Christ’s Triumph
Reading: 1 Peter 18-20

Peter is writing to believers who are having a hard time of it within the first century Roman Empire. It was a time when the pressure was on. It was not PC to be a believer.

In the context of persecution, Peter invites his readers to reflect on Christ’s death and resurrection. Nothing is as likely as to cheer the persecuted saint so much as to be assured of the ultimate victory of Christ.

The present passage rouses us to gaze on the victory, the victory of Christ – like Queen Elizabeth I’s speech roused the soldiers at Tilberry on the eve of the Spanish Armada. 
Christ’s Death and Resurrection

Verse 18

18 For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit,

Christ’s death dealt with our sin – its penalty, power, and ultimately its presence
Complete – once for all. No more sacrifice needed – No to Catholic teaching on the mass with idea of continuing sacrifice.
Substitutary - the righteous for the unrighteous. Christ died in our place. No to watered down ideas of the atonement.

Atoning and reconciling -  to bring you to God. We are brought into relationship with God. There are the possibilities of knowing God, being drawn into his presence, enjoying his favour. Experiential.

Christ’s death was in the body – A physical death. No to docetic or Islamic teaching.

made alive by the Spirit.  – Reference to the Resurrection. No to the former Bishop of Durham. The translation in the Spirit is to be transferred indicating that the resurrection translated Christ into a new dimension.
Against the backdrop of persecution, there is a reaffirmation of the great themes - the themes of death, resurrection, atonement.

Peter’s words are in line with his letter’s emphasis on the relative unimportance of temporary suffering in this world compared to the enjoying of an eternal inheritance in the next. We have a hope of a glorious heavenly inheritance. Let’s live in its light.
Christ’s Triumph Proclaimed

Verse 19

 19 through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison
This verse has proved to be particularly problematic for bible interpreters, one of the reasons being that they often come to it with pre-conceived doctrinal biases.

Three major questions may be asked.


Who are the spirits in prison?
Human, angelic, offspring of illicit sex?


What did Christ preach?

Forgiveness, second chance, condemnation?


When did he preach?

Before the flood, after resurrection?

What is Peter saying? Why is he saying it?
We start with the first question - Who are the spirits in prison?

The Greek word  on its own can refer to a human or demonic spirit. The reference to being imprisoned suggests that a reference to fallen angels.

4 For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment; 5 if he did not spare the ancient world when he brought the flood on its ungodly people, but protected Noah, a preacher of righteousness, and seven others; … 9 … then the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials and to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment, while continuing their punishment.
Angels are subject to judgement and some are already in prison. Interestingly we again have a reference to Noah which takes us on to the next verse in 1 Peter 3.
Verse 20

20 who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water,
The spirits in prison disobeyed God in the days of Noah. 
First century readers to think on Jewish apocalyptic writings such as the Book of Enoch which was quoted in Jude 14,15. But primarily, the reference to Genesis 6:1-4 which refers to the sin of “the sons of God” in the days of Noah.

1 When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, 2 the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose. 3 Then the LORD said, "My Spirit will not contend with man forever, for he is mortal; his days will be a hundred and twenty years."  4 The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of men and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown. 

Two main possibilities. In one view, the sons of God are to be identified with Seth’s line and the daughters of men are to be identified with Cain’s line. Another view states this refers to the angelic sexual liaisons with women and gives the origin of demons

Linguistically, the second view is to be preferred. And there is a possible allusions in  Jude 6 as well as the passages in 1 and 2 Peter.

And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.

Whereas I don’t want to be too dogmatic on an interpretation that has divided commentators, I think the internal consistency of Scripture favours the spirits in prison being fallen angels.

The answer to the next question – What did Christ preach?
If Christ preached to angelic beings, he is proclaiming his victory and their condemnation.

When did he preach? – After the resurrection, after the ultimate sign of future victory. 

If he preached to humans who sinned in the days of Noah, then the argument is it was a message of repentance through the preaching of Noah. This is the classical Reformed view. I’ve held this view but find it less convincing than I once did. I want to use it as a case study for NBC – so ask me again about it next September.

Flood, Salvation, Baptism

An announcement of the victory of Christ to the rebellious angels is consistent with Peter’s desire to encourage Christians facing hard times. The ultimate victory of Christ is secure.
With thoughts fixed on Noah, the idea of escape comes into view. Noah and his family escaped the judgement of God and the water symbolism suggests Baptism which is a key part of the salvation process.
Verse 21

21 and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ,
Normally, we talk of what baptism symbolizes – washing, death and resurrection etc. 
Here we see the flood symbolizing Baptism. God who created the whole world has built into the created order those things that draw our attention to our need of salvation. The flood in Noah’s day and every subsequent flood is a picture to us of our need of rescue from God’s judgement.

Baptism speaks of rescue from God’s judgement. It separates us from those on whom God’s judgement falls. It marks us out as God’s people – a mark of the covenant.
If not the removal of dirt from the body, it signifies cleansing of sin from the soul.

This is not baptismal regeneration – No to Catholicism again!

The pledge of a good conscience toward God – Baptism represents an inward spiritual transaction between God and the individual, a request for forgiveness of sins and a new heart.
This can only be the case if the baptised person is of an age and understanding where they can understand sin and their need of forgiveness. No to paedo-baptism!

The proof or assurance that every sin has been forgive, every transgression covered, is the clear conscience that is a work of God’s Holy Spirit.
Here I want to encourage baptism as the next step in obedience to Christ. 

The tie in of this passage to God’s judgement on angelic beings and the early church’s practice of linking exorcism with baptism suggest that baptism is a key event in breaking with our Satanically controlled past.

Christ’s Ascension and Exaltation
Verse 22

22 who has gone into heaven and is at God's right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.
Having referred to Christ’s death and resurrection, we now have a reference to the ascension. Christ is the ascended Lord of the church. Hallelujah!
At God's right hand. Christ is in heaven at God’s right hand - signifying one who acts with God’s authority and power. This is a theme often mentioned in the New Testament. For example, when apostles were brought before the Sanhedrin they answered the charges brought against them as follows:

We must obey God rather than men! The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead - whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Saviour that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him. [Acts 5:29-32].

Christ is in a position of authority over the unseen spiritual world - angels, authorities, powers (good or bad). However, in Ephesians 2:6, we read that God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus. This indicates that Christians have a share in the spiritual authority that belongs to Christ, an authority which finds expression in our lives especially in terms of power in spiritual warfare, freedom from fearing demonic powers, and authority to rebuke, if need be, the demonic forces which oppose us.

Conclusion
Those early Christians who were facing a hard time needed a reminder of who Jesus was – crucified, risen, ascended and exalted Lord of the church. Judgement on the enemies of Christ might be delayed but it would surely come. 

We are challenged to ensure that we have our sins forgiven , a clear conscience, submit to Christ in baptism and enjoy a continuing relationship with Him. 
18 For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, 19 through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison 20 who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, 21 and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at God's right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.
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