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What Believers Do When Suffering 
1 Peter 4:12-19 

 

Over the past couple of months Keith and I have been preaching about some basics of church ministry 

— church membership, corrective discipleship (church discipline), the roles of elders, deacons, and 

members, and then last Sunday the nature of marriage and gender. 

 

There are several reasons we have preached this series: 

 We are prone to forgetting what church is about and why we do what we do; one goal of this 

series was to remind us of our divinely given purpose. 

 We want to clarify our biblical position on some of these issues and update our church 

constitution so that it more accurately reflects what we believe and teach on these subjects (e.g., 

there was no clear statement in the constitution about church discipline, though we have always 

taught and practiced biblical discipline and correction). 

 We want to clarify our constitution to solidify our legal position so that we can practice 

discipline and marry and refuse to marry according to biblical perspectives.   

 

As has already been demonstrated this fall in Houston, if a church holds to a biblical position on 

marriage and gender, that church will be out-of-step with the culture and will almost certainly face legal 

consequences and quite possibly personal persecution for failing to uphold the world’s positions on 

marriage.  I’m not an alarmist and I am not a prophet, but it is not difficult to see the 10-year trends in 

our cultural transformation regarding homosexuality, homosexual marriage, sexual “ethics,” euthanasia, 

and more.  And the church that desires to be biblical and stand against the culture will almost certainly 

be in for a legal conflict over the next one to two decades.  Our upcoming proposed changes to the 

constitution are, in part, designed to prepare for that. 

 

Now the question is, “what if, despite the changes to the constitution, the government still compels us 

to perform homosexual marriages or recognize polyamorous relationships or allow access to bathrooms 

for transgendered individuals, or more?”  What if our constitutional changes, “don’t work?”  What 

then?  What if we still suffer in spite of our best legal planning? 

 

Two responses: 

 These changes are for legal purposes, but even more we want to be biblically clear.  The 

primary reason for the changes is to clearly articulate what we believe Scripture says the role of 

the church is in these kinds of circumstances. 
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 Whether it is over the issues of marriage, gender, homosexuality, or something else, we should 

expect to suffer and be persecuted.  We need to prepare for suffering.  The American church is 

generally soft and ill-equipped for and afraid of suffering.  But suffering and persecution have 

always been part of the expectation of the church.  Many biblical passages (as we will see) 

affirm this truth; and it has also been expected throughout church history.  Consider the words 

of Thomas Watson: 

 

“The way to heaven is by way of thorns and blood.…Set it down as a maxim, if you will follow 

Christ, you must see the swords and the staves.  Persecution is one of the surest and most tangible 

evidences of salvation.  Persecution is not incidental to faithful Christian living but is certain evidence of 

it. Put the cross in your creed.” (Thomas Watson, The Beatitudes) 

 

 

So as we thought about this series, it seemed to me that it would be wise to conclude with a sermon on a 

biblical perspective on suffering.  If we are going to stand against the culture (and we are going to), 

then we need to prepare to endure suffering.  And 1 Peter is a book that is primarily about suffering and 

the passage before us this morning establishes particularly well how a believer is to think about his 

suffering.  Here is Peter’s two-part thesis: 

 

FAITHFUL BELIEVERS WILL SUFFER FOR THEIR FAITH. 

FAITHFUL BELIEVERS MUST THINK BIBLICALLY ABOUT THEIR SUFFERING. 

 

In addressing this topic, Peter will offer two possible responses to suffering, five truths that must be 

remembered in suffering, and one person to trust in suffering.  Let’s start with the possible responses. 

 

1. Two Ways to Respond to Suffering  (vv. 12-13)  
 “Something is WRONG!”  (v. 12)  
 “Suffering is JOY!”  (v. 13)  
 

2. Five Truths to Remember about Suffering  (vv. 14-18)  
 There is BLESSING in suffering for Christ  (v. 14)  
 There is no BLESSING in suffering for sin  (v. 15)  
 There is no SHAME in suffering for Christ  (v. 16)  
 There is PURIFICATION through suffering for Christ  (v. 17a)  
 There is something WORSE than suffering for Christ  (vv. 17b-18)  

 
3. One Person to Trust in Suffering  (v. 19)  
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1. Two Ways to Respond to Suffering  (vv. 12-13)  

 

 As Peter begins this section he begins by addressing his readers as beloved.  Beloved by whom?  

Peter?  Certainly.  Loved by one another?  Undoubtedly (1:22).  But they are loved supremely 

by God (cf. 1:3ff).  

 In every anxiety, it is tempting to say, “I’m not loved…no one (including God) cares.”  But that 

is not true.  Even when suffering greatly, we belong to a fellowship of love (w. church & God)! 

 

• “Something is WRONG!”  (v. 12)  

 Do not be surprised = “Stop being surprised…”  

➢ The people to whom Peter is writing are believers who have left Jerusalem because of 

persecution and they went to Asia Minor and settled in Gentile provinces.  They shouldn’t be 

surprised about persecution because their history as Jews was filled with persecution and 

suffering.  From Joseph and Egypt forward, they always suffered.  Peter reminds them that 

they should not be astonished by their continued suffering now that they are following Christ. 

➢ And some readers were residents of the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, and 

Bithynia — they were Gentiles living in their home lands; they particularly might be prone 

to saying, “I know why the converted Jews are suffering, but I’m in my home country; why 

am I suffering?”  But as believers, they also are aliens in their homelands (2:11). 

➢ Peter’s letter is a reminder that every believer everywhere should expect suffering (2:18-

20ff; 3:1, 14, 16-17; 4:4; 5:10).  Suffering and persecution may not be just, but it can be 

expected.  It is not something strange (the same root word as “surprised”).  These 

persecutions are not happening by chance; they are not accidental, but they are purposeful. 

 And notice also that Peter calls this suffering a fiery ordeal — that phrase is a word picture of 

the fires of a refinery that melts metals to remove impurities.  These are flames that are 

searingly hot.   

➢ Peter may be drawing on the imagery from Mal. 3:1-3.  There the flames had a two-fold 

purpose:  1) to purify the Jewish people (v. 3); and 2) to judge the evildoers (4:1).  The fires 

Peter speaks of are like the refining fires for the Jewish people in Mal. 3:3; they are fires that 

are not designed to consume the believer, but they are to refine and conform the believer.   

➢ When suffering comes, don’t overlook what it can do — it is God’s grace to sanctify you (1:7). 

 When the believer suffers — whether by persecution or by the difficulties of living in a fallen 

world, he can be content that nothing is “wrong.”  It is God’s good purpose to refine him.  That 

doesn’t mean there won’t be pain (cf. Dan. 3:17-18; Heb. 11:35-40); it does mean God is still good. 

 But there is a second way a believer might respond to suffering… 
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• “Suffering is JOY!”  (v. 13)  

 To the degree means that there should be a correspondence between our suffering and our joy.  

The temptation is to say that more suffering will produce less joy, but Peter says that as our 

suffering increases, our joy should increase in the same proportion. 

 WHY should we consider suffering a joy?  Because we are sharing in the sufferings of Christ. 

➢ Notice that Peter is referring to a particular kind of suffering — the sufferings of Christ.  

These are troubles that we endure because we are Christians and belong to Christ.  And that 

should be a joy to us because it confirms that we are Christians — we are sharing what Christ 

endured.  It is a kind of assurance of our salvation.  We do not become saved by enduring 

suffering, but because we are connected to Christ, we endure part of what He endured (which 

is what He promised in Jn. 15:20 — “Remember the word that I said to you, ‘A slave is not 

greater than his master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you”). 

➢ When we endure that kind of suffering, Peter says, keep on rejoicing — continually rejoice.  

As the suffering increases, the joy and rejoicing should also increase.  And don’t think that 

Peter didn’t know the implications of what he was writing:  cf. Jn. 21:18-19; Acts 5:41. 

 This suffering is also a joy to us because we are looking beyond the immediate suffering (notice 

so that):  the believer is not looking at the immediacy of the suffering but to the revelation of 

His glory (cf. 1:6, 8).  We are rejoicing in suffering now so that when Christ returns to earth to 

set up His kingdom and sit on His throne and then judges and removes sin finally and 

completely and the heavens and earth are restored to their purposes and position in Genesis 1-2, 

we will be able to rejoice even more — we will rejoice with exultation.  The sense is that if we 

learn to rejoice now, while suffering, our joy will be even greater when we see Christ in His 

kingdom.  And conversely, if we have minimal joy in suffering now, we will have a diminished 

capacity to rejoice in Christ when He comes. 

➢ Why will we have a diminished capacity in the future?  Because if we aren’t rejoicing in 

Christ now, we are effectively saying, “what I want is what the world gives now and I’m not 

especially interested in Christ.”  But if we rejoice in Christ even while we are suffering and 

enduring much loss on the earth, what we are effectively saying is, “what I want above all 

else is Christ and it doesn’t matter what I lose, as long as I get Christ.”  And since eternity 

will be all about Christ, who will be the most prepared to see Christ and rejoice in Him? 

➢ That’s why Thomas Watson writes, “Rest in God’s wisdom — in case of the loss of dear 

friends, a wife, or child, or husband, let us rest satisfied in God’s wisdom. God takes away 

these, because he would have more of our love; he breaks these crutches, that we may live 

more upon him by faith. God would have us learn to go without crutches. [A Body of 

Practical Divinity.]  

 So, suffering isn’t a joy because the event itself is pleasurable but because it anticipates our future. 
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2. Five Truths to Remember about Suffering  (vv. 14-18)  

 

• There is BLESSING in suffering for Christ  (v. 14)  

 Notice the stress on being reviled FOR THE NAME OF CHRIST.  The kind of suffering Peter 

is speaking of is because people hate Christ and His name (and Word), and work out that hatred 

on Christ’s people (cf. 2 Tim. 3:10-13).  It’s not going to get better in this world. 

 But it is going to get better for Christ’s people.  When Christ’s people suffer for Him, they are 

blessed.  That is, they are “highly privileged” and “deeply satisfied” to be associated with Christ. 

➢ The if is a construction that indicates certainty (“since” or “whenever”) — it is absolutely 

true that when you are reviled for Christ you are blessed. 

➢ What is the blessing of the suffering believer?  The Spirit of glory rests on you…  In the OT, 

the Holy Spirit did not indwell all believers all the time (e.g., Ps. 51:11; 1 Sam. 16:13ff).   

But today the believer is assured that he always has the believer indwelling and empowering 

him (cf. 1:2, 5; Eph. 1:13-14, 18-20).  The Spirit is given as “a foretaste of heavenly glory” 

(Is. 11:2). [Grudem]  

➢ And notice that the Spirit gives rest (refreshment) to the suffering believer.  Like Stephen 

when he was being accused was able to experience peace and serenity (Acts 6:15), so the 

Spirit supernaturally gives peace and rest to all believers when they suffer (2 Cor. 12:9-10). 

 

 

 

• There is no BLESSING in suffering for sin  (v. 15)  

 If you suffer, make sure it is for Christ and not because of indulgence of selfish flesh.  Make 

sure is a command — “do not suffer as a murderer…” 

 Don’t be caught in “capital” sins of murder and thievery — or any other kind of evil.  If a sin is 

so great that it is even condemned by the world, then it certainly shouldn’t be part of a believer’s 

life either.   

 But our lives should also be so pure that we don’t even act as troublesome meddlers — people 

who get involved in domestic situations that are not their business.  These are busybodies and 

gossips; they are judgmental, legalistic, and ungracious agitators.  They delight in stirring up 

conflict and controversy — and over issues that are unrelated to the gospel. 

 When we get caught in those kinds of sin, that’s not suffering.  It’s justice.  And there is no 

blessing for the one who suffers as a consequence of his own sin. 
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• There is no SHAME in suffering for Christ  (v. 16)  

 Again Peter reminds us that some suffering is because of Christ — we suffer as Christians, 

because we are following Jesus Christ.  And if that is our situation, there is no shame.  

 Peter had once felt shame — Mk. 14:68; but he has no shame now (Acts 5:41). 

 Instead of being ashamed to name Christ, the believer is to live and conduct himself in such as 

way that the name of God (and Christ) is glorified (revealed and honored).   

 The world scorns the name of Christ, hates the name of Christ, denigrates the name of Christ, 

and forbids the use of the name of Christ.  We should not be surprised.  They hate Him because 

they do not want to submit to His authority.  But no matter how much they ridicule His name, 

we embrace Him and love Him and honor Him by the way we conduct ourselves.  He is our 

shepherd and Guardian and we want all to know (2:25). 

 

• There is PURIFICATION through suffering for Christ  (v. 17a)  

 There is a judgment that is coming, and it is coming from the household of God.  I.e., just as 

God’s discipline of Israel emanated from His house, the temple (Mal. 3:1), so His judgment 

emanates from His household the church to mature and discipline them (Heb. 12:7). 

 The believer will never sit before the Great White Throne of God for a final judgment, but he 

will experience purifying fires of discipline on earth and judgment of his works and faithfulness 

to Christ at the Bema throne (1 Cor. 3).  Again, these are purifying, sanctifying fires.   

 And as painful as the fires sometimes are for the believer, there is something worse… 

 

• There is something WORSE than suffering for Christ  (vv. 17b-18)  

 “Do you think you have it bad as one who is being spit upon?”  Then what will be the outcome 

for those who do not obey the gospel of God.  If there is discipline for obedient believers, what 

will be the chastening and judgment for those who are disobedient, rebellious unbelievers? 

 Peter quotes Prov. 11:31 to affirm this principle — there are difficulties for the righteous.  They 

are not “saved” by their righteousness, but they are saved by God and still endure difficulties; and if 

that is true, the outcome for the godless man and sinner will be far worse.  Cf. 2:8; 3:12.  They are 

doomed.  Even if living the life of salvation is difficult, there is no hope for the godless (Ps. 1:5).   

 There is something worse than suffering for Christ on earth; it is enduring punishment for sin in 

eternity.  God will one day right all the wrongs and injustices of history (2 Thess. 1:5-9). 

➢ If you are not a believer in Jesus Christ this morning, nothing I’ve said so far applies to you, 

except this verse.  Yes, Christians sometimes suffer and endure injustice, but we do so 

because we believe it’s better to lose a little here and gain everything in Heaven.  And we 

believe all men will give an account to God for their lives and sin.   
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➢ Notice 2:24 — either all your sin is on you and you will spend all eternity in Hell, unable to 

pay for your sin against God, or your sin is on Christ and He has paid for your sin when He 

died on the cross.  I appeal to you and exhort you to turn away from your sin and trust Him 

and live for Him (2:25 — you have returned to Him).  That’s what it means to be a 

Christian — that you are following Jesus and living life His way; and while you don’t have 

to do that, the only alternative is to experience a judgment and condemnation that is beyond 

our imagination.  Repent today. 

 

 

3. One Person to Trust in Suffering  (v. 19)  

 

• The theme of 1 Peter is HOPE.   Biblical hope is being confident in God & salvation. 

• Therefore = Because preceding is true (vv. 12-18) & those who suffer submissively, 

 entrust = “keep on depositing yourself into care of God” (Ps. 31:5; Lk. 23:46).  In those days, 

there were no banks in which one could leave his funds, so if a man went on a trip he might 

“deposit” his money with his neighbor for safekeeping.  And with no FDIC for neighbors, don’t 

you know he was just a little concerned about that deposit?  So here Peter reminds the readers to 

deposit their souls — their entire being with God (cf. 1:9, 22; 2:25).  The One whom we trust is 

faithful to Himself and faithful to accomplish His perfect will in all His creation (Heb. 10:23). 

 God has made these believers (and us); He can be trust with His actions in their lives.   

 To entrust ourselves to God also means we trust Him to be just with sinners — Rom. 12:17-21. 

 When we worry about persecution and suffering we are saying that God is untrustworthy to care 

for us.  When we are anxious, we functionally believe that God can’t be trusted now or in the 

future.  We believe that He doesn’t love us, doesn’t know what to do for us, or is incapable of 

doing what is best for us.  And those are all lies.  So give your life to Him and stop being 

anxious about your suffering and persecutions.  They will come, but He will bring you home (2 

Tim. 4:16-18) — and sometimes the way He graciously brings us home is through martyrdom. 

 

• So, trust God.  And demonstrate that trust by continuing to do what is right. 

 well-doing = favorite word of Peter (more than 50% of NT uses; cf. 2:14-15, 20).   

 Note that there is no promise here of relief from suffering.  But no matter what suffering we 

endure, we should just continue to be faithful to do what is right (3:17). 

 There is affirmation that one will never be disappointed by God when he does right (2:6). 

 People will misunderstand righteousness.  They will mock, accuse, and sometimes abuse.  Trust 

God for all of your being (physical & spiritual) — and keep standing for truth. 
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• And this is the fundamental principle I want to draw your attention to as we consider how we are 

going to function as a church.  We will continue to communicate the gospel, shepherd (pastor) and 

care for one another.  We will continue to stand unashamedly for the truth and when the world 

resists and condemns and attacks us, we will not waver.  We will continue to stand because while 

we may not like pain, we love the One with whom we are identified and we believe that no matter 

what happens on earth, He will bring us home to Him in Heaven.  And that’s worth enduring any 

amount of suffering now. 

 

 

CONCLUSION:    Ridley and Latimer (Christian History, #48, pp. 18-19) 

 

While we may not have to die for our faith, we too can have the same hope and confidence that God 

will have mercy on us when we are mocked for our faith and that He will receive our soul with joy 

when we pass from this world. 
 


