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INTRODUCTION 

1. Illustration – pictures of paths 
 
“A wonderful text is this, and a more obscure passage 
perhaps than any other in the New Testament, so that I do 
not know for a certainty just what Peter means.”1 
 

2. Transition: sometimes reading and studying the Scriptures is 
tough. That doesn’t make them any less valuable, however. In 
fact, I gain greater benefit from fighting through hard texts 
than I do ‘strolling’ through easy ones! [plug for bible reading 
plans] 
 
While this passage may be a bit difficult to follow, it’s 
message is clear: 
 

3. Proposition: In an evil  world, doing right wil l  result in 
personal suffering; even so, unite yourself with 
Christ whose righteous suffering has overcome evil  
and secured our peace with God. 

 
For those who may not be aware, the last several weeks have been 
spent working through 1 Peter 2-3. In this unit of thought, Peter has 
been primarily concerned with Christian conduct in public life. Why is 
this a concern for Peter? Because the glory of God is at stake. Recall 
2:12:  
 

                                                        
1 Martin Luther, Commentary on Peter & Jude, ed. John 

Nichols Lenker (Grad Rapids: Kregel Classics, 1990), 166. 

Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the 
thing in which they slander you as evildoers… they observe your 
[good deeds], and glorify God in the day of visitation. 

 
The Christian life is a life of exile. But while we’re in exile, we are to 
behave in such a way that brings glory to God and will, one day, 
cause others to do likewise. For this reason, we are to be subject to 
our governing authorities. We are to be submissive to our bosses – 
even the bad ones. Wives are to live in a winsome way towards 
unsaved husbands. And husbands are to live in an understanding way 
towards their wives. And all of this represents Christ’s humble 
obedience – who came, “not to be served but to serve and give his 
life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).  
 
Indeed, the whole of the Christian community is to be characterized 
as one of blessing – both with one another and with those who seek 
to do us harm. 
 
Last week we learned that even the worst harm we could receive is – 
surprisingly – a form of blessing and a platform for evangelism. 
 

But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you 
are blessed… But 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 (3:14-15) 

 
Though Peter is calling the saints of God to conduct themselves in an 
upright and righteous way, he is makes no promises about the short-
term benefits of righteous living. And this is what makes Christian 
suffering unique. Suffering for doing what is right wont necessarily 
score you any points in this life. Even so, suffering for doing right 
consists with the Christian ethic, where suffering for doing what is 
wrong is not. 
 



 1 

We can either suffer in the short term for doing the right thing; or 
suffer in the long term for doing the wrong thing. And for the 
Christian the choice is clear. Why? Because Christ did the right thing, 
but suffered in the process. 
 

1. The right thing Christ did (v. 18a)  
 
a. [Read vv. 17-18a] Christ also suffered for sin once for all – 

Some of your translations might substitute ‘died’ for 
‘suffered.’ And there’s actually some debate about which 
word is original to the text. While the MSS evidence is 
pretty balanced between the two, context is clear that 
‘suffered’ is the preferred reading (the two words are 
pretty similar in Greek). Peter never uses the word ‘died’ 
as it appears here in any of his writings, but uses ‘suffered’ 
11 times!2 
 
Thematically, ‘suffering’ is a much better fit too. Just as 
Christians are called to suffer for doing right, so too Christ 
suffered for doing right. What was the ‘right’ that Christ 
did? He suffered for sin, or as the once-for-all payment of 
sin.3  
 

b. The just for the unjust so that he might bring us to God – 
one of the clearest teachings about the substitutionary 
nature of the atonement. Jesus did not die because he 
was caught off guard. He did not die merely as a 

                                                        
2 Thomas R. Schreiner, The New American Commentary: 1, 2 

Peter, Jude (Nashville: Holman Reference, 2003), 181. 
 
3 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 1st ed. 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 220–25. 
 

demonstration of how far God would go to love us.4 Nor 
was his death merely an example for how Christians 
should obey God.5 Jesus (the just) suffered on behalf of 
the unjust (us). Why? Because payment for sin – your sin, 
my sin – needed to be made. And Jesus took on our sin 
on the cross and in our place. 
 
To what end? So that we (the unjust) can be near God! 
This, brothers and sisters is the heart of the gospel. 
Unfortunately today there’s a lot of confusion about what 
the gospel gets us. The good of the gospel is not that we 
feel better about ourselves; it’s not that the world 
becomes a better place; it’s not even that we gain eternal 
life in heaven. The good of the gospel is gaining God!6 

                                                        
4 Known as the Moral Influence Theory of the atonement, this 

view was introduced by Peter Abalard (circa, 1120) and is very 
common within mainstream protestant denominations today. For 
more on this view, consider this article from the official ELCA 
website: Kurt Lammi, “Why Did Jesus Die?,” Living Lutheran, 13 
April 2017, https://www.livinglutheran.org/2017/04/why-did-jesus-
die/. 

 
5 Similar to the Moral Influence Theory, the Example Theory 

posits Christ’s death only serves as an example of the extent to 
which Christians should live in obedience to God. For more, see: 
Faustus Socinus, De Jesu Christo Servatore: Part III, trans. Alan W. 
Gomes (ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 1990), 
https://www.scribd.com/document/243103401/De-Jesu-Christo-
Servatore-Part-III-by-Faustus-Socinus-Trans-Alan-Gomes. 

 
6 For an excellent treatment on this topic, see: John Piper, 

God Is the Gospel: Meditations on God’s Love as the Gift of Himself, 
Reprint edition. (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011). 
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Our suffering should reflect Christ’s suffering in the sense 
that we follow Jesus by our embrace of costly obedience, 
but our suffering is fundamentally different than Christ’s 
suffering. Only Jesus’ suffering and death could satisfy 
God’s wrath and so pay for our sin. Only Jesus’ suffering 
and death was able to fulfill the Old Covenant sacrificial 
system. And only Jesus’ suffering and death could 
effectively bring us to God. 
 
The right thing Christ did: suffered for sin in order to bring 
us to God. 
 

2. How this r ight thing came about (vv. 18b-20) 
 
Now that we know the right thing Christ did, Peter unpacks 
how this right thing came about; he does so in the following 
progression: 
 
a. He was put to death – “Having been put to death in the 

flesh” or “having died a bodily death.” This was the 
climax of Jesus’ suffering: a physical death through 
crucifixion. He did not suffer a ‘spiritual’ death; it was real, 
physical, gruesome crucifixion. Jesus was put to death. 
  

b. He was delivered from death – “But made alive by the 
spirit,” or “having been made alive through the power of 
the Holy Spirit,” this phrase highlights Jesus’ supernatural 
resurrection from the physical death he suffered. It echoes 
verses like 1 Timothy 3:16: “He was manifested in the 
flesh, vindicated by the Spirit.” Jesus was delivered from 
death. 

 

c. He announced death’s demise – “in which also He went 
and made proclamation to the spirits now in prison”  

 
Ok, so now we’re getting to the good stuff. What in the 
world is Peter saying here? There’s been quite a bit of 
debate about verse 19 and most of it hinges on the 
identity of the “spirits.” From verse 20 we can see that 
these spirits (i) are/were ‘disobedient’, (ii) existed in the 
time of Noah (iii) were only allowed to exist because of 
God’s patience. 
 
In light of this context then, bible scholars have identified 
‘spirits’ two different ways. Either these spirits are referring 
to (a) the actual people (or souls) who opposed Noah prior 
to the flood or (b) the fallen angels/demonic powers, 
indicated by the presence of the Nephilim in Genesis 6.  
 
I prefer the second option because (i) ‘spirits’ in the plural 
never refers to humans, but always to supernatural beings7 
(ii) the end of verse 22 clearly appears as a parallel to 
verse 19, “[Jesus] having gone into heaven, after angels 
and authorities and powers had been subject to Him.” 
 
I believe reading 19 in light of verse 22 brings a great deal 
of clarity to what’s going on in Peter’s thought process. 
Jesus was put to death; Jesus was delivered from death; 
and Jesus goes on to announce death’s demise. 
Empowered by the Spirit, Jesus proclaims his victory and 
authority over the demonic powers and authorities who 
were clearly manifest in Noah’s day.  
 

                                                        
7 Schreiner, The New American Commentary, 189. 
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It seems that the reason Peter brings up Genesis 6 is 
because the cross and the flood are connected. These two 
moments in salvation history were where the demonic 
powers were most visibly present, when the stronghold of 
the Enemy would have seemingly prevailed if it hadn’t 
been for God’s sovereign purpose to bring about a 
salvation through judgment. Judgment for sin was present 
in the Flood and it was present on the cross. But so too 
was a wonderful salvation: 
 
Through the deadly waters of the Flood, Noah and his 
family were delivered safely from judgment to a renewed 
creation.  
 
Likewise, it is through death that Jesus and his family are 
delivered safely from judgment to a brand New Creation. 
 
Jesus was put to death; he was delivered from death; then 
he announced death’s demise. Through Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, death is dead! The wages of sin, which once 
ruled through the schemes of the Enemy, rules no longer! 
Jesus’ victory over death demonstrates his authority over 
all evil – and it was this authority that he proclaimed to the 
spiritual forces of evil following his resurrection. 
 

3.  Why this r ight thing matters (vv. 21-22) 
 
Ok, Peter tells us that Jesus suffered for doing what was right 
by dying as a substitutionary sacrifice for our sin. He then 
goes on to explain how this right thing came about: Jesus was 
put to death, delivered from death, and then he announced 
death’s demise. Finally, in verses 21-22, Peter unpacks why it 
matters.  
 

It  brings us through death 
 
Look again at our comparison between the Flood and the 
Cross: 

 
Through the deadly waters of the Flood, Noah and his 
family were delivered safely from judgment into a 
renewed creation.  
 
Likewise, it is through death that Jesus and his family are 
delivered safely from judgment into the New Creation. 

   
Salvation from judgment into new life through death. Sound 
familiar? It should! This glorious truth is precisely what’s 
preserved and illustrated in the act of Christian baptism. 
 
“The patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah during 
the construction of the arc, in which a few, that is, eight 
persons, were brought safely through the water. 
Corresponding to this, baptism now saves you.” 
 
2 points of clarification: 
 

(1) Baptism is a formal representation of our own death (to self) and 
subsequent new life in Christ. But this formal act is only effective in so 
far as it accurately reflects the intent of the heart.  

 
Baptism now saves you, not the removal of dirt from the flesh, 
but an appeal to God for a good conscience. 

  
I prefer the translation here because it gives more clarity about the 
relationship to between the effectiveness of baptism and the intent of 
one’s heart. Notice the insertion of the word “as” in a couple key 
places: 
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Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not AS a 
removal of dirt from the body, but AS an appeal to God for a 
good conscience 

 
The significance and power of baptism comes, not through the act, 
but the attitude of the heart of the one being baptized.  
 
(2) Peter mentions baptism because it highlights the significance of 
Jesus’ righteous suffering. Just as Noah’s righteous suffering lead to 
the salvation of his family, so too Jesus’ righteous suffering leads to 
the salvation of the family of God. The key phrase in verse 21 is not 
‘saves you’ or ‘appeal to God’ but ‘though the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.’ 
 
The resurrection demonstrates the power and authority of Christ and 
it guarantees our own salvation as displayed through the act of 
baptism. Baptism is not about what we’ve done to be right with God. 
Baptism is about what God has done in Christ to make us right with 
Him. And none of that is possible apart from Jesus’ resurrection. 
 
Jesus’ suffering and subsequent resurrection matters because it is 
what brings us through death: a glorious reality pictured in baptism.  
 
CONCLUSION/APPLICATION 
 
I know we’ve covered quite a bit of ground this morning. And while 
texts like this can seem daunting, it’s important that we don’t get too 
hung up on all the little details, but instead step back to see the big 
picture: 
 

The right thing Christ did 
How this right thing came about 
Why this right thing matters 

 
This morning, I believe God is inviting us to consider 
 

1. Whether you have united yourself with Christ 
2. Whether you are willing to be weird in the world’s eyes and so 

suffer as Noah and Christ suffered 
 
In an evil  world, doing right wil l  result in personal 
suffering; even so, unite yourself with Christ whose 
righteous suffering has overcome evil  and secured our 
peace with God. 


