6th Sunday of Easter (a)
May 29, 2011

Acts 17:16–31; John 14:15–21  
1 Peter 3:13–22  

Now who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is good? But even if you should suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that should be God's will, than for doing evil.

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, because they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him.

13 Now who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is right? 14 But even if you do suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, 15 but in your hearts regard Christ as Lord as holy. Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who calls you to account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence; 16 and keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 17 For it is better to suffer for doing right, if that should be God's will, than for doing wrong. 18 For Christ also died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit; 19 in which he went and preached to the spirits in prison, 20 who formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water. 21 Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a clear conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers subject to him.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
The Gospel is going forth from Jerusalem, the church is being established in the known civilized world, the Greek world, and the Apostle Peter is instructing the Christians as to how that will go.

Jesus has been crucified, he has been raised up from the dead, he has ascended to Heaven to the right hand of his Father, and now, having sent his Apostles out to make disciples of all nations, he has his Apostle Peter telling the church how this works.

There will be suffering, so the Christian must know what that means. 1 Peter 3:15: 

When you do suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy. 

Peter knows suffering, and he knows what it means to live in fear, to be intimidated by our world.  All those who heard Peter’s letter read in the church, would they not have remembered the account of how Peter denied Jesus three times?  Why the denial?  Because he feared being associated with Jesus, because he was intimidated by the voices of this world, because he wanted to be judged as being not outside the mainstream, but as a reasonable guy.  So when they asked Peter, “Weren’t you one of those with Jesus?” “No,” said Peter, “I do not know the man.”

Later, in the book of Acts, after Jesus had ascended, when the church was being built up, Peter finds himself unable to resist those who wanted to put the Gentiles under the Law, and he ends up himself trying to intimidate others with the Law, until he is called to account by the Apostle Paul and is returned to the preaching of the Gospel.  Why was Peter intimidated by those who put others under the Law, so that, as Paul said,

“I confronted Peter, face to face.”


[Galatians 2:11]

Peter knew what it was to be fearful of being judged for his faith by the world, he knew how intimidating the prevailing voices of this world can be, and ... he knew the grace of Jesus.  So he tells the church:

Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy.

[1 Peter 3:15]

Do not fear, do not be intimidated, for there is only One who is holy, Christ your Lord, and you belong to him.  That is Peter’s comfort to the church as she is entering great persecution.


But then Peter speaks to the church of how she is given to be a comfort to our world:

Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence. 

Our Lord here gives clarity to us and our families as we try to understand our voice in the world.  What is the voice of the church in the world?  How is that voice to be spoken?  What are we, as Christians, actually given to do to bring the comfort of our Lord’s Gospel to our world?

Peter doesn’t send us out into the world as if on a warpath ready to bludgeon anyone who does not know the comfort of the Gospel.  We might almost expect that Peter, in his enthusiasm, would be deputizing all Christians to be Apostles and Evangelists, ready to go out banging on every door as preachers.  But the title Apostle belongs to those so appointed by Christ.  The title Evangelist belongs to those called to that office. 

Peter says to the church something not so grand sounding: 

Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence.
There is no call here to do something extraordinary.  Peter’s words don’t have us going out and buying billboards as if we’re promoting a boxing match, or buying time on the radio, as if we’re trying to start a political movement to mow down all the other political movements.

Peter is speaking not of something flashy and extraordinary, but of our everyday lives. 

It’s as if he said, when you go out into your vocations, into the places where the Lord sets you as servants to your neighbor, when you go to your classes to serve as a student at school, when you go to your workplace and sit at your desk alongside your fellow workers, when you go to the store, rushing to buy food along with everyone else, when you go to Isotopes Park to watch baseball, you go as one who belongs to Christ.  

Don’t intimidate others, don’t try to impress them with how you, as a Christian, are a better person than they are, or how you have the all the right answers to every existential question—that may intimidate them, but it won’t speak to them the kindness and gentleness of Christ Jesus.

When you speak to your friend, to your neighbor, says Peter, do it with gentleness and respect.  


In his instruction to the Church, Peter makes an assumption.  His assumption is that the world wants to know what it is that the church has.  The assumption is that there is an emptiness or despair in the world, and the world will ask us what is our answer to that longing.  1 Peter 3:15:

Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence. 
There is an asking here, a longing, a request to know, What is this hope that is in you.

If we look carefully, we can see this yearning in our world.  This past week, the Wall Street Journal ran a column titled, The Church of Oprah.  Oprah Winfrey’s show is now, we are told, off the air.  But the Wall Street Journal, in looking back over the appeal of the show for all these years, spoke of the Oprah Winfrey Show as being nothing “if not a secular chapel.”  A chapel because the show had its faithful, those who listened to its doctrine to better understand life.   To watch the show, the article said, was to be part of its “congregation of true believers.”  And here is why the show could be understood in terms of being a chapel, or a congregation: Because the Oprah Winfrey show was where people would go to confess their sins, to talk about mistakes in their lives, and to sell their tell-all books which were nothing more than mea-culpa memoirs.  And as the countless celebrities and civilians came on the show to confess and cry and look for a comforting shoulder, it’s where they would seek their absolution and redemption.

We can ask why.  Why do we have all these talk shows, and all these reality shows, where people put their wrecked careers, their failed marriages, and their childhood shames on the line, hoping to hear that they’re not all that bad after all, and everyone really does love them?—and let’s end the show with a big round of applause for the guest who has been redeemed by Oprah’s doctrine.


Our world is looking for comfort.  For a word of absolution.  For justification for what has been done in the past.  For a promise that shame can be done away with.  It’s everywhere around us in our world, but our world does not know where to look for the sure and certain answer.

Not knowing where to find redemption, where to find comfort, the appeal will even be made to Oprah Winfrey, or to Dr. Phil, or, when the name is not big enough to warrant a seat on the Oprah Show, maybe to a neighbor across the fence or a friend in the bar.

But Oprah has no answers, other than self-help books, and self-help books will never cleanse shame or forgive guilt.

“Be prepared,”

says Peter,
“to make a defense to any one who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”
The hope that is in you is Christ Jesus, it is the faith he has breathed into us by his Gospel, it is the forgiveness and cleansing he has given us in Baptism.

Baptism now saves you,

says Peter, 

not as a removal of dirt from the body, but is the appeal to God for a good conscience through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

[1 Peter 3:21]

Will our world ask us about this?  

Yes.  (Though maybe not in those words.)

When we see a friend crying over a broken marriage, a neighbor fearful of what awaits at the doctors office, a man troubled that he has no good options for a career—when we see anyone in the clutches of this world’s despair, we don’t need to do anything extraordinary, nor come up with all the right Dr. Phil answers, we need only speak the hope that is given us.  It is a word to be spoken in gentleness and respect.  The world may be expecting the church to come at her with big bill-boards and political marches and societal programs, for these are, indeed, the powerful things that impress and intimidate in our world.

But the Word of Gospel comes in gentleness and respect.  

Gentleness is a word which belongs to our Lord Jesus, who came meek and gentle, riding on a donkey to die for all sinners on the cross.  

Respect—that is the way our Lord Jesus treated sinners such as Zaccheus and the tax-collectors and the drunks, as he came to them to go to their homes and eat with them, honoring them with his cleansing conversation of Gospel.

Gentleness and respect is the way he sends us out into the world, into our vocations, to speak in kindness with our neighbor and fellow-worker, not trying to intimidate them, but, when they ask, when they are in need, speaking to them the hope that is within us.


And we know that hope.  For it is our only salvation.  

When we see our own sin, when we know that we have no worthiness of our own with which to stand before God, when we find ourselves drawn into the despair and fear of our world, this is our hope and certainty: That Christ Jesus who suffered once for sins, the righteous One dying for all the unrighteous, has brought us to God his Father.  He who is stationed at the right hand of God the Father in Heaven, who is interceding at this very hour for us and our children, is he who has saved us by the washing of Baptism, giving us a cleansed conscience before God. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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1 PETER 3:13-22

