Man in Time and Eternity #6

“Between the End and the Beginning”

1 Peter 3:18-20
Ask a Christian to summarize the Easter story and they will probably give an answer similar to what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, “…that Christ died for our sins…that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” Much of the focus is on the death of Jesus on Friday and His resurrection on Sunday, as it should be. But what happened to Jesus between those two events?

The Bible informs us in Matthew 27:57-60 that Jesus’ body was taken down from the cross and placed in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea. In this instance, Jesus was like every other human being, whose body is placed in the grave upon death. But what about His spirit? Do we know what happened between the end of His earthly life and the beginning of His resurrected life?

Scripture does provide some clues to this question, though it should be noted from the outset that not all Bible scholars and preachers agree on the interpretation of these texts. Taken by themselves, they can be understood in a variety of ways; taken together, they fit nicely to provide insight into that time between the end and the beginning.

Paul writes in Ephesians 4:8-10, 

This is why it says: “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men.” (What does “he ascended” mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.)

Next Sunday we will consider verse eight, “When he ascended on high”; for today’s message, we will focus on verse nine, “he also descended into the lower, earthly regions.” What does this mean?

Further help comes from our main text this evening, 1 Peter 3:18-20, 

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built.

What does this mean, that Jesus “went and preached to the spirits in prison”? Where did He go? To whom did He preach? What was His message? Most importantly, what does all of this mean to us?

Jesus’ Destination

Where did Jesus’ spirit go after He died? In Luke 23:43 He told the criminal who was dying on the cross next to Him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” Some take this to mean Heaven, the presence of God, but that does not mesh with other Scriptures. 

Consider Peter’s words in Acts 2:25-32,

“David said about him: ‘I saw the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will live in hope, because you will not abandon me to the grave, [Heb. Sheol] nor will you let your Holy One see decay. You have made known to me the paths of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence.’

“Brothers, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day. But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne. Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave [Gk. Hades], nor did his body see decay.”

These two passages make it clear that Jesus’ spirit went to the realm of the dead, called Sheol in Hebrew and Hades in Greek. Last week we saw how Sheol/Hades is divided into two compartments: Paradise, or Abraham’s Bosom, for the righteous, and a temporary place of torment for the unrighteous. When Jesus told the criminal, “today you will be with me in paradise,” He meant the righteous side of Sheol/Hades.

The King James Version of Acts 2:31 can also be misleading in another way, as it states, “He seeing this before spake of the resurrection of Christ, that his soul was not left in hell, neither his flesh did see corruption.” The word translated “hell” is actually the Greek word Hades, but upon a casual reading we might think that Jesus went to Gehenna, the place of ultimate punishment. It doesn’t help that some preachers have promoted this view, such as one who taught,

While Christ identified with sin, Satan and the hosts of hell ruled over Him as over any lost sinner. During that seemingly endless age in the nether abyss of death, Satan did with Him as he would, and all hell was “in carnival.”

Such preachers display their ignorance of the Scriptures, as they confuse the concepts of Hades, Gehenna, and Tartarus, lumping them all into “hell.” The truth is Jesus did not suffer horrible torture at the hands of Satan in the bowels of hell. Christ triumphed over the devil at the cross!

As previously mentioned, when Jesus told the criminal, “today you will be with me in paradise,” He meant the righteous side of Sheol/Hades. Jesus’ spirit went to Abraham’s Bosom, with the spirits of the faithful up until that time. But what does Peter mean when he says that Jesus preached to “spirits in prison”? Three possible explanations have been given, although one resource claims, “this passage is one of the most difficult to interpret in the Bible, there being more than 90 variations of interpretation attempted by Christian scholars since the second century.”

The first is that Jesus preached to the imperfect saints in Paradise, or Abraham’s Bosom. Why do I use the words “imperfect saints”? (It’s not just because I’m addicted to alliteration!) Hebrews 10:12-14 tells us,

But when this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy [emphasis added].
Up until the time of Christ’s death, those who believed God for their salvation had their sins covered, but not cleansed, as we saw last week from Hebrews 10:1-4. This is why they could not go directly to Heaven—the abode of God—immediately upon death. They were in Paradise, “Heaven’s waiting room,” if you will, until the promised Lamb of God offered the perfect sacrifice for sin. When Jesus died, His spirit went to Paradise, and some believe that He “preached” the good news to the imperfect saints that their sins were now removed and that they would shortly be going into the presence of God.
 This is possible, but it does not seem to fit the language or the context of 1 Peter 3. 

A second explanation of preaching to the spirits in prison is that Jesus went to Paradise and “preached” across the great chasm to the impenitent sinners in the other compartment. A few have surmised that the essence of Jesus’ “preaching” was the message of salvation, and they were given a second chance at salvation.
 This idea falls apart on grammatical and doctrinal grounds. First, Peter does not use the Greek verb for proclaiming the Gospel. Alan Stibbs explains,

The word kerussein, “to herald” or “to proclaim” (see Rev 5:2), here translated preached is to be distinguished from euangelizein, to proclaim good tidings (see especially 4:6). Peter is not saying that Christ preached the gospel. Rather He announced His triumphed over evil, which was for the evil spirits bad news.

There is no second chance for salvation after death. Harold Fickett comments,

Other well-meaning people love God and everyone else to much that they forget God is the God of justice as well as the God of mercy. These people teach that the Lord Jesus Christ went into both compartments of Hades and announced that He had paid the penalty for their sin by His death on the cross; therefore, He was giving them a second chance to acknowledge Him as Savior and Lord. This is a subtle form of universalism. The New Testament cries out, “No! No! No! NO!” This cannot possibly be true. “Between us and you there is a great chasm fixed, in order that those who wish to come over from here to you may not be able, and that none may cross over from there to us” (Luk 16:26).

If we are to accept this possibility—that Jesus “preached” to the impenitent sinners in Hades awaiting judgment—we must conclude that He was pronouncing their doom, not offering them a second chance. Again, this is certainly possible, but it does not fit the language or context of the passage being considered.

The third option is that Jesus went to Tartarus, the prison house for fallen angels, and there proclaimed His triumph over the imprisoned spirits. This explanation is supported by the word Peter uses translated “spirits.” Stibbs comments,

Many have wished to interpret the phrase the spirits in prison as a reference to departed spirits; but it fits in the linguistic usage of Scripture, and with the reference to the days of Noah, to understand it as a reference to fallen angels. The word pneumata, spirits, alone and without qualification, is not thus used anywhere else in the Bible to describe departed human spirits. Note, for example, “the spirits of just men” (Heb 12:23). But the word is thus used of supernatural beings, both good and bad. The facts that the word pneumata is used absolutely of supernatural beings, that Jewish tradition spoke of such beings…as disobeying God and transgressing their due order, and being punished by imprisonment, that the period of this transgression was always reckoned as immediately prior to the Flood; and that these beliefs are undoubtedly alluded to in 2 Peter 2 and Jude 6-7—these facts tell strongly in the favor of this interpretation here.

Peter does tie in these “spirits” with those who disobeyed in the days of Noah before the flood. This would lead us back to Genesis 6:1, “When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose.”
Scores of interpretations abound regarding this verse, but the one accepted meaning at the time Peter wrote his letter was that the “sons of God” were angels who chose to leave their created order and take the “daughters of men,” meaning human women. Kenneth Wuest notes,

This was the prevailing view of the passage in the ancient synagogue of the Jews. Josephus, Jewish historian of the first century, speaks of the sons of God of Genesis 6 as angels, and in such a way as to indicate that that was the commonly accepted interpretation in his day. It was the view held by Christian theologians for the first three or four centuries of the Church.

Two other New Testament passages indicate that Peter is referring to this widely held view. Peter writes in 2 Peter 2:4-5,

For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment; if he did not spare the ancient world when he brought the flood on its ungodly people, but protected Noah, a preacher of righteousness, and seven others…

Once again the English translation is misleading, for the Greek text uses the word “Tartarus.” In the Book of Enoch 22:2, Tartarus is said to be the place of fallen angels. The Greek poet Homer uses the term “Hades” as the place for dead men, and “Tartarus,” a murky abyss beneath Hades, for fallen immortals. Peter uses the word in agreement with the Book of Enoch and with Greek mythology, because he is speaking of fallen angels, not men.
 Notice, too, that again Peter ties in these angels (and there is no dispute that he is referring to angelic beings here) with the generation of Noah, just as he did in his first letter.
 

Jude, which in content is very close to 2 Peter chapter two, also uses this incident as an illustration. He writes in verse 6, 
And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.
The word for “positions of authority” means, “the first in order of importance, honor, or position.” This high position and condition these angels left, which means that they descended to a lower position and condition. In doing that they sinned. Jude refers to the same angels of which Peter speaks. Enoch 12:4 uses the same Greek word—arche–of the Watchers (angels) who have abandoned the high heaven and the holy eternal place and have defiled themselves with women.

The description Jude gives of the fallen angels’ punishment—“darkness” and “everlasting chains”—is consistent with the description of Tartarus in the Book of Enoch and other Jewish literature of the time.
 This is not to suggest that either Jude was wrong for utilizing such literature or that the Book of Enoch should be accepted as Scripture. As William Barclay notes,

We need waste no time upon this debate. The fact is that Jude, a pious Jew, knew and loved the Book of Enoch and had grown up in a circle where it was regarded with respect and even reverence; and he takes his quotation from it perfectly naturally, knowing that his readers would recognize it, and respect it. He is simply doing what all the New Testament writers do, as every writer must in every age, and speaking to men in language which they will recognize and understand.

Therefore, in keeping with the language and context of 1 Peter three, we may conclude that Jesus’ destination between the end of His earthly life and the beginning of His resurrected life was to go to Tartarus and proclaim a message to the fallen angels who were confined therein.

Jesus’ Declaration

What was the content of Jesus’ declaration to these evil spirits? Peter does not give specifics, although the use of the word kerussein as opposed to euangelizein lets us know that it was not a message of salvation.
 Rather, with the help of other Scriptures, we can see three elements of His declaration.

First Jesus declared a powerful victory. Just before His death, Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” What seemed to be a horrible defeat became a glorious victory, as Paul writes in Colossians 2:15, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.” Perhaps the declaration of victory sounded like Jesus’ words in Revelation 1:17-18, “I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” 

Secondly, Jesus declared a proven vindication. Through His death and subsequent resurrection, Jesus proved that God was right all along. His triumphant presence in Tartarus vindicated Himself (Luke 24:7-8, 44); the Scriptures (Luke 23:25-27; John 5:39-40); and all those who placed their faith in God anticipating His coming (1 Cor 15:15).

Thirdly, Jesus declared a permanent verdict. There would be no second chances for the fallen angels, just as there are no second chances for human beings who depart this life without a relationship to Jesus Christ. Jesus said in John 5:28-29,

Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.

Hebrews 9:27 states plainly, “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.” There is no second chance. Just as the rich man and Lazarus were separated in Hades by a great chasm that could not be crossed, so our eternal destiny is sealed at the time of death.

Between the end and the beginning, Jesus descended into Hades—which is not hell—and Tartarus, to proclaim victory and vindication for the righteous, and a verdict for the wicked. We still have opportunity to decide what kind of proclamation that will be for us when we enter eternity.
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