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12Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, 

as though something strange were happening to you.  13But rejoice inasmuch as you 

participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is 

revealed.  14If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit 

of glory and of God rests on you.  15If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or 

any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler.  16However, if you suffer as a Christian, do 

not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.  17For it is time for judgment to 

begin with God’s household; and if it begins with us, what will the outcome be for those who 

do not obey the gospel of God?  18And,  

“If it is hard for the righteous to be saved,  

what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?” 

19So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their 

faithful Creator and continue to do good. 

 

The cuttlefish is a remarkable creature.  It is a camouflage master.  The cuttlefish has the 

unique ability of being able to change not only the color of its body, but even the texture of its 

skin so that it can match its surroundings.  The pronghorn antelope is another of God’s amazing 

creatures.  As the saying goes, it can run but it can’t hide.  They don’t really need to hide though 

since they can run at speeds of up to 60mph which much faster than any of the North American 

predators they would be fleeing.   

Even in our own neighborhood we have some creatures with unique ways of defending 

themselves.  One of those is the American opossum.  An opossum’s defense when it feels 

threatened is to “play possum.”  It’s not really playing though.  You might be able to teach your 

dog to “play dead” but he’s just pretending.  When an opossum is threatened, their body actually 

shuts down into a coma-like state and starts excreting a decaying-flesh scented odor.  Speaking 

of odors what about skunks?  I think you know enough about that one. 

We could go on all day with this, listing the amazing and incredible responses that 

different animals exhibit when they fall under attack.  It’s fascinating stuff; but I would rather 

focus on the way Christians react when they are attacked.  What is a Christian’s defense 

mechanism?  Have you ever been attacked because you’re a Christian?  It could be a physical 

attack but more likely, it was a verbal or even an emotional attack.  As Christians we aren’t even 

always attacked on the outside, by another person.  More often than not, we’re attacked from 

within by our own sinful nature. 

Perhaps someone called you ignorant or stupid because you hold to the biblical account 

of Creation.  Maybe you got laughed at for missing out on a hunting expedition or a shopping 

trip because you didn’t want to miss church on Sunday.  You may have been branded as an 

intolerant bigot because of your faith in God’s institution of marriage, or as a narrow minded 

fool for insisting that a fetus is a real person with a God-given right to life.  There are all kinds of 

ways that Christians are attacked.  So what is your defense mechanism: is it simply to run away 



from opposition, is it to blend in with the people around you so that no one takes notice of you, 

do you roll over and play dead, or like the skunk, do you just make such a big stink that nobody 

wants to be anywhere near you.  Maybe it’s even worse than that, maybe when our faith is 

attacked we don’t try to defend ourselves at all; we just give up and let our opponent win because 

we don’t to suffer or be persecuted. 

This morning we continue our study of the impact that Jesus’ death and resurrection have 

made on our lives, we’ll see how that gospel changes the way we react when we’re attacked and 

how it impacts our outlook on suffering and persecution.  Once again, we’re able to examine one 

of the greatest examples in Scripture of that impact that Jesus’ death and resurrection have made 

on us.  We get to look at Simon Peter.  Remember Simon was the name his parents had given 

him.  Peter, which meant “the rock,” was the name Jesus gave him on the day He first called 

Peter to follow Him. 

In our Gospel lesson, we saw one of Peter’s champion moments.  I’ll read that account 

again but this time from St. Matthew’s Gospel:  “But what about you?” he asked.  “Who do 

you say I am?”  Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by 

flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven.  And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this 

rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it (Mt 16:15-18). 

Jesus blesses Peter, and reminds him that it was for moments like these that he had been 

given the name Peter.  As we continue on in the account, we find Jesus explaining to the 

disciples that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, the 

chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days 

rise again.  What follows, I would not classify as one of Peter’s champion moments.  He rebukes 

Jesus who, in return, rebukes him.  Instead of calling him a rock, He calls him a stumbling block, 

He even goes so far as to call him Satan.  Peter was not thinking of God’s plan, He was thinking 

about himself.   

Peter’s behavior is classic.  Do you believe that Jesus is the Christ?  Eighty-three percent 

of Americans would answer yes to that question.  Or at least they would tell you they are 

Christians.  Eighty three percent!  How many of those, however, would be willing to follow 

Jesus, without compromise, even to their death?  The real question, I guess, is “What makes 

someone a Christian?”  Is it simply saying the words, “I’m a Christian” or is it following Christ, 

without compromise, even when that means leaving behind our own selfish agendas? 

Look at Peter, for example, in the garden of Gethsemane.  He boldly claimed that he was 

a follower of Christ and that he would follow Him, even to the cross; even if it meant he would 

be crucified right alongside Jesus.  But when push came to shove, Peter backed out.  He went 

back on his word.  He denied and forsook Jesus rather than experience the suffering and 

persecution himself.  Peter gave in to his own self-serving nature.  He turned aside from 

following Jesus. 

After Jesus died and rose, He came to Peter and spoke to him again.  15 When they had 

finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than 

these?”  “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.”  Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”  

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”  He answered, “Yes, Lord, you 

know that I love you.”  Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”  The third time he said to him, 

“Simon son of John, do you love me?”  Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third 



time, “Do you love me?”  He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”  

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.  Very truly I tell you, when you were younger you dressed 

yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, 

and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.”  Jesus said this 

to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God.  Then he said to him, 

“Follow me!” (Jn 21:15-19). 

Peter had betrayed Jesus, cowed away from standing up for Jesus at the first sign of 

danger or discomfort to himself.  But, through His death on the cross, Jesus had forgiven that sin 

as well as every other sin Peter had ever committed.  He expressed that forgiveness to Peter by 

reinstating him, calling him once again to follow Him and to be a leader of His flock.  The task, 

He warned Peter, would not be easy.  He would be opposed and, eventually, he would literally be 

hung on a cross until dead because of his unwillingness to stop following Jesus.   

The next we hear of Peter is on the day of Pentecost, where, just as Jesus had said, the 

disciples were already being persecuted for sharing the gospel.  What we see in Peter is a 

tremendous change.  Instead of backing down and denying Christ, he stands forward and 

preaches the forgiveness of sins through the death and resurrection of Jesus.  The next thirty 

years would bring Peter many more opportunities to preach the gospel and much more 

persecution.  Finally, in 64 AD, Emperor Nero started an official persecution of the fledgling 

Christian church during which Peter was executed.   

Peter was able to stay faithful to the gospel he was preaching and continue faithfully 

following Jesus despite all the persecution and suffering he underwent even up to his execution.  

How?  Because, he had seen Jesus laid to rest in the tomb.  He had seen Jesus risen from the 

dead.  He had seen Jesus ascend into heaven.  And he knew that Jesus would come again to raise 

his body from the dead and take him to be with Jesus in heaven, and that there was nothing 

anyone on this earth could do to change that.  So, by the time Peter wrote the letter which 

contains our second lesson, just a few short years before he died, I suppose you could say he was 

an expert on persecution and suffering for Christ.   

Let’s turn once again to those words in 1 Peter 4: Dear friends, do not be surprised at 

the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though something strange were 

happening to you.  But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so 

that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.  If you are insulted because of the 

name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.  You are 

going to suffer and be insulted if you continue to follow Jesus.  And you shouldn’t be surprised 

when that happens.  In John 15, Jesus warns us: If the world hates you, keep in mind that it 

hated me first....  If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also (Jn 15:18,20b).  In the 

Gospel this morning He told us Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves take 

up their cross and follow me (Mk 8:34b).  Whoever follows Jesus can expect that like Jesus, 

they too will suffer. 

But Peter makes the stipulation: If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief 

or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler.  However, if you suffer as a Christian, 

do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.  Not all of our suffering is cause 

for joy.  Peter is telling us to rejoice in the suffering that comes to us as a part of the cross that 

we bear; the cross Jesus spoke of when He said Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 

themselves take up their cross and follow me (Mk 8:34b).  Jesus words show us exactly what 



that cross is.  It is the denial of self.  In other words, it is the battle that is constantly waging 

within you between your sinful nature and the new person that God has created within you 

through the gospel. 

It’s easy to point to the opposition we receive on matters like Creation, church 

attendance, same-sex marriage, and abortion and say, “Well, here’s my cross.  Jesus suffered and 

so I’m going to suffer too.”  But that opposition, in and of itself, isn’t your cross.  The reason for 

the pain you feel under that opposition (the reason such opposition makes us want to hide our 

faith in Christ and run away, like Peter did the night before Jesus died) is because your sinful 

flesh hates that you have to take that kind of flak from the world for Jesus.  Your cross, is 

denying yourself the temptation to abandon Jesus and His gospel in the face of such opposition. 

The suffering we go through that comes simply as a consequence of living in a world that 

has been corrupted by sin, things that are very painful like sickness, and the loss of loved ones 

are not your cross.  Denying the temptation of your sinful self to forsake God because of 

hardships is your cross. 

What does it mean to be a Christian?  It means that you deny your “self,” take up your 

cross, and follow Jesus.  Our crosses are never going to be lifted from us as long we are on this 

side of eternity.  The cross is the mark of a Christian.  As long as a Christian lives in this world, 

he will always be battling against his self.  That is why our crosses are a cause for joy.  Because 

as long as that battle wages inside us and continues wearing us down there will always be times 

when we fail, times when we give in to our self-serving natures and turn aside from Jesus and 

we’re going to need to come running back to Jesus.  Come to me, all you who are weary and 

burdened, and I will give you rest (Mt 11:28).  The word there in the Greek which we translate 

as “rest” has more the sense of “refresh” or “revive.”  In this life, our rest will never be complete, 

our battle against self will never be over, so we have to keep coming back to Jesus to be 

refreshed again and again. 

So then, Peter says, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit 

themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.  What’s the defense mechanism 

of a Christian?  When you suffer, when you struggle under your cross, when you find yourself 

battling to deny yourself and follow Jesus, remember that that struggle is according to God’s 

will.  Commit yourself to the faithful Creator.  Keep running back to Jesus for the refreshing 

message of the gospel.  He will refresh you.  He will assure you, just as He assured Peter, that 

your sins too are forgiven on account of Him.  And He will call you once again to follow Him, 

trusting in that forgiveness which He has won for you. 

Take joy in your suffering because it points you to Christ and to His cross.  It is His 

cross, His suffering, and His alone, that saves you.  The sacrifice that Jesus made on the cross 

was once and for all.  His resurrection from the dead gives us the same confidence that it gave 

Peter: confidence that our sins are forgiven, and that our lot in heaven, where our sinful self will 

finally be cast aside for ever, is secure. 

With that in mind, rejoice in your suffering; rejoice in your cross, because nothing in this 

world can take away what Christ has already won for you.  And our suffering here can only serve 

to point us to the eternal joy and happiness that we will share with Jesus in heaven. 

Amen. 

 


