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 I find it curious on this last Sunday of the Easter season when we celebrate 

Jesus’ Ascension to the right hand of God that the opening prayer and the lessons 

raise up two themes that seem somewhat incompatible at first glance. 

 On the one hand there is the glory of the Son of God, not only shown for the 

past seven weeks with the resurrection appearances and in the gospel that I just 

read, but also in the story of his being taken up into heaven right in front of the 

disciples’ eyes as recorded in Acts 1.  Yes, glory, to be sure.  Jesus exalted at the 

right hand of the Father where glory lives eternally. 

 But on the other hand there is that theme of suffering that the Prayer of the 

Day starts out with, which clearly recognizes that the glory of Jesus would not have 

come without his suffering on the cross for us.  Sure, we all know that.  We 

recognize and acknowledge that.  And we give proper thanks for that. 

 But neither the Prayer of the Day nor the lessons stop with just JESUS’ 

suffering.  The prayer goes on, “Unite us with Christ and each other in suffering and 

in joy.”  That’s OUR suffering that’s being talked about there.   

So also the second lesson from 1 Peter:  “Beloved, do not be surprised at the 

fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something 

strange were happening to you.”  That’s OUR suffering that he is talking about 

there.  To be sure, Peter is addressing the first century Christians who were 

undergoing persecutions for merely BEING Christian.  But then again, if this 

scripture were ONLY about the first century Christians and their suffering and had 

nothing to say to US as Christians in our day, we wouldn’t even be reading this 

letter today.  So again, the point, this is about OUR suffering. 

And,, interestingly enough, Peter also joins this suffering with the glory theme, 

just like the Prayer of the Day.  He say,  “If you are reviled for the name of Christ, 

you are blessed, because the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of God, is resting on 

you.” 

BLESSED, he says.  Blessed in suffering.  Especially if that suffering is somehow 

connected to Christ – which he makes explicit:  “Rejoice insofar as you are sharing 

Christ's sufferings, so that you may also be glad and shout for joy when his glory is 

revealed.” 

In other words, if we suffer as Christians, then we are sharing in Christ’s 

sufferings, and for that we are blessed, Peter says.  Blessed! 
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It’s kind of a hard pill to swallow for Christians, I believe.  Especially when 

staring up at the glory of Jesus being carried off into heavenly joy.  I think we’d all 

much rather be where he is.  And that is most definitely the promise!  But in the 

meantime, it’s a little tough to remember that Jesus never promised that being a 

Christian would be a cake walk.  In fact, he promised just the opposite.  And Peter 

is reminding us of that very thing today – as is the Prayer of the Day. 

In fact, the way the lessons tell it today, being a Christian may well involve 

doing battle with some of the fiercest enemies out there.  “Like a roaring lion your 

adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour,” Peter says.  

“Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for you know that your brothers and sisters in all 

the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering.” 

I think that’s the same reason that Jesus’ prayer in the gospel for today ends 

with a prayer for our protection:  “Holy Father, protect them in your name that you 

have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one.”  Jesus KNOWS the 

powers that are out there.  He’s done battle with them himself -- all the way to the 

cross.  But he knows that these powers cannot win.  Jesus knows the glory of those 

who follow God’s will to the end.  And so he prays for our protection. 

While suffering is not something that we really want to think about much, or 

even the idea of doing battle with whatever powers are out there, I think most of 

us would acknowledge that life is not exactly easy to deal with.  It seems like 

something is always coming at us.  Witness, of course, this Coronavirus we’re all 

dealing with and the attendant issues of trying to stay at home and stay safe.  And 

just because there’s a Coronavirus out there doesn’t mean that life has stopped or 

that things have gotten any easier, have they?  Life just keeps coming at us in 

ways that we would really rather not deal with. 

Well, the lessons and the Prayer of the Day begin to help us deal with all this 

stuff, I believe.  Look, for instance, how Peter puts all of it into the context of being 

a test.  “Do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to 

TEST you,” he says.  He places suffering into the context of being a test. 

A test of what?  A test of faith.  And Peter is not the only author in the New 

Testament who would characterize suffering in this manner.  The whole New 

Testament would connect any suffering that we might undergo with the suffering 

of Christ who himself was obedient even unto death in order to follow the Father’s 

will.  Your will be done, as he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.  Your will be 

done, as we pray in the Lord’s Prayer. 

Does that mean then that God SENDS suffering in order to test us?  That’s not 

what I mean at all.  Saying that suffering is a test is NOT to say that God sends it.  

But IS to ask, How are you going to deal with it?  You WILL encounter suffering in 

your life.  That’s a given.  So how are you going to deal with it?  Are you going to 

trust God to care for you or not?  That’s the test.  And it’s always a test of faith. 

Peter recognizes that clearly in his lesson for today.  And so he places 

spiritual preparation for suffering right at the center of what he says.  “Humble 

yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God,” he says.  “Cast all your 

anxiety on him, because he cares for you.” 
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But don’t stop there.  Don’t just cry to God in your distress.  “Discipline 

yourselves,” he says.  What kind of discipline?  The kind of discipline that we’ve 

had on our church walls for the past three years in the Be Faithful List.  I know we 

haven’t seen that list for a while, but we all surely know what’s in it and where it 

starts.  Put God first.  THAT kind of discipline Peter is talking about.  The kind of 

discipline that seeks God’s will and prays daily and worships weekly and studies 

God’s word and tithes thankfully.   

The kind of discipline that the book of Acts said the Apostles engaged in 

right after they saw Jesus taken up into heaven.  “All these were constantly 

devoting themselves to prayer,” it says in chapter 1.  The kind of discipline that all 

the new Christians engaged in after the Holy Spirit came at Pentecost in 

chapter 2:  “They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to 

the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42). 

“Discipline yourselves,” says Peter, and “keep alert.”  For what?   For those 

moments when you will indeed have to do battle with the powers of this world.  

But keep alert for something else too, I think.  For signs of God working in your life.  

For signs of God’s hand leading you through the bad times.  For signs of God that 

are surely before your eyes if you but look beyond the suffering to see them.   

But one more thing.  Keep alert for signs of your own going astray from your 

spiritual discipline.  For signs that we are lagging in faith and in faithfulness.  Resist 

the temptation to give up.  Resist the temptation to follow the ways of this world.  

Or fight dirty as the world fights dirty when it comes to those battles in life.  Keep 

alert and resist whatever keeps you from being “steadfast in faith,” says Peter. 

Life will always bring us tests.  And those tests will always be unwanted – but 

they will come anyway.  And when they do, remember the spiritual discipline that 

both Jesus and Peter recommend to you.  Start with the first one on that “Be 

Faithful” list – put God first in your life – and let all the rest flow from there. 

And when you do, there’s a promise ahead.  Peter states a promise:  “And 

after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you 

to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish 

you.” 

That’s the promise.  And that’s the glory.  Thanks be to God for that. 


