A CALL TO COURAGE

I Peter 3: 18-22

18For 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, 19through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison 20who 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, 21and 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, 22who has gone into heaven and is at God's right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.


In the ten years that I have been blessed to be pastor here, I have preached an average of forty-three sermons per year. That means that if you have attended regularly for most of the times that I have preached, you have probably heard at least four hundred sermons of mine. 


Wow. That must be worth a medal of some sort. I hope I don't get identified as a significant source of global warming. 


So after hearing four hundred sermons from me, I hope you will indulge me this one time if I begin this message by saying, about this passage, “I'm not sure that I get it entirely.” There are things about this passage that mystified me as much as they might mystify you. The folks with me at Tuesday morning breakfast gave me permission to say so, and even said, “Hearing that might give hope to the rest of us who struggle with understanding the Bible sometimes too.”  I'll even confess that I was strongly tempted to pass by this passage in my preaching series on I Peter, and unless anyone noticed that I had skipped it over, I could leave everybody with the impression that understanding and preaching the Bible is always a snap for me, no big deal. After all, I have a seminary degree! 


But when I realized that Peter seems to alight twice—not just once, in this chapter and the next---on ideas and images about Christ apparently descending into hell and preaching to the spirits in prison, I thought it must be important to him and to his disciples, so it should be important to me too. 


In doing some digging in my library, and that of this seminary, I found out I wasn't alone in my puzzlement. No less a spiritual giant than St. Augustine of the Fourth Century, wrote, “What troubles me most is why only those who were imprisoned in the days of Noah should deserve this benefit [of hearing the gospel after they had died]. Think of all the others who have died since Noah's time and whom Jesus could have found in hell.” Martin Luther also wrote, 1100 years later, “This is a strange text and certainly a more obscure passage than any other passage in the New Testament. I still do not know for sure what the apostle meant.” So who am I to say that I have succeeded where Augustine and Martin Luther confessed to come up short?


So I was all set to give us not some main points for understanding this passage, but some main questions. And these questions would be about things like pagan religions and ancestors. Did Peter write about Jesus preaching to the spirits in prison, from the time of Noah, because these formerly pagan Christians to whom he was writing would have had strong beliefs and face strong cultural pressures about their ancestors? That's a missionary's way of looking at this passage. Then I was going to tell some stories about new Christians in faraway places having to work through their relationships with, and their understanding of, their ancestors. 


What do you think? .............It didn't go over all that well at the Tuesday morning breakfast either. And then I was left struggling to figure out how to make that apply to most of us here, today. 


I was also going to ask, “Did Peter write about Jesus descending to the spirits of the dead in hell, on his way back up to the throne in heaven, because Peter's disciples were also going through hell on their way to heaven? The hell of persecution, oppression, ridicule, public scorn and shame? 


Well, after doing some more digging and study, it looks like I'm going to have to save the ancestor stories for another sermon.  Not that I came up with lots of ironclad answers. But I think I did come up with some better questions. For one thing, I found that I was reading things into that phrase, “the disobedient spirits in prison.” Why did I assume that they were were human spirits? Who said they were spirits of the dead, awaiting the final judgment? And who said that that prison was somewhere “down there?” So much for the ancestors. There went the first draft of this sermon.


As for the second question,Was Peter  encouraging his disciples on their way to heaven, through the valley of the shadow of death?, my research suggested that this was a bit more on track. But what was Peter trying to encourage and inspire on the part of his harassed and persecuted disciples? Apparently, the same thing as what we heard him encourage us to do last week, in chapter 3 verse 15: “Do not fear what the world fears.....but always be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks you of the hope that you have, and do so with gentleness and respect.....”


Peter is trying to inspire......... courage.


And if you think that such a witness is scary and hard to do, consider the audience before whom Christ preached. Peter says that he testified before “the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago, while God waited patiently in the time of Noah, while the ark was being built.” 


Who are those spirits? Or what are they? If we think of them simply as the spirits of the people long dead who refused to get on board Noah's Ark,  then we're left scratching our head with St. Augustine. Maybe that's why he has been pictured as bald. He wrote a lot of sermons too. 


But again, what if those spirits are not human? What if they are disobedient and rebellious spiritual powers and forces like the ones whom Peter mentions at the end of this passage, “the angels, authorities and the powers,” that are now subject to Christ? Yes, I'm talking about the devil and about devils. But don't freak out. I'm not the kind who sees demons behind every door, not even in the week of Halloween. 


But don't be too quick to write these things off as just mythical and mystical nonsense, either. Lets ask ourselves: How is it that whole mobs can be swept away with enthusiasm for evil, against their own individual better judgment, unless something spiritually evil was happening between them and among them that was bigger than the sum of all their spirits combined? Such as when the mob in Jerusalem, just a few days after many of them had welcomed Jesus into town with shouts of Hosanna! and “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord,” turned around and screamed, “Crucify him!” Something spiritual was going on then and there that was bigger than any one of them, and even bigger than the spirits of all the people combined. Or how can entire nations be swept away against the better judgment of their individual members in war fever and violence, such as what happened in Nazi Germany, and as happened in our society in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, unless an infectious, contagious spiritual force is afoot, infecting all who fail to name it, resist it and pay the price? And how do we explain the haunting and enslavement of individuals by such violence and immorality, such as what happened to the man whom Jesus encountered on the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee, who wandered among the tombs compulsively cutting himself against his will, and who claimed that a legion of fallen, rebellious angels inhabited him like an occupying army? In such times it almost appears to be easier to prove the existence of an evil Satan and the fallen angels than it is to prove the existence of a good and holy God and his kindly angels. You don't have to believe in a mischievous guy with a goatee, with red tights and horns on his head to believe that something or someone spiritually alien to our selves can occupy us, divide us against ourselves,  and oppress us if we surrender to its lies and seductions. Against this rebellious force the Son of Man has come to expose his lies and destroy his works.


Now I think that all Peter is saying is that these disobedient spirits were active in the time while Noah was building the ark. As the Noah story of Genesis says, “Every imagination of man was full of violence” from one end of the planet to the other.  These fallen, rebellious, spiritual powers were at work then, fomenting violence, injustice and immorality, they were at work doing the same when Jesus preached and taught, they were at work inciting people to isolate and ridicule Peter's disciples, and they are at work now, as any glance at the newspaper, or any stroll down the aisle of a video store, will show. While we must struggle against all forms of injustice and evil within and around ourselves, we must also struggle against the force and the source behind it all. Otherwise, we risk believing that people are our enemies—even people who do evil—and treating them as such. We have enemies, but as Pastor Greg Boyd of Wooddale Church likes to say, “If it has flesh and blood, its not our enemy.” 


Now don't get freaked out by my obvious references to the devil and to devils. Peter says they are “in prison,” and are therefore not as powerful as Christ is. As he says, they are in subjection to Christ. And why did I think at first that this prison was some place underground where Jesus might have gone between Good Friday and Easter Sunday? He doesn't really say when Jesus testified before them. Might Peter simply be saying, when he says that these rebellious spirits are “in prison,” that they are restricted and hampered by the power of God, effectively contained and defeated by the work of Jesus, as he so powerfully demonstrated whenever he liberated people from them, and when he triumphed over the powers of death and hell in the grave and walked out of his tomb alive? I put that to you as a question, rather than an assertion, because I can't claim to be absolutely certain where greater thinkers than myself, like Augustine and Martin Luther, confessed to being baffled.  But the idea that these “disobedient spirits in prison” are rebellious spirits and fallen forces seems to fit with what Peter says at the end of this passage, that “angels, authorities and powers” are now in subjection to Christ. 


Even though the conflict continues and they continue to mislead and to oppress people, these rebellious spirits were effectively unmasked by Jesus' death, and they were decisively defeated and dethroned by Jesus' life and resurrection, in a way similar to that in which slavery in America was effectively defeated and dethroned by the Emancipation Proclamation, halfway through our Civil War, in 1863. It took another two years of Civil War for the authority of that proclamation to finally take effect throughout all the rebel territories. But when we look backwards from the final surrender of the last rebel soldier in 1865, we can see that legalized slavery was as good as done when the Proclamation of Emancipation was signed two years earlier. But some serious fighting remained to mop up the resistance. 


When we look backwards from the last book of the Bible, and forwards from Jesus' resurrection, we see something similar: that these rebellious spirits and fallen forces are effectively defeated, dethroned and disarmed. They just haven't given up struggling and shaking their chains yet. We're not done fighting with them yet. But they won't have the last word.



But back to my other question: What is Peter trying to inspire and encourage in us? What's the point of mentioning that Jesus announced the gospel of his kingdom before the same disobedient spirits that had been inspiring and encouraging so much violence and evil since the days of Noah? The point is, as I said a moment earlier, to reinforce his words, that we fear not what the nations fear, but that we too, like Christ, must always be ready to give an explanation for our hope, also sometimes before a hostile scoffing audience, and that we do so with gentleness and respect. Jesus faced up to the spiritual powers behind all this evil, and before human powers as high up the chain as Pilate and Caiaphas, the high priest, and testified before them, respectfully, truthfully and courageously. If Jesus could do that before the highest, scariest, most powerful spiritual enemies, then we, Peter is saying, can make the good profession of faith before our neighbors who are not the enemy. Like Noah did, as well.


That's why Peter goes on to talk about Noah and the flood. While violence was swirling around him, the only things Noah was beating on were nails and planks. While the neighbors were likely mocking and scoffing at him, two stories up on the side of a half-finished boat, Noah's only response was Bang! Bang! Bang! as he drove another nail into a plank to join it to the ribs of the boat frame. So if scoffers are getting your goat, get a hammer and take it out on a carpentry project, not on them.


Peter's disciples were making similar statements, a similar witness, in the face of similar opposition, beginning with their public baptisms. Noah and his family were just eight in the face of so many. Perhaps the house churches to which Peter is writing had no more than eight people meeting in each one of them. The fact that there were so many mocking so few, Peter says, did not discourage Noah and his family. So it should not discourage Peter's disciples from living and testifying to the risen, victorious Christ.  


Nor should it discourage us. We're not exactly the biggest church on the block either. And here's where the rubber hits the road for us. Here's where I hope we come away with something to learn and something to try from this otherwise obscure passage. Namely,  Get a handle on what God counts as “big,” and aim for it. Not how big our audience is, nor how big our following is, but how big our testimony is. Don't worry about the size of our audience or the size of our impact. Let's make our testimony big in terms of courage and character. Let's make our witness before the world big in terms of loving and living. 


Otherwise, if we rely on the world's understanding of size and value and importance, we would have to say that the earthly ministry of Jesus of Nazareth was a failure. No kidding. Compared to today's mega-churches and mega-ministries with membership and email lists and mailing lists and donor lists and seating capacities and parking lots with parking spots in the tens and scores of thousands, the ministry of a lone, pedestrian Palestinian rabbi with twelve close disciples, one of whom betrayed him, leading to his shameful execution, looked at the time like a failure. The witness and ministry of Noah was even worse: after all those years and all that labor building a big boat, Noah could report to his mission agency that only eight people got saved, including himself. The rest were close relatives. So with even just eight, he was padding the rolls.


But if you look at other some other measurements, Noah and Jesus come out with very different grades. For one thing, we could measure them by the opposition they faced, by the enemies they made: the same fallen and rebellious spiritual powers and authorities that are flooding the world with violence, immorality and injustice today. I thought about this recently when I read the reflections of a former Serbian soldier who was drafted into the Yugoslav Army in 1990. Soon after basic training, he found himself commanded to commit all sorts of war crimes and atrocities against innocent civilians of other ethnic minorities, like Croats and Bosnians. Instead, he deserted, hid out and joined a war resister's league that worked for several years to stop the war and to hold the war lord, Slobodan Milosavitch, and his cronies, accountable for their crimes. Although they eventually succeeded, this activist --Bojan is his name-- still struggles with feelings of guilt and powerlessness. Why did it take so long? Why are some of the warlords still free? Why are so many of my people ready to take up the gun against their neighbors again? Did we not work hard enough? Or smart enough? If not, is there some way we could have ended the war crimes earlier? he wonders.


 Were he here, I would tell Bojan that I measure him and what he did not only by how much he accomplished, and how soon, but by what he was up against: a very firmly-entrenched, interlocking, network of war lords  and their bank-rollers, their spokespersons, and millions of other people too afraid to resist and disobey their orders, as he did. Behind them were the same rebellious, disobedient spiritual forces that stirred up violence from the time of Noah to today. By those standards, he and his partners in justice and peace deserve the adoring accolades of angel choirs, simply for standing up to them and telling the truth, as did Jesus.


When we read John's Revelation, we see that the halls of heaven ring with praises for Jesus: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power, wealth, wisdom and strength, honor, glory and praise!” for his truthful testimony, his warfare by the Word of Truth, the Sword of the Spirit, against those monstrous and rebellious powers that flooded the world of Noah with violence from end to the other. But the resurrection tells us who was more powerful, who was the victor. And the words “Well done, good and faithful servants” go to  Noah and his family, and to Peter's disciples, to all eight of them perhaps in each case, not for the size of their following, but for the size of their testimony, when measured, once again, by the size of their opposition. And the same goes for us gathered here, who, like Peter's disciples, and Noah's family, have shown the courage to testify, beginning with when we publicly entered the waters of baptism, even against the scorn and opposition of powers and people bigger than ourselves. That means that every one you look at in this sanctuary is also a courageous warrior of epic proportions, when you measure us all by the challenges we face, not just by what we have done in Christ's name, but by what we have overcome and have become in Christ's name. So on one hand, let's be gentle with ourselves, and with each other. There are giants in the making here this morning, every bit as big as Noah and St. Peter, when measured by our challenges, and by the courage shown against them.


On the other hand, we can still push the limits of our courage a bit. Consider what it is that you already are brave enough to do for your witness. If its too scary to think about inviting someone to church, then we can go down a notch and invite someone to our Christmas Banquet or to Ten Thousand Villages. Once we find out that, Gee, that's not so bad, then push it up a notch and invite that someone to church. Or, students, if its too scary to share your faith in school, then do a term paper on a Christian value, like service or the seamless sanctity of all life. As you do that, pray for opportunities to share more. Let's not browbeat ourselves for what we can't do: start with what we can do, and keep pushing at it. 


That's what I finally get out of this difficult passage: a call to courage. Even, a call to push at the edges of our courage. And it all depends on how we answer the question: Who are those disobedient spirits from the time of Noah, before whom Jesus preached? If they're the same fallen spiritual forces spewing out the same messages of violence and evil as what Noah and his neighbors heard, the same ones which inspired the crucifixion of Jesus, then we're back to where we were last week, when Peter told us, “Treasure Christ always in your hearts, and always be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks you for the reason of your hope, but do so with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good conduct in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.” If Jesus could do this before those rebellious spirits, and if Noah could do this before his neighbors, so can we, beginning with our baptisms. Because Jesus is still with us. 
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