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“But even if you suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”

Suffering is not something anyone looks forward to. Let’s face it. We often will do anything we can to avoid it. Some people believe and certain preachers preach that if you simply believe with all your heart, body, and soul in Jesus Christ, you will live a blessed life, free of suffering. Follow Jesus and you’ll know a life of joy and pleasure. 


The author of 1 Peter tells a different story. Follow Jesus and you will most likely suffer as a result of it. In fact, in a world that marches to the beat of a different drum, the drum of sin and death’s power, anyone who has Christ as the Lord of their heart is going to suffer because of it. And when you do what is right you will suffer for it.


For example, your friends see you talking to a person they consider outside their social circle. Maybe they don’t like the way she dresses. Maybe they don’t like the way he talks or that he doesn’t play sports. Whatever the reason, they inform you that in order to continue being one of their friends, you must stop associating with this other person. A world in bondage to sin fears death. Rejection is a form of death, and those who fear social death will do whatever it takes to feel accepted by their peers. 


But for those who sanctifies Christ as Lord in their hearts we do not fear what they fear. Our faith in the risen Christ assures us of new life, a different life, when we follow the one God raised from the dead. As disciples who follow Jesus we know there is no one who is outside of God’s love. We know that just as Jesus welcomed and loved all people in both his words and actions, so ought his disciples. And so we are free to risk social suicide in the eyes of our peers for the sake of the new life Christ offers by welcoming and loving those society deems as outsiders. 

Other examples of suffering for doing what is right is might be economic. I know a bishop who longed to own a Cadillac. It was his dream. When it came time to get a new car he went to the dealership and picked out the car he wanted. But when the salesperson drew up the paperwork he looked at how much money he was going to have to pay for the car. He asked the salesperson how much the same type of car would cost if it weren’t a Cadillac. The person said he could get a comparable car by another maker for about $10,000 less. 

The bishop tore up the paperwork and said, “I just can’t bring myself to buy that Cadillac when I know I can get another car just as good and use the $10,000 I saved to give toward God’s work in this world.” The salesperson said he never witnessed anyone make buying a car a decision of faith rather than finances before. Following a risen Lord Jesus enabled the bishop to choose generosity toward those in need over seeking status by the type of car he drove. 

When we follow Jesus, when Christ, who is Lord of our hearts, compels us to act according to the hope of new life the resurrection offers we will seem peculiar to a world in bondage to the power of sin and death. People will look at us funny. They’ll scratch their heads and ask, “Why do live that way?”
Which leads us to the second part of the passage. When we aren’t intimidated by those who fear the power of sin and death because we live our lives out of the hope and promise of new life the risen Christ offers in the waters of baptism, we will most likely be asked why we do what we do. Why do you spend so much time at church? Why do you teach Sunday School? How can you afford to give so much in the offering plate with school, medical, home, or car bills and loans to pay? How can you be so positive and upbeat when the world seems to be going to you know where in a hand basket? 

It’s when we are acting according to our faith in the risen Christ that we will be asked why we are so different. This is why the author of 1 Peter says we need to be ready to given an accounting of the hope that is in us when someone asks, “Why do you do that?” It is not to justify ourselves. Instead, it is for their benefit so they too may come to have the same hope in the Christ who has conquered death and they need no longer fear its power in their lives. Of all the things we can offer from faith, hope in the promise of the resurrection is the greatest of them all. 

Barbara Rossing offers an illustration from the other side of the world. In her commentary on this passage she writes about Kenyan theologian Dr. Musimbi Kanyoro who knows the seemingly hopeless reality of the AIDS crisis, the debt crisis, corruption, genocide in Rwanda, grinding poverty, and much more. But for Kanyoro, “Jesus of the gospel is my hope and ultimate hope of Africa.” Christian mission is about sustaining hope in the midst of everything in the world that seeks to negate it. Kanyoro believes:


“To have faith and to hope means to engage hour by hour with life in such a way that our deeds express that which we hope for, while acknowledging the realism of disappointment, frustration, anger, brokenness, and even despair. The challenge is always to dare to hope, and in daring to wrestle with all that seeks to deny us hope. There is no other alternative than to have faith and to hope. Without hope for Africa, there will be a vacuum and that vacuum will be filled with defeat.


This season of Easter teaches us that for Christians and for the church universal, hope is ultimately in Christ… Living out this hope beyond the intellectual frame of mind is a challenge we face every day. Mission has to be about sustaining this hope amidst all that seeks to negate it. Mission has to deal with the everyday questions that people ask, including those that push hope to the brink of hopelessness.” Dr. Kanyoro concludes, “Hope is the greatest gift that the church can give to the world.”


This congregation offers many gifts to in this community, county, and beyond. Through our social ministry committee we offer food, clothing, and other resources to those in need. We help the homeless through our support of a Haddonfield case worker. We provide home-cooked meals for girls most likely don’t get one at home. We give gifts at Christmas time and Easter baskets in spring to those who would likely go without. 


But these are not the greatest gifts we can give. In a world that fears rejection, fears, meaninglessness, fears being alone, fears not having enough we can give them that which they long for the most; hope. Hope is the greatest gift we, the people of God claimed in the waters of baptism, can give to the world. Instead of justifying our actions to those who question why we do what we do, we talk about our hope-filled faith in the resurrection with the utmost gentleness and reverence toward others. 
We are an Easter people. We are a peculiar community in the eyes of the world. And at times we’ll suffer because of it. But thanks be to God and our Savior, Jesus Christ who is Lord of our hearts who gives us the courage to not be intimidated and fear what the world fears. Our hope is in the resurrected Christ to whom we’ve been joined in the waters of baptism. And as our lives bear witness to this hope in the risen Christ who has triumphed over death, may the Holy Spirit give us the words to convey the same when others ask why we do what we do.
