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1 Peter 3:15–22 (NKJV) 

15 But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and always be ready to give a defense to 
everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear; 16 having a 
good conscience, that when they defame you as evildoers, those who revile your good conduct in 
Christ may be ashamed. 17 For it is better, if it is the will of God, to suffer for doing good than for 
doing evil. 

18 For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to 
God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit, 19 by whom also He went and 
preached to the spirits in prison, 20 who formerly were disobedient, when once the Divine 
longsuffering waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that 
is, eight souls, were saved through water. 21 There is also an antitype which now saves 
us—baptism (not the removal of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience 
toward God), through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the 
right hand of God, angels and authorities and powers having been made subject to Him. 

 
When the Apostle Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:15, “Sanctify the Lord God in your hearts,” he 

is making an assumption about his readers. Today I’m echoing his exhortation to you, that you 
would sanctify the Lord God in your hearts. Like Peter, I’m making an assumption. I’m 
assuming that God is indeed in your heart. If He’s not, then repent and believe the Gospel. If He 
is, then listen to Peter’s exhortation. 

Peter notes his audience in chapter one: “To the elect exiles…according to the 
foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ 
and for sprinkling with His blood.” To whom is Peter writing? This is a letter for Christians. 
Christians are the elect exiles, we are graciously chosen by God—so elect, and this world is not 
our home—so we’re exiles. 

You, dear Christian, are an exile in this world. You’re a stranger in someone else’s home. 
Your home is where your Father lives. God the Father, and your brother, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
have a home for you, and it’s not here. “In my Father’s house are many rooms,” Jesus said in 
John 14:2. “I go to prepare a place for you 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 
again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.” 

Peter is writing to exiles in a world that isn’t their home. These Christians to whom he 
writes are suffering. When you’re down and life is hard in this broken world, read 1 Peter. The 
comfort in this letter applies to all forms of suffering a Christian endures. 

His primary application though is for those whose suffering is directly related to being 
mistreated and persecuted simply for being Christians. Their livelihoods and lives were directly 
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threatened by those who hated the cross of Christ. They needed help and mercy from God. All 
who believe and are baptized have the help of God the Holy Spirit, whom God the Father and 
God the Son sent to dwell in our hearts. 

In today’s Gospel lesson from John chapter fourteen, Jesus said, “16 And I will pray the 
Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with you forever—17 the Spirit of 
truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know 
Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you. 18 I will not leave you orphans; I will come to 
you.” The world doesn’t receive Christ, so as exiles in this place, Christians find trouble. We 
need help, and the Holy Spirit is our helper. We face temptations to conform to ungodly 
worldliness, and in the case of Peter’s audience, they faced persecution for their faith. 

This persecution continues in our world today, especially in some Middle Eastern regions 
where being a Christian truly means you’re willing to lose your life for Christ, knowing that 
anyone who dies believing, continues to live with Christ in heaven. 

It is a mercy of God that we don’t live under such threats in this part of the world. For 
those who are persecuted unto death around the world, when they pray “deliver us from evil” in 
the Lord’s prayer, they’re including in that phrase the request to be delivered from the hands of 
those who are seeking their lives.  

Consider their plight, and thank God that He has thus far kept us from such evil here. 
And consider their faith, and pray for such resolve in the face of persecution, should it ever 
come, that you may fear no evil even in the valley of the shadow of death, for your Good 
Shepherd, the Lord Jesus Christ, is with you. 

He dwells in your heart, dear Christian. In this letter to suffering Christians, Peter writes 
in 1 Peter 3:15, “Sanctify the Lord God in your hearts.” He’s assuming that his readers are 
Christians, that is, people who have Christ in their hearts by faith. And he’s assuming that these 
Christians struggle with the temptation to not sanctify Christ in their hearts. 

Lenski commented on this passage, saying, “To sanctify Christ in our hearts is ever to 
keep Him in our hearts as “the Holy One.” In order to do this properly we ourselves must be 
“holy,” sanctified. He is ours, and we are His; we separate Him for our hearts and are separated 
for Him. This sanctifying of Him means that we keep ourselves from sin and give the world no 
cause for slandering either Him or ourselves. And it further means that we fear Him alone lest we 
sin against Him by fearing men instead of Him and by letting their threats prevent us from 
bowing to Him alone.”  1

So with all of the backdrop in place, knowing that Peter is writing to suffering Christians, 
and that his goal in today’s sermon text from 1 Peter 3:15–22 is to lead you to sanctify God in 
your hearts, Peter makes two points: how to live as a Christian; and where your life in Christ 
came from in the first place. 

1  Lenski, R. C. H. (1966). The interpretation of the epistles of St. Peter, St. John and St. Jude (pp. 149–150). 
Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing House. 
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First, how to live. 1 Peter 3:15–17 says, “15 But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and 
always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, 
with meekness and fear; 16 having a good conscience, that when they defame you as evildoers, 
those who revile your good conduct in Christ may be ashamed. 17 For it is better, if it is the will 
of God, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.” 

How do you face suffering as a Christian? How would you face persecution, should you 
encounter it? How do you, elect exiles, face the temptations this world sets before us to get us to 
ignore God’s will and pursue the pleasures of our flesh? In short, how do you live as a Christian? 
It begins not with what you do, but with what you believe. “Sanctify the Lord God IN YOUR 
HEARTS.” 

Have you stumbled in sin, disobeying the will of God and just doing what your will 
desires? Repent, and believe you are forgiven for Christ’s sake, and go forward, sanctifying the 
Lord God in your heart.  

Have you come upon hard times so that this world is heavier on your shoulders and you 
wonder with the psalm writers, “How long, O Lord?” Then live in repentance and faith, taking 
comfort not in this world, but in the forgiveness of sins you have in Christ. And go forward, 
sanctifying the Lord God in your heart. 

Dear Christian, Christ dwells in your heart. How should you live? By sanctifying God in 
your heart, living in repentance and faith, relying upon Him in prayer. The Christians to whom 
Peter was writing were peculiar in the sight of the world, because despite their great suffering, 
they still had hope. Christ was in them. Their sins were forgiven. What could man do to them? 

Peter encourages them to share the reason for their hope with those who ask. 1 Peter 3:15 
goes on to say, “always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the 
hope that is in you, with meekness and fear.” 

Martin Luther, about 500 years ago, said this about always having an answer for the hope 
within you, but all the while letting meekness and fear accompany your response. He said, 
“When you are asked about your hope you are not to answer with haughty words and carry 
things off with audacity and force as though you meant to tear up trees, but with fear and 
humility as though you stood before God’s judgment and were making answer. For if it should 
now come to pass that you were to be called before kings and nobles and had equipped yourself a 
good while with statements and thoughts: [thinking] Just wait, I will answer them right! it may 
well come about that the devil takes the sword out of your hand, and before you are aware gives 
you a thrust so that you stand disgraced and have equipped yourself in vain, might also snatch 
out of your heart the statements which you fixed best so that you would be left even if you had 
them well in mind…. Now God lets this happen to dampen your haughtiness and to humble 
you.”  Luther is warning against having a proud and holier-than-thou attitude when giving an 2

answer for the hope that is within you. 

2 Quoted by Lenski, R. C. H. (1966). The interpretation of the epistles of St. Peter, St. John and St. Jude (p. 151). 
Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing House. 
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Peter said to give a defense, an answer, for your hope, and to do it with meekness and 
holy fear of God. The question isn’t “do you have all the right words.” The question is, “do you 
have hope in Jesus Christ?”  

Luther cautioned those who think they do have all the right words. Pride comes before 
the fall. You who confess your sins to God and trust in His mercies on account of Jesus Christ, 
you have a blessed hope: you are forgiven; you are alive now and forever, even if your body 
dies, and you have the great Comforter with in your troubles—the Holy Spirit Himself, dwelling 
in your heart. 

Even you who feel like you could never have the right words to say, you, be ready always 
to give an answer to everyone who asks you what the reason is for the hope that is in you. What 
is your reason for hope? For me it’s as simple as knowing that when Jesus died, He paid for my 
sins; and when Jesus rose, He gave me life in His name. 

How did that life come to me? Apart from Christ I was dead in my trespasses and sins, 
but now in Christ I live. Peter has already answered the question of how to live: live with God 
sanctified—kept as holy—in your hearts. But now in 1 Peter 3:18 he moves on to answer the 
second question: where did your life in Christ come from in the first place? 

Peter writes, “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might 
bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit.” Why does he say 
Christ ALSO suffered? Because he knows you suffer. He’s writing to suffering Christians. Jesus 
knows how you feel. 

So where did your life in Christ come from in the first place? As Peter wrote, Jesus brings 
us to God through His death and resurrection. As he put it in verse eighteen, “being put to death 
in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit.” 

This “being made alive” happened when? Easter morning! He is risen! Your life is tied to 
Christ’s life. Then to nail home the point that suffering and death are no threat to the Christian 
who sanctifies God in his heart, Peter reveals for us that the risen Christ—before He appeared to 
Mary or the disciples—descended into hell to proclaim their defeat and His victory. 

You who suffer, yes it’s hard, and yes we ask “how long, O Lord,” but we must also 
remember that our Christ suffered too. In His suffering He accomplished our salvation and He 
defeated sin and the devil so that not even death and hell are a threat to us. 

The point of this passage is for your comfort, so don’t get distracted with speculations 
about unwritten details. What we know is that Christ died and three days later returned to life. 
Then in His glorious resurrection power He descended into hell and proclaimed victory as 1 
Peter 3:19-20 describes. 

But for the next three minutes, we’re going to enter a brief Bible study. Note that His 
suffering was finished on the cross. He said, “It is finished.” He did not descend into hell to 
suffer. Not at all. When Christ died His suffering was over. It was for Him like it will be for you, 
the lifeless body is buried while the ever-living soul enters heaven. As He told the repentant thief 
on the cross, “Today you will be with Me in paradise.” 
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Jesus was dead, His body was in the tomb, but His soul was with the saved thief in 
heaven. This is my view on the matter, based on Christ’s own words, and in agreement with 
Lenski for what that’s worth. The Bible doesn’t spell it out more than that, and I just warned 
against getting distracted with speculations about unwritten details. 

The reason it matters is because it informs our understanding of what Peter means in 
these difficult to understand verses about Jesus going to preach to the spirits in prison. Here the 
word, “prison,” refers to hell. The word “preach” here means to proclaim, or herald news. In this 
case it’s good news for those who are in Christ, and bad news for those who reject Him. 

Jesus did not descend into hell to suffer, and he did not descend into hell to preach a 
second chance. Not at all. He made a victory proclamation. Just as the rich man in hell still 
rejected God’s Word in the parable of Lazarus and the rich man in Luke 16, so too those to 
whom Jesus proclaimed victory in the prison of hell remained and still remain in rejection of 
Christ. 

Jesus died on Good Friday, returned to life on Easter Sunday, descended into hell to 
proclaim victory, then made His resurrection appearances to Mary and the disciples. He is risen! 
The reason why the Apostles’ Creed has Christ’s descent into hell mentioned before His 
resurrection is that, according to the old theologians, “the resurrection” refers not only to His 
return to life, but also includes His resurrected appearances to the disciples. 

So when you say the Creed, that Christ “was crucified, dead, and buried,” remember that 
it was at that point that His lowly state of humiliation ended. His first act as the risen and exalted 
Lord was to descend into hell and proclaim victory. Then He appeared with words of peace to 
His disciples. 

There’s the three-minute Bible study about Jesus’ descent into hell. And the point of it all 
is for your comfort. You who believe need not fear death or hell because Jesus conquered sin, 
death, and the devil through His suffering. Remember Peter is writing to Christians who are 
suffering. In this passage he has answered HOW we live—by sanctifying God in our hearts, and 
he has begun to answer WHERE your life in Christ came from in the first place. 

In short, your life comes from Christ’s resurrected life. But Peter goes on to apply extra 
comfort and assurance so that you who believe and suffer may know doubly sure that Christ’s 
gift of life has come to you. 

In 1 Peter 3:20 Peter mentions how Noah and those with him were saved through water. 
The same water which washed away the wickedness of the world in the great flood lifted up the 
ark and saved the eight people who were on it from that wickedness. 

The flood saved Noah from the wicked world. Peter’s point is that the flood pointed 
forward to a greater rescue God would accomplish through water. In 1 Peter 3:21 he writes, 
“There is also an antitype which now saves us—baptism.” An antitype is a greater fulfillment of 
something that happened before. Baptism is an even greater rescue by God through water than 
the flood was for Noah. 
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How? Because of what God says He does for us in baptism. Peter goes on to say in verse 
twenty-one that baptism is “not the removal of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good 
conscience toward God, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and 
is at the right hand of God, angels and authorities and powers having been made subject to Him.” 

Baptism isn’t a work of ours to symbolically show that we’re committed to Christ. God’s 
the one at work in baptism. Colossians chapter two, Romans chapter six, Titus chapter three, and 
many other passages, including here most bluntly in 1 Peter 3:21, teach that in baptism, God is at 
work by the powerful promise of His Word to save your soul. 

The Holy Spirit uses means to do His gracious work in our lives. The primary means of 
grace is the Gospel Word of forgiveness in Christ, which I preach to you today. But that same 
Gospel comes to us visibly in the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion. The power isn’t 
in the water, it’s in God’s Word which He connects to the water to grant faith to you. The power 
isn’t in the bread and cup of Holy Communion, it’s in God’s Word which He connects to the 
bread and Cup to grant forgiveness and assurance to your hearts. 

God is in your hearts, dear Christians. How should you live? Sanctify the Lord God in 
your hearts. And where did your life in Christ come from in the first place? Through Christ’s 
death and resurrection for you. How did the benefits of His resurrection come to you personally? 
In baptism. 

In your suffering, take Christ as your comfort. God is in your heart, He has entered by 
giving you faith when you were baptized, giving you the gift of a good conscience toward God, 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Don’t take your baptism for granted and slowly drift 
away from it, making it of no use and falling away into unbelief. Daily repent and live in the 
faith in Jesus that was granted to you in baptism. 

Do you suffer? Find your comfort in Christ who also suffered and has made you a child 
of God in baptism, uniting you not only with His suffering, but with His resurrection and eternal 
life. 

With God in your hearts, may the peace of God which surpasses all understanding guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 
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