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Message Series: Transforming Grace: The Message of First Peter 

   Message Title: Victory in Suffering 

                      By: Neil Silverberg 
 
Scripture: I Peter 3:18-22 
 
Introduction  
 
You might be surprised to know that there are many well-known evangelists and Christian teachers 
today who teach that Jesus' death on the cross was not sufficient in providing atonement for sin. 
According to these teachers, in order for Jesus to atone for sin he not only had to die on the cross but 
suffer torment in hell for three days.  While in hell, he had to be tortured by Satan and his cohorts. You 
may be here and have previously believed that. If so, I hope to talk you out of it this morning. They are 
not alone. There were many throughout church history who have believed and taught that. In fact, the 
Apostles' Creed states that "He was crucified, died and was buried: he descended into hell." (By the way, 
the original version did not include the phrase "he descended into hell." (That was added in 400 AD). 
 
Some of these modern evangelists actually teach that not only did He suffer in hell for three days, but 
Jesus himself was then filled with the Holy Spirit and born again. To quote one: "Jesus died on the cross, 
descended into hell for three days to get beat up on by Satan, then was filled with the Holy Spirit and 
born again." One of the main Scriptures these teachers use to support the idea that Jesus went to hell is 
the text we read this morning, specifically verse 19. Now, I want to assure you neither this text we are 
dealing with this morning nor any other text teaches Jesus went to hell and suffered there for our sins. 
 
To teach that is to negate the work of the cross. It is on the cross that Jesus said, "It is finished." And 
Jesus told the thief on the cross, "Today you will be with me in Paradise." So nowhere does the Word of 
God teach that after Jesus died, He suffered in hell. Yet, having said that, it does not mean this is an easy 
passage to understand. Admittedly, this is one of the most difficult passages in all of Scripture. Martin 
Luther, whom I respect greatly, after studying this passage for years, said he had no idea what Peter 
meant. So how do we handle verses like this when there are approximately 180 different ideas about 
what is being said here? 
 
You know, in a way it’s kind of funny. In II Peter, Peter says that there are some things in Paul's letters 
that are difficult to understand. I wonder if Paul read what Peter says in this passage and said to himself: 
"Me, difficult to understand? You have written something that no one agrees about after two thousand 
years!" So one thing I won't do in this message is be dogmatic about it. But aside from the most difficult 
aspects of this passage, I don't want us to miss the forest for the trees. Let’s remember the context of 
these verses. 
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God’s People Will Suffer at Times for the Gospel 
 
Remember what Peter has just said. He has been telling them there are times when it is the will of God 
that God's people suffer for sharing the Gospel. But, no one can harm you if you are zealous to “do 
good”.  But, even if they do try to harm you, don't be afraid or troubled. "In your hearts, honor Christ 
the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the 
hope that is in you." Be prepared not only to defend the Gospel in word but by your good behavior. In 
no way should you ever suffer for doing evil but for doing good. Then Peter does what he did earlier in 
chapter two when he spoke there about suffering that might occur to believers. He encourages them by 
citing Christ's own example of suffering as a model to sustain them. "For to this you have been called, 
because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps" (1 
Peter2:21). 
 
Here, in this chapter, his exhortation about suffering is also followed by the example of Christ: "For 
Christ also suffered once for sins" (I Peter 3:18). In a certain sense our sufferings are like his but in 
another sense his sufferings have nothing to do with ours: they are “mediatorial”. Notice how Peter 
reminds us of what the writer of Hebrews says repeatedly, that Christ suffered once for sins and brought 
finality and eternal redemption. This is in comparison to the sacrificial system of the Old Testament 
where the same sacrifices are offered again and again which can never take away sin. But He offered 
Himself "once for all: "so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second 
time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him." 
 
His sufferings are totally different from ours in that we are unrighteous, but He is the Righteous who 
suffered for the unrighteous. He did so in order that He might "bring us to God". The wording indicates 
that He didn't just make it possible to be brought to God but He actually accomplished our being 
brought to God. The idea here is maybe best understood using the example of ancient kings. You 
weren't allowed to just rush into the king's presence but had to be brought there by someone. That's 
the idea here as well. You could not come into the presence of the great King without someone 
introducing you and walking you into his presence. That's why Romans now says, "Through Him we have 
obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand" (Romans 5:2). 
 
How Did Jesus Accomplish This Work? 
 
How did Jesus accomplish this work? "being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit" (1 
Peter 3:18). Peter is not making a contrast between the two natures of Christ, his human and divine 
nature. I think the NIV translation says it right: "He was put to death in the body but made alive by the 
Spirit"(1 Peter 3:18 NIV). It is not a statement that Jesus' human spirit was quickened but that his earthly 
body, after being put to death, was made alive by the power of the Spirit. 
 
Romans 8:11 mentions the Holy Spirit was involved in Jesus' resurrection. If Peter were making a 
contrast between the death of the body and the continuing life of the soul, he would not have said that 
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Christ was "made alive." So let’s summarize what Peter is saying: by his death Christ won life for his 
own. His resurrection brings triumph after suffering, a triumph that is the hope of suffering Christians. 
Now, there's not a demon in hell or principality that is not subject to the Son of God. Jesus' death was 
not defeat, but the once-for-all sacrifice that atoned for sin and it was proven to be just that by God 
raising him from the dead. 
 
Now, we look at a Scripture that Luther said he had no idea what Peter meant. But this gives us an 
opportunity to understand a principle of Bible interpretation. It is called the principle of perspicuity; it 
means that there are clearer and less clear passages of the Bible and that we should always interpret 
the less clear passages in the light of the clearer passages. You don't build doctrines on less clear 
passages but on the clearer passages. That's what the cults do. They take an obscure passage and build 
doctrine on it. 
 
There is another important principle we should learn here and that is humility. It allows us to be honest 
and admit we don't know it all and that we may never know what a passage like this means. Deut. 29:29 
says: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to 
our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.”  So in that spirit, I want to give you my 
position on this difficult passage.  
 
First, let’s be clear on what Peter is saying. He is telling us that Jesus went and preached to the spirits in 
prison who formerly were disobedient in the days of Noah while the ark was being prepared. These 
spirits are now in prison and Jesus went to preach to them. This passage raises a number of questions: 
who are the spirits in prison, when did He preach to them, and why? These are some of the questions 
we have to answer. There are basically three views of what Peter is talking about here that attempt to 
answer some of those questions: 
 
The First View 
That the pre-incarnate Christ was preaching through Noah to the world of Noah while the ark was being 
prepared. This was the view of the Church Father Augustine. Their spirits are now in hell even though 
Christ preached to them through Noah.The problem with this view though is it says that he "went" 
somewhere and proclaimed which is an odd way of saying that Jesus was preaching through Noah to 
them. Another problem is the word "spirits" typically refers to angels more than humans although it is 
sometimes used of humans when it is accompanied by an adjective. 
 
The Second View 
The resurrected Christ preached to fallen angels after his resurrection who left their former estate and 
married human women. This is based largely on the view that Gen. 6 talks about angels cohabiting with 
women. This view would connect well with two other passages; one in II Peter and one in Jude that talks 
about angels who did not keep their former estate and are now kept in prison. Also, a reminder that 
Jesus conquered over all cosmic forces would be a great encouragement for those being persecuted and 
suffered. But it brings up all kinds of difficulties with Gen 6 and angels marrying women and producing 
offspring. 
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The Third View 
The crucified Jesus descended to the place of the dead between his death and resurrection. That is the 
view that I am most comfortable with. According to this view, Jesus descended into the place of the 
dead referred to in the Bible as Hades. That is not the same thing as saying that he descended to hell (he 
told the thief on the cross he would be with him today in paradise). But He did go to Hades, the place of 
departed spirits. When we look at Luke 16, we remember Hades had two sides or compartments; the 
side that Abraham and Lazarus were on which Jesus called Paradise, and the other side of torment 
where the rich man was. This was not hell but a prison where the unrighteous were kept. Yet it is a place 
of conscious torment. 
 
Remember, in Revelation it is after the Second Coming that Death and Hades would be cast into hell. 
What Jesus came to do is to carry the righteous to heaven so that after his resurrection, those who die 
in Christ are present with Him. He took them to heaven or in the words of Eph. 4:8: "He led a host of 
captives…" Peter says he "preached to the spirits in prison." What did he preach? Some believe he 
offered them a second chance to repent and believe. But this is contrary to Scripture which says "it is 
appointed unto man once to die and then the judgment." He wasn't offering these people a second 
chance but was proclaiming his absolute victory over all those who were disobedient in Noah's day. 
Remember, Noah preached for 120 years and that entire generation was disobedient and died in 
unbelief. Jesus proclaimed to them that his death had dealt with sin and made a way for sinners to be 
saved. 
 
Why does Peter deal specifically with Noah and his generation in this passage? There is good reason 
Peter is saying that there is a parallel between what happened to Noah and what was happening to 
these believers in Peter's day. 
 
Here are some of the parallels: 
 
1) Only a few were saved in Noah's day and only a few were being saved in Peter's day. 
2) Noah was mocked and ridiculed by his generation and that was happening to these believers. 
3) Noah preached to his generation and these Christians were preaching to their generation. 
4) Noah and his family were saved by water and so were the Christians in Peter's day (this is the one that 
     Peter really focuses on). 
 
He likens baptism to Noah's flood. How is baptism like Noah's flood? The waters of the flood were death 
to the people but salvation to Noah and his family. In the same way that the waters were death and the 
ark was Noah's salvation, so now baptism now saves you. What does Peter mean? Does he mean that 
anyone who goes into the waters of baptism is saved because of the water? No. That is called 'baptismal 
regeneration' and it is not biblical (Water alone will NOT save you and/or regenerate you). What we 
mean is that without repentance and faith baptism is meaningless (that's why in our Gospel class we 
investigate every candidate). 
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So the answer to the question, "Does baptism save us?" is "No" if you mean that the water alone 
without faith cannot do anything, but "Yes" if you mean that it is necessary in order to be saved fully 
from sin. We often use the example of the thief on the cross as evidence that you don't have to be 
baptized. This passage does make it clear that there is such a thing as deathbed conversion but this is 
the exception. Peter describes what he means when he says that baptism now saves us. Paraphrasing 
what he says is to say it this way: "baptism now saves you—not the outward physical ceremony of 
baptism, but the inward spiritual reality that baptism represents." 
 
Jesus' Absolute Victory  
In verses 21b-22, Peter discusses the Absolute Victory of Jesus. Peter ends this section by saying   
baptism now saves us by providing us with an appeal to God for a good conscience. The word translated 
"appeal" means "demand, inquiry, interrogation." Baptism now provides us with an answer to the 
problem of a conscience that is defiled. 
 
The death of Christ has already brought us to God. Commentators are divided as to whether the 
emphasis here is on the objective appeal (asking God for a good conscience) or providing us with a good 
conscience (subjective). I believe it is the latter.  One of the reasons that I believe that is Peter connects 
it to the resurrection. Paul says at the end of Romans 4 that Jesus was "delivered up for our trespasses 
and raised for our justification." 
 
Peter now ends this paragraph with a powerful statement of Jesus' victory over everything: angels, 
authorities, powers are now subject to him. Think about what a statement like that would mean for 
those who were suffering. It is the ultimate statement of Jesus' sovereignty over all. Caesar doesn't have 
all power; fallen angels who are demons don't have ultimate authority, good angels don't have ultimate 
authority—Jesus does! 

##### 
 

 
Ed Rosen has provided some questions for House Church group discussion. 
 

1. Concerning difficult texts: 
a. What should our attitude be when dealing with difficult passages of Scripture such as 1 

Peter 3:18-22? 
b. In what way does Deuteronomy 29:29 serve us when dealing with difficult or obscure 

texts or passages of Scripture?  
c. What does perspicuity mean? 
d. Why is it very dangerous to formulate doctrine on unclear or obscure texts and passages 

of Scripture? 
 

2. What is the point of what Peter says in vv. 18-22 in light of what Peter previously said in vv. 13-
17? 
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3. In verse 18 Peter says “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, 
that he might bring us to God,” Neil said, “The wording indicates the He didn’t just make it 
possible to be brought to God but He actually accomplished our being brought to God.” 
 

a. What is your understanding of this tremendous truth? 
b. How does this truth affect your assurance of salvation and your security as a believer? 

 
4. Neil said that there were basically three views of verses 19-20. Can you name them? 

 
5. Concerning what Jesus proclaimed to the “spirits in prison”: 

a. Why is the view He offered them a second chance to repent and believe contrary to 
Scripture? 

b. What in fact did Jesus proclaim? 
 

6. Neil said that Peter deals with Noah and his generation because “there is a parallel between 
what happened to Noah and what was happening to these believers in Peter’s Day. He then 
gave four parallels. Can you name them?  
 

7. Neil said that it was the fourth parallel that Peter really focuses on, namely that Noah and his 
family were saved by water and so were the Christians in Peter’s day.  
 

a. How is baptism like Noah’s flood? 
b. In what way does baptism save us? 
c. In what way is baptism ‘an appeal to God for a good conscience? 

 
8.  Peter concludes by saying in verse 22, “who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of 

God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him.” How does a powerful 
statement of Jesus’ victory encourage those who are suffering? 
 
 
 

 


