
The Sixth Sunday of Easter 
(Year A) 

First Reading   Acts 8:5-8, 14-17 
Response    Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth 
Psalm    Psalm 66:1-3, 4-5, 6-7, 16, 20 
Second Reading   1 Peter 3:15-18 
Gospel Acclamation  Jesus answered him, “If a man loves me, he will keep my  
    word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to   
   him and make our home with him. 
Gospel    John 14:15-21 

The sixth Sunday of Easter for year A continues our journey through the first letter 
of Peter by turning our attention to a famous passage from 1 Peter 3. This is verses 
15-18. And this text is very famous, because in it Peter talks about always being 
prepared to give a defense or explanation for the reasons for our faith. So let’s 
listen to what it has to say, and then we’ll kind of unpack it. It begins in verse 15: 

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; and keep 
your conscience clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile your 
good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for 
doing right, if that should be God’s will, than for doing wrong. 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...  1

Alright, so we’ll stop there. Okay, but there are several things going on in this brief 
but consequential passage from Peter. The first thing you want to notice here is that 
this is the foundational text—the key biblical text—for what comes to be known in 
the  history of the Church as apologetics. Apologetics is the art, the science, the 
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practice of giving a defense or reasoned explanation for the faith. And that 
terminology is a little ambiguous in English—potentially misleading—because the 
word in English “to apologize” means to make an excuse...often is used to mean to 
make an excuse for something that was done wrong. Whereas in Greek, apologia, 
the word that’s used here in 1 Peter 3:15, is more specifically a “defense”—and in 
context, a reasoned defense. In other words, reasons, arguments for believing in 
Christ. 

So Peter here is writing to these Christians, and if you recall, they’re suffering 
persecution and prejudice throughout the Roman empire. They’re probably Jewish 
Christians who are believers in Christ. And so what Peter is doing is exhorting 
them to always be prepared to explain why it is that they believe Jesus is in fact the 
Christ. And this is something that in our own day, sometimes in contemporary 
Catholic circles, we can get a little lazy about that. In other words, especially if you 
grew up Christian, you might just assume, “Well, of course Jesus is the Christ, of 
course Jesus is the Messiah.” 

But if I pressed you and said, “Well, how do you know He is the Messiah? Why do 
you think He was the Messiah? What prophecies of the Messiah did He fulfill from 
the Old Testament, for example?” How would you answer that question? What 
would you be able to say? What would be your reasons for believing? 

So in the first century AD, Peter is encouraging Christians to be prepared to be able 
to give reasons—to give an apologia, an apologetic defense, a reasoned 
explanation—for their faith in Christ. However, he warns them that they need to be 
sure that they do so with gentleness or humility (you can translate it either way) 
and reverence or fear—those are the two ways you can translate that. So the two 
terms here...you can do it with gentleness or reverence. In other words, Peter 
recognizes here that the best apologists for the Christian faith—the best witnesses 
to the Christian faith—are not those who are belligerent about it and go around 
harshly and disrespectfully condemning those who don’t accept the faith, but 
rather, those who give reasoned defenses for the faith and do it with both humility 
and also reverence for God, but also respect for their neighbor as well.  
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After all, in the first century AD, a lot of people haven’t even heard of Jesus 
before. So when that first proclamation of the Gospel was made to them, there 
needs to be a certain amount of understanding that people will need to have things 
explained to them. They will need to have reasons given to them as to why they 
should accept the testimony of Scripture, for example. If you’re a pagan...what are 
these Scriptures? Why should I believe them? What are the reasons for faith? 
That’s the first point.  

The second thing Peter says here in this chapter is he talks about the importance of 
witness, of being an example. And he says to the Christians that they need to: 

...keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile 
your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. 

So what does he mean “when you are abused”, “keep your conscience clear”? 
Well, here Peter is also aware of the danger, not just of people who defend the faith 
with harshness or belligerence, but also those who will do so hypocritically. In 
other words, they’ll say one thing and do another. So it doesn’t do any good to give 
a reasoned explanation for the Christian faith when you yourself are not living 
according to the tenants of the Christian faith. So if you’re going around telling 
people to believe Jesus is the Messiah, but you’re secretly and privately breaking 
the Commandments, then you are not going to be an effective witness to the faith, 
especially should that hypocrisy be exposed.  

So what he’s doing is he’s telling people to say “keep your conscience clear” so 
that if you are reviled, or if you are condemned, or you are judged by those around 
you, you will suffer for doing right and not for doing what is wrong. And here, it’s 
so interesting, because the third point is that Peter uses the language of being “in 
Christ.” Notice he says there: 

...those who revile your good behavior in Christ… 

En Christō in Greek. Now what’s fascinating about that is that term is only used in 
the letters of Peter and Paul in the New Testament. So it’s the image of what 
scholars refer to as “participation in Christ.” In other words, those who are 
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baptized and who come to faith, they aren’t just believers in Jesus, they are 
members of His Body. They’re part of Him. They have a share in His life, in His 
goodness, in His holiness, in His priesthood. And so the imagery that’s being used 
here is that those who are bearing witness to their faith, are doing so in Christ. 
They’re doing so as members of the Body of Christ. 

And it’s precisely in that context that Peter moves into the final point, which is that 
Christ is our example for suffering innocently. So some of these Christians—we 
can infer from this—are being persecuted and even suffering for the sake of their 
faith, for the sake of bearing witness to the Gospel. And what Peter is saying to 
them here is, “If that’s what happens to you, if that should be God’s will”—which, 
by the way, note that suffering for the sake of the Gospel can be the will of God. If 
you have any doubts about that, just look at the life of Jesus or look at the life of 
any of the saints, above all the martyrs, who suffered for the sake of the Gospel. 

So if suffering for the sake of the Gospel is God’s will for your life, then He’s 
saying, “Look to Jesus, because Jesus is the primary example of that.” 

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… 

And the imagery there of bringing us to God is a subtle but clear allusion of the 
Exodus in the Old Testament. So just as Jesus is the new temple, He’s the new 
priest, He’s also inaugurating a new exodus through His passion, death, and 
resurrection, in which He’s not just going to forgive us for our sins...but He’s 
actually going to bring us—like the people of Israel were brought through the 
desert—to the new Promised Land of the life of the Trinity in Heaven and in the 
resurrection. 

So, in any case...so much more we could say for that, but the primary point is that 
Jesus’s passion and death is the model, the example, for Christian suffering for the 
sake of the Gospel. 
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So in closing, I’d like to end with one quote from the living tradition about this 
passage. This is from St. Bede the Venerable who lived in the late 7th, early 8th 
century in England. And he had this to say in his Commentary on 1 Peter, chapter 
3, about giving a reason for the faith: 

In two ways ought we to give a reason for our hope and faith to those who 
demand it: both by communicating the due motives for our hope and faith to 
all who ask, whether believers or unbelievers; and by always keeping the 
profession of our faith and hope unimpaired even amidst the pressures of our 
adversaries, showing by our patience how reasonably we have learned that 
they are to be kept, for whose love we fear neither to suffer adversities nor 
undergo death.  2

That’s Bede’s Commentary on 1 Peter chapter 3, verse 15. So notice that Bede is 
saying there that true apologetics has two dimensions to it. First, giving the reasons 
for the hope and the faith that we possess to anyone who asks us, whether they 
believe or not. But then second, always professing the faith and hope, unimpaired, 
even in the midst of persecution. And this, of course, shows that the greatest 
apologists in the history of the church aren’t necessarily those who wrote large 
books defending and explaining the faith. It’s the martyrs. It’s the ones who by 
patient suffering showed the truth of the Good News of the hope of Jesus’ passion, 
death, and resurrection, and what it has given to us, that He might gather us to God 
by being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the Spirit on the day of the 
resurrection.

 Bede, Commentary on 1 Peter 3:15; trans. D. Hurst2
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