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Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you, to test you, as 
though something strange were happening to you. 1 Peter 4:12 
 
 
  
I’ll start by setting the record straight: my message today riffs off another sermon. Sally 
and I worshipped with St Andrews Anglican Church in Gambrills, MD, on Sunday, and 
Rector TJ Thigpen delivered a powerful message based on 1 Peter 4:12-18. It is a 
message we all need to consider. Therefore, I’m riding TJ’s coattails, recapitulating 
some high points of his sermon.   
  
Context: Peter is writing to Christians in north-central Turkey during a time of 
increasing persecution. His letter forms one of the New Testament’s most powerful, 
thoughtful appeals to sustained Christian discipleship and witness in the context of 
cultural and spiritual opposition. In the course of the last 30 years of ministry, I have 
returned dozens of times to 1 Peter as a blueprint for the mission and vision of the local 
church in a secularizing world.  
  
Context: We are still facing COVID-19 and its sustained anxieties, losses, and fears. 
Beyond that, we see growing stressors and division as society stumbles to return to 
“normal.” 1 Peter offers wise words for Christian witness in a conflictive world.  
  
One key perspective? “Don’t be surprised.” 
  
The world around us is surprised and confused by this pandemic. “This wasn’t supposed 
to happen! This is a ‘Dark Ages’ story of ignorance and fear. Certainly, if pandemic 
overtook a country, it shouldn’t have been US. We are a scientific, first-world country: 
we should be leading the pack of solutions. Technology and medicine should have put us 
ahead of this sort of threat! And certainly our government would have led our nation to 
respond quickly, to unite and get ahead of this. How did this happen to US?  
  
As these fictions fall away, we shift energy to finding blame and seeking hope. The 
media? We search for reliable sources of news who will tell us the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth. The scientific community? With time and funding, surely 
technology and medicine will come to our rescue us and protect us from a repeat of this. 
The government? Perhaps, maybe, this next election will be the one to raise up leaders 
who will rise to the challenges. 
  
Brothers and sisters, we should not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has befallen our 
world. We have lost the paradise we were made for, that we long for. We are fallen 
people in a fallen world. Suffering abounds because we are disjointed and broken at the 
core. We were created for vibrant harmony with God and one another. We were created 



to steward the world with wisdom, rolling back the darkness and expanding Eden to 
cover the earth.  
  
Since the Fall, creation itself has groaned in the loss of humanity’s living connection to 
God. As my mother-in-law repeated often as she aged, “Honey, life is just a vale of 
tears.”  
  
Peter gives us several ways to live in a world of inevitable suffering. Let me pull out 
five. 
  
Don’t be surprised that you, as a Christian, suffer like everyone else in the 
world. Live sympathetically with a suffering world. Be tenderhearted. Love others with 
whom you share common humanity and common pain. Set an example of humility, pray 
constantly, be determined to avoid falling into the bitter recrimination and judgment 
that is erupting around us. Pursue peace. Do anything you can to bless others. Be 
zealous for good. I Peter 3:8-13. 
  
Don’t be surprised that God calls us to be different at the core. Dig deep into 
the mines of faith for truths that are more precious than gold. Know the stuff of the 
Gospel. Fix your hope solidly on Jesus Christ and the message of the Gospel: 1 Peter 1:3-
9, 1:18-21, 1:22-23; 2:4-6, 2:9-10; 3:18; 5:6-10.  
  
Don’t be surprised that the implications of our faith mean living a 
consistently different lifestyle. Thoughtful Christian discipleship leads to answers 
in conflict with the non-believing world’s answers to pain. Unbelievers seek solace 
through sensual pleasures, mind-numbing diversions, anger at the “right enemy,” and 
hopes that simply do not stand the test. By definition, we who see things differently will 
live differently (which is not always easy). People are surprised at a sober life that faces 
pain head-on without being destroyed by it. Therefore, do the spiritual work to be 
formed in your faith. Face your own internal misgivings and doubts. Make lifelong 
choices to strengthen your heart toward the Greater Love. 1 Peter 1:14-19; 4:1-7 
(expanded by 1 John 3:1-3).  
  
Don’t be surprised that Christian faith drives toward a consistently 
different answer for humanity’s problems. The difference is more than lifestyle. 
Jesus embodies and teaches a radically different truth that is at odds with the systemic 
beliefs the world offers. He disabuses us of false hopes from technology, medicine, and 
government, as if they could solve humanity’s problems for good. We can pursue the 
gifts of technology, medicine, and good government, knowing they may offer ways to 
care for others. But we also know these are temporary solutions. The enduring answer 
gets to the core of the problem, and it is always back to Jesus and the Gospel. That is a 
hard place to stand, and it certainly paves the way to be misunderstood. But again, don’t 
be surprised: 1 Peter 1:13; 4:4, 12, 16. 
  
Perhaps the sweetest surprise, and one that TJ majored on, is this: Seven times in 
this short epistle, Peter assures us that while we live in a world of suffering, we never 
suffer alone. 1 Peter 2: 21-25; 3:18; 4:1, 13, 19; 5:6, 9-10. 



  
  
Here’s a link to the full sermon. It’s worth your time.  
 
  
Grace and peace in Jesus,  
  
Bishop Steve  

https://facebook.us12.list-manage.com/track/click?u=1c56f428be034d88a042dd256&id=79deb46870&e=0adeb62dc8

