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I Peter 3:13-4:6

Introduction to the Scripture

In the passage of I Peter we are about to listen to, the writer is pouring out thoughts.  He has so much he wants to impress upon his flock– thoughts about their suffering and how to understand it, about how to live, about God’s big picture and their place in it.  Let us hear the Word of God as we continue reading Peter’s first letter to first century Christians in the Roman Empire.





_____________________________

Of the many themes we could consider today, there is one that we must consider, because unlike some of these thoughts of Peter’s which appear in other places in the letter, there is one theme that appears only here.

There are a couple of strange, tangled, almost unearthly verses – did you notice them?  William Barclay, the Scottish theologian and Biblical scholar, has called them the most difficult verses in not only I Peter, but also the whole New Testament.  3:19-20, “Christ was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, in which also he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water.”  And 4:16, “For this is the reason the gospel was proclaimed even to the dead, so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does.”

What is Peter talking about?

Some interpreters understand these verses to be saying that during the three days between his crucifixion and his resurrection, Jesus went to the place of death, to Sheol, as the Old Testament calls it, or Hades, and preached to the disobedient people of the earth who lived and drowned in the time of Noah.
Other interpreters understand these verses to mean that Christ preached to people of former generations, those who had lived and died before him, and so had not heard the gospel.  Early Christians were very concerned about these folks, especially relatives who had died before Christ’s coming.
A wider interpretation of these verses is that, upon his death, Jesus bore the sins of the world to the place of judgment and death, and while he was there, he rose up in a spiritual body, in which he preached to all those who had died.  In this way, he was fulfilling what the psalmist had said, “If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.”

Without trying to get too literal or specific about the cosmic geography in these strange, unearthly verses, what are the truths which God’s Word gives to us in them? 
First, these verses declare that Christ truly died.

Let there be no doubt or confusion about it, says Peter:  Jesus did not just appear to die.  He died.  Perhaps Peter says this because there was doubt and confusion at the time.  Some people claimed Jesus never died, and so, as a consequence, there was no resurrection.

Others, specifically those of the Gnostic sect in the first century, claimed that Christ was not fully human, that he was a heavenly being who came to earth only appearing as a human being.  But really, he only sort of walked a couple inches off the ground, exempt from the limits of humanity.

Or, perhaps there were those who were influenced by the religions and cultures surrounding them in the Roman world, with its many gods and immortal beings who did not suffer death, but ‘passed on’ into another life.

Early Christians rejected all of these ideas.  They held onto the belief that Jesus was fully human – held on even when it would have saved them scorn, ridicule, even charges of blasphemy.  They would not let go of the claim that Jesus, the Christ whom they had seen and heard, was God in the flesh, a mortal being, fully human, subject to pain, subject to suffering, subject even to death.  
It mattered.  It still matters.  It matters that Jesus was in every way like us; it matters that when he walked the earth his feet touched the ground and got calloused, when he stubbed his toe, he bled; it mattered that when he was rejected, his heart broke, when he could not hear God, he was in agony.  

It matters because it means that in him, God, the almighty, holy God, is willing to suffer, to become vulnerable, to endure pain and humiliation, even death, if that’s what it took to save us; that God’s love is so infinite, God is willing to go to the farthest lengths and depths of human experience and existence, to go to the place of the dead, to reach us.

And he did.

He ‘descended into hell.”

These verses in I Peter are the key verses upon which that phrase in the Apostles’ Creed is based.  “He descended into hell.”  We say it many Sundays.

Not every Christian likes to say this phrase.  Some denominations which use the Apostles’ Creed don’t use this phrase.  They take it out altogether, or they put an asterisk after “He was crucified, dead, and buried,” and move “he descended into hell” to a footnote.

It’s not just modern 21st century death-defying, judgment-denying people who want to avoid this phrase.  There was debate about it in the 4th century, too, when the Apostles’ Creed was written.

But largely because of these verses in I Peter, we Presbyterians keep the phrase in the creed and affirm the belief that Christ “descended into hell.”  

What did he do there?

Peter says he preached.

He “made a proclamation to the spirits in prison,” says verse 19.  And what did he proclaim?  4:16 says, “he proclaimed the gospel.”

He proclaimed the message of grace.  
Have you ever thought of this before?

Christ took God’s message of grace to the last corner of the universe, to the realm of the dead.  Think of what this means!  Now there is no place, no realm, no dimension of existence which is beyond the reach of God’s Word.  “There are no limits in space and time to the grace of God…the grace of God continues to operate in whatever other world and whatever other life there may be…,” comments William Barclay, “We cannot set limits to the operation of the grace of God…Whatever other world there is, whatever other life there is, surely still belong to God; the whole universe, in time and eternity, here and thereafter, is the Lord’s. …the sphere of operation of the grace of God is illimitable; God has not only time but also eternity to win men [sic] to himself.”  (Barclay, Apostles’ Creed, p. 108-109)

Peter doesn’t tell us the fate of every human soul that ever lived;
we don’t know the fate of Adolf Hitler or Osama bin Laden;
we don’t know the fate of those who died without ever hearing the gospel, or the fate of those who, having heard it, reject or ignore it.
But scripture says we do know this:

God loves every person who ever lived,

God does not forget them when they die,

and God will do whatever it takes to bring them back to God – even descending into hell.  “The gospel was proclaimed even to the dead,” says Peter.

Let’s just sit with that for a moment.

In another verse we heard this morning, Peter says, “Be ready always to give a reason for the hope that is in you.”  

In other words, he says, “Be ready to tell people why you are not despairing in a world of so much despair.  As you walk around in a fearful, anxious world that sucks hope out of human beings, be ready and able to account for the illogical, precious hope you have within you.”

This week, I asked people in the Thursday Bible study to think about what they would say if someone asked them why they had hope.  I did it again at Community Meals.  “Why do you have hope?”  “What is your hope based on?”
After I got done asking everyone else, I thought I’d better try to give a reason for hope myself.

Oddly enough, as I try to put into words the hope I have in me, it turns out I need these two strange, unearthly verses in I Peter about as much as I need any word from the Lord –-because I rely on the promise that Christ descended into hell, and preached the message of grace;


I hang on to the fact that because he did, there is no place, no existence, no realm, no person – dead or alive-- beyond God’s reach or concern;


I rely on these verses when I read about the hell of those mentally disabled adults imprisoned in the Philadelphia woman’s basement;


I rely on these verses when I drive up to the gates of grief, within which loved ones worry about a family member who died without faith;


I rely on this verse when I cross the threshold of a hospital unit where shadowy beings walk with light-less eyes, or invaded bodies twist and waste away in their private battles;

I rely on these verses when I pray for those young men and women caught in the endless brutality of war;

I rely on Christ’s descent into hell – for those who have died, but also for we who continue to live in this realm – because as surely as we get glimpses and foretastes of heaven here on earth, just as surely do we get glimpses and foretastes of hell, of a godforsaken existence where no light penetrates nor love grows nor joy abides; and I rely on Christ’s bringing the gospel even there…
When I put a child on my knee and say “don’t be afraid, it will be alright,” I stand on the assurance that in Christ God goes wherever and does whatever it takes to reach us, redeem us, and resurrect us – whatever it takes.

My hope depends upon Christ’s descent into hell.
Fairy Caroland is a Presbyterian minister living in Savannah, Georgia, working as a pastoral counselor.  She hasn’t always been a Presbyterian minister – she used to be a Methodist one.  She writes, “When I began (or re-began) my ministry as a Presbyterian, I discovered the words, ‘He descended into hell’ were always used.  I stuttered through them at first, not quite remembering, other times not feeling they were appropriate.  I finally remembered to say them, and now I have a much deeper understanding of the line on a very personal level…”

She continues, “My arrival to this sense of awareness came early on June 20, 2001.  It is an awareness in which an entire family now lives.  On June 20, my great-nephews and great-niece died in Houston:  Noah, John, Paul, Luke, and Mary Yates.”

You may recall these are the children of Andrea Yates, the mentally ill mother who killed her 5 young children in the bathtub one morning and then called the police.

“That day,” writes Rev. Caroland, “Jesus willingly descended into Hell, gathered each child close to him, and took them home to be with God.  He wept as each child died; [he wept] for their mother, Andrea, whose psychosis had robbed her awareness of right and wrong, and for their father – my nephew Rusty – who was suddenly without a family altogether… 

“He descended into hell” she writes, “…and he will descend again. To sit among the grieving, the anxious, the wondering, the hurt, the angry…He’ll be right there in the midst of mental illness…”  (Caroland, “He Descended into Hell,” The Presbyterian Outlook, Feb. 19, 2002)
And, he’ll be there with us in the midst of sin, working to reach and redeem us all.

The psalmist knew that in infinite, suffering love, God would do whatever it takes, go wherever is necessary:  

Where can I go from your spirit?

Or where can I flee from your presence?


If I ascend to heaven, you are there;


if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.


If I take the wings of the morning



and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,


even there your hand shall lead me,



and your right hand shall hold me fast.

Friends, believe this very good news:


Christ descended into hell, 
and held out his hand.
Amen. 
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