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The Importance of the Water in the Journey to the Cross

Text: 1 Peter 3:18–22

I remember as a kid that before my parents gave me a good whopping, 
they would say things like, “This is going to hurt me more than it’s going 
to hurt you.” or, “Someday you’ll appreciate why I’m doing this.” At the 
time those statements seemed trite and possibly untrue, even though later 
when I became a parent they made sense to me.

One of the frustrations that I had as a young believer was the almost 
constant barrage of platitudes that Christians threw my way. They were 
striving to give me direction, but it usually just ended up making me feel 
confused and inadequate.

Often platitudes can make us seem dismissive even though they are 
basically true, though sometimes they aren’t true and can leave us 
confused. When I was going through difficulties well-meaning Christians 
would say things like, “You just need to leave it at the foot of the cross.” or 
“Don’t worry, God is in control of everything.”  The first statement just 
confused me. What did it mean to leave my problem at the foot of the 
cross? The second one made me question whether or not God really cared 
for me. If he is in control, why is this happening? Both of these statements 
were true but in and of themselves were very unhelpful without an 
explanation. My all-time favorite is “God will never give you more than 
you can handle.” The truth is that God will never give me more than he can 
handle, but he has often put me in situations that I simply could not deal 
with apart from him, and that was the point.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Peter+3:18%E2%80%9322&version=ESV


Now I bring this up because we are now in the Season of Lent, which is 
described as the 40 days where we are to focus on Jesus’ journey to the 
cross, which began at his baptism. It should be the time where we focus on 
our sins and acknowledge that had it not been for sin Jesus would have 
had no reason to come down and go to the cross.

As I have reflected on this I realized that most of us have been through this 
season many times, but—are we actually aware of what it means to focus 
on the cross and to use this season to allow God to deal with the sins that 
we have grown accustomed too? 

Over the next six weeks we will be considering how we are to focus on the 
cross and deal with our sins, so that on Easter morning we will be 
prepared to renew our baptismal vows and to really celebrate the joy of the 
resurrection. I want us to be intentional in our journey to the cross so that 
we might find the power and the joy of the resurrection like never before.

This week our primary passage will be 1 Peter 3:18–22 but I want to begin 
with briefly explaining how our readings from Genesis 9:8–17 and Mark 
1:9–15 serve as the back-drop and context for the Epistle reading. 

Let’s briefly look at Genesis 9:8–10; 13–15, 
Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9 “Behold, I establish my 
covenant with you and your offspring after you, 10 and with every living 
creature that is with you, the birds, the livestock, and every beast of the 
earth with you, as many as came out of the ark; it is for every beast of the 
earth….. I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the 
covenant between me and the earth. 14 When I bring clouds over the earth 
and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15 I will remember my covenant that is 
between me and you and every living creature of all flesh. And the waters 
shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+9:8%E2%80%9317&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1:9-13
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1:9-13


It is important to remember that God usually does things in such a way 
that we can readily see his intention and/or his instruction about what he 
has done and what is tells us about what he is going to do. 

God had brought judgment upon the earth because men had become so 
evil that God was no longer willing to tolerate them. He did find one 
exception and that was Noah. You know the story, God told Noah to build 
an ark big enough for his family of eight and two of every animal upon the 
earth, plus some extra animals and anything else that served as food. The 
most interesting part of the story is that up until this point there had never 
been a flood or rain because a mist would come up out of the earth to water 
the earth (Genesis 2:6). Despite this Genesis 6:27 records, “Noah did this, 
and did all that God commanded him.”

True to his word, God sent a flood upon the earth by causing it to rain for 
40 days and 40 nights. Noah, his family and the animals came through the 
waters in the safety of the ark and were saved. In our passage this morning 
God makes a covenant with Noah that he will never again destroy the 
earth by water and he gave a visible symbol as a sign of this covenant. He 
places a bow in the cloud as a sign and symbol of the covenant. Some 
translations use the word rainbow, but that isn’t the word in the Hebrew. 
The word is bow and it refers to an archers bow which was a weapon of 
war. Psalm 18:13–14 reads, 

The Lord also thundered in the heavens, and the Most High uttered his 
voice, hailstones and coals of fire. 
14 And he sent out his arrows and scattered them; he flashed forth 
lightnings and routed them.

The Psalmist presents the Lord as an archer who takes his bow and sends 
lighting bolts as his arrows. Here in Genesis 9 the warriors bow is hanging 



up pointing away from the earth, a sign of peace. The relaxed bow stretches 
from horizon to horizon reminding God of his covenant commitment. The 
transcendent God who has acquiesced to come down and deal with his 
creation, is deliberately choosing to reflect upon the beauty and color of the 
bow instead of the evil of humanity. It was God who took the initiative to 
make peace when he would have been justified in pointing out to Noah 
and his family what he had done in the flood as a warning against 
disobedience. Instead because Noah chose obedience to the command of 
God, he and his family were saved from the destruction of the flood and 
came safely through the water. They, then, become the ones who enter into 
a covenant with God and continue the promises that God had first made 
with Adam.

The evidence that God has chosen the path of peace is certainly seen in the 
symbol of the rainbow, but it is most clearly seen in the coming of the Son 
of God to earth. In our gospel reading from Mark 1, Jesus begins the 
ministry that he had been born for. Even though he has no reason to repent 
of sin he still submits himself to the waters of baptism as a means of 
declaring that he will be faithful to the will of His Father in Heaven and 
follow through with the plan for the reconciliation between God and man.

The Fathers response to the Son’s obedience is to send the Holy Spirit to 
rest upon the Son and the Father declares publicly that Jesus is beloved and 
pleasing to Him. Immediately the Spirit drives Jesus into the wilderness to 
fast and be tempted by Satan for 40 days. During this time, he was helpless, 
vulnerable, and alone with the wild animals and without food or water. 
Mark records that the angels were there to minister to Jesus just like they 
had done for Israel during the Exodus from Egypt. God always is there for 
his people during times of temptation and testing.



Jesus’ willingness to submit to the will of God through baptism and 
temptation prepared him to make the journey that would ultimately lead 
him to the cross, but he did not go alone. As he came up out of the water, 
the power of the Spirit came upon him and enabled him in his humanity to 
accomplish what the Father had sent him to do.

As we reflect upon the journey of Jesus throughout the gospels we always 
find that his focus was upon the will of the Father and the certainty of the 
cross. This model is to be ours as we commit to the journey of the cross 
during this season. Like Jesus, our focus should be on the proclamation 
that he made to begin his ministry, “The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom 
of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” This is to be our
message too as we make our journey focusing on the cross and what it 
means to submit to the will of the Father.

Let’s now turn our focus to I Peter 3:18–22 and begin with verses 18–20,

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, 
that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made 
alive in the spirit, 19 in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in 
prison, 20 because they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited 
in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that 
is, eight persons, were brought safely through water.

At our Ash Wednesday service, we briefly looked at 2 Corinthians 5:21,

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.

This verse teaches us that Jesus didn’t just bear the weight of our sins but 
because of us he became sin itself: the righteous one, Jesus, suffering in 
place of the unrighteous, us. This is the nature and the severity of the 
suffering that Jesus experienced on our behalf. It wasn’t merely the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+Corinthians+5:21


beatings, the thorns in his brow or the crucifixion itself but the fact that he 
became sin and therefore was so vile and repugnant to the Father that he 
looked away from the Son for the first time ever  in all eternity. Jesus was 
completely alone—without the presence of his Father—which is and will 
be the very horror of Hell, a place where there is no presence of God, only 
despair and darkness.

Peter shows us that though Jesus was willing to suffer terribly and allow 
himself to be put to death in the flesh, his obedience on the cross caused 
him to come alive in the Spirit. It was in the Spirit that he went and 
proclaimed, like a herald, to the spirits in prison, who in the time of Noah 
had refused to listen and repent at Noah’s preaching to them that judgment 
was coming through the water.

Peter points out that God had patiently waited for them to repent as 
Genesis 6 indicates. From the time that God told Noah to build the ark until 
it was finished was 120 years, certainly time enough to turn from their 
wickedness.

Jesus, alive in the Spirit, preached a message of judgment and 
condemnation in light of his finished work on the cross to those who 
rejected God’s entreaty. The Bible doesn’t reveal what Jesus said to them, 
but I suspect he was announcing his triumph over evil, which was bad 
news for them but good news for Peter’s readers. While his body lay dead 
in the tomb, Jesus in the Spirit went into Hades and proclaimed victory 
over the enemy of God. Satan thought he had won at the cross, but he 
could not have been more mistaken. Let’s look at the final verses of 1 Peter 
3 beginning at verse 20

…because they formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited in the 
days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, 



eight persons, were brought safely through water. 21 Baptism, which 
corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body 
but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, 
with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him.

Peter is pointing his readers to an image that they could understand from 
the story of Noah and his family. In the same way that Noah’s obedience 
brought salvation from the judgment of God through the water, the 
Christians salvation is seen through the water of baptism.

Some have wrongly assumed that this means that salvation comes through 
baptism, which is referred to as “Baptismal regeneration” but that is not 
true and is certainly not the point here. The water of the flood washed 
away the sin and wickedness and brought a new world with a fresh start 
before God. Peter taught that the water of baptism “corresponds to this, 
now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to 
God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ…”

Again, Jesus is our model here. He entered into the waters of baptism 
because he first chose obedience to the Father. It was through the water that 
Jesus was making a visible and public declaration that he would indeed 
follow the Fathers will. When we follow this example of intentional 
obedience to the will of the Father then we enter the water of Baptism as a 
public proclamation that we intend to follow the will of God. We should 
expect the same result as Jesus experienced—the assurance of the Father’s 
delight, and the Holy Spirit descending upon us as a dove.

Baptism, being the sign and the symbol, points us to the reality of what we 
have done when we surrender to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Peter 
points this out by declaring that baptism reminds us that in Christ all 



things have been made new and there is now a clean conscience towards 
God for those who have come by faith to the waters of baptism.

Like Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes upon us and then goes with us into a life 
of temptation and trials. We are never alone and there is one last promise 
that Peter points to in verse 22,

Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, 
with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him.

Jesus’ work was complete, and he was exalted to the right hand of the 
Father. The result being that all angels, authorities, all powers, and all 
created things were made subject to his power and will. Jesus went into 
Heaven, and though we long to see him face to face, it is better for us that 
he is there for now. The famous 19th century preacher, Charles Spurgeon 
related this to how the high priest, ministering for Israel on the Day of 
Atonement, disappeared from the people and went behind the veil, 

Though he was not with them, he was with God, which was better 
for them. The high priest was more useful to them within the veil 
than outside of it; he was doing for them out of sight what he could 
not accomplish in their view. I delight to think that my Lord is with 
the Father. Sometimes I cannot get to God, my access seems blocked 
by my infirmity; but he is always with God to plead for me.

Just like with Noah and his family, it is God the Father, through Jesus 
Christ who took the initiative to provide a way to peace with God though it 
came at a great cost. To reject the offer is to find ourselves at enmity with 
God, just as those that Jesus preached to in Hades found out. This season is 
the perfect time to come for the first time to Jesus Christ by faith in 
repentance of sins or to re-focus on the cross and the promises of it.



This leads us back to the questions, how do we focus on the cross and deal 
with our sins on the Lenten journey? There are two things that I would like 
each of us to focus on daily during this season of Lent. 

1. I have printed out copies of the baptismal vows that we will be asked to
renew on Easter morning. They are in the Narthex and I am asking that
each of us daily prayerfully consider the vows that we made at our
baptism. Our Lord is a God of covenants and we have made a covenant
with him through baptism. Ask the Holy Spirit to speak to you about
how this is going in your life.

2. When Jesus came up out of the water of baptism, he both heard and
experienced the delight of the Father and the anointing presence of the
Holy Spirit. Are you experiencing that as you live your life? If not ask the
Holy Spirit to speak to you about this.

This season we must be like Jesus and be very intentional about the 
journey. Though it is full of difficulty and trials the reward is joy and peace 
with God in the fullness of the Holy Spirit. Anything else is a counterfeit 
and will only lead to judgment and death. No more platitudes. Instead, 
become consciously faithful to the will of God. 

The Psalmist reminds of this in Psalm 25:3–5,

3 Indeed, none who wait for you shall be put to shame; they shall be 
ashamed who are wantonly treacherous. 
4 Make me to know your ways, O Lord; teach me your paths. 
5 Lead me in your truth and teach me, for you are the God of my salvation; 
 for you I wait all the day long.

Let us pray!
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