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Trials of Many Kinds 

1 Peter 1:3-9 

 Not very much is known for certain about the recipients of 1 Peter.  The letter itself indicates that 

it was a circular epistle addressed to Christians scattered through the Roman provinces of Pontus, 

Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.  Whether these Christians were originally Jews or Gentiles or 

whether they belonged to mixed congregations, both Jewish and Gentile (but with a predominance of 

Gentiles), has been the subject of long and inconclusive debate.  Others suggest that 1 Peter is not a letter 

at all, but a homily, perhaps a baptismal homily, transformed into a letter by the addition of epistolary 

conventions.  Still others argue that it is a pseudepigraphical treatise in the form of a letter, whose 

function was to reconcile the conflicting traditions of Pauline and Jewish Christianity. 

 Whatever may be the final resolution of these historical debates, the text of 1 Peter is quite 

explicit about the characteristics of the Christian congregations to whom it is addressed.  The audience 1 

Peter has in mind are people who have only recently been born anew into the Christian faith (1:22, 2:2).  

They have never seen Jesus in the flesh and have therefore placed their confidence and affection in a 

reality that is unseen (1:8).  Furthermore, they have experienced an opposition to their new convictions 

and changed style of life that has taken them by surprise and seems to them wholly unwarranted.  In 

short, under the guise of a circular letter addressed to specific churches, 1 Peter addresses "every 

possible church in every possible epoch" (Brox) that attempts to live faithfully in a world that has no 

place for God and no time for people who do. 

 The text for this morning is especially concerned with the "trials of many kinds" under which 

Christians suffer.  In the collegiate Church of St. Blasius in the center of Braunschweig, Germany, there 

is a bulletin board where parishioners may post prayers of intercession and thanksgiving.  One May, very 
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close to school examination time, I noticed on the board a great many petitions written in the large and 

careful hand of children.  Among the "trials of many kinds" which these children suffered were the 

examinations that determined at a fairly early age what schools they could attend and which careers they 

could pursue.  Not surprisingly, with so much at stake, the board was covered with heartfelt petitions for 

good results. 

 St. Thomas Aquinas, the medieval theologian, argued against a certain kind of spiritual high-

mindedness that looks upon the offering of petitions to God as a lower form of prayer.  Petitioning God 

for specific things (even for good results in an examination) is a form of worship.  It is the recognition 

that God is the source of all our good and that we all are, no matter what our pretensions, radically 

dependent upon God.  It is, to use the phrase of Simon Tugwell, "the sacrifice of our planning minds to 

God." 

 Adults also face "trials of many kinds."  In many congregations (in our congregation as well) 

there is a segment devoted to requests for prayer by the members of the congregation.  Most of the 

petitions and thanksgivings concern issues of personal health and well-being: a man with glaucoma 

whose vision has been impaired, a woman who has undergone a biopsy and fears a mastectomy, an 

elderly woman who has recently lost her spouse and who has been diagnosed with cancer of the spleen, a 

favorite uncle somewhere in the Midwest who suffers from emphysema, a man whose secretary's 

teenage son is missing and now feared dead, a child diagnosed with an incurable genetic syndrome.   

Personal sufferings are, of course, not the only issues addressed in prayer.  Many petitions direct the 

attention of the congregation away from itself to the needs of the poor in its community, to the relief of 

the hungry in Eritrea, or to the provision of medical supplies for Croatia.  Congregations are, of course, 

not unconcerned with these issues and many give generously of their time and money to assist in solving 

the problems of others.  But the time of petition and thanksgiving is nevertheless dominated, week after 



3 

 

week, by the personal tragedies known and suffered only by these people.  Indeed, if prayer is not offered 

in the worship of the congregation for the "trials of many kinds" under which people suffer, where 

exactly will it be offered?  I for one never cease to be amazed at the sufferings quietly borne by quite 

ordinary people who seem, to all outward appearance, never to have suffered at all. 

 But the text of 1 Peter is not about suffering in general, not even about the sufferings bravely 

borne by ordinary Christian people, though the message of 1 Peter can profitably be applied to that kind 

of suffering as well.  The text of 1 Peter is concerned with suffering incurred by Christians because they 

are embarked on a way of life that is distasteful to people wedded to the old pagan ways.  It concerns the 

suffering inflicted by former friends and colleagues who cannot bear the ideology or the pattern of 

behavior Christians have embraced.  1 Peter does not refer to the suffering caused by cancer or a tragic 

accident, suffering that is in its very nature unavoidable and involuntary.  The suffering 1 Peter has in 

mind is the suffering any Christian can avoid, by renouncing unfashionable convictions and abandoning 

an offensive way of life.   

 Sometimes the opposition comes in overt and crude ways.  have all read of the Presbyterian 

minister in Romania, whose systematic persecution by the security police led to one of the political 

incidents that toppled the old, repressive and decadent political regime.  The twentieth century does not 

lack for martyrs from Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King to Archbishop Romero and the 

Salvadoran Jesuits who died as witnesses of a truth that could not be repressed.   

 Sometimes the opposition does not come in overt ways at all.  Often the opposition is seductive 

rather than brutal, offering wider fields of service and influence in return for the surrender of 

inconvenient convictions or disquieting patterns of behavior.  Go along to get along,   But in whatever 

form the opposition comes, whether overtly or in disguise, 1 Peter offers three words of consolation and 
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encouragement.  The first is a kind of general consolation that, reduced to its basic elements, is not even 

specifically Christian: namely, that a certain amount of suffering is good for you.  On this principle, the 

great public schools of England and Scotland were founded.  Suffering builds character (or in this case 

faith).  Character (or faith), untested by the minor setbacks and shocks in life, may not withstand the far 

greater tests that will almost certainly come.  As I say, the principle is not specifically Christian but it is 

also not untrue.  "Even gold passes through the assayers’ fire, and more precious than perishable gold is 

faith which has stood the test." 

 The second consolation is quite specifically Christian.  As Christ suffered, voluntarily, an 

opposition he could have avoided by faithlessness, so you too are called to the same kind of life of 

obedient suffering.  As Christ has been vindicated by the resurrection from the dead, so you too have 

been reborn to an inheritance "that nothing can destroy or spoil or wither."  Faith "which has stood the 

test...may prove itself worthy of all praise, glory, and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed." 

This is almost too much specifically Christian consolation.  We are comfortable uttering general 

principles like "suffering is good for your faith" or "servants are not above their Lord."  But to justify 

suffering by an eschatological appeal to the settling of accounts at the last judgment makes us uneasy.  

How much needless suffering has been justified by an appeal to the future, to a sweet bye and bye, when 

Christians ought to have been galvanized to oppose such suffering in the present.  But 1 Peter is not so 

squeamish.  There is a suffering you cannot avoid or escape or oppose without renouncing your deepest 

convictions.  That suffering is not in vain.  "These trials come so that your faith may prove itself worthy 

of all praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed."  Christians who suffer because they are 

unadjusted to the spirit of their own age demonstrate by their suffering that they are adjusted to God's 

coming kingdom, when all suffering will be abolished, and peace and justice will be restored.  They have 

been reborn to an inheritance "that nothing can destroy or spoil or wither." 
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 The last element in 1 Peter's message of consolation and advice is not found in this passage but in 

5:16: "If anyone suffers as a Christian, he should feel it no disgrace, but confess that name to the honor 

of God."  This not so much a consolation as a call to arms.  Christians who suffer for Christ (as distinct 

from wicked folk who suffer for having done something blameworthy) should keep on doing exactly 

what inspired opposition in the first place.  The world that does not love God will not love you; the 

world that is corrupt and corrupting will try to corrupt you.  Absence of opposition may not be a cause 

for rejoicing but for disquiet.  An anemic faith, weakly held and half-heartedly promulgated, inspires 

contempt rather than opposition. 

 No one knows, of course, how or when or in what form the test will come.  The late Franz 

Hildebrandt told me that the rise of the Third Reich in Berlin was full of disconcerting surprises.  

Theologians whom Hildebrandt had once admired embraced the National Socialist reinterpretation of the 

Gospel without a qualm or caved in abjectly to the bully-boy tactics of the SA, while an old, liberal 

superintendent, whom Hildebrandt had never regarded highly, went to prison as a witness of Jesus 

Christ.  No one knows how or when or in what form the test is coming to you.  But it will come.  When 

it comes, "feel it no disgrace" that you suffer as a Christian, "but confess that name to the honor of God," 

confident in the knowledge that "you, because you put your faith in God, are under the protection of his 

power until salvation comes." 


