The Assurance of Hope #10

“Hope When It Hurts”

1 Peter 4:12-19

Life is full of tests. From quizzes and tests and exams in school to driving tests to professional licensing…the list goes on and on.  Before we pass from one grade to the next, before we graduate from school, before we are allowed to drive or to practice medicine or law or other professions, we must pass tests.

In the spiritual realm, life itself is a schoolroom.  Chuck Swindoll comments,

The curriculum of Christlikeness is much the same. Our Christian maturity is measured by our ability to withstand the tests that come our way without hav​ing them shake our foundation or throw us into an emotional or spiritual tailspin.

Unfortunately, the tests in this curriculum are not true/false, multiple choice, or even the dreaded essay variety.  The tests we face as Christians are infinitely more challenging. Peter writes in 1 Peter 4:12-19,

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that 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. 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. For it is time for judgment to begin with the family of God; and if it begins with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God? And, “If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?”  So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.

Peter speaks of suffering, but not those of physical afflictions, natural evils, or accidents, or the sort of ordinary tragedy that besets all human beings. It is the sufferings people are called upon to endure because they are Christians.
  William Barclay adds, “It is never easy to be a Christian. The Christian life brings its own loneliness, its own unpopularity, its own problems, its own sacrifices and its own persecutions.”

But Peter’s letter is not a negative, doom-and-gloom document.  His overriding theme is hope—a certainty of a bright future when the present is anything but.  Hope shines like a beacon on a black night in the verses of this epistle.  In this section Peter speaks of hope when life is hurting—and what he says will probably surprise you!

When Life Is Hard, Celebrate!


Peter’s first principle is that when life is hard, celebrate!  He tells his readers not to be surprised at the painful trial—literally “fiery ordeal”—they were suffering, as though something strange was happening to them.  But isn’t that how we usually react when life is hard and painful?  We look to the heavens and wonder, “What is going on, God?  Why is this happening to me?”  I know many Christians who immediately assume that they are being punished for something they’ve done wrong if they suffer any setback or face opposition from the outside.  But that’s not necessarily the case!  (It’s a good idea to make sure that we have not brought suffering on ourselves—this is Peter’s point in verse 15—but we should not automatically assume that for ourselves or anybody else.)


The Christian’s response to persecution should be to celebrate.  Peter uses to word “rejoice” in verse 13, followed by the term “overjoyed” later in the same sentence.  Is that possible?  Consider these other passages from Scripture:

Blessed are you when men revile you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great (Matt. 5:11–12).
Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, that you may be perfect and com​plete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2-4)

“That’s insane!” you might argue.  “Nobody in their right mind would ever do that!”  Don’t be so sure.  The early Christians, after having been arrested, threatened, and beaten for preaching the gospel of Christ, had this reaction: “So they went on their way from the presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His name” (Acts 5:41).  And if that were not enough, in the next verse we are told that they continued to preach Jesus in spite of the threats by the Council!

But why?  Why should we be happy when people give us a hard time for being a Christian?  Why should we celebrate when others hurt us because of our faith?  Barclay explains in the terminology of testing:

It is Peter’s view that persecution is a test. It is a test in a double sense. A man’s devotion to a principle can be measured by his willingness to suffer for it; therefore, any kind of persecution is a test of a man’s faith. But it is equally true that it is only the real Christian who will be persecuted. The Christian who compromises with the world will not be persecuted. In a double sense persecution is the test of the reality of a man’s faith.

When life hurts because we are believers in Christ, we can find comfort in the fact that such suffering verifies our faith.  The devil and the world will not mess with those who are not a threat to them; so if we are being mistreated in this way, we can know that we must be growing in Christ.

Furthermore, when we pass the test of persecution (by not abandoning our faith or responding to our tormentors in kind), we find the satisfaction of strength—we prove to ourselves that we truly are Christians.

One last cause for celebrating life when it hurts comes from the word Peter uses for “painful trial.”  It literally means “a furnace,” referring to a smelting furnace where gold or silver is refined.
  As one commentator concludes,

Our suffering does not destroy us, but purifies us. The fire of God’s judgment that we endure is not the fire of wrath that will consume the unbelieving. It is the purging fire of his discipline. God will destroy all sin from his new creation; he has begun that work in us. The trials that we experience show us that God is already beginning his great work of renewal.

Persecution for our faith both proves our faith and purifies it.  For those reasons we can celebrate when life is hard!

When Life is Hard, Commit!

The second action we are to take when life is hard is to commit.  In verse 19 Peter writes, “So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator…” Other translations render that word as “entrust.”  In the original Greek, it was a banking term meaning “to deposit.”  When it comes to trials, we deposit ourselves into God’s safekeeping, and that deposit yields eternal dividends.

This same Greek word appears in Luke 23:46, in the last words of Jesus before His death on the cross: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46, italics added).
  Think about that: Jesus has reached the end of His suffering, which He knew was the will of the Father, and yet he entrusted His spirit to Him.  In the same way,  every afflicted Christian should bow to the absolute sovereignty of God and surrender to Him the right to do what He chooses to do, whenever He chooses to do it, in any way He chooses to do it, for any purpose He wants to accomplish, and to use any person He chooses.


You may be in good hands with Allstate, but you are in better hands with the Almighty!  When life is hard, commit your plans, your dreams, your very life to Him!


The great missionary Hudson Taylor faced tough times just like the kind Peter describes here.  At the height of one of those tests he wrote, “It doesn’t matter how great the pressure is. What really matters is where the pressure lies, whether it comes between me and God or whether it presses me nearer His heart."

Tough times can make or break a friendship, a marriage, a business partnership, or one’s relationship with God.  We can become better or we can become bitter.  It all depends upon weather we commit ourselves to God in spite of the pain or whether we choose to go our own way.

When Life is Hard, Continue!

Finally, Peter concludes this section by saying when life is hard, continue!  Verse 19 states, “So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.”  Don’t allow difficulties in life to excuse us from living the way we know we should.  

It is very tempting to fall into the trap of thinking, “Why should I be the only person at my work (or school or neighborhood) to do things the right way?  They cut corners, they lie, cheat, or steal and seem to get away with it.  Why should I be different?  I’ll just become like one of them!”  But when we to that, we lose our distinctiveness as Christians and we lose our testimony for Christ.

If anyone ever had reason to do this, it was the Old Testament character Joseph.  He seemed to be the living example of Murphy’s Law, “No good deed goes unpunished.”  He did what his father told him, and his brothers sold him into slavery.  He worked honestly and efficiently for Potiphar—to the extent of refusing her allurements—but was falsely accused and put in prison.  While in prison he was forgotten by a fellow inmate who was released before him—for over two years!  Yet at every point in his life, Joseph never threw in the towel.  He never said, “What good has all this faithfulness to God brought me?  I do the right thing and have it thrown back in my face—forget it!  I’ll do it my way!”  No, in spite of how hard life was and how much it hurt, Joseph continued to do the right thing.

Peter writes an interesting phrase in verse 17: “It is time for judgment to begin with the family of God.”  Dietrich Bonhoeffer explains:

Lightening strikes the highest trees first. For God’s saints become holy by judgment and the kindness of the Lord. It is only by way of the flaming sword of the angel that one comes into the Promised Land. It is only through judgment that the grace, the radiance of forgiveness, and the kindness of God shines.


This judgment does not condemn but confirms and strengthens us.  When friends or family or marriage partners go through a tough situation, they come out on the other side stronger than when they experienced it.  The same is true in our relationship to God.


Chuck Swindoll concludes, 

Trials are not an elective in the Christian-life curriculum; they are a required course. Trials 101 is a prerequisite to Christlikeness. But sometimes the tests are so gruelingly comprehensive that our tendency is to drop the course entirely. Especially if we feel abandoned by God.

Peter, though, has different counsel for the followers of Christ.  He provides hope when it hurts.  What do we mean by hope?  Kent and Barbara Hughes write,

Hope is the opposite of despair. It is intrinsically opti​mistic. I am to have an optimistic hope in this life, come what may. I am also to have a great hope in the life beyond this life. In eternity, everything will come into focus. We will see it all! Think what will happen to our perspective during the first five minutes of heaven. Imagine what will hap​pen to our perspective the first day, and the first ten thou​sand years! Brothers and sisters, if we could see God’s plan for shalom in history and beyond, we would find our​selves like Peter even rejoicing in the trials of this life (1 Peter 4:12-13).

· When life is hard, celebrate that your faith is genuine and will grow stronger.

· When life is hard, commit yourself to the Father and His capable hands.

· When life is hard, continue to do good, knowing that God will never judge us for the actions of others, but for our reactions to what they do to us.

It will be worth it all when we see Christ!
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