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Don’t be Surprised (Take III)
1 Peter 4:12-19

I titled today’s message Don’t be Surprised (Take III) because Peter, in this short little book,
repeatedly addresses the subject of suffering. After I turned in the sermon title to Polly I realized 
I should have titled it (Take IV) because three times previous to our passage today Peter tells his
readers not to be caught off guard by difficult times. 

1 Peter 1:6-7 In all this (speaking of all you have in Christ) In all this you greatly
rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of
trials. 

All kinds, everything from persecution to sickness and physical pain.

Take II chapter 2 if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable
before God.

Take III, chapter 3 For it is better, if it is God's will, to suffer for doing good than for
doing evil. 

Today is Take IV, where Peter says “don’t be surprised at the fiery ordeal.” Very graphic
language. Stand if you are able and let’s read aloud together our whole passage for today. I’ll put
it on the screen.

1 Peter 4:12-19 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on
you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.  13 But rejoice
inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed
when his glory is revealed.  

14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of
glory and of God rests on you.  15 If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief
or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler.  16 However, if you suffer as a
Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.

 17 For it is time for judgment to begin with God's household; and if it begins with us,
what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  18 And, "If it is
hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?" 
19 So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their
faithful Creator and continue to do good.
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Be seated. May God add his blessing to the reading of his holy Word. 

If you’re on our email list (and I hope you are), you got an email last Wednesday with a quote
from George Matheson, of Glasgow, Scotland.  Not long after Matheson was born in 1842 his
parents realized that their baby was not seeing very well. There wasn’t much they could do in
those days and as Matheson grew up his eyesight worsened until he was nearly blind at age 18. 

Matheson went to seminary, immersed himself in the scriptures and became a minister.
Of particular interest to him was the role that suffering played in the life of
Christians. He never thought about his own infirmity as unfair. 

Instead he wrote, 
“There is a time coming in which your glory shall consist in the very thing
which now constitutes your pain.” 

• What is your pain? 
• What nags you on a daily basis? 
• What keeps you awake at night 
• What robs you of joy? 

Most of you know I have had chronic severe back pain ever since December 2000.
I’ve pursued every treatment available and nothing has helped – except pain
killers. My doctor started me on morphine about 2005. Morphine didn’t take the
pain away but it rounded off the sharp edges so I could function. 

You know that opiate-based drugs have been very much in the news the last
couple years. You may not know how difficult it has become for legitimate s to get
the drugs. It became such a hassle and so expensive that in March of this year I
decided on my own to stop taking morphine. 

Here’s the last MS-Contin pill (time-release morphine) I took, the evening of
March 17. Cold turkey. After years of taking the drug I knew I was physically
dependent. 

And by the way, a drug dependency is very different from addiction. I once asked
my doctor, who promised me when he put me on morphine, that he would not let
me get in trouble - I asked him if I was addicted to morphine. In response, he
asked me a series of questions: 
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• Are you taking more than I prescribed? No. 
• Do you try to get it from other people? No.
• Have you ever taken it to make you feel better – aside from pain relief? No. 
• Do you ever lie about how much you’ve taken? No. 

“You are not addicted,” he said. “You are physically dependent.” Dependency can
lead to addictive behavior, which is why I chose all along to be accountable to my
wife and to the elders about my morphine use. 

If you are using pain killers for any purpose other than to lessen physical pain, you
need to get help – and there is plenty available. I’d be glad to help you because
eventually, every addiction (whatever it is - drugs, gambling, video games,
alcohol, porn) the addiction will become your highest priority. You’ll rearrange
your life, your work schedule, your relationships – everything – around the
addiction. At that point it’s very dangerous. 

So I stopped taking morphine March 17 banking on research which said the brain
can sometimes reset and pain actually diminish. I went through withdrawal just
like you see in the movies. After five and a half months my pain is worse – but it
can take up to a year to know for sure.  I’m not going back to morphine. 

I tell you this not because I want sympathy. In fact, I hate talking about my back. I
do. I hate it. I hate it because back pain is not my identity and I can’t do anything
about it. I’m a person not a pain sufferer. When someone has a physical issue,
wither it’s pain or cancer, or baldness or some other issue– they don’t want to start
every conversation with that issue. Actually, I guess there are people who like to
talk about themselves – TMI. Not me.

Randy Alcorn has diabetes but Randy is not diabetes. I don’t ask about his
diabetes every time I see him. He lives with diabetes just like Ryan Glover lives
with Crohns disease. Crohns disease is not Ryan. He’s a husband, a dad, a
businessman, a NOE board member. If Ryan was to list all the important things in
his life, I doubt Crohns disease would make the list. It doesn’t define him any
more than my dad’s short finger defines him. He’s missing part of a finger on one
hand. I’ll see Dad in a few days and my first question will not be, “how’s that
short finger doing?” 
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Unless someone has told you they want to talk about their pain – whatever it is –
don’t make it the first subject of conversation. It’s not who they are. 

The apostle Paul had his “thorn in the flesh.” Bible scholars have speculated it
may have been an eye disease of some kind. In a letter to the church in Corinth
Paul wrote about his pain and about asking God to remove it. 

2 Corinthians 12:8-9 Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that
it should leave me. 9 But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for
my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the
more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon
me.

Paul prayed just three times for God to remove the pain. God said, “No, I want you
to depend on my grace. I want you to weak physically so my power – God’s power
– is more evident.” Paul said, “Okay.” He submitted – now get this – he submitted
even though the Bible says his infirmity was sent by Satan.  

You’d think if there was any prayer God would answer, it would be one to reverse
something Satan had maliciously done. “Nope. Keep it Paul. I will use your
weakness, your pain, even pain inflicted by Satan – for my glory,” God says.  

One of the things I’ve learned over the years is virtually everyone carries pain – of
some kind. Almost everybody has something dragging behind them, holding them
back. Some of you have physical limitations. Some of you had a horrible
childhood, some of you suffered deep hurt from someone who should have loved
you. Some of you have lost close friends in accidents. Some of you have been
wounded because you stood up for right. Suffering is part of life on sin-affected
earth. 

Paul was far from the only one in the Bible to hear “my grace is sufficient for you.
My power will be evident in you.”  

You know Abraham. Charmed life if there ever was one, right? Chosen by God.
Promised land, many descendants, a great nation. Page ahead a few years and
there’s Abraham on Mt Moriah in sheer agony, knife raised over his son.  “My
grace will be sufficient for you, Abraham. It will more than cover this pain.” 
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Joseph. Favorite son. Loved by dad. Got to play while his brothers worked. Sold
into slavery, forgotten in an Egyptian prison. “In your pain, in your loneliness,
Joseph, my grace will be sufficient.” 

Ruth. A foreigner. Gets to marry a wonderful Israelite man. Everything’s great
and then her husband dies. Suddenly she’s a widow too young. Vulnerable. Sad.
Alone. “My grace will be sufficient for you, Ruth. My power hasn’t begun to show
itself yet.” 

David. The Lord is my shepherd I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green
pastures. He restores my soul. An afternoon romp. A murder and coverup.
Whether your blackness comes from physical problems or sinful choices, it still
just pain.  

Charles Spurgeon said, “An ounce of sin will hurt you more than a ton of
suffering.” David agonizes in Psalm 51 Have mercy on me, O God, according to
your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my sin.

“David, my grace is sufficient for you. My power will be made evident in your
weakness!” 

How about Peter, the writer of 1 Peter? Does he know pain? Peter’s denial of
Jesus was one of just a handful of stories to appear in all four gospels. Everybody
everywhere knew Peter’s failure. Everywhere he showed his face – there’s the guy
who denied Jesus. Peter carried that shame for his whole life but he found that
Christ’s forgiveness God’s grace that was sufficient for him – even him. God a
humble and weak Peter more than he ever could the boisterous disciple. 

What is your pain? Is it so different from any of the Bible characters I just
mentioned? You’re in good company.  Peter says in 1 Peter 4:12.

1 Peter 4:12 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has
come on you to test you, as though something strange were happening to
you.

Don’t be surprised by “pain.” It’s not unusual. It’s normal! So often when
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difficulties come we think, “What did I do wrong?” “Why me? Why now? Why so
severe?” The fact is – 

# Every child of God can expect to face difficulties and pain. And many times
God doesn’t take it away. 

Expect to run out money, expect to feel vulnerable, expect to be misunderstood,
expect to be falsely accused and squeezed into Catch-22 situations.  Expect to be
mocked for your faith. Expect to stand alone. Expect sickness, accidents,
discouragement – nobody gets all of the above but almost everyone gets some. 

When the wave breaks over you remember the two words Peter used back in
chapter 1 verse 6.  Here’s the ESV. 

1 Peter 1:6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary,
you have been grieved by various trials,

Our sovereign, loving, good heavenly Father has at his disposal billions of
individualized prescriptions. For Barry Arnold it’s back pain. For you it’s
probably something else. Something you would love to be rid of. 

I have in the flyleaf of my old Bible a statement Stu Weber made when Good
Shepherd was a brand new church meeting at Sam Barlow. 

“Everything that comes into my life is ‘Father-filtered’ – and intended to
be used positively.” 

Everything has to come across the great big office desk of our heavenly Father’s
before it gets to you. Nothing can slip around it. Everything is Father-filtered. 
Peter says, 

#1 Don’t be surprised
#2 Don’t think it strange, 
and, #3, he says in verse 13 to Rejoice.

1 Peter 4:13 But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of
Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.
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This is deep stuff. It takes a great deal of spiritual maturity to back away from your
hurt long enough to see it as a spiritual exercise. When you can come to the point
where you juxtapose your pain on the sufferings of Christ now you’re getting
somewhere. 

Any suffering you and I experience is minuscule compared to Christ’s. Part of
walking with Christ is having the opportunity to taste Christ’s suffering. Just a bit. 

Our five-year old (almost six) granddaughter, Ellery, has a special stuffed bunny
that has always been her “security blanket.” Bunny sleeps with her and goes
almost everywhere with her. The bunny used to be white but now, even after going
through the washing machine, Bunny is gray. Bunny used to be soft, now she’s a
little lumpy. She’s been well loved. Lots of kids have a blanket or a stuffed animal
like Ellery’s Bunny. 

A couple years ago I started teasing Ellery by playfully stealing her bunny and
stuffing it in a sweatshirt pocket or tucking it in my shirt – always where she could
see it. And when she came after it I always gave it up easily – but I playfully
argued that I needed Bunny and Bunny really wanted to spend some time with me.
I asked many times when she was leaving the house if Bunny could stay with me
for just one night. No way. Never. 

When Vicki babysat Ellery loved to play toss Bunny with Vicki. She would play
the game for hours if she could – but the moment I came home Ellery would grab
Bunny and hide her somewhere so I couldn’t get her. 

About six months ago Ellery had an idea. She told Grandma Vicki that when my
birthday came she wanted to give me my own bunny.  She kept the secret with
Grandma (not easy for a 5-year old) kept the secret until last week when Vicki,
Ellery, and Russell went to the bunny store and they found a bunny named
Woodland bunny – had just a touch of brown dirt on its fur. Ellery was so excited,
“Perfect. Grandpa loves the forest. In fact, she named it “Forest Bunny.”  

They brought Forest bunny to our house, Grandma wrapped it, and when came
home from work Ellery wanted to give it to me. She didn’t want to wait for my
September birthday. She wanted to give it to me right then. 
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I unwrapped the gift guessing all kinds of things – which she said no to as she
jumped up and down. Finally, I pulled out the last green tissue paper and there in
the box was my own bunny. Forest Bunny. But it turned out that was just the
beginning of Ellery’s plan and she hadn’t told anyone what was coming next. 

I took Forest Bunny out of the box, and I was nuzzling and hugging my new
Bunny when suddenly Ellery snatched it away. She grabbed Forest Bunny, ran out
of the living room, into the hallway, up the stairs to our bonus room where she
threw Forest Bunny into the far corner behind a big overstuffed chair. I ran up the
stairs after her crying for my Forest bunny – which I retrieved from behind the big
chair. 

Ellery was waiting for me – halfway down the steps. With a hand on her hip and as
dead serious as a six-year-old can be she said, “Now you know how it feels when
somebody steals your bunny.” 

I wonder if the whole point of giving me Forest Bunny was she wanted me to
participate in her suffering. She wanted me to identify with her pain. To be honest,
I couldn’t really – but I got a taste. 

When you are grieving over something you can’t fix you are participating in the
sufferings of Christ – just a little. “Now you know how it feels when someone
steals your bunny.” Now notice the result. Peter says you will be blessed. Verse
14. 

1 Peter 4:14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are
blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 

Now you know what it feels like when someone steals your bunny! You’re not
alone! You and Christ are in it together. Pain is an important part of becoming
Christlike. But not all suffering is alike. Verse 15. 

15 If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind
of criminal, or even as a meddler.  (Sin has its natural consequences after
all.) 16 However, if you suffer as a Christian (not just persecution but all
kinds of suffering, all kinds of pain) do not be ashamed (it’s the unique story
God has given you), but praise God that you bear (Christ’s name).
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Time is short so I’m going to skip verses 17-18. Look down to verse 19.

1 Peter 4:19 So then, those who suffer according to God's will should
commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good. 

Wallowing in self-pity doesn’t produce anything good. Focus on what you know.
You know your Creator is faithful. You know God wants to use you. Sometimes
all you have to offer Christ is your weakness. That’s enough. Lay it on the altar. 

When George Matheson was 40 years old he was attending his sister’s wedding,
which required him to stay overnight in a strange place. In his blindness and the
darkness he wrestled with ominous thoughts. He cried out to Christ and later
described it:  “I had the impression of having words dictated to me by some
inward voice rather than of working it out myself.”  Here’s what he wrote: 

O Joy that seekest me through pain, 
I cannot close my heart to thee; 
I trace the rainbow through the rain, 
And feel the promise is not vain,
That morn shall tearless be. 

Four statements to summarize all of this: 

1. Don’t be surprised by pain (of any kind). We like claiming the Bible’s
promises. Here’s one from Jesus you can count on: In this world you will have
tribulation. You will have trouble. You will experience pain. 

2. Don’t obsess over trying to connect the dots. Sometimes it will not make
sense. Trust God, who knows what’s best. 

3. Instead of resenting pain, let it pull you to Christ. (Now you know how it
feels when someone steals your bunny.) Paul wrote in Philippians 1:29

For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ but
also the privilege of suffering for him.

A little later in the same letter he wrote, 
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Philippians 3:10 I want to know Christ-- yes, to know the power of his
resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his
death, 11 and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead.

4. Realize that whether your pain is caused by God or allowed by God, it is
for your ultimate and God’s glory. Jesus said, “In this world you will have
trouble,” but he didn’t stop there. He said “I have overcome the world.” The safest
place to be when you are hurting is right next to Christ. 
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