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Well-loved friends, do not be surprised with the period of burning that 

has come to you as if it were unusual; but rejoice because you are joining in 

the sufferings of Christ; so that you may rejoice with overwhelming joy when 

His glory is revealed. 

If you are abused because of the name of Christ; you are blessed 

because the spirit of glory and the Spirit of God rest on you.  You should not 

suffer for being a murderer, or a thief, or a criminal, or a trouble-maker. 

However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that 

you carry that name. 
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It is time for the judgement to begin, starting with the house of God; 

and if it starts with us, think how it will end with those who disobey the will of 

God?  If it is hard for those who are right with God to be saved, what will 

happen to those who are ungodly and sinners? 

So, those who suffer because of God’s will should commit themselves to 

their faithful Creator and keep on doing good things. 

 

Peter was a tough guy.  He had been with Jesus from the beginning.  He 

was lurking in the background during trial and suffering of Jesus.  He denied 

Jesus, but returned to faith to be a leader in the early Church. 
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Peter died for Jesus Christ.  In the Gospel of John, Jesus hints at the 

death by which Peter would glorify God, saying "…when you are old you will 

stretch out your hands, and another will dress you and carry you where you 

do not want to go." This is interpreted by some as a reference to Peter's 

crucifixion. 

Early church tradition says that Peter probably died by crucifixion at the 

time of the Great Fire of Rome in the year 64. One scholar concludes that 

Peter died on October 13, AD 64 during festivities put on by the Emperor 

Nero – three months after the disastrous fire that destroyed Rome.  Emperor 

Nero sought to blame the Christians for the fire that torched the entire city. 
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So many Christians were executed – often by fire.  Peter, it is supposed, was 

one of them. According other traditioins he was crucified head down. 

Clement who was a leader among the Church at Rome in the years just 

after Peter’s death wrote this about Peter: “Let us take the noble examples 

of our own generation. Through jealousy and envy the greatest and most just 

pillars of the Church were persecuted, and came even unto death.  Peter, 

through unjust envy, endured not one or two, but many labors, and at last, 

having delivered his testimony, departed unto the place of glory due to him.” 

There are other attestations of Peter’s death by crucifixion – some say 

upside down.  The ancient historian Josephus describes how Roman soldiers 
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would amuse themselves by crucifying criminals in different positions.  An 

upside down crucifixion would probably result in a slower than usual death 

with the victim remaining conscious and dying of shock, exposure, 

dehydration, stroke, or pulmonary edema. 

Peter was a tough guy writing to a tough group of Christians.   

The First Letter of Peter is addressed to Christians living in what is now 

Turkey.  Peter counsels his brothers and sisters in Christ to be steadfast and 

to persevere under persecution. He writes of them undergoing various trials, 

being “tested by fire,” being maligned as evildoers, and suffering for doing 

good. 
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A number of verses in the epistle contain possible clues about the 

reasons Christians experienced opposition. They may have been accused of 

immoral behavior, civil obedience, and disloyalty to the empire.  The 

persecution may have taken the form of social discrimination or actual 

official persecution. 

In his letter, Peter writes that “your brothers and sisters in all the world 

are undergoing the same kinds of suffering,” indicating the suffering is 

worldwide in scope.  Official persecutions would have included arrest, trials, 

imprisonment, and execution. Whatever the current situation, Peter warned 

his readers about the coming of a more intense period of persecution. He 

exhorts them to be ready – spiritually, mentally, morally, and physically.  
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Years ago the British journalist Malcolm Muggeridge said: “As an old 

man, looking back on my life, it’s one of the things that strikes me most 

forcibly—that the only thing that’s taught me anything is suffering. Not 

success, not happiness, not anything like that. The only thing that really 

taught me what life’s about is suffering.” 

Most of us do not learn very much from good health, happy days, 

money in the bank, and good fortune. We enjoy those things, but we don’t 

learn much from them.  
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This is a point Peter stresses again and again in this letter. Now he 

returns to it one final time. First Peter 4:12-19 is the high point of the letter. 

When we reach verse 19, we have reach the pinnacle of his teaching on how 

to respond to suffering in a godly fashion. His focus is not on suffering in 

general – as a part of human life, but suffering because we are followers of 

Jesus Christ. 

Our text today sums up the four major lessons we need to know about 

hard times in the Christian life. 

Well-loved friends, do not be surprised with the period of burning that 

has come to you as if it were unusual… 
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This is a message the American church needs to hear. Discipleship is 

tough.  Holiness is hard. Suffering is part of the Christian life, even painful 

suffering. 

Believers in other parts of the world understand this better than we do: 

 In North Korea 50,000-70,000 Christians imprisoned in labor camps. 

 In Somolia al-Shabaab and other radical Islamic groups have intensified 

the persecution of Christians. 

 In Iraq Christians have been left homeless and without jobs and executed 

by the Islamic State. 
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 In Syria Christians displaced and executed by the Islamic State and other 

Islamic terrorist groups. 

 In Afghanistan the government restricts Christians’ freedom to worship 

and will not protect them from the Taliban 

 In Sudan the government closes Christian churches. 

 In Iran many Christians are languishing in prisons. 

 In Pakistan Christian women and girls who are targets of kidnappers. 

 In Eritrea hundreds of Christians who have been imprisoned for their faith. 

 In Nigeria hundreds of Christian girls are kidnapped by Boko Haram. 

The US State Department in its 2015 report on religious liberty has this 

to say: 
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In Iraq and nearby towns, shortly after the takeover of the 

area by the Islamic State, Christians were given the choice to 

convert to Islam, pay a ruinous tax, or die. People living in 

northern Nigeria, the Far North Region of Cameroon, and southern 

Chad and Niger are subject to terror and destruction as a result of 

Boko Haram.  Chinese officials stated that crosses and churches 

needed to be demolished as illegal structures. House church 

members continued to face harassment and detention. Security 

officials frequently interrupted outdoor services. 
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It is informative to note that in the report’s Executive Summary, 

Christians are mentioned 23 times in 6 pages, and they are always cited as 

victims, never perpetrators, of religious persecution. 

It is in this context that the words “well-loved or dear friends” become 

so important. They are those who are deeply loved by God – that’s not just a 

throwaway line. It’s key to everything Peter wants us to know. This is what 

he means: “God loves you deeply and profoundly. Therefore, don’t be 

surprised when you suffer as a Christian.” That’s a hard connection for many 

of us to make. Peter would say, “Living for Christ is the best life you can have, 

and it always includes suffering.” You can’t escape it. 
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Most of us don’t think that way. We are surprised when trials come, 

how they come, and from where they come. We think we do not deserve 

them.  

When I am protesting to God for something that has happened to me 

that I did not deserve, I rarely pause to ask myself, “Just what do I think I 

deserve? And from whom do I deserve it?” 

I put myself to the test one day last week.  I tried to complete this 

sentence:  “I deserve _____________; because I am ______________.”  The 

more I was honest with myself, the more I struggled to fill in the blanks. 
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Rejoice because you are joining in the sufferings of Christ; so that you 

may rejoice with overwhelming joy when His glory is revealed. If you are 

abused because of the name of Christ; you are blessed because the spirit of 

glory and the Spirit of God rest on you. 

Peter just filled in the blanks for me.  I deserve to rejoice; because I am 

joining in the sufferings of Christ.  I deserved to be blessed; because I am 

abused for carrying the name of Christ. 

Not quite what we were thinking at first.   

The world hates the Jesus Christ. They do not want to hear it. They hate 

who He is, what He said and what He did. If we would renounce our 
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allegiance, the world would leave us alone. They do not hate us. They hate 

Christ in us. They do not persecute us. They persecute Christ in us. That’s 

why the world does not persecute a worldly Christian—only a godly one. 

Persecution is a sign that you are doing what God wants you to do – that you 

are holy. 

God blesses us three ways when we suffer. We participate with Jesus, 

or join Him. We share in the sufferings of Christ. 

We are given something.  God imparts something to us, places Himself 

in us. We experience the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 

We will rejoice when we see Christ. 
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Do you remember the word Peter used, “participate” or “join?” It’s the 

verb form of the Greek word which is usually translated as “fellowship.” To 

most of us, “fellowship” implies something positive or happy, like a picnic or 

a party at someone’s home. But here Peter speaks of having “fellowship” in 

the sufferings of Christ. Our sufferings join us with Jesus in a way that 

nothing else can. 

How can we get from where we are to where Christ is? There are lots of 

answers to that question. We can read the Bible, pray, worship, sing, praise, 

share our faith, give our money, listen to sermons, exercise our faith, use our 
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spiritual gifts, spend time with other believers, and so on. We could add 

quite a few things to that list and all of them would be helpful in drawing us 

closer to Christ. But for most of us, even when we do those things, we may 

feel that we are not quite there. 

Peter wants us to understand that nothing moves us closer to Christ 

than when we go through hard times. It’s not that suffering in and of itself 

brings us to Christ; it’s what suffering does for us and in us. When we are flat 

on our faces, having been knocked down again and again, at some point if we 

truly know the Lord, we lay aside our pride and in sheer desperation, we cry 

out to God for help. 
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Do you remember a poem about the footprints in the sand. At first 

there were two sets of footprints—ours and God’s. Then there was only one 

set. And when we asked God why He left us alone when we needed Him 

most, He replied, “When you saw only one set of footprints, it was then that I 

carried you.” We generally only see that in retrospect, after the trial is over.  

God intends that our hard times move us from where we are to where 

Christ is. 
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You should not suffer for being a murderer, or a thief, or a criminal, or a 

trouble-maker. However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but 

praise God that you carry that name. 

It is time for the judgement to begin, starting with the house of God; 

and if it starts with us, think how it will end with those who disobey the will of 

God?  If it is hard for those who are right with God to be saved, what will 

happen to those who are ungodly and sinners? 

In the vast Roman Empire of the first century, the cult of Caesar-

worship helped unify the many nations Rome ruled. The word Caesar in 

Greek is kaisar, and those who worshiped Caesar were called kaisarianos. As 
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the gospel began to spread, the followers of Jesus were given a nickname by 

the Romans and Greeks. They were called christianos, Christ-followers. It was 

a derisive term, an insult. The early believers would not say, “Caesar is Lord.” 

They would rather die than say those words. This is why the early church was 

persecuted. Thus the lines were drawn very early: Caesar or Christ! 

What if it comes down to this—Caesar or Christ? What will I do? What 

if they threaten me because of my faith? Or more subtly, what if there is a 

slow, gradual separation of the values of my faith and the values of the 

state? 
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Peter’s answer is clear: “Do not be ashamed.” I think for Peter this was 

very personal. I think he remembered that dark night when Jesus was 

arrested. While he warmed himself around the fire, a young girl said to him, 

“Weren’t you one of his disciples?” And he denied the Lord with an oath. 

Three times he denied Christ. Then the rooster crowed. Peter knew all about 

the sense of shame because he never forgot the night he denied the Lord. 

The word “ashamed” means “to dishonor.” Don’t do anything to dishonor 

the name of the Lord. Instead, praise God that you are counted worthy to 

suffer for his name. If Jesus lays his cross on your back, don’t be ashamed to 

carry it. 
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At this point good theology helps us greatly. Notice where judgment 

begins! It begins with the house of God. God starts with His own children. 

Persecution forces us to decide where we stand and what we believe. 

The Church has always been at its best when the heat is on – during the 

times of burning.  You and I best discover and define who we are and who 

our God is in the worst times of our lives.  The judgement starts with us. 

 

But it won’t end with us. Peter asks a good question: “What will be the 

outcome for those who don’t obey the good news of God?” 
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They’re in big trouble. We’re saved by grace, and still we’re judged as 

God’s children. He makes us holy. 

But what about those who don’t know the Lord? Iit is hard for the 

righteous to be saved. Peter’s speaking of the troubles and trials of the 

Christian life. “Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come.”  

It is hard for us to make it through this sinful world and to heaven. It is 

only by the good news of God’s love for us in Jesus Christ that we survive the 

trials of life.  

But for those who don’t know Jesus Christ, this is it. The day is coming. 
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One of the old Saxon kings set out with an army to put down a rebellion 

in a distant province of his kingdom. When the insurrection had been 

quelled, and the army of the rebels defeated, the king placed a candle over 

the archway of the castle where he had his headquarters. Lighting the 

candle, he announced through a herald to all who had been in rebellion 

against him that those who surrendered and took the oath of loyalty while 

the candle was burning would be spared. The king offered them his clemency 

and mercy, but the offer was limited to the life of the candle. When the 

candle went out, his mercy ended. 
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Peter writes in his second letter (3:9): “The Lord is not slow in keeping 

his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not 

wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”  

One day God’s patience will come to an end. Make the most of God’s 

patience while you can. Turn from sin and trust Christ now.  

 

So, those who suffer because of God’s will should commit themselves to 

their faithful Creator and keep on doing good things. 
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When trouble comes—and it comes to all of us sooner or later, we 

generally can’t do much about our circumstances. We can’t wave our hands 

and make the sick well, or put money in the bank, or cause angry people to 

like us. But there is one thing we can do. It’s what Peter mentions. In the 

midst of our troubles, we can commit ourselves to our faithful Creator.  

Fix your eyes on the cross. Start there and your own troubles will come 

into proper focus. Apart from the cross, it makes no sense to rejoice in our 

suffering. 
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We need to hear everything Peter says in this passage: Never be 

surprised by hard times. Never be ashamed of Jesus. God uses adversity to 

make your life Holy and eternal. 


