1 Peter 3:13-17

Suffering 101

From 1 Peter 3:13 through the end of the book, Peter addressed the matter of suffering of believers.  The essential points of this section are
:

· 1 Peter 3:13-17 - Conduct in suffering

· 1 Peter 3:18-4:6 - Christ’s example in suffering

· 1 Peter 4:7-19 - Christian essentials in suffering

· 1 Peter 5:1-14 – Carrying out ministry in suffering

While we’ve titled this section “Suffering 101” there is nothing academic or theoretical about the inspired insights Peter passed along to his fellow believers about suffering.  Further, Peter was not writing as one who knew nothing of suffering personally.  From the earliest chapters of Acts Peter was either overtly persecuted (Acts 4,5) or his persecution is strongly implied by the general description (Acts 8).  Let’s take a look      at the starting verses of Peter’s godly insights on the suffering of believers, which are focused on human relationships – not simply external circumstances.              

1 Peter 3:13

Who is there to harm you if you prove zealous
 for what is good
?  

Peter was not promising or even implying that believers would not see harm from others.  The rest of the letter makes that clear.  He was, however, beginning this section by presenting a general principle that applies in at least a few ways in this life:

· The approach to life’s relationships that is characterized by ‘good in return for good’ and even ‘good in return for evil’ tends to bring about (but does not guarantee) a good response from others.

· Not responding with an ‘evil in return for evil’ approach, but rather being ‘zealous for what is good’ cuts off the revenge and retaliation cycle that is characteristic of the sentiments and behavior patterns of the sin nature and of the world.

· The proper role of government is to maintain order and to limit the expression of overtly evil behavior in society (Romans 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-17).  The believer who is ‘zealous for what is good’ is actually a model citizen in regard to this biblically legitimate function of government.  Governments will often at least tend to passively support that kind of behavior.

Peter’s question is not intended to make a guarantee of ‘no harm to well-behaved and well-intended Christians’, but reveals that the motivation of others to bring harm to the believer is greatly reduced by the believer being ‘zealous for what is good’.  Jesus pointed to the source of good and evil behavior when He said to His disciples:       

Luke 6:43-45 (NASU)

For there is no good* tree which produces bad fruit, nor, on the other hand, a bad tree which produces good* fruit.  44 "For each tree is known by its own fruit. For men do not gather figs from thorns, nor do they pick grapes from a briar bush.  45 "The good* man out of the good* treasure of his heart brings forth what is good*; and the evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his mouth speaks from that which fills his heart." 



* good: agathos, that same word that Peter used in 1 Peter 3:13

We have the very life of Christ (Colossians 3:4), and the believer who is walking in the Spirit expresses that very same goodness (agathosune) that Peter wrote about:

Galatians 5:22-23 (NASU)

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness (agathosune), faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.

About that big little word ‘if’… in this sentence, it is what is known as a 3rd class condition.  Peter was not assuming that the believers had proved zealous for what is good, or not proved zealous for what is good.  He was not making a statement of fact.  Rather, he was placing the favorable and godly option before them: ‘prove zealous for what is good’.

One more critical perspective in Peter’s question: from an eternal and spiritual perspective, a believer cannot truly be ‘harmed’ in the ultimate sense:

Romans 8:28-30 (NASU)

And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose. 29 For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren; 30 and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified.         

There is nothing the unbeliever can do to the believer that will thwart God’s ultimate plan for the believer to be conformed to the image of His Son, Jesus Christ.  Even the worst unbeliever’s attempts at harming the believer will be used by God to fulfill His purpose.

1 Peter 3:14-16

But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed.  And do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled, 15 but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 16 and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame. 

Peter provided a few critical insights for us in the very first line of verse 14:

· “But” is alla in the Greek, indicating a strong contrast to the first part of verse 14

· We can suffer as Christians (James 1:2 – see below)

· We might even suffer if we have done what is right, with our actions coming from a heart of righteousness – which is from Christ Himself (Acts 7:52; 1 John 2:1)

· The phrase “the sake of righteousness” makes righteousness not just incidental, but pivotal to the suffering

· What looks like an awful thing is really a blessing (!)

· The Greek conveys, “But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness – blessed’.  Peter used a figure of speech called ‘ellipsis’ in order to emphasize the apostle’s surprising assessment of suffering 

Even our Lord’s brother, James, wrote:

James 1:2 (NASU)

Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,

Neither Peter nor James held back anything when they expressed the unfathomable and ‘out of this world’ response of the believer to trials and suffering:  Blessed!  All joy!

Both Peter & our Lord addressed ‘heart trouble’

Look at Peter’s startling ‘do not’s in the end of verse 14:

“And do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled”
Peter prohibits what would be thought of as a ‘natural human response’!  Our Lord used very similar words when He spoke to the disciples – and Peter heard these as well:

John 14:28 (NASU)

"Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Do not let your heart be troubled, nor let it be fearful.

Notice that in both John 14:28 and 1 Peter 3:15 that the remedy and godly alternative to fear and a troubled heart is Christ.  When suffering for the sake of righteousness, Christ is the answer!  Look how Peter puts the Christian’s surprisingly positive strategy for dealing with suffering for the sake of righteousness:

“but sanctify Christ as Lord
 in your hearts”

The word ‘sanctify’ means to ‘set apart as holy’.  The external environment doesn’t look so good, but our first response is to deal with the heart matter: How are we viewing Christ at that moment?  Peter said, using his less frequent active imperative, that the first response is to turn to Christ and to see Him as the Holy One.  When Stephen was being put to death by unrepentant Jews, which was witnessed by the then unbelieving Saul (later, Paul), and may also have been witnessed by Peter, this is what Luke recorded took place:

Acts 7:54-56 (NASU)

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the quick, and they began gnashing their teeth at him. 55 But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; 56 and he said, "Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God."

“always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence”

The insightful guidance that Peter provides in these words is astounding!  After telling the believers that they must set apart Christ as Lord in their hearts, he then calls for them to have ‘a readiness’.  Though this verse is often used by Christians as a justification for an intellectually oriented defense of Christian faith, Peter’s intent was more to the heart: ‘the hope that is in you’, or more literally ‘the in you hope’.  It not just that a believer is ‘hopeful’ or has some sort of hope of some kind or another, but rather has a specific hope that is centered on what is inside – not the externals.  That ‘hope that is in you’ is the living Jesus Christ (remember the ‘living hope’? – 1 Peter 1:3).    

Peter also conditions this readiness upon two primary things:

· The unbeliever asks for the reason for the ‘in you hope’ – it is not shoved down the unwilling unbelievers’ throats

· The response of the believer to being asked is conditioned by gentleness and reverence.  

This gentleness is like that in Galatians 5:22,23, which is the fruit of the Spirit, resulting from walking in the Spirit.  It would make sense that this gentleness also results from having sanctified Christ as Lord in your hearts.  The reverence that Peter called for is a regard for the momentous character of the message that the believer has to convey, including recognition of the awesome nature of the opportunity before the believer.

One final note: Peter wrote so as to connect ‘being ready’ grammatically with ‘set apart’.  The significance of this is that ‘being ready’ is not necessarily founded in studying and education, and preparation of intellectual arguments, but rather beginning with beholding Christ as Lord.

“and keep a good conscience” 

Rather than an imperative, this is a present active participle – typical of Peter’s manner of conveying Christian actions, so it carries the idea of ‘keeping a good conscience’.  The word ‘good’ that Peter used here is the same word used in verse 13 (agathos).  This also raises a question: What is the place of the conscience?  With over 30 references to the conscience in the New Testament, we cannot afford to provide a thorough answer here.  But a summary of New Testament teaching on the conscience would be:  The conscience   of an unbeliever can understandably be severely damaged (as in 1 Timothy 4:2), but most references to a conscience in the New Testament epistles are regarding believers, and the urging of those epistles is the keeping of good and clear conscience.  But having a good and clear conscience is far more than just doing everything right and not doing that which is wrong.  The author of Hebrews clarifies the matter for us:

Hebrews 9:11-14 (NASU)

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things to come, He entered through the greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of this creation; 12 and not through the blood of goats and calves, but through His own blood, He entered the holy place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption. 13 For if the blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkling those who have been defiled sanctify for the cleansing of the flesh, 14 how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?      
 “so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame.”

Peter’s intent was that the unbeliever would not have any truth in their claims.  For this to be the case, the believer’s behavior is to be good.  

We could just leave the matter there, except for one thing.  OK, two: ‘in Christ’.  It is not just good behavior by the believer’s best efforts that is called for, but the good behavior of the believer from out of the believer’s position ‘in Christ’.  Notice that between this verse and verse 15, the hope is in the believer by means of Christ, and the believer’s good behavior because of the believer’s position in Christ.              

1 Peter 3:17

For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong.
This verse presents that God may indeed will for the believer, at times, to suffer for doing what is right.  It is better for the believer not to suffer for doing wrong, and God does not will that the believer do wrong.  The phrase ‘it is better’ carries with it a value judgment.  Peter has communicated God’s assessment of value in this verse.  We may suffer, even for doing right, but God places the value upon doing what is right.  And doing what is right is our behavior that generates from our position in Christ.

� See the supplemental table: ‘1 Peter at a Glance’


� ‘followers’ in the KJV, because of reference to a different reading in the Greek text


� Greek: agathos – good and benevolent


� KJV: instead of “Christ as Lord” has instead “God”, based on reference to different Greek texts.
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