
why weren’t the early Christians 
completely exterminated 
through legal accusations from 

private citizens?



Since the only requirement 
for acquittal in a Christian trial 
was denial of the Christian 
faith, the tables could easily 
be turned on the accuser for 

bringing false accusations

roman legal system

Impediments

The need for a private accuser1



Since in many provinces governors 
only stayed for one-year 

increments, and since punishment 
was up to the personal 

discretion of the governor, 
accusers couldn’t be sure if 

Christians would be punished

roman legal system

Impediments

Arbitrary wielding of power by governor
2



The governor only traveled 
to certain cities and 

sometimes he didn’t make it 
to every one, so accusers 

might have to pay to travel

roman legal system

Impediments

Delay/Expense of Legal System 3



Assize	  Tour



Implications
Interpretive

legal status

Following the persecution of 
Nero, Christians readers of 1 

Peter were in a very dangerous 
predicament, but this 

situation did not necessarily 
lead to constant, 

escalated persecution



Yes, but we cannot overlook the 
constant psychological strain which 

this anticipated hostility would create 
nor the underlying current of social 

prejudice against which Christians 
would have to continually maneuver

Issue
legal status



Video: Shafia's Story - Persecution In Pakistan 
(0:00 - 5:33)



Forms
of

The

Christian
persecution



uestion

In what ways might 
the various social 
groups within the 

Petrine churches have 
experienced suffering?



Most scholars overlook the 
differentiated experience of 

early Christian suffering, failing to 
explore how various social 

groups would have been affected



Claimcommon

The persecution represented in 1 
Peter consisted of verbal 

abuse and discrimination 
which the general populace 

exhibit toward Christians



These illustrations are not recorded accounts 
of persecution; instead they represent an 
imaginative reconstruction of potential 

threats based on what is know about 
Christian persecution



Slave
Euphemos



Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians

Conversion
slave

Euphemos worked to 
transport crops from the 
field of his master and 

then sold them to 
merchants in the city, and 

before conversion, he 
brought his owner lots of 

money through 
deceitful business practices



Conversion
slave

A&er his conversion 
Euphemos could no 

longer carry out the same 
dishonest business 

practices that his master 
expected, and so he faced 

his master’s wrath

Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians



NOTE
Important

Slaves in the Greco-Roman world had 
no rights. They were consider the 
property of their owner and therefore 

could be beaten, branded, sexually 
assaulted, or even sadistically mutilated 

according to the master’s prerogative



Persecutionexamples of

One day when 
Euphemos refused to lie 
about the price of grain 
to a local merchant, his 
master beat him and 

locked him in a cellar 
for 3 weeks with very 
little to eat or drink

Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians



Persecutionexamples of

Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians

Upon being released, Euphemos 
maintained his commitment to 

the Christian faith and so his 
master sent him and his family 
away to work (and eventually 

die) in the mines



Wife 
Junia



Conversion
wife of an unbeliever

Junia was married to a 
prominent civic leader 
in the town of Smyrna, 

and as a woman she 
was expected to follow 
the religion of her 
husband, which was 

not Christianity
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NOTE
Important

Plutarch, a contemporary of 1 Peter, 
declared that the responsibility of a wife 
is “to worship and to recognize only the 
gods that her husband reveres, and to 
close the door upon strange cults and 
foreign superstitions” (Conj. praec. 19)



Conversion
wife of an unbeliever

A.er her conversion Junia’s 
husband threatened 

divorce (in which case 
Junia would lose custody 

of her children), but due to 
her large dowry her 

husband kept the marriage 
intact (only making her life 

a living nightmare)
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Persecutionexamples of

Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians

Junia’s husband verbally 
abused her on a regular 

basis, and on some occasions, 
a&er a night of heavy 

drinking, the verbal abuse 
would turn physical, as 
she wore the marks of her 
husband’s fury on her face



Persecutionexamples of

Worst of all Junia’s husband 
refused to let her attend 
Christian meetings and 
physically forced her to 

make sacrifices to the 
pagan gods (although she 
would sneek out to church 
services when she could)

Differentiating the Persecution Experience of Early Christians



Baker
Alexanemos



Conversion
small business owner

Alexanemos was a local 
merchant who ran a 

small bakery in the 
insula (i.e., apartment 

building with shops and 
businesses below) in 

which he lived
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Shops

Apartments



Conversion
small business owner

At one time, 
Alexanemos’ shop was 
dedicated to the pagan 

god Dionysius, 
whose statue sat 

proudly on the counter
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Conversion
small business owner

A&er his conversion, 
Alexanemos removed all 

of his “pagan” relics, and 
customers noticed; because 

he aligned himself with such 
a deviant movement he 

experienced both harassment 
and economic oppression
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Persecutionexamples of

One morning Alexanemos 
came down to his shop to 
find that someone had 

decorated his storefront 
with a picture of an ass on a 

cross and the following 
graffiti: “Alexanemos 

worships his god”
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Persecutionexamples of

A much worse consequence of 
Alexanemos’ conversion was the 
economic oppression he 

faced, as regular customers began 
taking their business to other vendors
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Unlimited Surplus

Substantial Surplus

Moderate Surplus

Small, Stable Surplus

Meager, Unstable Surplus

No Surplus

Economic Scale
First Century Cities in Asia Minor

1%

4%

10%

27%

33%

25%

Understanding the addressees of 1 Peter



Persecutionexamples of

A&er losing a number of 
customers, Alexanemos 
was not able to support 

his family financially 
and so had to sell 

himself into slavery
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Elder
Demetrius



Conversion
civic council

Demetrius was once a 
member of the local 

council in the city of 
Ancyra (Galatia), but 

upon conversion he was 
forced to resign his 

position of leadership
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Conversion
civic council

In time, Demetrius 
became the elder of a 

local house church in 
Ancrya, and from the 
beginning the group 

faced serious opposition 
from the local populace 
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Persecutionexamples of

One day while tensions 
were high, Demetrius 
received a notice to 
appear before the 

governor’s tribunal 
on the following week; 
there he was tried and 

convicted as a Christian 
and sentenced to death
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Persecutionexamples of

The capital sentence which 
Demetrius received was 

condemnation to the lions 
at the major celebration of 

the imperial festival
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Conclusion
Important

Contrary to the modern consensus within 
Petrine scholarship, the nature of suffering in 
1 Peter was much more serious and much 

more variegated than most imagine



Attempt your own reconstruction of the 
strategy of the letter

Read handouts by Balch and Elliott on the 
social strategy of 1 Peter
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