In the Wilderness

The message for  today is this, In every wilderness experience, God is present, if we are listening to God he speaks through his Spirit, and to those who by the same spirit discern his word, respond in faith and obedience then to them salvation comes”

Put another way, when we are alone we are not truly alone, God is always with us, wanting to walk with us, speak to us and rescue us from ourselves and the situations we find ourselves in. 

Some of us seek out our own wilderness experiences. We may want time alone, to be alone with our own thoughts perhaps or perhaps to be alone with God. The word ‘wilderness’ for many paints a picture of  beautiful places where the vastness of nature dominates and our own self-importance shrinks in comparison. Maybe such experiences present an opportunity to find a more accurate or balanced perspective on life in general or more especially for us as Christians perhaps find the guidance of the Spirit. 

Others, we know, find themselves in wilderness experiences that are not beautiful or natural, rather places of aloneness which are unwanted, uninvited, intangible and invisible to others maybe painful or even tortuous places. They hear no voice of God, no comfort of the Spirit.

So, wilderness experiences can be either pleasurable or uncomfortable or both, real or in our heads, regardless;-. In many ways a testing place.

Perhaps in your own experiences you have found comfort or direction, wonder .... examples

......In these good places, set apart from all the other complexities, the noise and challenges of life, simple pleasures or basic truths come to the fore and the pace of life is slowed or put into new perspective such as .......

In a landscape where no man-made construction can be seen, we can also navigate thoughts of the deep-time of indigenous Dreamtime – perhaps an ancient landscape that might have been something like our ancestors experienced thousands of years ago. Stories from those times become more accessible, somehow real and important to our present lives or the lives of those about us.

I think today’s Bible readings, from Genesis particularly, echo these types of accounts.

Although not the subject of my talk today, of course for many of us our thoughts of wilderness cannot be divorced from our reference to Jesus and his temptations in the wilderness. Hungry and tired, Jesus is subjected to the taunts and lies of Satan as the words of God are twisted and misrepresented. 

Obviously, today I am appealing to your familiarity with Noah’s story because we have only read an end- chapter segment.

From our corporate knowledge and understanding we concluded that Noah was ......

In what way alone?  Pleasurable or painful?  What was the Spirit of God saying to him?

How was he tested? What was his message to others? The message of his experience to us?

So in relation to our take home message – God was present with Noah and his family, God spoke, Noah believed and acted and endeavoured to warn those about him of God’s impending judgement he and his family were saved.

Lastly the Passage from 1 Peter 3:18-22 read now - Ruth.

There is one bit here in this reading I found difficult to understand.   Was there anything that stood out to you?  I was tempted to avoid this hiccup, skip the passage, in my thinking, but that is the challenge, not to avoid but to discuss or examine and let the Spirit of wisdom do His work.

The first bit, what a wonderful statement of what we believe, in the  Contemporary English Version

1 Peter 3:18-22
Christ died once for our sins.
An innocent person died for those who are guilty.
Christ did this to bring you to God, when his body was put to death
and his spirit was made alive.

Then the stumbling point, I change versions from CEV to NRSV maybe the meaning will be clearer....mmmm a bit.

What do you think? Perhaps I shouldn’t do this to you? Perhaps this is a question for Michael or for Bible Study discussion but what does this mean?

‘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,’NRSV

Where was Jesus preaching?  He descended into hell?

I have always wondered about this bit in the Apostles creed. Now we sometimes say the apostles creed or something like it to summarise the key points of our faith, our common beliefs.  It wasn’t actually written by the apostles but by the Christian fathers at some stage prior to if the third century from which period arises the earliest known  written copy. What does the Apostles' Creed mean when it says that Jesus descended into hell? 

Is this controversial?  How does this sit alongside Jesus’ words on the cross, in his dying agony, he speaks to the thief next to him and assures him that “today you will be with me in paradise.” Now that statement from Jesus on the cross would seem to indicate that Jesus was planning to go to paradise, which doesn’t sound like hell.

 So, in some sense Jesus goes to paradise??? We are told that that his body goes into the tomb. His soul apparently is in paradise? When does he go to hell? Or does he go to hell?

 Which brings us back to today’s passage, and as far as I know the only passage in Scripture that alludes to ‘preaching to the lost spirits in prison.” 

 I resort to some commentaries and find that others have also found this text difficult. I read that,

‘this text has been used as the principal proof text to say that Jesus, at some point after his death, generally believed to be between his death and his resurrection, went to hell. Some people say that he went into hell to experience the fullness of the magnitude of suffering, separation from the Father—the full penalty for human sin—in order to give complete atonement for sin. That is regarded by some as a necessary element of Christ’s passion.’

But many churches that believe in an actual descent of Jesus into hell do not see him going to hell for further suffering because Jesus declares on the cross, “It is finished.” Rather, he goes to hell to liberate those spirits who, from antiquity, have been held in prison. His task in hell then is one of triumph, liberating Old Testament saints?

 I am still adding question marks because I am not satisfied. To me this passage from Peter is not talking about saints at all. It reads,

“By which (or in which) also He went and preached unto the spirits in prison; which sometime were disobedient, when once the longsuffering of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing, wherein few, that is, eight souls were saved by water”.
I will try harder with the interpretation,

First of all, how about a little bit of context? Peter –yes the famous fisherman- writes his first letter to the early suffering Christ followers or saints in Asia Minor (an area you and I know as Turkey) in the sixties. Not the 1960’s , the  60’s of the first century.

His letter starts by  proclaiming the Gospel (1:1-12) then by  concentrating  upon the meaning of  sanctification (1:13-2:10) and thirdly upon  submission as the hallmark of God’s chosen people (2:11-3:12). The fourth key theme of the book is persecution (3:13-4:19). And it is in this fourth section where our verses appear.

So before reaching today’s text, Peter is trying to help persecuted believers to overcome the dread fear of persecution. So in vv. 14-15 he reminds them of their blessed hope and of their need to fear the Lord more than their enemies. And in vv. 16-17 he explains the need of a having their conscience in peace with the Lord ’.  ‘’For it is commendable if someone bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because they are conscious of God.’’

Then, in vv. 18-20, Peter proceeds to use two examples of suffering in days of persecution, namely, Christ and Noah. So let us go back to the subject of what today’s reading means

Verse 19, “By which (or in which) also He went and preached unto the spirits in prison”.

Let’s go step by step.

The first two words –“by which” or “in which”- to what are they refer? They reference back to the subject of the final clause of the previous verse (v. 18), namely, the Holy Spirit. The whole clause reads, “Being put to death in the flesh, but quickened (or made alive) by the Spirit: by which also He went...”

So the “by which” or the “in which” would be best translated as “by whom” or “in whom” given the personal nature of the Spirit of God. Jesus, according to v. 19, “went and preached” by the Spirit of God or in the Spirit of God.

So far, so good! Jesus went and preached in the Spirit unto “the spirits in prison”. What is Peter talking about here? We’ll have to fast forward to verse 20, .

 “Which sometime or, in another time were disobedient, when once the longsuffering ,patience, of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing, that is, eight souls were saved by water”.

So, “the spirits in prison” in v. 19 were those who were “disobedient” in the days of Noah. Who were they who were disobedient in the days of Noah? Everybody, except for the eight folk that were saved in the ark! Noah preached the Word of God to them as a good old-fashioned “preacher of righteousness” but no-one listened.

What happened to the disobedient? (They were drowned in the great deluge that the Lord sent.)

Peter’s first letter, of course, is written a few thousand years after the flood. Those who disobeyed the Word of God in Noah’s day were no longer alive in the flesh. Therefore, Peter –in the first century AD- calls them “the spirits in prison”.

The disobedient once walked the earth in their human bodies; but now, as they await the great Final Day of the resurrection of the just and the unjust, they are bound and await the final judgement of God.

I think again to the apostles creed,’ He, Jesus, shall come again to judge the living and the dead, 

But how could Jesus go and preach to them if they had died thousands of years before His incarnation?

Well, Peter never says that Christ preached in the flesh. He states the Lord did so by means of the Spirit. If we go back to the start of Peter’s letter, 1 Peter 1:11,

 the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of the Messiah and the glories that would follow. 

2 Peter 1:21 tells us the same story: “The prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit”.

In each case, Peter is telling us that although Jesus had not yet come to earth in physical form, He spoke repeatedly by means of the prophets. And this is exactly what is happening in our verse (v. 20). How did Jesus speak to the disobedient men and women in the days of the ark? By means of Noah, Noah was the mouthpiece of the Spirit of God. The Spirit of the Lord was at work in the days of Noah the prophet.

A natural way to interpret these couple of verses, then, would be that the Lord Jesus preached through Noah to the sinners before the flood came.

All this makes sense, when we think again of the context of the verses. Peter is encouraging persecuted saints to be strong in the Lord. By means of the example of Noah, the people of God in Asia Minor could understand that their tough situation was by no means new. They were not the first people on earth to suffer for preaching the Word of God.

God’s people will always be in minority.  Only eight were saved in Noah’s day. And so it should come as no surprise to Christians to realize that the majority of people are going to reject the Word of the Lord.

So perhaps this little verse isn’t so hard to understand, Christ is not visiting a mysterious purgatory-like underworld. What Peter is saying is that Christ’s disciples should be bold because it forms part of a common package of the Christian faith journey to be rejected and ostracized by the world at large.  Peter acknowledges this and encourages us to keep going.  

As Christ preached His Word through the mouth of Noah in Genesis, so He spoke powerfully through Peter to guide and uplift His afflicted church at that time. Even to this very day, Christ the Lord still desires to speak through His redeemed people so that many more who are lost can come into the ‘ark’ of salvation.

In Noah’s wilderness experience, alone building and ark far from water God was present. To the suffering church of the first century God was present. In our present day sufferings, our aloneness and confusion God is present, our hope is eternal our salvation secure.  A well-known hymn  I have decided to follow Jesus  has an amazing history of how it came to be written. The encouraging story is told of faith in the face of persecution in the version that is online.  It’s Adults Only and with the song and the story is a bit long for a Sunday service but I commend it to you.

