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Redeemed from the System’s Grip 

 
First Scripture: 1 Peter 4:12-14  (NRSV) 
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. But 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. If you are reviled for the name of Christ, 
you are blessed, because the spirit of glory,[a] which is the Spirit of God, is resting on you. 
1 Peter 5:6-11  
Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time. Cast all 
your anxiety on him, because he cares for you. Discipline yourselves, keep alert.[a] Like a roaring lion your 
adversary the devil prowls around, looking for someone to devour. Resist him, steadfast in your faith, for 
you know that your brothers and sisters[b] in all the world are undergoing the same kinds of suffering. 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. To him be the power forever and ever. 
Amen. 
 

“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.” Fiery 
ordeal. I think it is safe to say that we are going through an ordeal at this 
point in history. A global ordeal. It is much more fiery for some people 
than for others, that has become clear. I wonder what Peter might say to 
us today at this time? 

Peter speaks to the fiery ordeals that the early Christian communities 
were experiencing. William Barclay explains it this way: “It is Peter's 
view that persecution is inevitable. It is human nature to dislike and to 
regard with suspicion anyone who is different; the Christian is necessarily 
different from the man of the world. The particular impact of the Christian 
difference makes the matter more acute. To the world the Christian brings 
the standards of Jesus Christ. That is another way of saying that he 
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inevitably is a kind of conscience to any society in which he moves; and 
many a man would gladly eliminate the troublesome twinges of 
conscience. The very goodness of Christianity can be an offence to a 
world in which goodness is regarded as a handicap.” In his High Priestly 
Prayer in the Upper Room, Jesus prays for all his followers who will be 
left in the System that at that very moment is plotting his death and the 
elimination of his movement and his path. Peter witnessed that outpouring 
of hatred and angry power. He makes the connection with the suffering 
these new Christians are experiencing as they try to live out this new way 
of life that is in direct contrast to and in conflict with the systems of power 
and domination that they had so taken for granted before entering the 
life of the Eternal One.  

It is important to note that the glorifying persecutions Peter is talking 
about have to be in concert with the words of Jesus, the teachings and 
life example of Jesus. We are not being persecuted by being told not to 
gather in person in the midst of a deadly pandemic. The life of the 
Christian is to do that which cares for the well-being of others, and 
especially so within the community of faith. To meet at this time is to risk 
exposing one another to a deadly virus. Would our stubborn and willful 
insistence upon gathering bolster our witness to the One who said, “Love 
one another as I have loved you?”  

How did Jesus love us? He abandoned all privileges that should have 
come to him, on behalf of the welfare of all persons. Those churches that 
have opened too early or who met in defiance of the warnings and 
directives of health and governmental authorities have experienced 
outbreaks of illness and even death caused by the COVID-19 virus. These 
are tragedies that should not have happened, and those churches gave a 
negative witness to the one who has called us to love one another and to 
give our lives for one another, not to expect others to sacrifice their well-
being for our own selfish desires. 
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The community of Jesus followers that faces fiery ordeals in Peter’s 
exhortation is that community that is shaped by the Jesus path, rather 
than by the systems of power and domination in which they find 
themselves. The early ekklesias of Jesus followers faced persecution 
because they espoused and taught a different way of being in the world 
that was perceived as a threat or challenge to the social order and 
system of power of that time. Examples of this contrary way of life 
include: 

• Nonviolence. For the first 2-3 centuries, Christians were forbade to 
take up arms. Soldiers were to lay down their arms. i 

• There are strong indications that the communities associated with 
Jesus’ immediate disciples also practiced a vegetarian lifestyle, and 
refused to offer animal sacrifices. This also ran them into trouble in the 
Gentile communities that were used to sharing meat that had been 
sacrificed to some particular god, and then distributed among the 
community.  

• In the earliest years, women exerted leadership, and often were active 
in leading worship, teaching, and prophesying. This started to change 
back to male dominance of all things in the second and third 
generation, a shift that is reflected in some of the writings attributed to 
Paul that most scholars believe to have been written in his name. 

• Sharing of resources and healing practices.  
• Loosening or abolition of social distinctions. This provided a lot of 

tension within the ekklesias of Christ, but also tension within their own 
communities. The idea of spiritual equality resulting in social equality 
was practiced by Jesus, but was hard for people to put into practice. It 
was important to Paul, who wrote extensively about it in several of his 
letters. 

• Worship of the One God. The teachings of the Jewish idea and belief 
of there being only One Divine Being, as expressed in the Shema, ran 
into direct conflict with the prevalent practice of worshipping a variety 
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of Gods, and especially the official practice of worshipping the 
emperor (Caesar) as a god.  

What does that suggest for us today? How have we as followers of Jesus 
adapted to the systems of power and domination around us? What today 
are we expected to glorify with glowing devotion that the ekklesias of 
Jesus would have us forswear? How can we walk the Jesus Path in the4 
21st Century? 
 
Second Reading: John 17:1-11 
After Jesus had spoken these words, he looked up to heaven and said, “Father, the hour has come; glorify 
your Son so that the Son may glorify you, since you have given him authority over all people,[a] to give 
eternal life to all whom you have given him. And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only 
true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. I glorified you on earth by finishing the work that you 
gave me to do. So now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that I had in your presence 
before the world existed. 
“I have made your name known to those whom you gave me from the world. They were yours, and you 
gave them to me, and they have kept your word. Now they know that everything you have given me is 
from you; for the words that you gave to me I have given to them, and they have received them and know 
in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me. I am asking on their behalf; I am 
not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are 
yours. All mine are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them. And now I am no longer 
in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy Father, protect them in your name 
that you have given me, so that they may be one, as we are one. 

Saved from the System’s Grip 

Kosmos=System=World. In today’s reading, I deliberately had our 
readers substitute the word “system” for the word “world.” I have been 
influenced to do so by reading the seminal works of the late Biblical 
scholar, Walter Wink, who did ground-breaking work regarding Jesus’ 
nonviolent third way of responding to systemic violence and systems of 
domination and oppression. Wink points out that the Greek word kosmos 
refers to that systematic, structured, ordered aspect of existence. It is 
indeed our world, but the word “world” misses some of the nuances of 
how things work as systems of power, control, domination, and 
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oppression in the human parts of the larger world. And Jesus is 
specifically referring to these human-made systems in his prayer.  

Jesus says that Eternal life is knowing God and the Anointed One he sent 
to demonstrate that God, Jesus. Eternal life results in being changed and 
transformed by that knowledge. The process of moving into the Bigger 
Mind that Jesus taught is mediated by the Holy Spirit. This spiritual 
Presence promised by Jesus works to release us from the grip that the 
Systems of domination, oppression, and violence have over us. It is a 
long-term, perennial, on-going, never-ending process.  

I have found it a helpful part of my own spiritual practice and spiritual 
growth to listen closely and carefully to persons who experience 
marginalization and discrimination in our society, especially within 
communities of color, LGBTQ persons, women, religious minorities, and 
so on. I need to do this because I am a white, middle class, heterosexual, 
cis-gendered male. The systems in power presume that my situation is 
normative for all persons, and power and privilege is conferred upon me 
simply because by accident of birth (nothing I have done) I fit into this set 
of conditions. The systems of power - the kosmos around me that Jesus 
prayed about – have a grip upon my thinking and my attitudes and my 
behavior in such a way that I am not accustomed to thinking about 
persons outside of my white, male, cis-gendered, Euro-American, middle 
class group. I have to go outside of my socialized experience in order to 
understand the experience of others. I can only do this by listening to the 
stories and the experiences and the analysis of those who are 
marginalized or disempowered or persecuted by the System. Harkening 
back to the discussion earlier about fiery ordeals, this listening to the 
marginalized can and will and does put us at odds with the Powers that 
Be around us.  This is why Jesus prays for us, that God’s glory and power 
will be with us in this process of walking and living the Jesus Path. It is 
hard work. We need the power of God to make it happen. And, frankly, 
without God’s help, it can’t happen. That’s why Jesus calls it the Kingdom 
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or Realm of God. This listening to persons at the margins helps us move 
into the Bigger Mind and the Bigger Heart that is the Jesus Path for the 
21st Century. 

“I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but 
on behalf of those whom you gave me, because they are yours. All mine 
are yours, and yours are mine; and I have been glorified in them… Holy 
Father, protect them in your name that you have given me, so that 
they may be one, as we are one.” We have this promise of protection, 
that as we walk the Jesus Path, seeking to live it out and let it live within 
us, we have the spiritual protection and blessing of God, the Eternal One. 
Though stony the road we trod, high the mountains that face us, deep the 
rivers we cross – God accompanies us, shaping us, uplifting us, touching 
our eyes so we can see and our ears so we can hear, filling our hearts so 
we can love as we are loved.  

 

Prayer for God’s continued refining and transforming Presence 

 

 

 

iKirk R. MacGregor, “Nonviolence in the Ancient Church and Christian Obedience,” Themelios, 334:1, online at  
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/nonviolence-in-the-ancient-church-and-christian-
obedience/;   

                                                             


