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Gospel Preached—To Whom? When?
For for this cause was the gospel preached also ﻿to them that are dead, that they might be judged ﻿according to men in the flesh, but live ﻿according to God in the spirit. (1 Peter 4:6 KJV 1900)

Regardless a person’s theological bent, this verse presents obvious difficulties. Who are these people? When—and how—were they judged? A common interpretation links this verse to 1 Peter 3:18-22, a reasonable contextual view. However, this view often builds on assumptions that cannot be validated in Scripture. It holds that, during His time in the grave, Jesus in spirit went to “Hades,” the supposed place of the souls of those who are dead and preached to them. However, Paul in Hebrews, along with other related passages, teaches that Jesus did not go to this imaginary place of the departed dead. As both our priest and our sacrifice, Hebrews teaches that Jesus immediately upon His death, went into heaven to the Father where He offered Himself, His life (Blood), for the sins of all for whom He died. In this teaching, the true “Inner most sanctuary” was heaven itself. If we accept this teaching in Hebrews, along with Jesus’ words to the thief on the cross, Jesus did not go to the imaginary limbo place of the spirits of the dead. He went directly to “Paradise,” to heaven itself. In one day’s time, the thief saw Jesus, tortured and hanging on the cross and in His glory in heaven, in paradise. (2 Corinthians 12:1-4. In this lesson, Paul associates “Paradise” with the “third heaven,” not a supposed intermediate place for all departed souls. If we accept Jesus’ teaching in Luke 16:19-31, all souls of the dead do not go to one place. The soul of the rich man went directly to hell, and the soul of Lazarus went directly to “Abraham’s bosom,” a term many Jewish people in that time used for heaven—where Abraham was) 

A primary argument for this view is that Scripture occasionally (As in Psalm 16:10) refers to “Souls” and “Hell.” However, in his sermon on the first Pentecost after Jesus’ ascension, Peter quoted this verse and gave it a different interpretation, one that I accept and believe. Peter interpreted “Soul” as Jesus’ life, and “Hell” as the grave. He made this verse a primary proof text for his teaching of Jesus’ literal bodily resurrection. If we accept Peter’s interpretation, this and similar verses do not support the idea that Jesus went to the intermediate place for the dead and preached to those souls. Further, based on Jesus’ teaching in the lesson of Lazarus and the rich man (For purpose of this lesson, it matters not if we view that lesson as literal or as a parable, for Jesus never used fables or imaginary ideas to frame His parables. He always used commonplace literal things in His parables), there is no single common place for the souls of all who die. There are two distinct places, one Jesus named in that lesson as hell, and the other He identified as “Abraham’s bosom,” a first century Jewish idiom for heaven. In Philippians 1:23, Paul taught that death would take him, his spirit or soul, to “be with Christ,” not to “Hell.” 

In the closing verses of 1 Peter 3, Peter used the age of Noah and the flood, specifically Noah’s building of the ark, as a symbol of a New Testament gospel symbol, water baptism, both of which point to a common reality, the literal bodily resurrection of Jesus. 

As Peter opens the fourth chapter, he links the ethical lesson he teaches with that closing lesson in the third chapter, “Forasmuch then as Christ hath suffered for us in the flesh,” And by the first word of 1 Peter 4:6, “For,” he also links this lesson with the thoughts leading up to the verse. 

1 Peter 3:19 states that Jesus “…preached unto the spirits in prison.” He further defines the circumstance when Jesus so preached, “…when once the longsuffering of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing.” We can, I believe, make a stronger contextual case for this thought than for the view I described above. 

Our next question is “How did Jesus preach to the people in Noah’s day?” Did He preach directly to them? Or did He preach through an appointed and faithful messenger? In 2 Peter 2:5, Peter refers to Noah as a “preacher of righteousness.” In 2 Corinthians 5:20, Paul teaches a lesson that, I believe, sheds good light on our study lesson. “Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us.” If gospel preachers are “Ambassadors” for Christ, speaking the words of Christ and representing Him officially, just as an ambassador might do in his function for his country, it is reasonable to conclude that Noah, righteously living and teaching during the long years he prepared the ark, was no less an ambassador for God, speaking the words of God to a wicked generation. His life and teaching “Preached” to that generation, as if Jesus were personally speaking to them, a reasonable, and I believe, Biblical interpretation of our study verse. The idea that Jesus went to an intermediate place where the spirits of all the dead reside raises major questions. Why? This interpretation has been used to justify the errant idea of “Second chance” salvation after death. The Biblical truth of eternal salvation is not a matter of “Chance” or “Opportunity” in which man decides his eternal destiny. Further, Hebrews 9:27, and all passages that teach on God’s eternal judgment, rejects any notion of second chance or multiple judgments. In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus teaches about the one final eternal judgment in detail. 
When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory. (Matthew 25:31 KJV)

Jesus’ description of this glorious coming, followed by His judgment of both righteous and wicked cannot be interpreted as any kind of temporal judgment. Those whom He shall judge are described as sheep and goats. They appear in that judgment as two distinct kinds of people, but He knows the difference, and He shall separate them. While men presently judge themselves based on their private opinions, only His judgment shall prevail at that day. Their conduct manifested their nature, and He made them sheep who appear in the lesson as His sheep. (Study Jesus’ use of sheep and their shepherd in John 10) Second chance teaching has no Biblical support whatever. Biblical salvation is grounded in God’s eternal “Purpose,” not in man’s taking advantage of a “Chance.” 
Who hath saved us, and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began. (2 Timothy 1:9 KJV)

If we follow Peter’s teaching in this lesson, what is this prison? This judgment? What is Peter’s stated reason for teaching that the gospel was preached to people who are now dead, though they were not dead when the gospel was preached to them? 

Contextually, the lesson describes an event leading up to the flood during the time Noah was building the ark. The people around him were living people, but they were imprisoned under the Lord’s judgment because of their own wickedness and denial of God and His goodness. Based on Genesis 6:1-6, it was the wickedness of the “sons of God,” those people who claimed to believe in and follow God, which brought the Lord’s warning of coming judgment. From that day till the flood, there was only one way for the “sons of God” to escape that “Prison” of divine judgment, repent and return to him. And that is why Noah preached to them. 

…that they might be judged ﻿according to men in the flesh. The people who heard this preaching must have actually been “men in the flesh” if they were so judged, not the souls of dead people. But they were also living more “according to men in the flesh than “sons of God.”
…but live ﻿according to God in the spirit. As living people who heard the gospel during their lifetime, they were shown the way of faith. Given this knowledge of the gospel, they lived with the Lord’s present Fatherly judgment. Their choice and lifestyle gave them two clear options. Refuse to follow Jesus in the way of faith and face His chasten judgment. Obey Jesus and walk the way of faith; conduct their lives “according to God in the spirit,” not according to their opinions and ego. Every KJV in my library, including the 1769 Blayney edition (The primary source for all contemporary KJVs) use lower case “spirit” in this verse, not “Spirit.” One’s manner of life seems more the point Peter intended in this lesson. The gospel can—and should—influence living children of God to “Live,” to order their lives “according to God in the spirit.”
While I do believe that Peter’s reference to the dead refers to those who heard the gospel which Noah “Preached” prior to the flood, I also hold that Peter intended a timeless truth in this lesson. While you and I live and hear the gospel preached, our reception to its truths will be manifested. The Lord shall either judge and chasten us “according to men in the flesh,” or He shall bless us richly in harmony with our choice to live, to conduct our daily life, “according to God in the spirit.” 
…but live ﻿according to God in the spirit. Peter makes this point simply and clearly. In new birth, God, in the “Person” of the Holy Spirit, permanently dwells in us, according to Peter, in our “spirit.” New Testament writers affirm this truth often. We live with the permanent and blessed reality of “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” (Colossians 1:27 KJV) In strong harmony with Peter’s lesson, Paul affirms this truth. 
Which show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another. (Romans 2:15 KJV)

As the Holy Spirit permanently indwells every born-again person, He makes His presence known by affirming God’s “law,” His measure of right and wrong, by bearing witness to us. Paul’s choice of words, “also bearing witness,” along with the Greek word translated “bearing witness,” affirms two witnesses to the law of God. The first witness is the indwelling Holy Spirit. The second witness is God’s law which He “wrote in our hearts” at new birth. We realize this law through the dynamic change in our moral compass in the new birth. Prior to new birth, we had no significant moral compass. Scripture describes all unregenerate (Not born again) people, “…whose god is their belly.” (Philippians 3:19 KJV) The contrast of natures between born again and not born again, saved, and unsaved, in Scripture is powerful. 

Peter’s lesson reminds us of a timeless truth. Whether in Noah’s day or in our lifetime, the gospel shows us two distinct lifestyles, and it emphatically teaches us to choose one and not the other. It also warns us. If we choose the way of our carnality, we shall be judged. And this judgment is now, while we are “men in the flesh.” “Men” here refers to all born again people of either gender. If we choose the way of faith, our choice imposes a transformation of lifestyle. You don’t choose the way of faith and continue living in sin. Choosing the way of faith demands that we also order our conduct, “live,” “according to God in the spirit,” His witness and teaching to us by His indwelling us. 

I’m now 82 years old. I’ve tried to live this way since I was fourteen. As all of us, on occasion, I’ve lived on both sides of this “Coin.” I’ve experienced the Lord’s chastening judgment when I failed to listen to His witness within. And I’ve also experienced the glorious joy that He floods upon His children when they choose and live His way “according to God in the spirit.” Personal experience shouts to me. Joe, choose His way! Live according to His witness within. When you choose this way, you shall strive toward the transformed lifestyle which He teaches. (Romans 12:1-2 KJV) And when you rationalize that you can choose your own way and ideas, prepare yourself. Regardless how much you try to justify or rationalize your choices, you shall face His chastening judgment, “according to men in the flesh.” At every junction, with every choice of conduct you make, hear His gospel. Choose His way. 

Peter’s lesson in this verse and context is not about some imaginary place. I wonder if the popular idea of hell having two compartments side by side may borrow more from mythology than from Scripture. According to Scripture, hell and heaven do not exist next door. They are literally “Worlds apart.” Lord help us to live our heavenly citizenship, “according to God in the spirit.”

Little Zion Primitive Baptist Church
16434 Woodruff
Bellflower, California
Worship service each Sunday, 10:30 A. M. 
Joseph Holder, Pastor

