
  

 
Rev. Chris Taylor – May 17, 2020 

“A Gentle Defense” 

1 Peter 3:13-22 

 
 It is clear from a close reading of this epistle that Peter was addressing a church that was 

being actively persecuted.  There are references to suffering all through it.  We certainly see 

them here in our text: v. 14 “But even if you do suffer for doing what is right…”; and v. 17, “For 

it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to suffer for doing 

evil.”  Tradition holds it that Peter himself ultimately died for the faith; crucified upside down in 

Rome.   

 How do we live our faith when we’ve lost our jobs and our standing in the community?  

What does faith look like when people are actively turning against us?  This is the issue that’s 

being addressed here, and for Peter the driving concern is what will best give witness to the 

resurrected Christ in our midst.  And so his call, v. 15, to “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.” 

The word we translate as “defense” is “apologia” in the original Greek – the root of our 

word “apology” or “apologetics.”  It is the effort to explain or to interpret; it is a speech in 

defense of one’s position.  So what are these Christians being asked to defend?  “the hope that is 

in you” – a hope, in other words, so clear, so vibrant, that outsiders can actually see it and as a 

result press in to find out its source. 

 ***** 

That’s the way it was for me fifty years ago.  I was on a high school retreat at Camp 

Allegheny.  There were maybe five or six different schools represented.  I knew very few of the 

students around me.  But I still remember being struck by the joy I saw in them the very first 

evening as we waited in the hallway outside the cafeteria for dinner.  They were singing and 

laughing, and I had never seen anything like it before.  Remember, this was high school where 

appearance was everything.  But they didn’t care how they looked.  They were experiencing a 

freedom to be themselves and have fun that I found both winsome and compelling. 

 Peter is writing here to five different communities, but he assumes that the Christians in 

these communities know that same kind of joy, that same kind of freedom.  Joy, as someone 

once said, is the flag that flies from the pinnacle of our hearts to show that Christ is in residence 

there.   

 So note the sequence here: first, outsiders see the hope and joy in these Christians; then it 

is they who approach and ask what’s going on.  It is not the other way around.  Peter isn’t saying 



we should go and force our faith down people’s throats in our offices and on street corners.  He 

is saying that we should be living in such a way that people actually approach us, ask us “What’s 

going on?” 

When was the last time someone asked you about the hope that they have seen in you?   

One of the greatest compliments I ever heard came from Phil Osborne, one of our 

members who died some years ago.  We had quite a few conversations in his final years, and 

frequently talked about his work with Alcoa.  At one point he turned to me and said there was 

one guy that everyone would turn to when they had some kind of moral quandary; one person 

who everyone knew would counsel the right and best thing to do.  I’m not going to say who it 

was because that might embarrass him, but it was another member of our congregation.  As soon 

as Phil said his name it was instantly believable because that is exactly the way that man has 

always lived.  His relationship with Christ has always been the driving center of his life.  It still 

is, to this day. 

Like it or not, what we value, what matters most to us, has a way of leaking out the edges 

of our lives.  People can see it, whether we want them to or not.  It doesn’t matter what we say.  

If our lives aren’t consistent with what we profess then everyone is going to know it.  But that 

works the other way, too.  It is what happened to me on that retreat.  If Christ is at the center, 

then his presence there is going to make a difference.  People are going to see it.  They will see it 

in our choices.  They will see it in the kind of hope that Peter is talking about in our text.  They 

will see it in the joy and freedom with which we live our lives. 

I’m not talking about the appearance of perfection, or carrying ourselves as somehow 

better than anyone else.  Just the opposite.  When we know Jesus and follow him, we become 

more human, more truly who we are.  We aren’t worried about impressing anyone.  We know we 

are broken.  We’ve got nothing to hide.  But we also know that we are forgiven and deeply 

loved: loved not for the person we could be, but loved exactly as we are in all our messiness.  

And it is that knowledge that sets us free. 

So what does a gentle defense actually look like?  Ironically, it is not defensive.  It isn’t 

brittle or irritable or likely to lash out when threatened.  It is, rather, the capacity to say “this is 

who I am and this is what I believe” and let it go at that.  It is honest, it is vulnerable, it doesn’t 

try to be something we are not.   

Sometimes we think we could never be a witness because we don’t know enough 

theology.  How do you explain the Trinity? Or even the atonement?  But that isn’t what we are 

talking about.  It is not what Peter is asking of us.  He is not looking for some theological 

treatise, or an intellectual rationale so compelling there is no arguing with it.  No, he is looking 

for something far more personal.  Talk about your story.  Share what Jesus has meant to you.  

That, in fact, is the most compelling defense that we can offer because it is precisely there in our 

own story that we touch and connect with the stories (the lives) of those around us.   

That’s what happened to me on that weekend retreat.  I saw something that I knew I 

didn’t have; something I longed for.  So I paid attention Friday night and all day Saturday as 



people put words to the joy and freedom that I saw in them.  I listened and took what they were 

saying to heart.  And Saturday night, lying in our beds, I was laughing with the guys in my room 

in a way that I’m not sure I had ever experienced before.  That night our room was filled with 

joy. 

So no, I didn’t go forward at some altar call that weekend.  It was actually as I lay in my 

bed in the dark, everyone sleeping around me, thinking about everything I had seen and heard – 

that’s when I gave my life to Jesus.  I fell asleep, and the next morning I woke up a different 

person.  But that’s a story for another time. 

What I experienced that weekend, what changed the course of my life, was a gentle 

defense for the hope and joy I had seen in those other students.  It was people sharing their 

stories, sharing what Jesus meant to them.  And it was people living it without even trying. 

Not all of us have the gift of evangelism, but we are all called to share our faith – called 

to share it by the way we live and by our readiness to put words behind it.  It is not something we 

have to force.  It certainly isn’t something that we should fake.  It is, rather, the capacity to be 

truly and fully human in a world that looks for perfection; the capacity to say “this is who I am 

and this is what Jesus means to me” and risk the rejection and ridicule of those around us. 

Why in the world would we want to do that?  Because ultimately there is no more 

wonderful gift, no more loving gift that we could possibly offer, than a relationship with Jesus 

Christ.  

 


