The Assurance of Hope #8

“Hope in a Hostile World”

1 Peter 3:13-22

On July 4 we celebrate our nation’s independence. We know from history that this country was founded to some degree by those who sought religious freedom. The Pilgrims and Puritans of England tend to come to mind first, but in fact people came from all over Europe to the New World either to escape religious persecution or to be able to practice their religion without such threats. The Quakers settled in Pennsylvania, Catholics in Maryland, while the aforementioned Pilgrims and Puritans settled in New England. Unfortunately, even the early American colonies did not extend religious freedom to their own people. For example, Roger Williams found it necessary to found a new colony in Rhode Island to escape persecution in the theocratically dominated colony of Massachusetts.

When the time came to establish a new nation, though, religious liberty was a high priority. Thomas Jefferson once said, “among the inestimable of our blessings, also, is that…of liberty to worship our Creator in the way we think most agreeable to His will.”
 The very first amendment to the United States Constitution begins, “Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…”

Ever since then, we have enjoyed the freedom to believe and worship as we see fit. Certainly this is one of the greatest advantages Americans have over other parts of the world, where following Christ can lead to being disowned by family, shunned in business, or incarceration or even death at the hands of the state. This seems foreign to us, but it is a reality for Christians in communist nations such as China and North Korea, or in Muslim nations in the Middle East.

Such hostility was also present in the last half of the first century in the Roman Empire. Christianity was initially tolerated by the state as an offshoot of Judaism. But eventually Rome turned against the followers of Christ, particularly after the Great Fire of Rome in a.d. 64. Persecution spread from the capitol throughout the empire, progressing from legal harassment to the confiscation of property to arrest and imprisonment (or exile) to execution.

It was in this situation that Peter wrote this first letter. His readers in present-day northern Turkey were beginning to feel the heat of this initial persecution. One of the key themes in 1 Peter is suffering. But he does not deal with the subject negatively; he doesn’t want his audience just to survive—he wants them to thrive. At the end of his third chapter, Peter provides hope in a hostile world. He gives three suggestions to help us get there.

Be Expectant of Enmity 


The first is to be expectant of enmity. In other words, don’t be blindsided when trouble comes our way. Peter writes in verses 13-14,


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. “Do not fear what they fear﻿ ﻿; do not be frightened.”﻿ ﻿ 

Peter admits that usually people will respond positively when we live right. Most of the time when we do the right thing, we will not face opposition for it. We may not be recognized or commended, but we won’t be criticized or persecuted. Usually.
However, there will be times when we do right and get it thrown back in our face. Consider the examples found in Scripture: Joseph worked hard and honestly for his master Potiphar—even resisted the temptation to sin with Mrs. Potiphar—and he ended up in prison! Daniel faithfully served his king and his God, but the other government officials conspired against him to have him cast in the lion’s den. The ultimate example of this is our Lord Himself, who never committed sin, never wronged anyone, yet was treated with the most cruel, unfair torture and death known to man. It is no wonder, then, the Paul would write to Timothy, “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).

Why is this so often the case? Warren Wiersbe explains:

Our personal standards are not those of the unsaved world. As a rule, Christians do not create problems; they reveal them. Let a born-again person start to work in an office, or move into a college dormitory, and in a short time there will be problems. Christians are lights in this dark world (Php. 2:15), and they reveal “the unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph. 5:11).


Like roaches scatter when a light is suddenly turned on, so unbelievers react when the light of Christ is shined on their sinful lives. They don’t appreciate having their actions and attitudes shown for what they really are; they’d rather stay in the dark. This is why, in the same context where He calls His followers “the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world,” Jesus says in Matthew 5:10-12,

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

It is very important to point out that Jesus speaks of being persecuted “for righteousness sake.” Likewise Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:17, “It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.” The blessings of Scripture do not apply when we bring trouble onto ourselves. 

As Howard Hendricks puts it, “We get up in our testimony meetings and say, ‘Brethren, I was persecuted for righteousness’ sake.’ The truth of the matter is, it’s probably stupidity’s sake, let’s face it!”
 Over and over Peter tells his readers not to suffer because they’ve done something wrong. There’s no virtue in that.


 But even when we do the right thing, it does not guarantee that others will appreciate it. Therefore, Peter tells us to expect the enmity of the world. Later in this same letter he writes, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” [1 Peter 4:12]. Instead, we should respond the way James instructs, “When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your lives, my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends!” (James 1:2, Phillips) That’s not easy to do, is it? As Chuck Swindoll notes, 

Our natural, human perspective contends, “Since life isn’t fair, I’m going to get my share. I’m going to look out for number one. I’m going to spend my energy getting my own back or setting things straight or making it right. I’m not going to take it any longer.” Our world is full of literature and counselors who will help you carry out this agenda. The problem is, you may get even but you won’t get peace. You may feel better for the short term, but you won’t get lasting satisfaction. You may find a way to channel your anger, but if retaliation is your major goal, you will not glorify God. Those who live their lives from this perspective are more likely to end their lives as bitter, cynical, hostile people. Tragically, I have just described how the majority of Americans choose to live.


Too many Christians choose to live this way as well. Instead of allowing unfair treatment to make us better, we allow it to make us bitter. And that will never give us a positive testimony for our faith.

Be Equipped to Evangelize 


Which leads us to the second point. Peter tells us to be equipped to evangelize. We read in verses 15-16,

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, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

This is a matter of perspective. Rather than concentrating on our rights and what we deserve (or don’t deserve), we need to focus on how we reflect Christ to those around us. When Jesus Christ is Lord of our lives, each crisis becomes an opportunity for witness.


Why is this true? Because light shines brightest in the darkness. Let me illustrate: This candle-like light near the pulpit casts a nice, aesthetic glow, but on a late Sunday morning, the radiance is hardly significant—as seen in the fact that we often forget to turn them on before the worship service starts! But if we were here on a late Sunday evening (or any other evening of the week) and this was the only light on, we would be amazed at how bright it shines!


The same is true in life. People may not be impressed by our faith when everything is going our way, but when they see the light of Christ shining brightly when our days have turned dark, they will stand up and notice. Believe me, your testimony is stronger in the midst of adversity than it is in abundance. 


We must be careful how we handle ourselves in those times, though. Wiersbe puts it well:

This witness must be given “with meekness and fear [respect]” and not with arrogance and a know-it-all attitude. We are witnesses, not prosecuting attorneys! We must also be sure that our lives back up our defense. Peter did not suggest that Christians argue with lost people, but rather that we present to the unsaved an account of what we believe and why we believe it, in a loving manner. The purpose is not to win an argument but to win lost souls to Christ.

In the midst of trials and tribulations, we need to be equipped to evangelize. It will work infinitely better than any contrived witnessing program ever conceived.

Be Encouraged to Endure


Finally, we are to be encouraged to endure. This is the point of verses 18-22,

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom﻿ ﻿ also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge﻿ ﻿ of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.

These verses have been a theological nightmare for many on two fronts: the reference to Jesus preaching to the “spirits in prison” and the phrase about “baptism that saves you.” Debates, articles, and books have been devoted to these two topics, not to mention countless sermons.


This will not be one of them.


(If you are really interested in either of these subjects, I will be happy to speak with you at another time.)


Instead, I want to address these verses in the context in which they appear. Peter is writing to Christians who are (or are about to) facing persecution for their faith. Times will be tough. They will be falsely accused. They will lose property. They will face the scorn of family, friends, and neighbors. They will be abused. They may be put to death. And the apostle is giving them hope in their hostile world.


So Peter gives two classic examples of those who endured…and triumphed. I believe that victory is the theme in this paragraph. Not just victory, either, but victory in the face of apparent defeat. 

His first example is Jesus Christ Himself. You been falsely accused? So was Jesus! You been treated unfairly? Not more than Him! You been laughed at, ridiculed, humiliated? No one in their right mind would trade places with Him on Good Friday! He experienced all of this—ending in His death—yet He triumphed in the end. His story did not end on Friday, for on Sunday He emerged victorious over Satan, death, and the grave. Peter mentions that Jesus “went a preached to the spirits in prison.” Without going into all the possible interpretations of this phrase, I want to key on the word “preached.” This is not the normal Greek term that means, “to preach the gospel” (from which we get the word “evangelism”) but is a word that means merely to proclaim something.
 Rather than presenting the good news of salvation, Jesus declared victory over the powers of evil.

These “spirits in prison” are connected to the time of Noah. (I promise, we will examine this closer later in this series!) And so Peter uses Noah as another example of someone who was unfairly ridiculed and humiliated, but endured faithfully and triumphed in the end. The same flood that destroyed the world saved Noah and his family, and verified God’s stamp of approval on him. In the same way, Peter encourages his audience to endure the persecution they will face in order to experience the victory on the other side.

I like the conclusions Swindoll provides for this text:

· First, when unjust suffering seems unbearable, remember the crucifixion.

· Second, when the fear of death steals your peace, remember the resurrec​tion.

Our nation stands as a beacon of liberty to the rest of the planet. But that freedom did not come easily. There were many dark times when victory seemed anything but certain. In some ways the Founding Fathers triumphed over tyranny by outlasting the enemy. They persevered in the face of apparent defeat, and won in the end.

The apostle Peter calls us to persist much in the same way. We can endure because ultimate victory is sure. That is what biblical hope is all about. Victory is certain; it’s just not yet. Before the dawn of Christ’s return we will face dark days. Those outside the faith will give us a hard time. We may live to see religious persecution in our nation like others have encountered it around the world. They persevered. Will we?
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