
 

“Be Zealous for What Is Good” 
(1 Peter 3:13-17) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, Peter drew our attention to certain godly characteristics which must be 
a part of our lives as Christians.  We must all think the same thoughts.  We are to be 
like-minded in all things.  And those thoughts which we think are to be the thoughts of Christ.  
We are to put on His mind and think like Him in the ways of all godliness and holiness.  We 
must also share the same feelings towards one another, feelings of sympathy towards one 
anothers weaknesses.  We are to have a brotherly affection toward each other.  We are to be 
tenderhearted.  We are to care for one another as members of the same body and as fellow-heirs 
of the same inheritance which God has reserved in the heavens for those who love Him.  We are 
to have a low opinion of ourselves and a high opinion of others, so that we will condescend to 
meet the needs of each other and become servants to one another, lowering ourselves so that we 
might lift each other up.   We must not reflect the ways of the world “returning evil for evil or 
insult for insult,” but we must give a blessing instead.  We must not retaliate when someone has 
wronged us by wronging them back.  If someone hurts you or says something bad about you, 
you must not do as they do, you must not sin, but cover their faults and speak well of them, 
unless you must speak of what they have done for a righteous purpose.  This is what Christ did, 
who, when He was being put to death at the hands of wicked men, did not call down fire from 
heaven to destroy them, but rather prayed for them that His Father would forgive them.  This is 
the way in which His disciples walked.  Stephen, when he was being stoned, asked God to not 
lay this sin to their charge.  Paul, after he was stoned, did not go into the city to form a mob to 
get back at those who hurt him, but rather continued to pray and labor for their salvation.  These 
qualities are the gentle and lamb-like virtues of our Savior.  They are the dove-like virtues of the 
Holy Spirit, which He produces in us.  These are the qualities which promote peace and 
good-will among brethren and among all men, and which therefore qualify those who possess 
them as being children of God.  Jesus said, “Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the 
earth. . .  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. . .  Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God” (Matt. 5:5, 7, 9).  These are the 
characteristics which make up that blessed image, into which we were predestined to become 
conformed.  These are the essence of love, of godliness, of holiness.  To fulfill these is to fulfill 
the commandments.  Therefore God desires that they be impressed on our hearts, that they be 
painted there in living colors.  He wants us to be living portraits of Christ, not how He looked, 
but how He lived, acted, behaved.  And God is forming them within us by His Spirit whom He 
has made to indwell us.  This is the goal of the Christian life:  to be like the One who laid down 
His life for us; to be conformed to His perfect image.  And this is what Peter continues to 
impress on us this morning, namely,  
 
 You must put on the Lord Jesus Christ, -- or what is the same thing -- you must be 
zealous for what is good.   
 
I.  Peter Begins by Giving Us Two Reasons to Be Zealous for Good.   

A.  The First Is That It Is the Safest Way to Live.   
1.  He writes, “And who is there to harm you if you prove zealous for what is good?   
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2.  If you are enthusiastic for what is right and good in the sight of God, who will want to 
hurt you?   
a.  Will God?  Does He seek to harm those who do good?   
b.  Hardly!  God delights in righteous living.  It is His desire that everyone would turn 

from their sins and do what is good, even the wicked.   
c.  The Lord said to Ezekiel the prophet, “Say to them, ‘As I live!’ declares the Lord 

GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that the wicked turn 
from his way and live. Turn back, turn back from your evil ways! Why then will you 
die, O house of Israel?’” (33:11).   

d.  If the wicked will turn from their sins, the Lord will forgive all.  Listen again to the 
comforting words of Ezekiel the prophet, “But if the wicked man turns from all his 
sins which he has committed and observes all My statutes and practices justice and 
righteousness, he shall surely live; he shall not die.  All his transgressions which he 
has committed will not be remembered against him; because of his righteousness 
which he has practiced, he will live.  Do I have any pleasure in the death of the 
wicked," declares the Lord GOD, "rather than that he should turn from his ways and 
live?”  (18:21-23).   

e.  If you turn from your wicked ways, and do what is right, the Lord will forgive all 
that you have done against Him.  The psalmist writes, “For as high as the heavens 
are above the earth, so great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him.  As 
far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us” 
(Psalm 103:11-12).  When we repent and do what is right, the Lord forgives all.   

f.  But of course the only way that you or I or anyone may turn from our evil and do 
good is through the grace of Christ.  The Lord says through Jeremiah the prophet, 
“Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?  Then you also can do 
good who are accustomed to doing evil” (Jer. 13:23).   

g.  There are many things in this world which are beyond our power.  We cannot jump 
to the moon.  We cannot lift something which weighs a ton.  Jeremiah says that we 
cannot change the color of our skin.  We may change its shading somewhat by 
exposure to the sun, but we cannot change its basic color.  These things are 
impossible for us.  By nature we do not have the ability.   

h.  So also it is impossible for us to change our own hearts.  We need the new birth 
from above, we need the gift of the Spirit to make our hearts new and willing to 
serve the Lord.   

i.  Apart from the grace of God, we may only put on a facade of righteousness.  We 
cannot truly be righteous.  The Lord goes on to say through Jeremiah, “But when a 
righteous man turns away from his righteousness, commits iniquity, and does 
according to all the abominations that a wicked man does, will he live?  All his 
righteous deeds which he has done will not be remembered for his treachery which 
he has committed and his sin which he has committed; for them he will die” (18:24).   

j.  But if we do what is right and turn away from the wrong through the power of 
Christ, then we will live, then God will be for us; and if God is for us, who can be 
against us?   

k.  God will not harm you.  But will the devil or his demons harm you?  Not 
ultimately.  God may let them have some authority over you for a time for your 
testing, but He will ultimately work it out for your good and not for your harm.   
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l.  Will man harm you?  Usually, when you do what is right, God will subdue your 
enemies.  Solomon writes, “When a man's ways are pleasing to the LORD, He 
makes even his enemies to be at peace with him” (Prov. 16:7).   

m.  Furthermore, when you love your neighbor as yourself, when you are honest and 
upright in all of your business dealings, when you seek the welfare of others and 
even lower yourself to lift them up, you will find that many will return the same to 
you.  “Who is there to harm you if you prove zealous for what is good?” (v. 13).   

 n.  It is when you are doing what is evil that you need to fear men.  For they may 
return evil for evil and insult for insult.   

o.  But even so, there are those instances when you do what is right and are persecuted 
for it.  Remember, Jesus said that this would happen.  He said to His disciples, 
“These things I have spoken unto you, that in me you might have peace.  In the 
world you shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world” 
(John 16:33).  Paul, speaking by the Spirit of Christ said, “And indeed, all who 
desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).   

 
B.  This Brings Us to the Second Reason He Gives:  If You Should Suffer, It Will Only 

Result in Blessing for You.   
1.  Again, he writes, “But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are 

blessed.”   
2.  Jesus said the same thing.  In the Sermon on the Mount, He said, “Blessed are you 

when men cast insults at you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you 
falsely, on account of Me” (Matt. 5:11).   

3.  The word “blessed” means to be transcendently happy.  You have a happiness, 
contentment and joy even in spite of trial and persecution.   

4.  But how can you be blessed when you are suffering?  What is it that God has done to 
give you such joy in the midst of trial?   
a.  Jesus continues, “Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (v. 12).   
b.  When you are zealous for what is good, when you are walking in the ways of Christ, 

men may cast insults at you, persecute you, and spread all kinds of evil rumors and 
lies about you.   

c.  But when this happens for the sake of righteousness, when you suffer for the sake of 
Christ, when you are persecuted because you are seeking to follow Him, then you 
can rejoice, for your reward in heaven is great.   

d.  All who live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.  If you are persecuted for 
righteousness sake, you must be living godly.  If you are living godly, then you must 
be Christ’s.  And if you are Christ’s, then you have a reward in heaven, which is 
great.  Therefore, you can rejoice.   

e.  What greater reason is there to rejoice than to know that you are the Lord’s and that 
you will receive a greater portion of the true riches for what you endure in His name?   

f.  “Even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed.” 
 
II.  Therefore, on the Basis of This Wonderful Truth, He Exhorts Us to Do the Following 

Things.   
A.  First, He Says, “Do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled.”   
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1.  Literally, he says, “Do not fear their fear.”  And the special emphasis which is brought 
out by the language is, “Do not begin to fear their intimidation.”  The same thing is true 
of the second command, “Do not begin to be troubled,” do not begin to become upset or 
agitated with fear.   

2.  He exhorts us here not to fear man.  Not even to let it begin.   
a.  Fear can be a very crippling thing.  It is like an invisible force which can hold us 

back from doing all that the Lord would have us to do.  It is an unnerving energy 
which can cause our souls to become unsettled.   

b.  Some of us feel it more strongly than others, depending on how the Lord made us.  
But for each of us, fear of man is a snare, and it is sin.   

c.  Our Lord told his disciples, “And I say to you, My friends, do not be afraid of those 
who kill the body, and after that have no more that they can do.  But I will warn you 
whom to fear: fear the One who after He has killed has authority to cast into hell; 
yes, I tell you, fear Him!” (Luke 12:4-5).   

d.  Man can only kill the body.  But God can destroy both the soul and body in hell.  
He is the One whom we are to fear.   

e.  Solomon writes, “The fear of man brings a snare, but he who trusts in the LORD 
will be exalted” (Prov. 29:25).  When we fear man, we do not trust God.  But we 
must instead trust God and fear Him, and no longer let the fear of man hinder our 
zeal for Him.   

 
B.  But Secondly, He Says, “Sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to 

make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, 
yet with gentleness and reverence.”   
1.  Don’t fear man, but prepare yourself to serve God.   

a.  The best defense is always a good offense.   
b.  The best way to dispel fear is to be aggressive for God.  You must engage the 

battle, rather than fearing that the battle will someday engage you.   
c.  You’ll find that there are many more things that you will be able to do, if you set 

yourself apart for the purpose of doing them.   
d.  If you go through life unprepared to be a witness of Christ, you will probably 

witness to very few.  But if you set apart the time and go out armed with the purpose 
of being a witness, you will be surprised how much the Lord will use you.   

 
2.  Peter tells us we must be ready.   

a.  First we must set Christ apart in our hearts as Lord.  You must first of all be settled 
as to who the Lord is, you or Christ.  It must be Christ.   

b.  If Christ is your Lord, then you will do what He says, and not what you might like 
to do.   

c.  Secondly, you must be ready.  When the Lord calls you to speak on His behalf, you 
must be prepared.   You must be ready to give a defense of Christianity, an answer 
to whoever would ask you why you believe on the Lord Jesus Christ; why your hope 
is in Him.   

d.  You must know why you believe what you believe.   
(i)  Why do you believe that Christianity is true?  Is it because your parents 

believed it?  That won’t be very convincing.   
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(ii)  Is it because you have experienced the truths of the Bible yourself and have 
found them to be true?  That is good, but other religions also have experiences.   

(iii)  What separates Christianity from all the others?  It is the fact that it is true.  
All of the other religions are false.  Christianity is based on the Bible.  And the 
Bible is shown to be true through its many perfections, its unity, its prophesies, its 
conformity with what we see in nature, its ability to reveal what is in the heart of 
man, as well as many other unique qualities.  If you can’t explain these things to 
others, at least be able to point them to a person or a book that can.   

 
3.  But, Peter cautions, you are to do this in a spirit of  “gentleness and reverence.”   

a.  The proofs for the Christian faith are powerful, because they are irrefutable.   
b.  When these evidences are used forcefully, with an aggressive attitude, they can push 

your opponent into a corner.   
c.  Sometimes this is good and necessary.  Sometimes the Lord may use you to humble 

a man with them.   
d.  But at other times it may turn him away from the truth.  He might perceive you as 

too hostile or militant.   
e.  Don’t forget what we learned last week.  We are to be wise as serpents, but gentle 

as doves.  We are to be lambs of Christ, armed with tenderness and love, not 
gladiators going out to destroy our opponents.   

 
4.  And lastly, he says we are to, “Keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which 

you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.”   
a.  Those who persecute you will always have a pretext.  They will charge you with 

doing some evil.  You can’t get people to side with you for no reason.   
b.  The silversmiths in Ephesus used the pretext of dishonoring their goddess Artemis 

to persecute Paul and his companions (Acts 19:27).   
c.  The men who made their fortune with the woman who was formerly demon 

possessed used the pretext that Paul and Silas were throwing the city into confusion 
and were proclaiming customs which were not lawful for Romans to accept or 
observe (Acts 16:19-21).   

d.  And so it will be with you.  When you are zealous for the good, and persecution 
comes because of it, it will come with an accusation of some evil that you have 
supposedly committed.   

e.  But Peter says that you are to live in such a way that they will have no true grounds 
to slander you.  You are to keep a good conscience before God and men, so that 
when they try to defame you, they themselves will be humiliated and disgraced when 
their own evil is exposed.   

f.  If you do what is wrong and suffer for it, what good is that?  But if you suffer when 
you do what is right, if you suffer for Christ’s sake, then you are blessed.   

g.  Remember what Peter said earlier in this letter, “For this finds favor, if for the sake 
of conscience toward God a man bears up under sorrows when suffering unjustly.  
For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you endure it with 
patience?  But if when you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, 
this finds favor with God” (2:19-20).   

h.  And so you are to be zealous for the good, realizing that even if you are persecuted 
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for so doing, you are blessed, for you are standing in the place of Christ, taking the 
abuse that was meant for Him.   

i.  Therefore, do not fear man.  Serve the Lord with all your might.  Arm yourself 
with the preparation of the Gospel of peace.  Be ready at all times to share the 
reason for the hope that is within you, realizing that God will be your defender and 
advocate.   

j.  But realize that if you are outside of the Lord’s camp this morning, you cannot even 
take one step toward the good.  You cannot be zealous for that which you hate, 
unless the Spirit of Holiness lives in you.  If that is your situation,  God calls you to 
stop fearing man and start fearing Him.  One day He is going to call you to account.  
One day He is going to condemn you to the everlasting flames, unless you turn to 
His Deliverer, His Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.  May He then grant you the grace 
to turn to Him in faith.  May He grant to you that you might turn from your sins and 
embrace His Son.  Come to Christ this morning and wash away your sins by faith, 
and be saved from the coming wrath.  Amen.   


