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Rome burned in AD 64. For six days and seven nights the fire raged destroying over 70% of the city. 
Almost immediately the rumors began to spread that the Emperor Nero himself had started the fire. 
To alleviate the suspicion, Nero looked for a scapegoat. Christians made an easy scapegoat because 
they didn’t fit in and were generally scorned because they were different. Since they met in private 
and didn’t participate in worshiping the emperor or the Roman gods, they were suspected of 
disloyalty to the state and any natural disaster was blamed on them for angering the gods. They were 
targets of discrimination and harassment throughout the Empire. 
 
Historian Edward Gibbon wrote in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, “By embracing the faith 
of the Gospel, the Christians incurred the supposed guilt of an unnatural and unpardonable offence. 
They dissolved the sacred ties of custom and education, violated the religious institutions of their 
country, and presumptuously despised whatever their fathers had believed as true, or had 
reverenced as sacred.” They were outcasts, slandered and without rights.  
 
The historian Tacitus (AD 56-120) reported that Nero falsely blamed the Christians because they were 
“generally hated for their crimes…a vast multitude were convicted, not so much on the charge of 
burning the city as of hating the human race” (The Annals, 44.4).  
 
It was in this atmosphere of animosity toward Christians that Peter wrote to encourage believers. 
Peter told them they should not be surprised by the hostility. In fact, they should have expected it; it 
is part of the Christian experience.  He even offered three reasons to rejoice in their suffering.  Finally, 
he provided them with a strategy to deal with the situation.  
 
Peter wrote to our brothers and sisters who lived 2000 years ago, but his counsel is just as relevant to 
Christians in the 21st century as it was at the time of the original writing. 
 
The first thing Peter told his flock was that they should expect to suffer as believers in Christ. “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…you know that the family of believers throughout the world is 
undergoing the same kind of sufferings” (4:12; 5:8). 
 
This was something Peter learned from Jesus. Jesus told His disciples, “If the world hates you, keep in 
mind that it hated Me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do 
not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you” 
(John 15:18-19). Paul reiterated this message to Timothy, “everyone who wants to live a godly life in 
Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12). John suggested the motivation for the abuse: “Do 
not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder 
him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s actions were righteous. Do not be surprised 
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if the world hates you” (1 John 3:12-13). And in 1 Peter 4:4, Peter explained, “The [unbelievers] are 
surprised that you do not join them in their reckless, wild living, and they heap abuse on you.”  
 
That’s the point. Christians are supposed to be different. The wording varies in different translations, 
but the meaning is the same—Peter told the believers that they were aliens, foreigners, and 
strangers in this world (2:11). We should not fit in. If the world is pleased with us, we might need to 
take stock of our lives and our message. 
 
Many Christians today have believed the lie that the fault for the world’s hatred of Christians 
somehow lies with Christians. The reality is that the world hates Christians because Satan is the ruler 
of this age, the prince of this world, and he is at work in those who are disobedient (John 14:30; 
16:11; Ephesians 2:2); he is the father of lies (John 8:44) and has blinded the unbeliever to the Truth 
(2 Corinthians 4:4). Satan wants to distract Christians into seeking to be attractive to the world by 
compromise or by implementing expansive programs and project aimed at appealing to the world 
rather than focusing on the message which is offensive to the world. 
 
In many areas Christians are being physically persecuted and dying for their faith. In America, our 
situation is more like the Christians Peter was addressing. They were harassed and suffered 
discrimination, but they were not yet systematically hunted down as many of our brothers and sisters 
are today in some parts of the world. Here in America, there are believers who have lost their jobs, 
their businesses and have been financially ruined because they would not compromise. We are told 
in 1 Peter that this is the norm. We should expect and be prepared for this kind of treatment if we are 
going to stand for Christ.  
 
Peter even implied that it might be God’s will that we suffer, “those who suffer according to God’s 
will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good” (4:19).  Jesus had 
told Peter that he would be persecuted. John wrote, “Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by 
which Peter would glorify God. Then He said to him, “Follow Me!” (John 21:19).  Now Peter as Christ’s 
messenger told the harassed believers to also follow Jesus when they were oppressed, “To this you 
were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His 
steps” (2:20-21). 
 
Peter was very specific: Christians may be criticized even when they are living exactly as they should: 
“Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? But even if you should suffer for what is right, 
you are blessed” (3:13-14).  Those who are abused for standing for Jesus are blessed and God is 
pleased with them. “If you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God” 
(2:19-20); “if you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory 
and of God rests on you” (4:14).  
 
Suffering has a purpose. First of all, suffering causes us to focus on Christ. When things are going 
smoothly, we tend to get caught up in our daily affairs and become sloppy in our faith. “Since Christ 
suffered in His body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because whoever suffers in the 
body is done with sin. As a result, they do not live the rest of their earthly lives for evil human 
desires, but rather for the will of God” (4:1-2). When the choice for Christ is life or death, it puts a 
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new perspective on material possessions and fleeting pleasures. James wrote, “Consider it pure 
joy whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces 
perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking 
anything” (James 1:2-3). Just as challenging oneself physically strengthens the body, spiritual 
challenges strengthen one’s spiritual maturity.  
 
I grew raspberries in a protected, plastic-covered environment and they flourished. Some of the 
canes grew nine to ten feet tall. But they had never experienced wind, or the unfiltered sunlight. They 
had to be tied to a support every foot or so or they would have flopped over like wet noodles. If I 
moved a plant outside, it would wither and burn in the sunlight. I coddled my plants and they were 
unable to handle the normal stress of a plant that has stood up to wind and sun. It is the same with 
our faith. If we are never challenged, we will not grow spiritually because we haven’t had to 
completely trust Jesus.  
 
A second reason for suffering is that suffering reveals who we really are which will bring glory to God 
for His transforming power, “…now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of 
trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though 
refined by fire—may be proved genuine and result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is 
revealed” (1:6-7). 
 
A third reason that believers may have to endure unjust punishment is to be a witness to unbelievers. 
Unbelievers are watching Christians to see if their lives match up with their words. Eventually even 
the detractors will have to admit the truth of the Gospel. God may use our discomfort and distress to 
bring others to Him. Peter wrote, “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse 
you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day He visits us…it is God’s 
will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish people…. Always be prepared to 
give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this 
with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against 
your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander” (2:12, 15; 3:15-16).  
 
Unbelievers are always watching how Christians respond to difficult circumstances, sometimes, even 
in the privacy of our home life. Peter encouraged women married to unbelieving husbands that the 
example of their good behavior may lead their husbands to Christ, “if any of them do not believe the 
Word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity 
and reverence of your lives” (3:1-2).  
 
However, Peter didn’t just tell Christians that suffering can be beneficial so grit your teeth and have 
at it. He reminds us that the goal of faith is the salvation of our souls (1:9) and encourages believers 
to focus on that, “set your hope on the grace to be brought to you when Jesus Christ is revealed at 
His coming” (1:13). This, then, is the point of it all. In the words of Peter, “rejoice inasmuch as you 
participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when His glory is revealed” 
(4:13); God has given us “an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade, kept in heaven for 
you who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to 
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be revealed in the last time. In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have 
had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials” (1 Peter 1:3-6).  
 
Obviously, it is not always easy to follow Jesus, to be different, to be a stranger in your world, but 
Peter was writing to encourage the people in the struggle they already had. This then is the key. 
When we face trials or challenges, we need to continually focus on the end goal, our eventual and 
eternal salvation. Although Friedrich Nietzsche was not a Christian, he summed up the point Peter 
was making for the suffering believer when he said, “He who has a why to live for can bear with 
almost any how.” Peter wanted to remind Christians of their why so that they could endure the 
struggles they faced. Paul wrote, “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with 
the glory that will be revealed in us” (Romans 8:18). The writer of Hebrews said, “For the joy set 
before Him [Jesus] endured the cross. . .Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so 
that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (Hebrews 12:2).  
 
How does this apply to us in the relative comfort of East Central Minnesota? While we may not be 
actively persecuted for our faith, we all suffer at times in various ways. We may be grieving for a 
loved one who passed away. We may have chronic physical pain or a terminal illness. We may be 
struggling financially or be concerned about a rebellious child or grandchild. We are all frustrated 
with the shutdowns and the isolation; some are fearful of Covid. In all these situations, we are to 
focus on Christ and the glory that will be revealed in us as we follow His example. In all these 
situations we are being watched by our neighbors, our coworkers and our families. It is to the glory of 
God when we respond in faith and not in fear. First Peter 3:13 is often mistranslated as “do not fear 
their threats” but Peter was actually quoting from Isaiah 8:11-12: “This is what the Lord says to me 
with His strong hand upon me, warning me not to follow the way of this people: …do not fear what 
they fear, and do not dread it.” The Greek in 1 Peter 3 actually says, “‘Do not fear what they fear; do 
not be frightened.’ But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to 
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and 
respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior 
in Christ may be ashamed of their slander” (3:13-16). 
 
That is a good reminder in these days when there seems to be so much fear regarding the pandemic 
and economic disaster and political and societal upheaval. We do not fear what the world fears. We 
know who is in control, and we know He will bring about what He has promised us. We should always 
be prepared to give an answer to our neighbors and coworkers who fret about the current situation 
and ask us for the reason for the hope that we have. Take a few minutes this week to reflect on what 
you would tell someone who asks you for the reason you have peace and hope in a world of turmoil. 
Jesus told His disciples, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the 
world” (John 16:33). 
 
When life is hard and we face discouragement or worse, focus on the promises, remember that God 
promised that He will see us through, “And after you have suffered a little while, the God of all 
grace, who has called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself restore you and make you 
strong, firm and steadfast. To Him be the power for ever and ever. Amen” (1 Peter 5: 10-11). 


