
A BIBLE STUDY 

The Spirit~ In 

A LTHOUGH Peter on one occasion 
complained that Pa111 wrote some 

things hard to be understood, Peter him' 
self has a few verses whose meaning at 
first sight is not too dear. One such 
passage is I Peter 3:18-20: 

"Por Christ alao hath once suffered for sins, the 
just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God, 
being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by 
the Spirit: 

By which also he went and preached unto the 
spirits in prison; 

Which sometime were disobedient, when once 
the long-suffering of God waited in the days of 
Noah, while the ark was a preparing, wherein few, 
that is, eight souls were saved by water." 

To many people these verses are pU1;' 
ding, and several interpretations have 
been offered to explain how Christ 
preached to the spirits in prison. In 
general there are two types of explana' 
tion. First, the verses are taken to mean 
that Christ used Noah to preach to the 
wicked that were about to be drowned 
in the flood. Second, the verses are in' 
terpreted to mean that Christ in person 
preached to spirits in the realm of the 
dead. This second interpretation is di, 
vided on the identity of the dead: the 
dead to who Christ preached mig~t be 
the righteous dead, or they might be the 
wicked dead. Let us examine this second 
interpretation first. 

THE RIGHTEOUS DEAD? 

This is an old and widely accepted in' 
terpretation. Irenaeus, Tertullian, both 
the Greek and Roman churches, and alsc 
Zwingli and Calvin held that Christ an' 
nounced salvation to the Old Testament 
saints and brought them from the realms 
of death into heaven. In accordance with 
this idea John 3 :13, "No one has ascended 
into heaven but he that came down from 
heaven," is said to mean that no Old 
Testament saint could precede Christ into 
heaven. They had to wait for Christ's 
ascension. The prison is the abode of 
the dead, and the preaching is the procla, 
mation of Christ's victory. 

As further support of this view Acts 
2:27, 31 are taken to mean that Christ's 
soul went to hell or at least to the abode 
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of the dead, though of course God would 
not permit his soul to be held there. 
Some have also appealed to Phil. 2:10 by 
taking the things under the earth that 
bow at the name of Jesus to be either the 
righteous or wicked dead. More plausible 
is the use of Eph. 4:8, 9. "When he 
ascended up on high, he led captivity 
captive . . . . Now that he ascended, 
what is it but that he also descended into 
the lower parts of the earth?" These 
lower parts of the earth are supposed to 
be the realm of the dead, and the idea is 
repudiated that this de~cent is the Incar' 
nation and Christ's descent to earth. 

Before adopting this view certain prob, 
lems must be faced and solved. In the 
first place Peter's text does not mention 
anything about preaching to the saints. 
The spirits to whom Christ preached are 
explicitly called disobedient. This fact 
must be ta~en as a fixed point of interpre' 
tation. There is no reference to Old 
Testament saints. So, if Christ preached 
in person to anyone between the time of 
his death and resurrection, it would have 
to be the wicked dead, and whatever 
captivity Christ led captive, it could not 
be the Old Testament saints considered 
as held in prison. 

In the next place the only disobedient 
people that Peter mentions are those who 
lived in the days of N,oah. This time' 
reference is another reason for refusing 
to think that Christ preached to Abraham, 
David, and the prophets. Not only is it 
wrong to call these men disobedient, but 
further they did not live at the time-Peter 
mentions. 

This time' reference also militates 
against the view that Christ preached to 
all the wicked dead. From what Peter 
actually says, we could only conclude 
that Christ preached to those who were 
disobedient in the time of Noah. But 
without pressing this point too far at the 
moment, let us consider other aspects of 
the idea that Christ preached personally 
to the wicked in hell, and that the preach, 
ing, of necessity, is the announcement of 
their condemnation. 

Prison 

THB WICKED DBAD? 

As for the notion that Christ an' 
nounced the damnation of the wicked in 
hell, it is hard to see how it ties in with 
the context. The main idea that Peter 
wants to enforce is that Christians should 
be willing to suffer for Christ's sake and 
to suffer unjustly. Preaching to the wicked 
in hell does not advance Peter's main 
purpose. Or, if attention be centered on 
the nearer idea of Christ's being raised 
from the dead by the Holy Spirit, it still 
is not clear how this announcement of 
damnation adds to the theme. And it 
will hardly do to say that Peter just had 
to fill space to make his epistle long 
enough, and so was driven to insert some' 
thing true but irrelevant. 

But the decisive objection to under' 
s~nding these words to refer to the an' 
nouncement of damnation is that the verb, 
to preach, ordinarily means to preach the 
gospel. It does not mean a judicial 
sentence, nor in the New Testament does 
it refer to sundry announcements. The 
regular meaning is the announcement of 
the gospel. 

Because this is so obvious, some inter' 
preters have tried to hold to the general 
view while modifying it to make Christ's 
work the preaching of the gospel instead 
of the announcement of damnation. While 
this manoeuver escapes these immediate 
objections, it must face others. 

Since the Bible does not teach that there 
is a second chance to be saved, a chance 
in the next life, but teaches that man's 
destiny is irrevocably fixed in this life, 
there would remain no reasonable purpose 
for preaching the gospel to the wicked in 
hell. And, to return to a previous point, 
all these attempts fail to explain the men' 
tion of the antediluvian unbelievers. Any 
preaching in hell should be directed to 
all, and not to just a few. But the text 
specifically mentions those who lived in 
the days of Noah. 

This view therefore, though adopted 
by many and held for so long a time, must 

- be set aside. Perhaps the other view. 
held by Augustine and Be1;a, will prove 
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better. According to this interpretation 
Peter is thought to say that Noah spoke 
by the Holy Spirit to his disobedient con' 
temporaries, and that the flood which de' 
stroyed them is a type of I:aptism. 

NOAH'S WICKED CONTEMPORARIES? 

This interpretation must also face ob, 
jections. For one thing, it is pointed out 
that Peter makes the subject of the verb, 
Christ. Christ went and preached, and 
hence Noah cannot be the preacher. 
However, this objection is not so serious 
as it might seem at first. Peter actually 
says, Christ was made alive by the 
Spirit, by whom also he preached. This 
preaching therefore was done by Christ 
through the Spirit. What this might 
mean can be seen in chapter one verse 
eleven. In the first chapter Peter speaks 
of the Old Testament prophets. These 
prophets had received a message from 
God, and they studied the message to see. 
what God meant. The words are, "search, 
ing what . . . the spiritof Christ which 
was in them did signify when it testified 
beforehand .... " Now, obviow.ly, 
if the Spirit of Christ spoke through the 
prophets, then too Christ through the 
Spirit could very well preach in the 
person of Noah. To suppose that the 
Spirit of Christ is not the Holy Spirit 
and could not therefore inspire Noah is 
a supposition contrary to Peter's thought 
and contrary to other New Testament 
passages. For example, Paul in Eph. 2:17 
virtually says that it was Christ, through 
his missionaries, that preached the gospel 
in Ephesus. So far as this point goes 
therefore, this interpretation stands up 
under scrutiny. 

If the preaching was Noah's testimony 
to his contemporaries, then the. prison is 
the prison house of sin. The other inter' 
pretation assumes that the prison must be 
hell or hades. But it is as reasonable to 
speak of the bonds of sin as to speak of the 
bonds of hell. The mention of a prison 
therefore does not rule out the idea that 
Noah was the preacher. 

Another argument is that the parti, 
ciples, died, made alive, went, and the verb 
preached, indicate a temporal succession; 
and hence the preaching must have oc' 
curred after the death of Christ, and not 
in the time of Noah. But in the first 
place, if this were so, the preaching 
would have had to occur after Christ's 
resurrection, and not between his death 
and resurrection, as is usually supposed. 
Furthermore, the mention of the preaching 
is not so clearly connected with any aI, , 
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leged temporal succession as it is with 
the reference to the Spirit. Of course the 
resurrection had to follow the crucifixion; 
but the thought of the passage is not on 
the time element, but on the significance 
of these events in bringing sinners to God. 

Thus the several objections that are 
raised against the personal preaching of 
Noah do not make this interpretation im, 
possible. 

Now, positively and finally, this inter' 
pretation is the only one that can explain 
the mention of the wicked at the time of 
Noah, and the mention of Noah is moti, 

vated by Peter's desire to show that the 
flood is a type of baptism. In the larger 
connection Peter is explaining the work 
of Christ, the turning away from sin, the 
salvation of believers out of an ungodly 
world, and their tribulations during their 
lifetime. Peter thinks he can make his 
ideas clear by an Old Testament example, 
and Noah is more suitable than any other. 
For this reason Peter can confine his 
thought to one group of men. Had he 
been thinking of a personal preaching by 
Christ in hell, he could not have restricted 
his attention to this one group. 

Death Without the Sting 
Mtllco/m L. WOOdfllff 

"Verily, verily, I say unto you, If a 
man keeps my saying, he shaH never see 
death." John 8:51. 

Death is an enemy of man and especially 
the man outside of Christ. As he looks 
deathward, he is bound to be apprehen' 
sive and even though he doesn't know 
what is beyond that door, his conscience 
makes him uneasy and fearful. The Lord 
Jesus says that His disciples shall never 
behold death! The door for us has been 
swung wide open and the glimpses He 
has given us in His Word of the glories 
on the other side are so wonderful that 
the threshold of death is merely the 
point of entrance and no longer to be 
dreaded. Do we contemplate the frame 
in which an artist's masterpiece is placed? 

Take a look through the vista of death. 
"That in the ages to come He might 

show the exceeding riches of His Grace 
in His kindness toward us through Christ 
Jesus." What a sense of glory and 
grandeur it gives us to cOl).template that 
God is going to make His people, redeemed 
through the blood of Christ, Exhibit "A" 
of His Grace in all eternity! 

Another flash. "The sufferings of this 
present time are not worthy to be com' 
pared with the glory th;lt shall be re' 
vealed in us." 

By no means do we get in God's Word 
a complete and detailed description of 
the future life for those in Christ but we 
do know it will be unutterable bliss, 
never ending wonder, perpetual plaise 
and soul,satisfying service! Whatever 
our sanctified imaginations can conjure 
up concerning the glory land, we can be 

sure the reality will far exceed our most 
joyful anticipations! David said "I shall 
be satisfied when I awake in thy likeness." 

To the one who is a stranger to Christ 
these sentiments awake no spark of sym, 
pathy. The heaven described in the Bible 
does not really appeal to him. Laws made 
by men who respect God's sabbath are 
called "blue laws." But we see in the 
exercises of the Lord's Dayan earnest of 
the joys of that sabbath rest which r~' 
maineth for the people of God. Then we 
shall serve Him without sin and the re' 
strictions of these present bodies. This 
is another entrancing vision which pales 
into insignificance the contemplation of 
death. 

There is another sense in which the 
Christian does not see or "experience" 
death. The sting of death is sin and our 
Lord took all the effects of that venomous 
sting in His own body on the tree. We 
had sinned but Jesus suffered all the 
agony the poison of death would cause us 
to suffer for all eternity. Therefore, death 
for the saved person has had its sting 
removed and he will never actually ex' 
perience that sting. 

Jesus said "If a man keep my saying, he 
shall never see death." 

"Beyond the Sunset 
o blissful morning 
When with my Saviour 
Heaven is begun 
Earth's toiling ended 
o glorious dawning 
Beyond the sunset 
When day is done." 

THE WITNESS 


