
 
 

Wednesday, October 9, 2019 – First Baptist Church Buda 

Midweek Prayer Meeting & Bible Study 

 
 

A DIFFICULT PASSAGE EXPLAINED AND APPLIED 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

 

We began our study through 1 and 2 Peter weeks ago entitled “Full of Hope-full: How to Make 

the Best of Time Out of Your Worst of Times.”  The question is how do I develop that kind of 

life and faith that enable me to be full of “hope-fullness” even in the midst of the “worst of 

time”… in times of hardship, suffering, and the struggles of this life or as in the case of those in 

Peter’s day, extreme persecution. That is where First Peter comes in.  The Christian life is an 

overcoming life. Even though we will definitely have problems and personal struggles in this life 

(trials of many kinds), we will be able to overcome because of Jesus.  Because of Him, we have 

victory over the world, including sinful habits, bitterness, loneliness, guilt, fear, and 

discouragement.  God desires for you to live an overcoming life! Jesus, Himself, said in John 

16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you 

will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."  And  in 1 John 5:4-5, 
“4

For 

everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even 

our faith. 
5 

Who is it that overcomes the world? Only the one who believes that Jesus is the Son 

of God.”  Christians are overcomers and truly are to live hope-filled Christian lives every day, 

but let’s be honest, there are many trial and struggles, heartaches and difficulties along… times 

of suffering that can daily rob us of our joy and paralyze our faith, steal our hope, and destroy 

our relationship and weaken our walk… times of suffering can embitter and defeat us if we let it. 

1 Peter was written to help believer’s believe and grow even in times of suffering… to be “Full 

of Hope-full.”  

 

Before we study the details of this fascinating letter… one of only two books in all of the Bible 

written by Jesus closest disciples and a leader of the disciples, and both very short… before we 

get into our study let’s be reminded of some of the most important background information for  

the book. 
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5 Important Background Information for the Book of 1 Peter: 

1. The author of the book of 1 Peter is the APOSTLE PETER, the head and lead 

spokesman for Jesus’ twelve disciples -  The New Testament had four different names for 

Peter: Simeon (the Hebrew for Peter’s original name, Acts 15:14, 2 Peter 1:1), Simon (the 

Greek name for Simeon applied 49 times in the New Testament), Cephas (a Greek 

transliteration of the Aramaic word for rock [ יָפא  ,(Κηφᾶς ]; this is used to play off of πέτρᾳ כֵּ

Peter (Πέτρος) the leader and spokesman for the early disciples. This is how he is addressed 

in the greeting emphasizing his authority to speak. The early New Testament Church almost 

exclusively regarded Peter as the author of the letter. And of course there is the internal 

evidence supporting Peter’s authorship, the letter claims to be from “Peter, an apostle of 

Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:1), the writer claims to be the readers “fellow elder and witness of 

the sufferings of Christ and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed” (1 Peter 5:1), 

the writer identifies “Silas” (Silvanus) as one who helped him to write the letter ( 1 Peter 

5:12; see also Acts 15:22 and 1 Thessalonians 1:1), the writer also sends greetings from Mark 

(1 Peter 5:13; see Acts 12:12).  

2. The book of 1 Peter (like Paul’s letter to the Galatians) is actually a CIRCULAR 

LETTER, meant to be circulated to multiple early New Testament churches and 

believers - Peter is a letter written in normal epistle form and style. The rhetorical and 

didactic nature of the letter may mean that it was intended to be read aloud to the 

congregations. It is best to see this letter as a circular type of letter in its present form which 

was directed to all the churches in the areas mentioned in northern Asia minor.  

3. The recipient of Peter’s letter (also like Paul’s letter to the Galatians) were probably a 

mixed group of JEWISH and GENTILE believers who were scattered throughout the 

five Roman provinces of ASIA MINOR in what is present day Turkey – This is a circular 

(or general) letter, but unlike the others, it identifies its recipients. The letter is addressed to 

those who are from places in northern Asia Minor or modern Turkey (1:1):
 
Pontus, Galatia, 

Cappadocia, Asia, Bithynia.  

4. The letter was written around AD 64, either before or during the Neronian persecution, 

which helps to date the writing – Tradition holds that both Paul and Peter were victims of 

persecution under Nero at Rome after the disastrous fire in the city of Rome on July 19 of 

AD 64.  The death of Paul is considered to be before Peter’s. The timing of Paul’s death does 

not really affect the date of 1 Peter. The letter was written from “Babylon” (1 Peter 5:13) 

which was probably a cryptic title for Rome… the head of the then pagan, anti-God world 

(see Rev. 14:8, 17:5&18).  

5. The purpose of 1 Peter is to encourage and enable Christians/believer to face 

PERSECUTION and SUFFERING with hope in the grace of God - Although 1 Peter 

does bare the form of a letter, the tone is that of a homiletical, teaching, instructional sermon 

designed to provide direction for believers under persecution; at times it also includes 

theological considerations which support the ethical exhortations, and to exhort his readers 

under persecution to follow the example of Christ whose life was characterized by patient 

suffering  
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Discussion Questions 

1. How prevalent is the idea of salvation based on human merit? Why is this so? 

2. How can a person know that his sins are forgiven? 

3. What Scriptures would you use to answer a person who said that we must be baptized 

to be saved? 

4. How would you counsel a Christian who wanted to stand alone, but felt weak and 

defeated? 

 

With that review and brief introduction we want to get back into our study this evening. We are 

going to be returning to the end of 1 Peter, chapter 3 and looking again at verses 18-22… where 

we were last week. Look at that with me (READ: 1 Peter 3:18-22) 

 

“
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.” -1 Peter 

3:18-22 (NKJV) 

 

3 Doctrinal Unorthodox (Heretical) Controversies that May Emerge from 1 Peter 3:18-22: 

1. Purgatory – The idea is seen in Christ preaching the gospel to the dead as often taught using 

this passage.  A false doctrine taught by the Catholic church  in the idea of “purgatory,”  but 

even some Protestant and mainline Christian denominations and preachers have promoted the 

idea that after Christ died on the cross, that between his death and bodily resurrection He 

went and preached the good news to those who were lost. Note: that is now what this passage 

is teaching.   

 

2. Baptism for the dead  - A false doctrine taught in the Church of Latter Day 

Saints/Mormons.  Paul speaks of it in a rhetorical sense in 1 Corinthians 15:29, “29 Otherwise, 

what will they do who are baptized for the dead, if the dead do not rise at all? Why then are 

they baptized for the dead?” *Paul is actually not espousing the idea of “baptism for the dead” but 

rather pointing out the ridiculous doctrine that was being embraced by some false teachers in his day who 

were also teaching that there was not resurrection. So he was actually defending and authenticating the 

resurrection of Christ. Note: that is not what this passage is teaching.  

 

3. Baptismal regeneration – A false doctrine taught by the Catholic church and sometimes 

taught by some more mainline Protestant churches such as the Lutheran, Episcopal, some 

Presbyterian, and Anglican churches. It is also largely espoused by the Church of Christ 

denomination. It is the idea that you are “saved” through the act of baptism. Note: that is not 

what this passage is teaching. 
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HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION 

 

7 Hermeneutical Principles of Biblical Interpretation: 

The word interpret can be used to mean “to understand,” “to translate,” or “to explain.” These 

three functions of the interpretive process are also appropriate for our ability to rightly 

understand and apply God’s Word. First, we seek to understand what the text is saying. Then we 

translate that information into the intended theological message. Finally, we explain and apply 

that message to our lives. The interpreter needs to have a working knowledge of basic principles 

of interpretation. These hermeneutical principles are like the tricks of the trade for an interpreter. 

They guide us in our examination of the text so that our work is kept within the bounds of 

legitimate hermeneutics. The assumption behind these principles is that, properly handled, the 

text will disclose its meaning to the interpreter. Interpreting the Bible—hermeneutics—is the 

science and art of understanding, translating, and explaining the meaning of the Scripture text. 

To guide this process the preacher can follow basic principles that help the interpreter discern the 

intended meaning of the text writer rather than imposing his own ideas on the text. Here are 

seven principles I would recommend. 

1. Identify the kind of literature your text is for insight into its meaning - Bible scholars 

call this the genre of the text. That means the general form the text takes—narrative, 

prophecy, poetry, history, gospel, epistle. The various kinds of literature present their 

message in differing styles and with different structure. Narrative texts do not operate the 

same way epistles do in getting their message across to the reader. The variety in literary 

forms can become a complicated study.  

2. Consider the context of the passage for a better understanding of its meaning - This is 

often considered the first and most important principle for accurate interpretation. Bible 

scholars use the term context to discuss various aspects of the original writing of the text—

historical, social, political, religious, literary. It is this literary concern I have in mind as the 

context of the passage. The writer follows a logical line of thought in what he writes. What 

he said in the previous verses or chapters and what he said in the ones that follow will help 

make the text in question clear. Taking the text out of that context risks misinterpreting it. 

Often clues in the surrounding verses will open aspects of the meaning in your text you 

would have otherwise missed. 

3. Read the text for its plain and obvious meaning - A common and persistent myth about the 

Bible is that its real meaning is hidden behind the surface message. Even though the Bible 

often uses symbolic or figurative language, most of it is clear to the reader. Even when you 

do not know about the people, places, and events in question, you can grasp the point of the 

text. The use of figurative language in Scripture only enhances the plain meaning of the text. 

“Why do you complain about the splinter in your brother’s eye when you have a plank in 

your own eye?” Jesus said (Matt. 7:3 NIV). Even though this is figurative language, we have 

no trouble understanding what he meant. His use of the metaphors makes it even clearer. 

4. Try to discern the writer’s intentions when he wrote the text - This principle of 

intentionality is critical for the expository preacher and the serious student of God’s Word in 

seeking to understand Scripture. You study the text not to find a sermon in it but to discover 

the writer’s intended message. Unless you can learn the intended meaning of the text writer, 

you will not be able to get at what the passage is really saying. Remember, “The text cannot 

mean what it never meant.” Discovering the writer’s original meaning is your first task as 

you prepare and seek to understand a passage and how it applies in your own generation. The 
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intended meaning of the text writer will also be the intended meaning of the Holy Spirit who 

inspired him to write. As you read his words, you are dealing with a revelation from God. 

Remember, “All scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16 NIV). The same Holy Spirit who 

inspired these words in the first place wants this message to be preached again through your 

sermon. And you want to preach in a way that is in line with the Spirit’s purposes.  

5. Look carefully at the language of the text for what it reveals about its meaning - Words 

carry thoughts. The words of the text are all we have of the writer’s thoughts. If he hadn’t 

written it down, we wouldn’t know what he was thinking. So we can look closely at his 

words, examining each one carefully for the part it plays in his message. Also look at how 

the words and phrases connect with one another and how the sentences are constructed. If 

you can study the text in the original language, you can gain greater insight into the meaning. 

Many preachers study Greek and Hebrew for that reason. But even if you cannot read your 

texts in those languages, you can still use lexicons and word study books to guide you. 

Though your congregation is probably not interested in the Hebrew and Greek, your study 

will open insights that will make the message clearer to them. You can do this without going 

into detail about tenses and forms in the original languages.  

6. Notice the various theological themes in the text – Though a text has one intended 

meaning, it can have a number of significant theological themes. It can also have a number of 

different applications. When you do the structural diagram and your observations, you will 

list these themes and what the text says about them. Identifying these themes and 

understanding how they relate to one another in your text is a most helpful key to grasping its 

meaning. These same theological themes will show up in different combinations in various 

texts throughout the Bible.  

7. Always take a God-centered perspective for interpreting your text - This means looking 

at the text in terms of what it reveals about God and his dealings with his creation, 

particularly man. This is theological interpretation. It arises from the assumption that the 

Bible is really God’s means of making himself known to us. What it says about him will 

always be central to every text. The Bible was not given by God to tell us about ancient 

religious people and how we should all try to be like them. It was given to tell us about the 

faithful God whom they either served or denied. Their response is not the central message; 

God’s will and his involvement with his creation are. Even texts that give instructions as to 

how we should behave reveal something about God. 

 

 

 

When I was in seminary, one of the things they taught us in homiletics (how to preach) 

was, if an illustration is so complicated that you have to explain it, you’d better pick another one. 

The point of an illustration is to make something clear, not to make it more confusing. 

While I believe that the Holy Spirit inspired Peter to write this epistle, humanly speaking 

I wish he had followed that principle. Our text is Peter’s illustration to explain the point made in 

the verses just above, namely, that we are called to bear witness in a hostile world, but we can 

trust God to vindicate us. Peter uses Christ as the main example, showing that His unjust 

suffering resulted in witness and that He was vindicated through His resurrection and ascension 

to the right hand of God. Noah was another example of a man who bore witness to a hostile 

world and was vindicated by God who delivered him and his family through the flood. Thus 
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Peter’s readers should be willing to bear witness through baptism, even if it meant persecution, 

knowing that God will vindicate them. 

While Peter’s overall point is clear, the details are incredibly complex. Most 

commentators acknowledge that these are some of the most difficult verses in the New 

Testament to interpret. Even Martin Luther says that this is perhaps the most obscure passage in 

the New Testament and admits that he does not know for certain just what Peter means 

(Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and Jude [Kregel], p. 168). Simon Kistemaker points out 

that the meaning of each word in verse 19 varies and he cites D. Edmond Hiebert who says, 

“Each of the nine words in the original has been differently understood” (New Testament 

Commentary: Peter and Jude [Baker], p. 141). So while the overall point is clear, we cannot be 

certain on the details. The main point is: 

KEY TAKE WAY OF 1 PETER 3:18-22: Since Christ bore witness through His suffering 

and was vindicated, we, too, can bear witness through suffering and trust God to vindicate us. 

 

BEARING WITNESS THROUGH SUFFERING 

To restate it, as controversial as this passage has been, the main point of Peter’s words are a 

reminder to his severely persecuted listeners and to you and I today that since Christ bore witness 

through His suffering and was vindicated, we, too, can bear witness through suffering and trust 

God to vindicate us.  And basically he (Peter) is going to give us basically two helpful truths that 

need to be embraced and appropriated in our lives concerning bearing witness through our 

suffering. 

 

2 Important Truths Concering Bearing Witness Through Suffering: 

1. Christ bore witness through His unjust suffering and was vindicated through His 

resurrection and ascension 

2. We can bear witness through suffering and trust God to vindicate us 

 

Remember, that our greatest witness to the truths and reality of our faith… especially that our 

faith is real and work… the greatest witness to our faith comes not in times of great blessing and 

fruitfulness, but in time so great suffering and peril.  

So, lets probe these individually and apply them especially given that we all go through times of 

suffering and heartache, trials and struggles. In the midst of it all… all of our suffering, what do 

we need to know and understand to bear witness through our suffering. 

CHRIST BORE WITNESS THROUGH HIS UNJUST SUFFERING AND WAS 

VINDICATED THROUGH HIS RESURRECTION AND ASCENSION 

There are three sub-points that Peter gives us in our passage in 1 Peter 3:18-22, that need to be 

explored here concerning Christ suffering and His witness through His suffering: (1) Christ 

suffered unjustly on our behalf (3:18);  (2) Christ bore witness through His unjust suffering 

(3:19); (3) Christ was vindicated through His resurrection and ascension (3:18b, 21b-22). 

 

 3 Points to Christ’s Witness Through Suffering: 

(1) Christ suffered unjustly on our behalf – Notice Peter’s words again in verse 18 of 

our passage, “
18 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He 
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might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit.” 
The word “for” (v.18) shows that Peter is explaining what preceded, namely, that we 

may suffer for doing what is right as a means of bearing witness. As in 1 Peter 2:21-

25, Peter points us to Christ as our chief example (“also,” v.18), but then he takes us 

beyond Christ’s example to the uniqueness of His substitutionary death. So the 

overall effect is to urge us to imitate Christ, but also to show us that there is a point at 

which the imitation stops and we must bow before Christ who alone is exalted over 

all Notice in verse 18 that Christ’s suffering involved “the just for the unjust” (or, 

“righteous for the unrighteous”). Right away we see that Christ is our example in 

suffering, but He is more than our example. 

 

Important facts revealed in 1 Peter 3:18: 

 Only Christ is just or righteous -  

 None of us, when we suffer, can truly say, “I don’t deserve this!” -  We do say 

that because we erroneously compare ourselves with other sinners and think, “I’m 

a good person! I don’t do drugs or cheat on my mate or murder. I’m basically 

honest and law-abiding. Why should I suffer when scoundrels get away with 

murder and enjoy a good life?” 

 Our problem is, we often compare ourselves with the wrong standard! -  If 

we would compare ourselves with the absolute righteousness of God, we would 

see that the only thing we deserve is hell! Each of us has broken God’s Ten 

Commandments over and over and over, even as believers in Christ. We put other 

gods before the living and true God. We make idols for ourselves. We take His 

name in vain. We don’t keep His day as holy. We dishonor our parents. We 

murder, commit adultery, steal, lie, and covet. If we think we don’t, read the 

Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus shows the self-righteous what the true 

standard of the law means. Truly, we are unrighteous; only Jesus Christ is 

righteous.  

 God, in His perfect justice, cannot just shrug off our sin, but He took our sin 

and put it on Jesus Christ, the righteous, to bear the penalty we deserve -   

 The purpose was that Christ might “bring us to God” -  The word was used by 

the Greek writer Xenophon for an admission to an audience with the Great King. 

You just didn’t stroll into the presence of a great king and say, “How’s it going?” 

You had to have someone to introduce you properly. Because the righteous Christ 

bore our sins, He can bring us into an audience with the Great King.  
 

One other important fact of verse 18… 

 Christ’s death for sins was “once for all” -  His death was sufficient to pay for 

all the sins we have committed and will commit. The author of Hebrews makes 

this point repeatedly and with great emphasis, contrasting the repeated sacrifices 

of animals under the old covenant with the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ under 

the new (Heb. 10:1-18, esp. vv. 10, 11, 12, 14, 18).The point is, if you’ve put your 

trust in Christ, then your sins are on Him and you have been reconciled to God 

once-for-all. 

 

Folks that is all what we call “good news!”  God wants every believer to come to the 

place of full assurance where you understand that the basis of your acceptance with 
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God is not your performance; it is His grace, that Christ died for your sins once for all 

and you have trusted in Him, not in your own good works.  

 

(HYMN BOOK: #410) The hymn writer, Horatio Spafford, wrote in his great hymn 

“It Is Well With My Soul,” put it, 

 

“My sin, O, the bliss of this glorious thought, 

My sin, not in part but the whole, 

Is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more, 

Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!” 

 

What do these words mean to you personally every day?   That’s the good stuff! 

 

Now, for something a bit more complex… 

 

(2) Christ bore witness through His unjust suffering – Notice what Peter says in verse 

19, but let’s get it in context, so look at verses 18 and 19 together, “
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.” We need to answer three questions concerning 

verse 19 and Christ bearing witness through is suffering. 

 

3 Questions Concering Christ Bearing Witness Through His Suffering: 

[1]  To whom did Christ bear this witness?  

[2]  What did Christ proclaim?  

[3]  When did Christ bear this witness? 

 

3 Main Groups of Interpretation on 1 Peter 3:19-22: There are three main groups 

of interpretations (I’m relying on Edwin A. Blum, 1 Peter [12:241], in Expositor’s 

Bible Commentary [Zondervan], Frank Gabelein, general editor). 

[1] In the first group, Christ went down to Hades (the realm of the dead) during 

the interval between His death and resurrection and preached to Noah’s 

contemporaries. - Clement of Alexandria (ca. A.D. 200) taught this view 

(Kistemaker, p. 144). This group is subdivided into those who say that Christ gave a 

second offer of salvation to those who perished in the flood; those who say that He 

announced judgment to them; and, those who say that He announced salvation to 

those already saved. Calvin (Institutes, II:XVI:9) seems to take it that Christ went to 

the nether world and preached the fullness of grace to the righteous dead and 

condemnation to the wicked dead. He also affirms the phrase in the Apostles’ Creed, 

that Christ “descended into hell,” to mean that He bore the full wrath of God on our 

behalf (II:XVI:10-12). 

[2] A second group of interpreters take it that the pre-incarnate Christ preached 

through Noah to Noah’s disobedient contemporaries -  Augustine (ca. A.D. 400) 

taught this view (Kistemaker, ibid.). 

[3] A third group of interpreters think that Christ proclaimed His victory on the 

cross to fallen angels. - This group is subdivided into those who say that this took 
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place between His death and resurrection (through a descent into hell) and those who 

say that He made this proclamation in His ascension. 

 

With that as an overview, let’s go back and try to answer the three questions that I 

asked previously:  

 

[1] To whom did Christ bear this witness? - In other words, who are “the spirits 

who once were disobedient in the days of Noah”?  To me, it is decisive that the word 

“spirits” in the New Testament “always refers to non-human spiritual beings unless 

qualified” (Peter Davids, The First Epistle of Peter [Eerdmans, NICNT], p. 139). 

Since these spirits are “in prison,” I take it to refer to demons who influenced the 

terrible wickedness on earth in Noah’s day and were put into hell to await the final 

judgment (2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6). Thus I do not understand Peter to be referring to 

Christ’s preaching through Noah to his contemporaries. Some say that these demons 

cohabited with women before the flood, leading to the increase of sin on earth in that 

day (Gen. 6:1-4), but I think that view creates many more problems than it solves. 

These demons influenced people then just as they do now, only to a greater extent 

then. When God judged the world through the flood, He also judged these demonic 

forces. It was to these confined demons that Christ bore witness of His triumph over 

Satan through the cross. 

[2] What did Christ proclaim? -  The verb means, “to proclaim” or “announce.” 

Peter uses another verb for “proclaim the gospel” (1:12, 25; 4:6; noun in 4:17). The 

idea that Christ would give an offer of salvation to souls who have already died or to 

fallen angels is foreign to the Bible (Heb. 2:16; 1 Pet. 1:12). Hebrews 9:27 states that 

“it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment.” There is no 

second chance for salvation after death (Luke 16:26). So I understand that Christ 

proclaimed His victory over sin, death, and Satan (Col. 2:15) to the fallen angels who 

had been confined to hell since the time of the flood. 

[3] When did Christ bear this witness? - The answer to this question largely 

depends on how you interpret the phrase, “put to death in the flesh, but made alive in 

the spirit” (3:18). If you take the two phrases, “in the flesh” and “in the spirit” to be 

exactly parallel, then the meaning is that in His human sphere Christ was killed, but 

in His resurrected sphere He went and made proclamation to the spirits in prison. 

Connecting the verb “went” in 3:19 with the same verb in 3:22, it is concluded that in 

His ascension the risen Christ made this proclamation. But if you take the phrase “in 

the spirit” to mean “by the [Holy] Spirit” (there are no capital letters in the original 

text), then Peter would be referring to the Holy Spirit as the agent of Christ’s 

resurrection (see Rom. 1:4; 8:11). The passive voice may lend weight to this view 

(see discussion in Kistemaker, p. 140). Ephesians 4:8-9, which talks of Christ 

descending into the lower parts of the earth and then leading captivity captive in His 

ascension, seems to allow that Christ descended into hell before His ascension 

(“lower parts of the earth” can also mean “the grave”). Since the phrase in the 

Apostles’ Creed about Christ’s descent into hell has been there since the early 

centuries of the church (see Evangelical Dictionary of Theology [Baker], p. 314), I 

lean toward the view that between His death and resurrection, Christ went into Hades 

and made proclamation of His victory, which was further displayed in His ascension. 
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All of that is to explain what it means that Christ bore witness through His unjust 

suffering! Peter’s third point about Christ is…  

 

(3) Christ was vindicated through His resurrection and ascension – The end of verse 

21 and the first part of verse 22 speak of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension when Peter 

writes, “…through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
22 

who has gone into heaven and 

is at the right hand of God…”  He was raised from the dead (3:18b, 21b) and now is 

at the right hand of God, with all the spiritual powers made subject to Him. Though 

“we do not yet see all things subjected to Him” (Heb. 2:8), we know that the victory 

was won and it’s just a matter of time for the outcome to be revealed. As the angels 

told the disciples as they gazed upward as the risen Lord Jesus ascended into heaven, 

“This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same 

way as you have watched Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). If someone scoffs, “If 

this is true, then why hasn’t He come back sooner?” the answer is, “Because just as in 

the days of Noah, God is patient, not wishing for any to perish, but for all to come to 

repentance” (1 Pet. 3:20; 2 Pet. 3:3-10). 

 

READ: 2 Peter 3:1-10 Just as in Noah’s day the flood was delayed for many years, 

and yet certain, so the second coming of Jesus Christ to judge the earth has been 

delayed, but is drawing ever closer. The patience of God keeps waiting, but He will 

not wait forever. Today is the day of salvation! 

 

The application of Peter’s pointing to Christ, who bore witness through suffering and was 

vindicated by God, is… 

 

WE CAN BEAR WITNESS THROUGH SUFFERING AND TRUST GOD TO 

VINDICATE US 

Peter implies that we bear witness through suffering in two ways… 

 

 2 Ways We Bear Witness in Suffering: 

(1) We bear witness through baptism - The reason that many of Peter’s readers were 

suffering was that they had borne witness to their faith in Christ through baptism. 

Perhaps some had confessed Christ verbally, but were hesitant to confess Him 

through baptism because they had seen what had happened to others who were 

baptized and so identified with Christ and the Christ movement that both Romans and 

Jews persecuted and despised. So Peter here is urging these persecuted Christians to 

make public confession of their faith through baptism. Peter is using the flood and 

deliverance of Noah and his family as a loose analogy or type of what is portrayed in 

Christian salvation and baptism. Just as Noah passed through the flood waters into 

salvation from God’s judgment, so believers pass through baptism into salvation from 

God’s judgment. But, before you leap to wrong conclusions, Peter clarifies—it is not 

the act of baptism which saves (“the removal of dirt from the flesh”), but what 

baptism signifies—the appeal to God for a good conscience. “Appeal” can point 

either to the moment of salvation, when a person cries out to God for cleansing from 

sin; or, to the pledge given at the baptismal ceremony, when a person promises to live 
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in a manner pleasing to God.   Either way, baptism testifies to our faith in Christ’s 

substitutionary sacrifice on our behalf (3:18). Since Christ’s suffering did not 

minimize His witness, but rather enhanced it, Peter is urging his readers to be 

baptized, even if it means persecution, in order to bear witness of Christ’s saving 

grace. As a side note, we may not see “baptism’s” association with suffering, but 

remember that in baptism we are identifying with Christ, being buried… literally 

dying for our sins, and likewise our baptism signifies our “dying” to our sin and rising 

with Christ to live a new life, free of sin, because we died to it… water baptism is a 

symbol of suffering and death in a sense. 

(2) We bear witness through holy living in this wicked world - This is implied by the 

reference to Noah. It took him years (perhaps 120 years) to build the ark in obedience 

to God.  His neighbors watched and no doubt ridiculed the old man who spent so 

much time building this ocean liner in the middle of dry ground. By his godly life and 

words, Noah preached righteousness to that generation (2 Pet. 2:5). But rather than 

having people stand in line to get a berth, only eight persons got on board (Noah, his 

wife, and his three sons and their wives; note that Peter believed in a literal flood 

account in Genesis). The rest of the world perished.  Peter’s point is clear: His readers 

were a small minority seeking to obey God, but surrounded by a godless culture. 

They were being chided for not joining in the dissipation around them (4:4). Peter 

uses the example of Noah to say, “The majority is seldom right on spiritual matters! 

Stand alone for God, if you must. Don’t cave in to the pressure to conform to this 

godless world. Like Noah, you will bear witness. Also like Noah, you will be 

delivered and this wicked world will perish.” 

 

If we bear witness through baptism and holy living, God will vindicate us. That is the 

promise of God’s Word in 1 Peter 3. He vindicated Noah, although he was vastly 

outnumbered. He vindicated Christ, although it looked to His enemies as if He was 

defeated on the cross. Even if we give our lives in martyrdom, the day is coming when 

we will be vindicated (Rev. 6:9-11). Christ’s resurrection and ascension assure us that He 

is King of kings and Lord of lords! We need not fear what this wicked world can do to us. 

 

CONCLUSION 

We’ve covered a lot of difficult material. But I don’t want you to miss the clear application of 

this text for your life. Three questions we each need to answer: 

 

3 Questions We Need to Answer: 

1. Have I truly trusted in Christ as my sin bearer? -  To do that I need to view myself as 

unrighteous, unable to present myself to God by my own good works. The pervasive pride of 

the human heart always wants to earn salvation based upon personal merit or worth. But 

God’s way is always to humble our pride and strip us of everything in ourselves that would 

commend us to Him. Many who have attended church for years do not understand this basic 

point. They are trusting in their own goodness or they are hoping that God’s standard is not 

absolute holiness. That’s a false hope. As Toplady put it (“Rock of Ages”), “Nothing in my 

hand I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling.” Make sure that you have let go of all human 

goodness and trust in the righteous Christ who died for the unrighteous. 
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2. Have I testified to my faith in Christ through baptism? -  Baptism cannot save anyone, 

but it is an important step of obedience to Christ in which we publicly identify ourselves with 

Him in His death and resurrection. It was important enough that Jesus mentioned it as a part 

of His Great Commission (Matt. 28:19-20). We dare not neglect it. 

3. Am I standing alone for Christ in my sphere of influence? -  By standing alone, I mean, 

standing for Christ even if I’m the only one, or standing with others who are following Him. 

The Bible is clear that we can expect opposition and hostility if we take a stand for Christ. 

Frankly, it is most difficult when that opposition comes from those who profess to know 

Christ instead of from raw pagans. But if our Savior had to face hostility at the hands of 

sinners before He entered into glory, why shouldn’t we? But God’s truth is never established 

by majority vote. Even if, like Noah, no one else listens to our witness, we know that God 

listens and His cause will ultimately prevail. Make a commitment to be like Noah—to stand 

alone for God—and He will vindicate you. 

 


