
In regard to the time that Jesus spent in Sheol/Hades we must note the interesting fact that in the Old Testament
all spirits, both good and bad, went to a holding place called Sheol at death. This is easily verified by reading the
63 verses in the Old Testament using Sheol, just check any ASV concordance. According to several passages in
the Old Testament, especially Ecclesiastics 9:10,

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might, for there is no work or thought or
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.

these spirits were resting, basically unconscious, just waiting. 

When the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek sometime between 285 and 247 B.C. (called the
Septuagint or LXX) the translators used the Greek word Hades for the Hebrew word Sheol 59 of the 63 times
Sheol was used. Since Jesus went to Hades (Acts 2:27, 31) before his bodily resurrection and it was the same
place David went (Psalms 16:10), the place in question was Sheol. 

The scriptures pertinent to our subject are Psalms 16:8-10 (quoted in Acts 2:25-28), 1 Peter 3:18-22, 4:4-6, John
5:20-29 and  Ephesians 4:7-10.

Psalms 16:8-10
8 ¶  I have set the LORD always before me; because he is at my right hand, I shall not be shaken.
9  Therefore my heart is glad, and my whole being rejoices; my flesh also dwells secure. 10  For
you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption.

Please note that the Holy Spirit inspired David to write the Hebrew word Sheol in Psalms 16:10 and in quoting
this passage in Acts 2:27 the same Holy Spirit inspired Luke to write the Greek word Hades. Thus we have an
inspired translation. Therefore, in this context, the very best Greek word to translate the Hebrew word Sheol is
Hades!

God would not leave David's soul in Sheol/Hades, v. 10. When was David redeemed from Hades?

1 Peter 3:18-22
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, 19 through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in
prison 20 who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being
built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, 21 and this water symbolizes baptism
that now saves you also— not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience
towards God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at God’s
right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.

As we read this passage we see that Peter is making several points. The most well known is in verse 21 where he
talks about the importance of baptism. However, we are focusing on the underlined portion above, verse 18b
through 20a. Although Jesus was put to death on the cross He was made alive "in Spirit." In this same Spirit,
Jesus went and preached to the spirits in prison. These spirits in prison are identified as those who disobeyed long
ago in the time of Noah.

This statement is obviously true. Our only question is “Is it exhaustive?” Are the spirits identified as those “who
disobeyed long ago [in the] days of Noah” the only spirits that received Jesus’ preaching? There are only two
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possibilities: 1) only the people who lived and disobeyed during Noah’s lifetime received this preaching, or 2)
those identified are, figuratively, representative of all who died before the Gospel of Jesus was preached on earth.

If you chose to believe the first possibility, then there are several questions left to be answered:

1) Why only the people during Noah’s time? What about all those who disobeyed before Noah? Did those
not deserve to hear the Gospel from the mouth of the Son of God?

2) What about those who obeyed God during Noah’s time? Did they not deserve or need to hear the Gospel
of Christ? How much of His time on earth did Jesus spend preaching to believers, i.e. the apostles and His
other followers?

3) Why are the people of Noah’s time more important or why should they get special privilege and not the
people who lived and disobeyed in the time of Moses? Or Jeremiah? Or Isaiah? etc., etc.

These questions, and many more, are not only unanswered, they are unanswerable. This option leaves the
impression that God is a respecter of persons, which He is not, Acts 10:34.

If we choose the second option, then this passage is in harmony with all the other scriptures which talk about
God loving all mankind and the Gospel being a Gospel for all mankind. One of the most universally accepted
characteristics of the Gospel is it universality. If it was to be preached to any who died before the time of Christ,
then it must be preached to all who died before the time of Christ. This conclusion agrees with 1 Peter 4:5-6
which says that the Gospel was preached "even to the dead” without qualifying adjectives, implies all the dead
received the preaching of the Gospel.

Therefore, the expression “[those] ...who disobeyed long ago ... in the days of Noah...” identifies a group who
are representative (figure of speech, synecdoche, a part for the whole) of all who died before the time of Christ.

There is a position held by some that says Jesus could not have gone to preach to the dead because that would
be giving them a second chance, as if that idea was so bad or unfair that Jesus wouldn't have participated. How
many chances would the objector like to impose on people? How many chances do we have to obey the Gospel?
Should any mere human even discuss the possibility of limiting how many times any other person should hear the
Gospel? Why do we humans sometimes want to assume the authority that only belongs to God? Who among us
would claim this authority? Or be willing to criticize God for ANY of His actions? (One big difference between
God and man: He never thinks He is us!)  

Is it possible that the objector does not realize what a very great motivating force the Gospel is?? Having seen,
through the eyes of the apostles, having heard, through the words of the New Testament, having talked to Jesus,
through prayer, we of all people are blessed so far beyond our feeble ability to express it. Yet we want to deny
this opportunity to those who lived before Christ? How is this possible for those who claim to love the lost? Has
the objector, or anyone else, taken the position that some don't deserve to know the details of the cleansing
blood of Christ, the atoning sacrifice of the Son of God when he willingly gave up His equality with God, took
on the limiting "straight jacket" of the human body, suffered untold and untellable physical and mental anguish?
etc., etc. All this and much, much more we know and it motivates us to obey and live as Christians, yet we can't
accept the plain words of Peter that Jesus went to preach this same message to those who died in the days of
Noah, because ... why? Because "that would be giving them a second chance!!" Could any Christian be so
judgmental??
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Besides all that, their position is wrong! It is not a second chance, it is their first chance to respond to the
Gospel!! Having never had that opportunity because they died before the Gospel was preached to anyone!

It has been said by some that the preaching expressed in this passage was but the influence Christ exerted on
the people before His incarnation, as hinted at in a few Old Testament scriptures. Let us examine this claim in
detail.

Don't forget these spirits in Sheol were unconscious, knowing nothing, having no knowledge or wisdom
(Ecclesiastics 9:10, please reread this verse printed on page 1). They were just waiting, until "the dead will hear
the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live," John 5:25. Peter describes this event for us in 3:18-19,
repeated here for convenience:

"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, 19 through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in
prison ..."

In this case it seems helpful to see the above underlined portion from Marshall's Interlinear: 

"being put to death on the one hand in the flesh, quickened [made alive - cb.] on the other hand in [the]
spirit in which indeed going to the in prison spirits he proclaimed ..."

Knowing that Christ's spirit went to Sheol/Hades while His body was in the tomb, Acts 2:25-31, how is it
reasonable to think this preaching (proclaiming) could have been done over several hundred years prior to His
physical birth when this context ties the event to after His physical death? And if this preaching is not what
Christ did while in Hades/Sheol, what did Christ actually do while there and why did He bother to go there at all?

Therefore Christ physically died before he preached to the spirits in prison. Therefore this preaching could not
have been the influence exerted by Christ in the days of the Old Testament. Three other reasons for this same
conclusion are: 1) In our passage he preached to "spirits,"  but the people He influenced under the old covenant
were alive, having bodies. 2) the hearers referred to in 1 Peter 3:19 were all prisoners!  The  hearers  during the
Old Testament time were not in prison! 3) Notice the men ... de construction from Marshall. On the one hand He
was put to death in the body, on the other hand He was quickened in [the] spirit in which indeed ... (He)
proclaimed. This construction definitely implies the preaching was done in [the] spirit   after   his death.

Additional support for this conclusion is available from the very next chapter of Peter's letter, 4: 4-6 (ASV): 

wherein they think it strange that ye run not with them into the same excess of riot, speaking evil of you: 5
who shall give account to him that is ready to judge the living and the dead. 6 For unto this end was the
gospel preached even to the dead, that they might be judged indeed according to men in the flesh, but live
according to God in the spirit.

Verse 5, who shall give account to him that is ready to judge the living and the dead, speaks of the judgment.
(Please note the obvious: the living and  the dead are two different groups)

Who will be judged? Both the living and the dead. What portion of the dead will be judged? Of course, all the
dead will be judged.
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Verse 6, For unto this end was the gospel preached even to the dead... further explains verse 5, as indicated by
the introductory words "for unto this end." To accomplish the end result that all will be judged, the Gospel was
preached even to “the dead.” In this context, with no adjectives modifying the dead, it must mean all the dead,
thereby confirming our decision on 1 Peter 3:18b-20a.

Further consistency is available from John 5:20-29
 For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does. Yes, to your amazement he will show him even
greater things than these. 21 For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son
gives life to whom he is pleased to give it. 22 Moreover, the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all
judgment to the Son, 23 that all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor
the Son does not honor the Father, who sent him. 24 "I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and
believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.
25 I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of
God and those who hear will live. 26 For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have
life in himself. 27 And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man. 28 "Do not be
amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice 29 and come out —
those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.

All three of the previous scriptures (1 Peter 3:18-22, 4:4-6 and John 5:20-29) confirm that Jesus spent some time
in Hades. We know from Acts 2:27, 31 that the place where Jesus went was the Hades that David went to, i.e.
Sheol. This harmonizes perfectly with our decisions regarding 1 Peter 3:18-22, 4:4-6. Do we have even more
confirming evidence from John 5?

Notice the comparison between verse 21,24, 25 and 28 of John 5: 

21 For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is
pleased to give it.

24 whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has
crossed over from death to life.

25 a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who
hear will live

28 a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice
29 and come out — those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be

condemned.

As we all know there are two kinds of death spoken of in the New Testament, physical and spiritual. Spiritual
death is to be lost in sin, unsaved, separated from God. Physical death is when the spirit is separated from the
body. The body goes to the grave and the spirit goes to ...well, that’s what we are trying to determine. In the
four cases above, “dead” in verse 21; “death” in verse 24; “dead” in verse 25; and the words “all who are in their
graves” in verse 28, which type of death is spoken of?

The expression “raises the dead,” from verse 21, is used only two other times in the New Testament:

Acts 26:8   Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead? 
2 Corinthians 1:9

Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves
but on God, who raises the dead.
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Both Acts 26:8 and 2 Corinthians 1:9 are talking about the physically dead being raised to life again. Therefore
we must first examine the possibility that the expression “raises the dead” from John 5:21 is also talking about
those who are physically dead being raised to life. Since this conclusion violates no principle of hermeneutics and
harmonizes with the context (as there is no contextual evidence to support an alternative view) and the general
teachings of the Gospel we accept that “raises the dead” from John 5:21a means the physically dead being raised
to life again in the general resurrection at the second coming, 1 Thessalonians 4:13 ff.

But the last half of John 5:21 says “even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it” sounds like a
spiritual life, not physical life. John is simply making a comparison between God raising the physically dead and
“even so” Christ raises the spiritual dead by giving spiritual life to whom he pleases. And He pleases to give
spiritual life to all who obey him (John 5:24, Hebrews 5:8-9).

Let’s look at the example in John 5:24,
whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has
crossed over from death to life.

What kind of death is spoken of here? Whoever hears my word implies an option, some will hear, others will not.
Adding the expression eternal life and the expression will not be condemned clarifies that the subject here is
those who are spiritually dead and being brought to spiritual life by hearing the words of Jesus and believing,
thereby becoming a follower of Christ. 

John 5:25 is very unusual.
25 a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who
hear will live. 

Notice the time “has now come.” One important thing about this phrase is that it is NOT in verse 28 where Jesus
is talking about the general resurrection. When Jesus says a time is coming and has now come, He is describing a
current event. What is that current event? It is the fact that the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God. In
John 5:25 the subject is “the dead.” When the dead is used without any modifications it means all the dead. This
expression, 99 of the 103 times it is used in the New Testament means the physically dead. Thus Jesus is teaching
that a time has now come (at the time of His speaking) when all the physically dead will hear His voice and those
who hear will live. This last clause implies an option, to hear or refuse to hear. Those who hear will live. Is this
new life a physical or a spiritual life? Since only those who hear will live, it must be a spiritual life, because if only
those who hear will live physically, what happens to those who do not hear? To imply that the non-hearers will
not be brought to physical life is to contradict the general resurrection where all will be raised, John 5:28-29.

How can the physically dead hear the voice of Jesus and have spiritual life as a result? We can only conclude that
Jesus is here predicting His voyage into Sheol/Hades (1 Peter 3:19) to preach to those in prison.  This idea is
confirmed by Acts 2:27, 31 and 1 Peter 4:5-6 (ASV) For unto this end was the gospel preached even to the
dead. With no opposing evidence and with all the corroborating evidence presented here we understand John
5:25 to be a prediction by Jesus of His trip into Sheol/Hades. Verses 28 and 29 of John 5 are plainly talking
about the general resurrection which offers no new information for this study. 

Our exegesis of John 5:25 harmonizes with Acts 2:27, 31; 1 Peter 3:19, and 1 Peter 4:6 while John 5:28-29
harmonize with all the passages on the general resurrection.
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Have we just proven a contradiction in the Bible, or an error in our logic, by saying that Luke 23:43 teaches that
Jesus’ spirit went to Heaven with Lazarus, where God is, and at the same time we have now proven that His
spirit went to Hades.

Is it not possible that He simply went to both places! This answer violates no scripture nor principle of
interpretation nor logic. The scriptures say Jesus went to be with God in paradise, Luke 23:43, 46. The scriptures
also say He was in Hades (Sheol), Acts 2:31. Which scripture is correct? Why must we choose? He was present
in both places, as confirmed by Ephesians 4:7-10, which we will now study in detail.

We must first determine the context needed to understand the meaning of the words of Ephesians 4:7-10 .

The context we will use is Ephesians 4:1-13, as follows from the NIV:

1 ¶  As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have
received. 2 ¶  Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.
3  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4  There is one
body and one Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called— 5  one
Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6  one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all
and in all. 7  But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. 8  This is
why it says: "When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men." 9
 (What does "he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions?
10 He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill
the whole universe.) 11  It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to
be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers,  12 to prepare God’s people for works of
service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 13  until we all reach unity in the faith and
in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the
fulness of Christ.

Using his creditability, earned by his dramatically changed life since that famous trip to Damascus (Acts 9) and
consistently suffering for his faithful life as a Christian (2 Corinthians 11:22 ff.) to the point of being in prison at
the time of this writing, he urges humility and love in keeping the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace,
verses 1-3.

In Verses 4, 5 and 6 he stresses the oneness of the body, spirit, hope, Lord, faith, baptism, and God. After
stressing this oneness he then starts verse 7 with "But." This implies that verse 7 is going to show some kind of
contrast to the previous verse, that the oneness he just stated does not apply to every aspect of our lives, i.e.
individual gifts are determined by the grace distributed by Christ, stating: "But to each one of us grace is given as
Christ apportioned it." This simply means that each one of us has some set of abilities that is not common to
everyone. This introduces a new subject, i.e. the individual gifts of each Christian. 

Verse 8 tells us the prophecy of Psalms 68:18 ("he gave gifts to men") is being fulfilled in the church at Ephesus
by the Christians there receiving various gifts from Christ, as specified in verse 7. This same theme of personal
gifts is continued in verses 11 through 13. He mentions apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.
Before each of these nouns he adds the adjective some, which implies most Christians will have different gifts.
Verses 12 and 13 express strong reasons for these gifts, i.e. so that the church can grow spiritually and each
member become a 'full grown man."  
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But what about the first part of the quotation in v. 8: 

NIV "When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train,"  
ASV "When he ascended on high, he led captivity captive,"
NRSV "When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive;"

The two Greek words that cause the variation in the later part of the above translations are hcmalwteusen
aicmalwsian. Three interlinears (Berry's, Marshall's and Comfort & Brown) all say these words are literally
translated "he led captive captivity," as stated in the ASV and implied by the NRSV. Since captivity itself was
taken captive, it (captivity) has lost its power to captivate, or could no longer hold captives, implying the
captives were freed and "led" by Christ when He went "on high," Ephesians 4:8. Then verse 10 explains "on
high" to be "higher than all the heavens," which must be Heaven. Therefore, Jesus led the freed captives to
heaven.

One of the most comforting passages for all who love the truth is 2 Corinthians 1:13 "For we do not write to you
anything you cannot read or understand." When the Holy Spirit wrote these words He knew He would make it
so, exemplified in this case by writing verses 9 and 10 to help us in our understanding of verse 8. The NIV,
RSV, KJV, NASB, and ASV all put these two verses in parentheses. I believe the context substantiates this
decision. This simply implies that the first part of the quotation in verse 8 and verses 9 and 10 have no direct
connection with the overall context stated in verses 1 through 13. Without verses 9 and 10 we could only guess
why the first part of David's quotation was even mentioned! Fortunately we do have those verses: 

NIV  9  (What does " he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly
regions? 10 He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in
order to fill  the whole universe.)

ASV  9 (Now this, He ascended, what is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of
the earth? 10  He that descended is the same also that ascended far above all the heavens, that
he might fill  all things.)

Paul starts out by explaining the first part of the quotation from Psalms 68:16. "He ascended" implies that he
previously descended. But the place he previously descended into was "the lower parts of the earth," showing us
from where he would ascend. But where is this "lower parts of the earth"? 

From our previous study of Acts 2:27, 31 we know for certain that Jesus descended into Sheol/Hades after His
crucifixion while his body was in the tomb. It was  common to use "the lower parts of the earth" and similar
expressions to refer to Sheol, as in Psalms 30:3, 63:9, Numbers 16:30 and Isaiah 14:15, 44:23. To conclude in
this case the expression had a different meaning would require very clear scriptural evidence which is yet to be
discovered. 

We also know, while there, Jesus preached to the "spirits in prison," (1 Peter 3:18-19) and "those who hear will
live," John 5:25. From these facts it is clear, "the lower parts of the earth" is best understood as a description of
Sheol/Hades. 

Verse 10 adds support for this conclusion. "He that descended is the same also that ascended ..." This wording is
somewhat unusual. Remember these words were chosen by the Holy Spirit to be the best possible choice for
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expressing exactly what was in his mind. A human author might have chosen something like "He ascended
implies he also descended to the earth and then he ascended to heaven, in accordance with the will of God." 

Why repeat "He that descended is the same also that ascended"? Maybe to emphasize there was no change in
the one who descended by the time he ascended. Could this imply that the descender and the ascender are not
different but are the same, expressed as "He that descended is the same also that ascended." It seems a case
could be made that a man without a body is not the same as the man with a body, and a spirit with a body is not
the same as the spirit without a body. ... But why is this important? If we understand verses 9 and 10 to be
talking about the time when Jesus was in Sheol/Hades then the passage is harmonious as Jesus descended into
Sheol/Hades in spirit and ascended to heaven in spirit, 1 Peter 3:18-19. If we try to understand this passage as
describing Jesus' descending to earth, which He did in spirit, and His ascending to heaven at the end of His
service on earth (Acts 1) it does not fit because when he ascended He had His new glorified body, therefore He
was not "the same also that descended."

Some have said verses 9 and 10 refer to his coming to earth to be born of a virgin, living 33 years as a human,
dying on the cross, being put in a tomb, living on earth for 40 days after his resurrection then ascending back to
heaven.  Please look at the text again:

ASV  9 (Now this, He ascended, what is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of
the earth? 10  He that descended is the same also that ascended far above all the heavens, that
he might fill all things.)

How is it possible to find 33 years between the words of verse 9 "He ascended and what is it but that he also
descended?" As if "33 years before" had been added to the end of the sentence making it read "He ascended,
what is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of the earth 33 years before?" This position is so
contrary to common understanding of the English language that I hope it needs no refutation, especially since the
idea is repeated in verse 10 "He that descended is the same also that ascended." Again with no indication of a
33 year gap between the descending and the ascending! 

Some may try to improve the position by saying he also descended into the lower parts of the earth refers only
to his physical burial, meaning his descent was from the earth into the lower parts of the earth and his ascent
referred to his bodily resurrection. But his burial was in a tomb, that is, a cave. Something you can walk into,
Mark 15:46, Luke 23:53. If words have meanings his body did not "descend" into anything, especially not the
"lower parts of the earth." It was put in the cave and a "stone was rolled against the entrance." So, his descent
into the lower parts of the earth cannot refer to his burial. 

Also if his descent refers to his burial, only his body was buried and that body was never seen again. It certainly
was not part of his resurrection where his spirit was united with a new glorified body. And his old body from
the tomb certainly was not part of his ascent into heaven recorded in Acts 1. "He that descended is the same
also that ascended" certainly could not refer to His burial and resurrection. Therefore these two verses cannot
refer to his burial and resurrection!!

This paper has attempted to demonstrate:
1) All those who died before Christ all went to the same place, Sheol. The spirits there were not conscious.
2) After His crucifixion, the spirit of Jesus went to Sheol/Hades and preached to the spirits residing there.
3) Those spirits "who hear will live" spiritually (John 5:25) and were "led" by Jesus into heaven, Eph. 4:8-10.
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