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Let’s begin with a quick lesson in Biblical Greek. In English, we use words like 

may or probably to indicate the certainty of an event. For instance: It is raining. It may 
rain. It may not rain, etc. In Biblical Greek the degree of certainty is contained in the verb 
itself. It is called the mood of a verb.  

The most simple is the indicative mood. The indicative mood expresses a great 
deal of certainty: It is raining. One step removed from the certainty of the indicative 
mood is the subjunctive mood: it is not raining but likely will. A familiar example of the 
subjunctive mood is when the sick woman in Mark 5 saw Jesus passing by and said, “If 
only I could touch His garments…”  

One step removed from the subjunctive mood is what is the called the optative 
mood: It is not raining and it is unlikely that it will rain. A good example of an optative 
verb is right here in our text: “Who is there to harm you if you do good; but even if 
[optative] you should suffer for righteousness’ sake you will be blessed.” The use of the 
optative mood in this sentence indicated that persecution for doing good has not yet 
occurred and will likely not occur. 

Persecution has been a part of the history of the church. Today is All Saints’ Day 
and an appropriate day to remember the countless saints who have gone before us, some 
who have suffered for the name of Christ. It is right for us to remember the first Arch-
Bishop of Canterbury who was martyred for his faith and many others like Latimer and 
Ridley, both of whom maintained their faith in Christ at the cost of their lives. On All 
Saints’ Day, it is right for us to remember those men and women who in distant parts of 
globe suffer for the name of Christ today.  

The author of this letter is going to help us think about our response to 
persecution. He begins on a helpful, even surprising note. He begins by telling us that 
persecution for doing right, for being a Christian is an anomaly. The normal pattern is the 
first verse: “Who is there to harm you if you do what is good.” This is important for us to 
remember. It helps us avoid a persecution complex. I think many people and groups have 
a persecution complex. I recently read an article about a running back for the Houston 
football team. He is an atheist. While he did not use the word persecution, he did speak of 
his isolation and his need for courage to maintain his belief, or lack thereof.  

Is it fair to say that Christians, especially very conservative Christians, are prone 
to have a persecution complex? If you searched the internet for the words “Persecution, 
Christianity, and America”, you may be surprised at the number and nature of your 
search results. Many predict the imminent persecution of Christians. We can speculate 
about the war on religion or on Christians, but if your experience is like mine, speculation 
is the closest we have actually come. A lot of speculation and anticipation, but not any 
actual experience. 

There is no doubt that our culture is drifting away from many things that are held 
by traditional Christianity, such as the nature of marriage and the value of life. Though 
our maintenance of these traditional views will put us at odds with our friends and our 
neighbors, we should nonetheless be very careful about claiming the high ground of 
persecution. 

 



Let me mention a few reasons to be careful about making this claim: 1) It is 
normally not true. God, in His common grace by which He governs His whole world, has 
set up governments and given a conscience to all His creatures so that the normal pattern 
is that good behavior is not rewarded with persecution. You may think, “Well this author 
obviously knows nothing about the hardships of being a Christian in contemporary 
America!”  No he doesn’t. But this author does know about the hardships of being a 
Christian under the most ruthless, anti-Christian emperor of all times: Emperor Nero.  
And even under Nero, Peter the apostle asserts that persecution for doing what is good is 
still not the norm. 2) It cheapens the reality of the persecution for those to whom this 
word actually applies, such as martyrs under the heavy hand of ISIS or Boko Haram. 3) It 
is simply unattractive. No one likes a self-righteous, self-selected martyr. 

But what are you to do if persecution does occur? What do you do if you find 
yourself being slandered for being a Christian? That is a good question and that is the 
topic of verses 14 and following. If you are being persecuted, Peter says not to fear, but to 
have courage (v. 14). He says not to be troubled, but to have confidence (v. 14). He says 
you must be prepared to answer (v. 15). The result of your conduct is that you may put to 
silence who slander you, and implicitly, your response may lead to their consideration of 
the Gospel. Your physical suffering could result in their spiritual good - their salvation. 

This is how we are to behave and the motivation behind our behavior. Have 
courage. Have confidence. Speak. Your suffering could result in the salvation of those 
who slander you. 

Notice the word “For” in verse 18. Whenever you come to the word “for” in the 
bible, it is usually providing grounding. The author is providing a basis or evidence for 
what he has just written. Why can you trust this principle that we have just considered?  
Because Jesus Christ suffered once for sins! That “once” is important: one time. Jesus 
suffered on the cross. One time for all sins. The righteous (that is actually a singular 
noun) for the unrighteous (plural). In sum: Jesus Christ suffered one time for all time, the 
righteous One for the unrighteous many. And why? To bring us to God. By implication, 
without the work of Jesus Christ and without faith in the work of Jesus Christ, we remain 
far away. Our sin creates a barrier or distance between a holy God and us. But one time 
for all time, the righteous One suffered for the unrighteous many. 

Now remember the principle that we just discussed: Our suffering could result in 
the salvation of others. And why is this a trustworthy pattern?  Because this pattern is 
seen in Jesus Christ. The One who suffered for the good of others is not only the content 
of the Christian’s faith, it is also the pattern of the Christian’s witness. 

Verse 19 is one of the most obscure and difficult passages of the entire bible: “In 
which [Jesus] went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, because they did not obey, 
when God waited in the days of Noah…” Eight people being saved through water. While 
it is likely that the original audiences knew exactly what was being discussed, we do not.  
This is obscure and difficult.  

What do we do when we come to a very difficult and obscure passage? First, we 
do not base significant beliefs or practices on obscure and difficult passages. Are you 
familiar with the Mormon faith? Any true Mormon would say that Christianity and 
Mormonism are not the same thing, and a true Christian would agree. This principle is 
one of the reasons for the many differences in the two faiths. Mormonism bases 
significant beliefs and practices on very obscure and difficult passages. For instance, 



within the Mormon church there is a belief and practice of baptizing the living on behalf 
of the dead. So one could trace their genealogy back and be baptized for great-grandma 
as far back as one could go. Now there are many strange things within Christianity, but in 
my opinion this notion that a living person could stand in proxy for a dead person, pardon 
in elegant term, but that is just weird. 

Those beliefs and practices that are central to the Christian faith are widely and 
clearly attested to in the pages of scripture. The principle we just discussed: the righteous 
One, Jesus Christ, who suffered on behalf of the unrighteous many to bring us to God is 
everywhere in the Bible. God made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us (II Corinthians 
5:17). You have been reconciled by His death, that He might present you holy and 
blameless before God (Colossians 1:22). Now in Christ Jesus, you once who were far off 
have been brought near by the blood of Christ (Ephesians 2:13). For God so loved the 
world, that He gave His son (to suffer) so that all who believe in Him will not perish, but 
have everlasting life (John 3:16). The One who died for the many is on every page. 

Those things that are major in the bible are written about clearly and redundantly. 
There are a few passages that are not clear and are mentioned only once. Major in the 
majors do not major in the minors.   

The second thing that we do with a difficult passage is to ask the question of 
context. The context of our passage is this: Peter is encouraging this church to respond to 
persecution with courage, confidence, and a verbal response. With that context in mind, 
this passage makes sense. Noah’s primary job was not as a ship-builder. He was a 
preacher. He preached to a people who did not respond; only seven believed his message. 
Further, he preached to a sinful generation and we can imagine that he was mocked and 
made fun of, even slandered. “Noah, why are you building that boat? It doesn’t look like 
rain!” 

How did Noah respond to being slandered? He responded just like Peter is telling 
us to respond: with courage, with confidence, and with an answer. A reasonable 
interpretation of this verse is that the spirit of Christ was present in Noah’s preaching 
(that is something I pray for my preaching). The people who heard, while very much 
alive at the time of hearing, did not respond. Because the passage of time, those who 
were alive are now dead, and because of their lack of response are now in prison.  

From verse 21, let me mention two ways in which baptism corresponds with the 
story of Noah: First, the waters of the baptism correspond to the waters of the flood. 
Second, those being baptized corresponds with the example, specifically the courage, of 
Noah. 

First:  the waters of baptism correspond to the waters of the flood. This analogy 
would be easier to grasp if we submerged people as other churches do. Imagine the old 
person going down under the water, under the flood. That is the penalty for sin: the flood. 
But just as Noah took shelter in the ark, we Christians take shelter in Jesus Christ. He 
endured the flood for us. He went under the deep waters.  We can imagine Him citing 
Psalm 69 on the cross: “The waters have risen up to my neck. I have come into the deep 
and the flood sweeps me over” 

That is what happened on the cross, the flood of God’s anger against sin was born 
by His own Son, so that we who take shelter in Him can rise up from the flood having not 
our bodies washed with water,  but having your conscience washed. Wouldn’t you like 
that, a clear conscience!? Everything you have every done put behind you and washed 



away. That is the first way in which baptisms corresponds to the story of Noah. The 
waters of baptism are like the waters of the flood. 

The second way in which baptism corresponds to the story of Noah is that those 
being baptized will need courage and confidence, just like Peter said back in verse 15 and 
just like Noah displayed. Let me explain: Baptism is the way we welcome people into the 
visible church. There is no such thing as a private baptism, because there is no such thing 
as a private church.  Baptism is to be done in public for the public; not only for the 
church to see, but for the world to see as well. Those who were baptized today are visible 
members of Christ’s visible Church. They must now, and we must continue, to bear the 
mark and fly the flag of our baptism, of our membership in Christ’s Church. Maybe a 
bumper sticker on your car, a Bible on your desk, a verse on your Facebook page – 
something that identifies you as a baptized member of Christ’s church. Do your friends 
know that you are a Christian? What about your co-workers, your neighbors? 

Listen to what Bishop John Jewel said in 1751: If any man be a dumb Christian 
not professing his faith openly but cloaking and colouring himself for fear of danger in 
time to come, he giveth man occasion justly to doubt that he has the grace of the Holy 
Ghost within him because he is tongue tied and doth not speak. 

This passage began with the assertion that persecution is rare – very rare – but 
still possible. You and I will never be persecuted for being a Christian if no one ever 
knows. Baptism is the way we identify ourselves, not only  

to the church, but also to the world as a disciple of Jesus Christ, and members of 
His church. We must continue to identify ourselves as members of Christ’s church. 

Your identification with Christ may not be bringing persecution. But if it does 
(not anticipated suffering or forecasted suffering, but actual suffering), you should have 
courage, confidence, and give a response just like Noah did. 

 Your suffering may be for the spiritual good of others. Remember Jesus Christ, 
the righteous One who suffered for the unrighteous many, to bring us to God. The 
substitutionary death of Jesus Christ who died in our place is not just the content of a 
Christian’s faith, it is the pattern of a Christian’s witness.  
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