1 Peter 3:18-22

Challenges

Out of the entire book of 1 Peter, this present passage offers some of the greatest challenges to Bible interpreters, and interpretations vary widely.  But because we desire to spend most of our time in the spiritual depths of the passage, we will only address those interpretive challenges briefly, referring the inquisitive among us to other sources for further detail on interpretation.  

As we read through and examine this passage, let’s keep in mind that Peter is, in the big picture, addressing the subject of suffering. Here is a quick summary of the message of each verse in this passage:

· Verse 18: Christ suffered to bring us salvation, as the prime example of suffering

· Verses 19-20: In the end God will deliver the believer victorious through suffering and those who are evil will receive justice, as He did with Christ and with Noah in His day

· Verse 21: Baptism is an illustration of how God will indeed deliver you as He did Christ, who suffered

· Verse 22: Christ’s suffering ended up with an eternally good outcome and, after suffering, He was exalted by God in the heavenlies

1 Peter 3:18 (NASU)

For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; 

In one brief verse, Peter sets in place some monumentally important and astoundingly valuable doctrines.  “For” provides us with the basis for the prior teachings – the ones we studied in 1 Peter 3:13-17.  Christ died for the sins of the whole world of humanity, satisfying God’s infinite and changeless character:

1 John 2:1-2 (NASU)

 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin
. And if anyone sins
, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and He Himself is the propitiation [the satisfaction of God’s infinite and changeless character] for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world.

To sin means to ‘miss the mark”, to deviate from God’s infinitely holy and infinitely perfect moral character.  Christ died for all of those sins, for all of mankind.  His death was the satisfaction of all of God’s infinitely holy, righteous, just, gracious, merciful and loving character. 

How about that ‘once for all’ phrase?  Is Peter saying the Christ died once for all of the people or that He died once as a perpetually valid act?  The Greek word hapax, translated ‘once for all’, means ‘once done, perpetually valid’.  Christ only needed to die once for His death to be effective for all time, with His death for sins applicable to all sins committed from the time of Adam and Eve until this earth is no more (see also Hebrews 9:26-28; 10:10).  That is why Christ could speak as He did:

John 19:28-30 (NASU)

After this, Jesus, knowing that all things had already been accomplished, to fulfill the Scripture, said, "I am thirsty."  29 A jar full of sour wine was standing there; so they put a sponge full of the sour wine upon a branch of hyssop and brought it up to His mouth. 30 Therefore when Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, "It is finished!" And He bowed His head and gave up His spirit.

The Greek word translated “It is finished” is in the perfect tense, which implies permanence and finality.  There is no need for God or anyone else - including ourselves – to add to what Christ has accomplished on the cross.

‘the just for the unjust’
There are two things to note about this phrase:

1) In the Greek there are no definite articles (i.e., no ‘the’), which puts the focus upon character.

2) ‘just’ means ‘righteous’
, and ‘unjust’ means ‘unrighteous’.

One could expand this phrase to convey the meaning of the Greek: ‘one having righteous character [having died] in the place of those having unrighteous character’.            

‘so that He might bring us to God’
Christ was God’s instrument to provide reconciliation, but Peter used a word translated ‘bring’ that goes beyond just reconciliation, as important and essential as that is.  Peter used a word that was associated with the action of an appointed man of the royal court introducing an individual to royalty.  Though we who believe are certainly brought to God by Christ, it is no ordinary ‘bringing’, but a privileged royal introduction.     

‘having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit’

What does this mean?  Simply that Christ was put to death bodily (in the flesh), but in contrast with the usual finality of physical death, was made alive spiritually (made alive in the spirit).  Since spiritual death is spiritual separation, being ‘made alive’ is ending separation from God. 

19 in which also He went and made proclamation to the spirits now in prison, 20 who once were disobedient, when the patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through the water. 

Now is where the ‘challenging’ part begins.  Who are the spirits in prison?  And where and what is the prison?  Why is Noah involved in this?

Putting together the content of Genesis 6:1-4, 1 Peter 3:19-20 and 2 Peter 2:4-5, 9-10, and Jude 6-7, we get this picture:

In the days of Noah, before the flood, and while Noah was building the ark, fallen angels
 embodied themselves as men
, and took for themselves human women, producing oversized offspring – half angelic / half human.  

Genesis 6:1-4 (NASU)

Now it came about, when men began to multiply on the face of the land, and daughters were born to them, 2 that the sons of God [Greek Old Testament: angelos]
 saw that the daughters of men were beautiful; and they took wives for themselves, whomever they chose. 3 Then the LORD said, "My Spirit shall not strive with man forever, because he also is flesh; nevertheless his days shall be one hundred and twenty years." 4 The Nephilim were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God [Greek Old Testament: angelos] came in to the daughters of men, and they bore children to them. Those were the mighty men who were of old, men of renown. [These ‘children’, later ‘mighty men’, were the oversized offspring]

2 Peter 2:4-5, 9-10 (NASU)          

For if God did not spare angels [angelos] when they sinned, but cast them into hell [tartaroō, the verb form of tartarus]
 and committed them to pits of darkness, reserved for judgment; 5 and did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a preacher of righteousness, with seven others, when He brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly…  9 then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from temptation, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment for the day of judgment, 10 and especially those who indulge the flesh in its corrupt desires and despise authority.

Jude 6-7 (NASU)

And angels [angelos] who did not keep their own domain, but abandoned their proper abode, He has kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day, 7 just as Sodom and Gomorrah and the cities around them, since they in the same way as these indulged in gross immorality and went after strange flesh, are exhibited as an example in undergoing the punishment of eternal fire.

Now what about Christ making proclamation to the spirits in prison?  And what did Peter convey with his reference to eight in the ark brought safely through the water?

Christ, between His physical death on the cross and His bodily resurrection proclaimed that those angelic beings who attempted to thwart His birth from the woman (Genesis 3:15) and death for all of mankind had not succeeded – Christ had been victorious over the sins of mankind.  The eight brought safely through the water (Noah, his wife, three sons, and their wives) in the ark, sets the stage for Peter’s reference to baptism in the next verse.  In both the flood of Noah’s day, and the salvation illustrated by baptism, the environment before and after are totally different.   

21 Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you-- not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience--through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

What??!!  Baptism now saves you!!??  What is Peter saying?!  Oh, no!!

Let’s answer this set of questions, and clarify Peter’s point with verse 21, expanded and explained:

Your own baptism now illustrates your own salvation, just like that of Noah being brought through the flood was an illustration – it does not do anything to this human body to save it or make it cleaner, but is a declaration to God that we are clean and spiritually alive before Him – that spiritual life being accomplished through our identification with the resurrection of Jesus Christ [to which Peter was a witness!]

In brief: Baptism is an illustration of your salvation through Christ and a declaration of your spiritual cleansing before God, accomplished by and through Christ.

22 who is at the right hand of God, having gone into heaven, after angels and authorities and powers had been subjected to Him
.

Christ’s suffering resulted in unfathomable benefit for each one who believes and also resulted in ultimate spiritual exaltation for Christ.  Did Christ suffer greatly for your sins and mine?  Did he suffer righteously (not because of His own sins)?  Was the more lasting view of His suffering with good outcome?  Are we not positionally seated with Christ in the heavenlies even now, because He  - the righteous One - suffered for us? Aren’t all these things an example for us?
� Sin habitually


� Does commit an act of sin


� In the same way that ‘justified’ means ‘declared righteous’


� Angels are sometimes referred to as spirits in Scripture, such as Hebrews 1:14


� Angels who were faithful to the Lord embodied themselves as men (human males) in Genesis 19:1-22, but did so with godly purpose.  See also Genesis 18:1-33; Judges 13:15-23.


� Other interpretations are that the ‘sons of God’ were human royalty or otherwise powerful men, or that they were of the godly line of Seth.


� Revelation 9:1, 2, 11; 11:7; 17:8; 20:1, 3 which uses the synonym of tartarus: abyssos.  Of the word ‘prison’ in 1 Peter 3:19, AMG Study Bible (Zodhiates) says, “…the bottomless pit, abyss, Tartarus, as the prison of demons…”.  See also Luke 8:26-31.


� Psalm 110:1, “The Lord says to my Lord: ‘Sit at My right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.’”
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