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The mention of Christ proclaiming victory to the spirits in prison who were disobedient in the days of 

Noah, enables Peter to shift his thought from those upon whom judgment fell to those who were saved. 

Though the world was judged with water, eight people were saved through it.  

3:21 And corresponding to that, baptism now saves you-- not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an 

appeal to God for a good conscience-- through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

3: 22 who is at the right hand of God, having gone into heaven, after angels and authorities and 

powers had been subjected to Him. 

 

The flood is now seen as an event that is analogous to baptism. The flood waters brought death to the 

world, but they brought salvation to Noah who escaped death by being in the ark (v. 20).  Baptism is the 

counterpart of escaping the death of God’s judgment that is represented by the flood waters.  

As Grudem says, “The water of baptism is like the waters of judgment – similar to the waters of the 

flood, and showing clearly what we deserve for our sins. Coming up out of the waters of baptism 

corresponds to being kept safe through the waters of the flood, the waters of God’s judgment for sin, 

and emerging to live in ‘newness of life’ (cf. Rom. 6:4). . .  As Noah fled to the ark, so we flee to Christ, 

and in Him we escape judgment” (Grudem, 171). 

But what does Peter mean by “baptism saves you”? 

The problem we face in reading this verse is that we are so far removed from the New Testament era 

that we don’t understand the meaning of baptism as it is presented in the NT.  With reference to what is 

essential to salvation, baptism has no importance whatsoever.  But for a person to refuse baptism would 

be evidence that their professed “faith” was not genuine. In the Bible, proof or evidence of salvation 

through baptism is assumed to be part of every Christian’s experience. “[The early church] could not 

conceive of a true Christian who was not willing to express commitment to our Lord [through baptism]. 

That was not one of the options given to the person being evangelized. He either trusted in Christ and 

was baptized, knowing the implications in terms of commitment and lifestyle, or he rejected the 

truth“(GTJ Vol. 2/2; 1981, p. 288). 

Some of the difficulty of the passage is removed when it is laid out grammatically. 

Elliott (cited by Jobes, 253) points out the corresponding parallels in the typology: 

3:20   3:21 

a few   you 

were saved  baptism now saves 

through  water  through the resurrection of Jesus Christ 

 

The parallel ideas “through water” and “through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” clearly show that it is 

the resurrection of Christ that saves us from death, not the rite of baptism. As Noah was saved through 

the waters of judgment by the ark, so we pass from death to life in our identification with Christ who 
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died and rose again (Ro. 6:3-8). The path from death to life is pictured in baptism, not accomplished 

through it.  

Peter adds two subordinate clauses to clarify what he means by “baptism saves you.” First he says what 

he does NOT mean: he is not talking about the removal of dirt from the flesh; that is, it is NOT the 

physical action of going in the water that saves us. Secondly, he says that it is an appeal to God for a 

good conscience that saves. That is, it is the inward transaction between God and the individual 

(presumably coming from repentance and belief) that is symbolized by baptism that saves. 

“We could paraphrase, ‘Baptism now saves you’ – not the outward physical ceremony of baptism but 

the inward reality which baptism represents” (Grudem, 171). 

 

Although 3:18-22 wanders around through several topics, the main theme is our relationship to Christ: 

 3:18  Christ died once for sins 

  The righteous for the unrighteous 

  So that He might bring us to God 

  Christ was put to death in the flesh 

  He was made alive in the spirit 

 3:19 He went and preached to the spirits 

 3:22  He went into heaven 

  Angels and authorities and powers are subject to Him 

 

The verses that follow draw a conclusion from these great truths: 

 

4:1 Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, 

because he who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin,   

4:2 so as to live the rest of the time in the flesh no longer for the lusts of men, but for the will of God.   

4:3 For the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles, having 

pursued a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousals, drinking parties and abominable 

idolatries.   

 

The main aim of I Peter is to help Christians endure and choose suffering over sin or silence. In 2:18-25, 

Peter pointed out that Christ’s unjust suffering in the flesh is an example for Christian living. In 3:10-17, 

he said  it is better, if God should will it so, that we suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing 

what is wrong (3:17). In 3:18, he said that Christ suffered even to the point of death for doing what was 

right, but He was vindicated by God through the resurrection, so do not fear suffering for doing what is 

right. Now in 4:1, he tells us to arm ourselves in readiness to suffer. 

 

God desires that we know who we are in Christ so that we will make the right life choices. Suffering is 

not a sign of weakness and defeat; it is the very path that Jesus Himself walked . . . therefore  (here the 
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word “therefore [ou=n]” is resumptive, picking up the thought of 3:18 ). . .  since Christ has suffered in the 

flesh (that is, since He suffered in His experience as a real man on this earth), and has been raised from 

the dead, and since we are identified with Him and His destiny, we should adopt the same mindset that 

Jesus had in our struggle against sin.   

 

The unbelievers of the first century saw Christians as killjoys who lived gloomy lives. The pleasures that 

the Christians typically abstained from were the popular forms of Roman entertainment - “the theatre 

with its risqué performances, the chariot races, and the gladiatorial fights with their blood and gore. 

Christian lifestyle also condemned the pleasures of an indulgent temper, sex outside of marriage, 

drinking, slander, lying, covetousness, and theft.  These attitudes toward contemporary Roman customs 

and morals , combined with the Christian’s refusal to burn incense to the emperor – a gesture of civic 

gratitude intended to assure the well-being of the empire – earned Christians the reputation of being 

haters of humanity and traitors to the Roman way of life” (Jobes, 262). Some of the same attitudes of 

the unbelieving continue to be an issue for Christians today; therefore, we are to arm ourselves, or 

equip ourselves with the appropriate defensive weapon. 

 

In Proverbs, the word translated as “purpose” in the NASB (e;nnoia - ennoia), refers to a mindset or 

disposition that results in the right moral action  (Prov. 2:11; 3:21; 16:22; 23:19). We are to arm 

ourselves for suffering by having the same resolve that Jesus had to make the right moral decisions no 

matter what the result is. In Jesus’ case His righteousness led to death (Phil. 2:5; Lk. 9:51). 

 

Verses 1-3 have a number of difficulties. The first difficulty is in 4:1 when it says, “because he who has 

suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin.” Is this saying that if we suffer we will become sinless? 

 

The word translated by the NASB as “because” (o[ti) in verse 1 could either refer to the reason why we 

are to arm ourselves, or it could be giving us the content of our mindset (in which case it is used 

epexegetically and translated as “that”). In the first case it would be saying that we are to arm ourselves 

with Christ’s mindset, because if we do, we will stop sinning. In the second case it would be explaining 

what mindset he is talking about. Considering the bigger picture of Scripture, the second view seems 

better. Jesus’ resolve to do what was right at all costs demonstrated that His life was not dominated by 

sin, but by the will of God. We should have the same resolve, and thus demonstrate that our lives are no 

longer dominated by sin. In this case, “to cease from sin” doesn’t mean that we have achieved sinless 

perfection, but that sin is no longer the dominant force that drives our decisions. 

 

The goal in equipping ourselves with the mindset of Christ is so we “live the rest of the time in the flesh 

no longer for the lusts of men, but for the will of God” (v. 2). The reason we should pursue this goal is 

found in verse 3, “for the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the 

Gentiles.” 

  

Our past sins are sufficient for a lifetime. We can never sin so little that we could say, "I need some more 

time to sin." 
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Jobes, in citing Achtemeier, makes an interesting observation. In ancient Rome, no religion was called an 

“abominable idolatry” (v.3). Because Romans were polytheistic, every religion was accepted, even if as 

an individual they disagreed with it.  To call another religion “abominable” violated divine law. Therefore, 

the only religions despised by Rome were Judaism and Christianity which claimed to have exclusive truth. 

In our pluralistic society today, we are facing the same issues as believers living in a polytheistic Roman 

culture; every religion is acceptable except the exclusive claims of the gospel of Christ.  

 

It seems surprising that Peter refers to unbelievers as Gentiles, since those to whom he was writing 

were probably Gentiles. However, as the early church grew, words began to take on different nuances.  

Before the cross, a Gentile was a non-Jew, but also one who did not believe in the God of Israel. After 

the cross, God broke down the barrier that divided these two ethnic groups and made a new entity, the 

church (Eph. 2:14-16). Although ethnically Jews are still Jews, the Jewish writers of the NT began to use 

the term “Gentile” as referring to those who were not the people of God.  

 

4:4 And in all this, they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excess of dissipation, 

and they malign you;   

4:5 but they shall give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. 

 

The change of lifestyle from sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousals, drinking parties and idolatries is 

often not met favorably by friends and family whose lifestyles we have removed ourselves from. They 

can’t understand why we no longer behave like them, and so they respond with hostility. According to 

verse 4, they will malign us. To malign means speak evil of, to slander or to defame someone. 

 

Why do people respond like this? “No doubt because silent non-participation in sin implies 

condemnation of that sin, and rather than change their ways, unbelievers will slander those who have 

pained their consciences, or justify their own immorality by spreading rumors that the ‘righteous’ 

Christians are immoral as well” (Grudem, 177).   

 


