Response to Suffering
Reading: 1 Peter 3:13 - 17
Peter’s letter was written to suffering believers in the first century Roman Empire.  We’ve noted an interwoven thread of suffering and blessing, persecution and glory. 

Earlier the letter dealt with what it means to be a Christian, the call to holiness and being part of God’s people - the church. In response to all the great things, God has done in our lives, Christians are, in the words of 1 Peter 2:12, to

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.

Peter identifies 4 crucial areas where Christian witness shines through – relationship to the state, slavery (and today its nearest equivalent – employment), family, and response to suffering or living under pressure. 

1 Peter 3:8-22 gives practical advice for daily living under pressure. It describes how the Bible impacts our lives – how we are to put principles into practice. We might conveniently divide the passage into three sections: 

· Relationships & Conduct (8-12)

· Harmony, Humility & Helpfulness

· Response to Suffering (13-17)

· Overcoming fear in the face of opposition

· Ready to Reply

· Reflections on Christ’s Death and Resurrection (18-22)

We are presented with a number of challenges including the challenge of relationship, the challenge of witness, and the challenge of baptism.

Last week, we looked at verses 8-12 which relates to inter-personal relationships and conduct. Today, we look at 1 Peter 3:13-17 which deals with the believer’s response to suffering, a theme introduced earlier in the letter and also dealt with in 4:12-19. 

Jesus warned his disciples that they would face persecution. 
29 "I tell you the truth," Jesus replied, "no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel 30 will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields—and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life.
Mark 10:29-30

This is reinforced by Paul, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim 3:12).

Many examples of persecution in church history. Any book on the first three centuries of Christianity will inevitably have at least one chapter or section on persecution and martyrdom.

Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch 


Blandina, a slave girl in southern France


Perpetua, a young mother


Cyprian of Carthage  and so on.

Consider the example of Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, who lived between 70 and 155 A.D. He was the bishop of the church at Smyrna (modern day Izmir), and fought against various heresies including the teachings of Marcion, an influential heretic who tried to create a "new brand" of Christianity by redefining God and rejecting Old Testament teachings and emergent Gnostic heresies that were beginning to spread throughout the Christian church. 

Around 155AD, there was a bitter attack against the Church by the Roman authorities, and many Christians were persecuted or martyred. Polycarp was arrested for being a Christian -- a member of a politically dangerous cult whose rapid growth needed to be stopped. Amidst an angry mob, the Roman proconsul took pity on the gentle old man and urged Polycarp to proclaim, "Caesar is Lord". If Polycarp made this declaration and offered a small pinch of incense to Caesar's statue he would escape torture and death. Polycarp responded, "Eighty-six years I have served Christ, and He never did me any wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?" Steadfast in his stand for Christ, Polycarp refused to compromise his beliefs, and was burned alive. 

Polycarp provides a testimony for us today. His martyrdom is historical reality. He died for one reason - his unyielding faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Like many other Christian martyrs to this day, he was able to die for Christ because he lived for Him. He was radically transformed by the work of the Holy Spirit - desires, worries, pains and fears of this world no longer bound him. Polycarp's life and death are inspirational as he gave his earthly life for Christ, and yet gained eternal life.

There have been more Christian martyrs in the 20th Century than in the whole of the preceding 19 centuries put together. Today, Christians face terrible persecution in Indonesia, Egypt, Nigeria, North Korea, Sudan, Burma, Eritrea, Iran and so on. Must be ready ourselves to face a greater degree of opposition. Some of us may have heard Romanian pastor Richard Wurmbrand give his testimony. Persecution is the lot of those who seek to lead godly lives in Christ Jesus.
Verses 13-14a
13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. 
Peter’s argument is that persecution of righteous people is an abnormality, although it does happen. If, however, we experience persecution for the sake of Christ, we will also be blessed – not least in experience the fellowship of his sufferings (Phil 3:10).
Verses 14b-17
"Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." 15 But in your hearts set apart 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,  16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander. 17 It is better, if it is God's will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.
Four responses in the face of opposition:

1. Don’t be afraid

2. Enthrone Christ as Lord of your life

3. Always be ready to testify, but watch attitude

4. Keep a clear conscience by behaving righteously

To these might be added the responses found in 1 Peter 4:12-19.

5. Don’t be surprised

6. Rejoice in suffering

7. Don’t be ashamed

Although we may not experience suffering to the extent that some of the early Christians did or to the degree that some of our brothers worldwide are at the present moment, we still need to take these exhortations to heart.

We need to support organizations like Christian Solidarity Worldwide.

How can we overcome fear in the face of opposition?

"Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." [14]
The answer lies in Acts 5.


A recognition of the Sovereignty of God


Believing Prayer


The filling of the Holy Spirit

Enthrone Christ as Lord of your life

But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. [15]
Christianity today is plagued with nominalism. Does Christ really attract our undivided allegiance? If He’s not Lord of all, He’s not Lord at all.

Ready to Reply

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. [Verse 15]

Imagine we are asked 3 questions and have only 2 minutes to answer.

1. Are you a Christian?

2. What does it mean?

3. How do I become a Christian?

We might find it helpful to learn a simple creed like the Apostle’s creed which grew out of early baptismal statements and which was later used as a basis for Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion.

Apostle’s Creed

I believe in God, the Father Almighty,  the Creator of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord:Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.

He descended into hell. [The only controversial statement based on Ephesians 4:10]

The third day He arose again from the dead.He ascended into heaven  and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty, whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic (ie universal) church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins,the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen.
It is useful to learn (and understand) a credal statement.

In witnessing, we need to pay attention to

Our Readiness - when the opportunity arises

Style - Gentleness

Attitude - Respect

Credibility - Clear conscience with conduct to match
Challenge us to be ready to witness. Involves preparation.

Outcome - shaming of slanderers. Cf 1 Peter 2:12.

Keep a clear conscience by behaving righteously

keeping a clear conscience [16]. Conscience is that internal mechanism that warns us when we are sinning. We need to maintain a clear conscience before God and men.

Conclusion
Four responses in the face of opposition:

1. Don’t be afraid

2. Enthrone Christ as Lord of your life

3. Always be ready to testify, but watch attitude

4. Keep a clear conscience by behaving righteously
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