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Psalm 88

The Burial Psalm

“Lord God of my salvation, I have cried day and night for thee: let my prayer come before thee: incline thine ear unto my cry; for my soul is full of troubles: and my life draweth nigh unto the grave. I am counted with them that go down into the pit: I am as a man that hath no strength: Free among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, whom thou rememberest no more: and they are cut off from thy hand. Thou [the Father] hast laid me  in the lowest pit, in darkness, in the deeps. Thy [the Father’s] wrath lieth hard upon me, and thou hast afflicted me with all thy waves. Thou hast put away mine acquaintance far from me; thou hast made me an abomination unto them [Psalm 31:11—a reproach]: I am shut up, and I cannot come forth. Mine eye mourneth by reason of affliction: Lord, I have called daily upon thee, I have stretched out my hands unto thee. Wilt thou show wonders to the dead? Shall the dead arise and praise thee? Shall thy loving kindness be declared in the grave? and thy righteousness in the land of forgetfulness? But unto thee have I cried, O Lord; and in the morning shall my prayer prevent [prevent: Hebrew is qudam, means anticipate or meet for help] thee. Lord, why castest thou off my soul? (Psalm 22:1) Why hidest thou thy face from me? I am afflicted and ready to die from my youth up: while I suffer thy terrors I am distracted. Thy fierce wrath goeth over me; thy terrors have cut me off. They came round about me daily like water; they compassed me about together.  Lover and friend hast thou put far from me [Psalm 38:11—Jesus’ disciples], and mine acquaintance into darkness.” [Psalm 69:23-26, 109:8, Acts 1:20—Judas Iscariot]


There are many pieces to sift through, and it is encouraging when we discover a large piece as we have here. Let’s examine it further. If the pieces do not  fit then we must conclude that the pieces are of the Psalmist David, not the Prophet David. If they fit, we can expect to find others that attach perfectly in agreement with these pieces.


Of whom is the prophet speaking? Of himself or of some other man?


“O Lord God of my salvation, I have cried day and night for thee...” (Psalm 88:1)

Jesus believed the promise of the Father—the promise that deliverance would occur in three days and nights. Contending for the promises of God  through faith is key to “working out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” (Philippians 2:12)

It should be understood that stating the true nature of our condition is not a confession of doubt or absence of faith. True confession is an honest declaration of our condition as God sees it.


Psalm 22:6 declares that Jesus was “...a reproach of men, and despised of the people” while Isaiah 53:11 speaks “...of the travail of his soul...”.

Jonah 2:2 reads, “...I cried by reason of mine affliction...out of the belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice.”

Finally, Psalm 18:6 reveals, “In my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried unto my God: he heard my voice out of his temple...” 



Psalms 88:3 confirms Jesus’ distress: “...my soul is full of troubles...” (Psalm 88:3)

Again, this reminds us that the spiritual aspect of this scene is one in which the soul of Jesus is being pressed. What were His troubles? (Keep in mind, declaring “troubles” is not declaring sin or doubt.) The trouble in His soul (mind and thoughts) was the warfare by which He contended with the sin that was laid upon Him and the enemy around Him. This conflict of the soul of Jesus was waged in holy fervor—intense and passionate. 


Did this cease when Jesus died on the cross? When He cried, “It is finished?” Scripture states otherwise. “It is finished” (John 19:30) was a declaration of the finished work for our salvation and the forgiveness of sin. The work of Christ for the redemption of man was completed there. However, this was not the first time Jesus spoke similar words.


In John 17:4, just before Judas betrayed the Son of God, Jesus prayed, “I have glorified thee on the earth: I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do.” How could this be? Jesus had not finished the work as sin offering and sin bearer. He had not shed a single drop of blood—numerous prophecies were yet unfulfilled. What was Jesus referring to here and at the cross when He said, “It is finished!”? We must conclude that He was making reference to the work preceding His statement. When He said, “...I have finished the work which thou gavest me to do” Jesus was referring to His work as the faithful servant—”I have glorified thee on the earth” (Psalm 88:4); “I have manifested thy name unto the men which thou gavest me out of the world.” (Psalm 88:6)

When Jesus cried, “It is finished!” from the cross, He was stating that the work accomplished to that point was completed—the work as  sin offering; the finished work of redemption and restoration through His shed blood. 


Psalm 22:1 tells us that the Father remained “...far from helping me, and from the words of my roaring...”


The prophet Isaiah states, “...for he was cut off out of the land of the living...he hath poured out his soul unto death: and he was numbered with the transgressors; and he bare the sin of many...” (Isaiah 53:8,12) 


And Psalm 18:4 declares, “The sorrows of death compassed me, and the floods of ungodly men made me afraid, the sorrows of hell compassed me about: the snares of death prevented me.”


David was not dead when he wrote these words—he was not in hell nor did the snares of death prevent him from rising from the bottom of the mountains. (Jonah 2:6; Psalm 18:15) He was God’s Messianic prophet declaring the work of Christ in the heart of the earth.


“I am counted with them that go down into the pit...Free among the dead, like the slain that lie in the grave, whom thou rememberest no more: and they are cut off from thy hand.” (Psalm 88: 4,5)

“...counted with them that go down into the pit...” and “numbered with the transgressors...” (Isaiah 53:12)  agrees with Jonah’s description of the descent of Jesus’ soul “...into the deep” where “waters compassed me about, even to the soul...” (Jonah 2:3-5) Psalm 31:12 adds this insight: “I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind: I am like a broken vessel.”


All who do not, by faith, receive salvation and forgiveness through Christ’s redeeming blood are cut off from eternal life. Jesus was cut off because He was counted with transgressors who did not trust in the provision of God. This should impress upon us the burden of the Lord—the burden for the lost and the burden for those who walk in sin; continuing to represent themselves as followers of Christ.


“Thou hast laid me in the lowest pit, in darkness, in the deeps. Thy wrath lieth hard upon me, and thou hast afflicted me with all thy waves...I am shut up, and I cannot come forth...” (Psalm 88: 6-8)

A question many ask is this: Did Jesus suffer in hell, after the cross, for our redemption?


Misunderstandings and resistance to Christ’s suffering in hell is a common sentiment and influences much teaching. 


First, we must understand that Jesus, the one who said, “I am...the Life,” entered death and its sorrows (Psalm 18:4). In death Jesus descended to the heart of  the earth, and there, bearing our sins, remained separated from the Father. Yes, Jesus suffered in death because Jesus was in the state of an enemy. And that  enemy was death and death’s pains! (1 Corinthians 15:25-26)   


Second, in Psalm 88:7 we’ve read, “Thy WRATH lieth hard upon me, and thou hast afflicted me with ALL THY WAVES...” The waves and billows that passed over Jesus were the wrath of a Holy God being poured out upon His holy substitute. The waves of fury hit Jesus on  every side not as additional work to secure our  redemption (that was finished at Calvary) but until the Father was satisfied with His requirements of all the law and prophets—all righteousness and all justice. 


The events in hell occurred that His name and authority would no longer be challenged in the heavenlies, and that his church might overcome all opposition to the will of God. Because of the Resurrection, the Church is presently enabled to overcome the powers and principalities of the air (the invisible realm of Satanic darkness which still operates in our world).


Jonah 2:2, 3, 5 agree with verses 6 through 8 of Psalm 88, “...out of the belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice. For thou hadst cast me into the deep...the floods compassed me about: all thy billows and thy waves passed over me...the depth closed me round about...”.


Jesus’ cry in faith was unto His Father upon whom His expectation waited: “Deliver me out of the mire...Let not the waterflood overflow me, neither let the deep swallow me up, and let not the pit shut her mouth upon me.” (Psalm 69:14,15)

“Thy wrath lieth hard upon me...” (Psalm 88: 7)

 “...he hath laid upon him the iniquity of us all.” (Isaiah 53:6) “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin.” (2Corinthians 5:21)

In light of the fact that our sins were laid on the spotless Lamb of God at or before Jesus’ cry “...Why hast thou forsaken me?” when were they removed from Him? When He cried, “It is finished”? Or at His resurrection?


The following verses from the prophets form a picture of a suffering and abandoned Messiah:

FROM THE CROSS:

“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? Why art thou so far from helping me, and from the words of my roaring? O my god, I cry in the daytime, but thou hearest not; and in the night season, and am not silent...” (Psalm 22:1,2)
FROM THE CROSS AND in the heart of the earth:

“... he made his grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death...He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied; by his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many; for he shall bear their iniquities ... he hath poured out his soul unto death; and he was numbered with the transgressors and he bare the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors. (Isaiah 53: 11,12)

“Shall thy wonders be known in the dark? and thy righteousness in the land of forgetfulness?...why castest thou off my soul? why hidest thou thy face from me?” (Psalm 88:12,14)
BEFORE RESURRECTION FROM THE HEART OF THE EARTH:

“I cried by reason of my affliction unto the Lord, and he heard me; out of the belly of hell cried I and thou heardest my voice...The waters compassed me about, even to the soul...” (Jonah 2:2,5)



“In my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried unto my God: he heard my voice out of his temple...He sent from above, he took me, he drew me out of many waters.” (Psalm 18:6,16)

Clearly, the prophets reveal that Christ, in bearing our sins, was forsaken and suffered agony at Calvary and in death. Jesus carried our sins where the wicked abide in the heart of the earth. From there He  was raised by the Father’s own hand; by the hand of Him who was satisfied having seen the faithful, perfect work accomplished through the travail of Christ’s soul. Indeed, the Father drew His Son out of many waters! 

A descent into Paradise to preach and then rise 
with a host of saints is the traditional teaching of our day. This falls far short of the full requirements demanded by the law and prophets. Would the full measure of the law be fulfilled if our substitute were given a pass to Paradise—to the region where the presence of God comforted those who “resorted” there? Would the full measure have been met if our substitute were forsaken only until His death on the cross? Compare this treatment with sinful man’s penalty: separation from God in hell through  eternity?


Anything less than Christ’s complete identification with and fulfillment of the offerings found in the Old Testament would be insufficient. The law and prophets were key to the completion of Christ’s work and to the Father’s “satisfaction.” As stated previously, accusations of the insufficiency of Christ’s work would be flung in the face of God as unjust and inadequate by Satan and every soul assigned to hell. Instead, we are given a more glorious testimony by the prophets:
“I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind: I am like a broken vessel.” (Psalm 31:12)

“He shall send from heaven, and save me... My soul is among the lions: and I lie even among them that are set on fire, even the sons of men, whose teeth are spears and arrows, and their tongue a sharp sword...my soul is bowed down: they have digged a pit before me, into the midst whereof they are fallen themselves...My heart is fixed, O God, my heart is fixed: I will sing and give praise. Awake up, my glory; awake, psaltery and harp: I myself will awake early [the morning of the third day].” (Psalm 57:3-9) 

The preceding verses speak of the same condition which Jesus told concerning a rich man who asked that Lazarus be sent to comfort him in his torment. (Luke 16:19-31)  Note that these are “set on fire” and not in a hell which is engulfed in flames of fiery torment. The Lake of Fire is often confused with the Biblical description of hell’s environment as it existed at the time when Jesus descended there. The Lake of Fire is the second death. (Revelation 19:20, 20:10, 20: 12-14)

“Thou hast laid me in the lowest pit, in darkness, in the deeps. Thy wrath lieth hard upon me, and thou hast afflicted me with all thy waves. Thou hast put away mine acquaintance far from me; thou hast made me an abomination unto them: I am shut up, and I cannot come forth. Mine eye mourneth by reason of affliction: Lord, I have called daily upon thee, I have stretched out my hands unto thee.” (Psalms 88: 6-9)

“I had fainted, unless I had believed to see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait on the Lord: be of good courage, and He shall strengthen thine heart: wait, I say, on the Lord.” (Psalms 27:13-14)

“For He hath not despised nor abhorred the affliction of the afflicted; neither hath He hid His face from him; but when I cried unto Him, He heard.” (Psalms 22:24)



The verses above testify to the severity unto which Christ bore the penalty for our sins. In light of all that Jesus fulfilled, is there any doubt as to the appropriateness of His strong rebuke to His disciples? Jesus loved those that believed in Him, but unbelief  remained even after His resurrection. The Apostle Luke records that unbelief blinded their comprehension and understanding in three areas.

ALL THINGS MUST BE FULFILLED 


“...O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken: Ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and to enter into his glory? And beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself.” (Luke 24:25-27)



“And he said unto them, These are the words which I spake unto you, while I was yet with you, that all things must be fulfilled, which were written in the law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me.” (Luke 24: 44)
CHRIST WAS TO SUFFER, until he was RAISED

“Then opened he their understanding, that they might understand the scriptures, and said unto them, Thus it is written, and thus it behooved Christ to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day...” (Luke:24: 45,46) 


 Isaiah 53:8 tells us that, “...He was cut off out of the land of the living...” This verse is followed by, “...Thou shalt make His soul an offering for sin...” and “He shall see the travail of His soul, and shall be satisfied.” Acts 2:24 declares. “Whom God hath raised up, having loosed the pains (Greek is odin: travail, sorrow, pain) of death: because it was not possible that he should be holden of it.” This occurred at Christ’s resurrection, not at His death.  

JESUS IS THE KEY TO SCRIPTURE

“Did not our heart burn within us, while he  talked with us by the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures?” (Luke 24:32)

Jesus Christ is the key to the Word of God. The prophets speak of Jesus and the Father’s will concerning Him. Our eyes will not  be fully opened until we allow the searchlight of God, the Holy Spirit, to enlighten our minds and give Christ the spotlight in all of the scriptures! 


Today, troublesome teachings continue to surface which have no Biblical basis. They confuse the minds of men and contradict the scriptures because those who teach these errors fail to understand one or more areas—they do not believe in the deity of Christ, understand the typology of Christ,  or they do not comprehend the work of Christ.

 
The Mormon teaching that Jesus appeared to a civilization in the Americas during the period between the cross and His resurrection is an extreme example. This teaching merits little consideration because of the insufficiency of proper scholarship both Biblically or archeologically—no biblical or physical evidence has been found to support this view. Yet, this doctrine persists. It persists, of course, because light cannot be seen as long as eyes remain closed to who Jesus is, to the unity of purpose in the Godhead by which Jesus fulfilled all prophecy pertaining to Messiah, and the Son’s submission to the Father’s will.  


It is also critically important that we are aware of another teaching which misuses the term “born again” as it relates to Christ and His descent into hell. This teaching erroneously states that the serpent on the pole which Moses held up for Israel to look upon represents the sign of Satan and that Jesus made Himself obedient to Satan’s lordship while hanging upon the cross. This is not at all what the serpent signifies nor does this teaching agree with Scripture:


“Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree (Duet. 21:23): that the blessing of Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ...” (Galatians 3: 13,14a)

The serpent signified sin’s curse. The pole points to the cross and to Christ who became our substitute, taking our punishment, bearing our sins. As we have discovered, the Father poured out His wrath upon His Son not because He was sinful but because He became the object of God’s wrath in our place, bearing our sin for us.


Once again, the fact that Jesus became God’s sacrifice for our sins and carried them away did not cause Him to sin. This marvelous truth is seen throughout scripture. His travail of soul is not to be taken as abandoning Himself in any way or by any degree to Satan’s lordship.


The weight of our sin, however, did have an “effect” upon the soul of Jesus. Our sin caused agony and travail of soul.  There were days and nights of contending and buffeting just as our Savior contended against the sin the Father “laid on” Him in Gethsemane and at Calvary. There it was unto blood! In hell Jesus describes it as unto “fainting.” The word is staph in the Hebrew and translates “to be overwhelmed.”


Deep at the bottom of the mountains when Jesus’ soul “fainted” within Him, He remembered the Lord! (Jonah 2:6,7) That is to say, Jesus retained the promises of His Father in the midst of the work of sin bearing and always kept them before Him. It does not mean that He forgot, was defeated and then remembered.  His unfailing hope and confidence was met with ultimate victory!


The prophetic word through David confirms Christ’s steadfastness: “Thou hast proved mine heart; thou hast visited me in the night; thou hast tried me and shalt find nothing; I am purposed that my mouth shall not transgress...I have kept me from the paths of the destroyer. Hold up my goings in thy paths, that my footsteps slip not...As for me, I will behold thy face in righteousness: I shall be satisfied, when I awake, with thy likeness [perfected].” (Psalm 17:3,15)

Michael Horton’s The Agony of Deceit, has provided an exhortation to teachers of considerably large followings who, according to Horton, mistreat certain aspects of Christ, His ministry and divine commission.


Horton’s corrections are properly motivated  from concern for those who receive false teaching. He shares his concern, stating, “To further bring perfection, power, and wealth (in short, godhood) within reach, [these teachers] have invented a blasphemous myth about Christ’s having gone to hell, submitting to the lordship of Satan, and being born again.” 


“Contrary to this erroneous teaching, Jesus was not “born again.” Simply put, the scriptures teach that we are “born again” by the water and the Spirit. The water speaks of our being buried in baptism with Christ and our raising with Him as new creatures (regeneration). Christ was buried. His soul descended to the heart of the earth where after three days He rose perfected. (Luke 13:32) Our identification with and faith in Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection wrought by the power of the Holy Spirit regenerates our soul and spirit which were dead to sin.” (Moody Press, 1990 pg.273)

And in his book Christianity In Crisis, Hank Hanegraff addresses false teachings concerning the subject of Christ in Hell and His atonement. We are  well advised to consider Hanegraff’s exhortation that, “...the atonement means that Christ, in His sacrificial death on the cross, dealt completely with the problem of man’s sin. Christ, in His body on the cross, ‘redeemed [sinners] from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.’ (Galatians 3:13) Christ, the paragon of virtue, became a sacrificial Lamb upon whom the sins of the world were laid. While practically He was perfect and sinless, positionally He was accounted as sinful in that all of our sin was laid to His account. Conversely, while we are practically sinners, all of His righteousness is imputed to those who believe. Thus, through His atoning sacrifice, we are accounted as positionally righteous before God.”


“...The Bible plainly states that your eternal salvation rests on what you personally believe about the blood atonement of Jesus Christ. It is at the cross—not in Hell—that your salvation is either won or lost... These teachings have transferred the saving work of Christ from the cross to the deepest dungeons of hell.”


“First, many of the...teachers contend that Christ re-created on the cross from divine to demonic. To put it in [their] vernacular, Jesus took on the very nature of Satan himself.”


“Second, according to [their] theology, your redemption was not secured on the cross, but in hell. In fact, many [of these teachers] claim that Christ’s torture by all the demons of hell was a ‘ransom’ God paid to Satan so that He could get back into a universe from which He had been banished.”


“Third, many [of these] teachers insist that Jesus was reborn (or born again) in the very pit of hell.”


“Fourth, [this] theology holds that Christ was reincarnated through His rebirth in hell and that those who (like Christ) are born again can become ‘incarnated’ as well. Thus [these] teachers take Christ, the spotless Lamb, and pervert Him into an unholy sacrifice on the cross.”


“But if this is true, if [this] theology is right in saying that we have been lied to by the traditional church—then we, by the Bible’s own standards, will forever remain in our sins and will one day be subject to eternal torment in [the Lake of Fire]. Never forget that it is only if Jesus were pure and holy, unblemished and without sin, that He could have fulfilled the Old Testament concept of the sin offering. That offering redeemed man from the curse of the law and was considered most holy even after death.” (Christianity In Crisis,  Hank Hanegraff, Harvest Publishers) 


Because Leviticus, chapter sixteen, with other Messianic passages regarding the work of Christ as sin bearer have been allowed to sit unattended for so long, the dust and debris of confusion have covered the beauty of the subject and our comprehension of the depth of Christ’s love. Our ability to comprehend the depth of His love and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His suffering is dependent upon seeking and receiving the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him from the Father.


“That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him: The eyes of your understanding being enlightened; that ye may know what is the hope of his calling, and what the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints, and what is the exceeding greatness of his power to us-ward who believe, according to the working of his mighty power, which he wrought in Christ, when he raised him from the dead, and set him at his own right hand in the heavenly places, Far above all principality and power, and might, and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this world, but also in that which is to come; and hath put all things under his feet; and gave him to be the head over all things to the church, Which is his body, the fullness of him that filleth all in all.” (Ephesians 1:17-23)

The Bible unmistakably teaches Christ’s descent into and resurrection out of the heart of the 
earth—the lowest hell. Why, therefore, have teachings on this subject seldom been heard?


The answer may be relatively simple. The message of the cross has and must continue to be the central focus to a lost world. However, many schools ignore the subject of Christ’s descent into hell altogether while a traditional view continues in general scholarship inspite of the fact that it contains several inconsistencies. And because these inconsistencies exist, a reluctance  to teach the message of Christ’s descent into the heart of the earth characterizes the shallow treatment of the events just preceding the most significant event in scripture—the working of the Father’s mighty power which He wrought in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and set Him at His own right hand.


To ignore the traditional views which have caused timid inquiry would be less than appropriate. Therefore, let’s take a look at what theologians are teaching. Or should we say, what they are not teaching?


Some resist the idea that after Jesus cried from the cross, “It is finished,” that He did anything more than preach to the spirits in prison then lead captive souls from paradise. It is here we find insufficient scholarship and passive inquiry.


“But God hath revealed them unto us by his Spirit: for the Spirit searcheth all things, yea, the deep things of God...Which things also we speak, not in the words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth; comparing spiritual things with spiritual.” (1 Corinthians 2: 10, 13)

The scholarship found in Erickeson’s Christian Theology, Volume 2, addresses the common views held by varying church scholars regarding Jesus’ purpose and activities in hell. And though Erickeson’s conclusion does not altogether support the findings revealed within our diggings, it is beneficial to acquaint ourselves with his thoughts on the subject since his conclusion is representative of most who have sought to understand the work of Christ at the heart of the earth. 


In his Introduction to the Work of Christ, Erickeson states, “What Jesus gave up in coming to earth was immense....[Jesus’] humiliation entailed all of the conditions of humanity. Thus, Jesus was capable of feeling fatigue and weariness, pain and suffering, hunger, even the anguish of betrayal, denial, and abandonment by those closest to Him. He experienced the disappointment, discouragement, and distress of soul that go with being fully human. His humanity was complete.”


“The ultimate step downward in Jesus’ humiliation was His death. He who was “the Creator, the giver of life...and of the new life which constitutes victory over death, became subject to death...And what is more Jesus suffered not only death, but a humiliating one at that!”


“Some theologians believe that there was another step in the humiliation. Not only was Jesus buried, and in a borrowed tomb (an indication of his poverty), but there is, in the Apostles’ Creed, a reference to a descent into hell or Hades. On the basis of certain biblical texts, primarily Psalm 16:10; Ephesians 4:8-10; 1 Timothy 3:16; 1 Peter 3:18,19; and 4:4-6, and the statement in the creed, it is maintained that part of the humiliation involved an actual descent by Jesus into hell or Hades during the period between his death on the cross on Friday[*] and his resurrection from the tomb on Sunday morning. This is a point of considerable controversy; indeed, certain theologians categorically reject it...” [*The three day & three night discrepancy is resolved by other scholarship.]

“Among the reasons for the controversy is the fact that there is no single biblical text which treats the doctrine of a descent into hell completely, or states the issue clearly and unambiguously. Furthermore, the doctrine is not found in the earliest versions of the Apostles’ Creed, but first appeared in the Aquileian form of it, which dates from about A.D. 390 ...” (Erickeson’s Christian Theology, Vol. 2, Chap. 36, Introduction to the Work of Christ)
The Apostles’ Creed

I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ His only Son, our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; He descended into Hades; the third day He rose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God, the Father Almighty; from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.


I believe in the holy Spirit, the holy Christian church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen.


W.E. Vine notes that Hades “corresponds to Sheol.” (An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, W.E. Vine, pg. 517, Royal Publishers, Inc., Nashville, Tenn., 1939)

“The  OT Sheol and the NT Hades must be distinguished from the grave...a distinct place in the depths of the earth...It is a region of darkness...It is the land where light is as midnight...It is a vast place, for it receives all and is never full...It is known also by other names, such as the pit; destruction; the lower parts of the earth...the land of forgetfulness.” (New “Standard” Bible Dictionary, pg. 222, no. 18, Funk and Wagnalls Company, Inc., New York, 1936) 



The Apostles’ Creed has served throughout the centuries as a statement of faith for the Church. Since the statement, “He descended into Hades”, was placed among the other tenants of faith, it is reasonable to conclude that this statement, as well as the others had fundamental importance as to the faith and teachings of these early church fathers. Indeed, these fathers were convinced that the scriptural teaching of Christ’s descent into hell is scripturally sound.


Peter Toon provides additional insight into the thinking of the early Church fathers pertaining to the  Apostles Creed: 


“In modern translations of the Apostles’ Creed we have, ‘He descended to [Hades].’...Obviously by inserting this article, those who used the Apostles’ Creed intended that it should add something to ‘He died and was buried.’ At least it pointed to His death being a real death with the separation of body and soul and the entrance of the soul into Hades...”


“...The meaning must be sought in the fact that in death, while his body remained in the sepulcher, Jesus in his naked human spirit passed through into that transcendent, supernatural realm of departed spirits...”


“To be our Savior from death and its consequences He had to endure all that death means and do this really and truly. He died, was buried, and descended into Hades both as our Substitute and our Representative. In resurrection His naked spirit/soul reunited with His body to be raised from Hades to the right hand of the Father in heaven...”


“The Lutheran position is stated in the Formula of Concord:


‘It is enough to know that Christ went to hell, destroyed hell for all believers, and has redeemed them from the power of death, of the devil and of eternal damnation of the hellish jaws. How this took place is something that we should postpone until the other world, where there will be revealed to us not only this point, but many others as well’...” (Heaven and Hell, Peter Toon, Thomas Nelson Publishers 1986)

From his Introduction, Erickeson continues: “The most important and in many ways the most difficult passage is 1 Peter 3:18,19: ‘Christ also died for sins...being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit [The King James Version translates it: “...but quickened by the Spirit—author’s note]; in which he went and preached to the spirits in prison.’ There are several different interpretations of this passage.”

“(1) The Roman Catholic view is that Jesus went to limbus puirum, the abode of those who have already lived and died; declared to them the good news of his  victory over sin, death, and hell; and then led them out.”

“(2) The Lutheran view is that Jesus descended into Hades not to announce good news and offer deliverance to those who were there, but to declare and complete his victory over Satan and pronounce a sentence of condemnation.”

“(3) The traditional Anglican view is that Jesus went to Hades, to the specific part called paradise [a region where pre-resurrection Saints resided], and there declared to the righteous a fuller exposition of the truth.”


“None of these interpretations are adequate.”

“1) The Roman Catholic idea of a second chance to accept the gospel message after death seems inconsistent with other teachings of scripture (e.g., Luke 16:19-31).”

“2) Elsewhere in scripture, the word... (‘to preach’) consistently refers to proclamation of the gospel. In the Lutheran interpretation of  1 Peter 3:19 it apparently refers to a declaration of judgment.”  

“(3) The Anglican interpretation has difficulty explaining why the righteous in paradise are described as ‘spirits in prison’...”


“To sum up the passages cited as evidence of a descent into Hades: they are at best vague or ambiguous, and the attempt to piece them together into a doctrine is unconvincing. While they may be interpreted as implying that Jesus descended into hell, there is insufficient evidence here to warrant setting forth a descent into hell as an incontrovertible doctrine of Christianity. In light of the difficulties which attend interpreting these verses as proof of an actual descent ...of Jesus into Hades between the crucifixion and the resurrection, it is best not to be dogmatic on this matter.” (Erickeson’s Christian Theology, Introduction to the Work of Christ, Volume 11, chapter 36)

 Erickeson’s summary has a tone of passivity. In light of the traditional teachings which Erickeson has aptly described, one may agree with his conclusion—Leave it alone. However, it is the traditional teachings of the events between the cross and the resurrection which have contributed greatly to this “leave it alone” position. The neglect of this important subject is due to the difficulties and contradictions found

within the traditional teachings themselves. 


The teachings of scripture do, indeed, declare Christ’s descent into the heart of the earth. To ignore Jesus’ own word’s in Matthew 12:40 and 16:4 is to miss a greater understanding of His work, His victory, and His power over all rulers, powers, dominions and principalities. Such neglect ignores the righteous justice of God and the extent to which all of the law and prophets are fulfilled in Christ. To ignore His work in the heart of the earth lessens our comprehension of the depth of the love of Christ which Paul refers to in Ephesians.


For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the 
just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit: by which also he went and preached unto the spirits in prison...” (1 Peter 3:18-19)

Finis Dake, author of the annotated references bearing his name, shares a convincing argument  addressing the words of Peter. He writes that the spirits in prison of I Peter 3:18 and 19 are fallen angels, not souls of  men:


“Human beings are never called spirits (in scripture). Where human spirits are referred to it is always qualified and clarified by speaking of them as spirits OF men (Hebrews. 12. 23)...Men have spirits, but they are not spirits.”


“The gospel is never preached to human beings after they die, and there would be no special message for only the one generation of Noah’s day or God would be a respecter of persons. The Greek for the word ‘preached’ is kerusso, meaning to proclaim as a public crier, or to announce something whether it be good or bad. It is not the Greek evangelizo, meaning glad tidings of salvation as it would be if salvation had been preached to human beings.”


“Christ made no announcement to human souls in hell that we know about. He did liberate the righteous souls [from Paradise], taking them to heaven with Him when He ascended on high. He left the angels in hell until the judgment.”


Dake concludes, “Christ Himself, not Enoch, Noah or some other man, went to “kerusso” to these spirits. This could only be while He went to hell. (Ps. 16: 10; Acts 2: 27) Whoever the spirits are they were in prison when Christ (proclaimed) to them.” (Dake’s Annotate Reference Bible, Dake Bible Sales, Inc., 1963 pg. 269)



Dake argues that Jesus’ preaching was a proclamation (a loud cry) rather than glad tidings of salvation! And a closer look reveals that 1 Peter 3:18 and 19 has a chronological order.


First, “... being put to death in the flesh...” is followed by “...but quickened by the Spirit...” Death on the cross occurred first; Christ’s resurrection (quickening by the Spirit) occurred second. Third we read, “...by which also he went and preached unto the spirits in prison; which sometime were disobedient...”


We should not assume that the events of “...being put to death in the flesh...” and “...quickened by the spirit...” follows immediately before and after one another. Three days and nights separate the two events. The first speaks of Jesus’ death while the second speaks of the quickening power of the Holy Spirit at His resurrection.


As Erickeson previously stated, “...in many ways it is the most difficult passage.” But its difficulty arises through improper chronology of the time at  which Jesus was “quickened by the Spirit.” Based upon the events as discovered in the prophetic verses to this point, “...by which also He went and preached unto the spirits in prison...” took  place during the resurrection event just preceding entry into the region called Paradise.


The verse might be understood better through  amplification:


Christ also died for sin...being put to death in the flesh on the cross but brought forth (zoopoieo is Greek for “quickened” meaning  bring forth or springing up) by the Holy Spirit at His resurrection; in the power of the Holy Spirit He went from the lowest hell proclaiming (kerusso) vows of praise in glorious triumph over all principalities and power as He ascended to Paradise ...” (Author’s amplification)

The verse conveys that as Jesus was being resurrected by the power of the Holy Spirit at the command of the Father, He made a proclamation to the “spirits” bound in hell. The state of being in the power of the Spirit could only occur after the Holy Spirit had quickened or resurrected Jesus’ soul—previous to this time He was forsaken and still carried sin as our sin bearer. When He was “quickened” (the Father was “satisfied” on the morning of the third day) the sins He bore were “let go” or “loosed” (Acts 2:24), fulfilling the typology of the sin bearer  in Leviticus chapter sixteen.


“...by which also he went ...” suggests He was enroute to some destination from a point of origin—from the heart of the earth (the lowest hell) to Paradise.


The question, then, is what did Jesus proclaim? Certainly not salvation to those in chains. As is often the case, the answer is marvelously simple. Throughout scripture songs of rejoicing are proclaimed after the Arm of the Lord has wrought deliverance. Such songs are found in Exodus 15:1-19 when Moses, with the people, sang unto the Lord for their deliverance from Pharaoh’s army.


Again in Revelation 15:2-4, “...they sing the song of Moses the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb, saying, Great and marvellous are thy works, Lord God Almighty; just and true are thy ways, thou King of saints...” This song was sung by “them that had gotten the victory over the beast, and over his image, and over his mark, and over the number of his name...”(Rev. 15:2)

The joy of Christ’s victory over all His enemies from “the lowest hell” to the region called Paradise resulted in a loud proclamation of highest praise! Jonah’s prophetic cry in chapter 2 verse 6 reads, “... yet hast thou brought up my life from corruption...”Verse 9 follows,  “But I will sacrifice unto thee with the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay that that I have vowed.”


The Word of God identifies the lowest hell as the region from which Jesus’ ascent originated. As the soul of Christ ascended or “went” to Paradise His vows rang throughout ALL of hell’s chambers! We recall that Abraham conversed with the rich man across the great gulf. Likewise, Christ’s proclamations contained shouts of victorious declarations over His enemies and were heard throughout the vast chamber beneath Him!


Psalm 22:25 says, “My praise shall be of thee in the great congregation: I will pay my vows before them that fear him.”


Psalm 56:12,13: “Thy vows are upon me, O God: I will render praises unto thee. For thou hast delivered my soul from death...”


Psalm 61:5: “for thou, O God, hast heard my vows: thou hast given me the heritage of those that fear thy name.”


And Psalm 18: 48,49 declares, “He delivereth me from mine enemies: yea, thou liftest me up above those that rise up against me...Therefore will I give thanks unto thee, O Lord, among the heathen, and sing praises unto thy name.”


    We have made reference about the other chamber in hell referred to as Paradise or Abraham’s Bosom. Here saints from Adam’s day until Calvary remained until the resurrection of the Messiah out of the heart of the earth.


At Christ’s ascent, a visit to this chamber is indicated in several Psalms. Through the prophet David the words “He brought me forth also into a large place” and “He set my feet in a large room” are found in Psalms 18:19, Psalms 31:8, and Psalm 118: 5.  


These scriptures are in agreement, and their references to a large room refer to one and the same place. Their chronology in the context of the surrounding scriptural events adds credence to this comparison. Here, upon Jesus’ ascent, the soul of Jesus may have reunited in Paradise with His spirit (not to be confused with The Holy Spirit). His cry from the cross, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit” (Psalm 31:5 & Luke 23:46) may explain Jesus’ words to the thief when He said, “Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43)

Admittedly, we are limited in understanding. However, though Jesus’ prophetic cry contained the last agonizing words before His death, His words were  not limited to the prophetic. Jesus was the Word made flesh and when He spoke, His words never returned void. From the beginning His word has always accomplished that for which it has been spoken.


Two different words are used in translation in reference to Jesus’ last cry:


First, in Psalm 31:5 the word is “commit”. The Hebrew is paqad and it means “to deposit or deliver to keep; to care for.”


The second word that we find in Luke 23:46 is the word “commend” and translates from the Greek paratithemi. It means “to deposit for protection.”


The  meaning of these two interchangeable words help clarify what was declared. Jesus, the Word made flesh, cried, Father, I deliver  my spirit into your hands for protection and safe keeping!


Hebrews 4:12 reveals the power of the Word of God. “It...is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.”


The Father and the quickening power of the Spirit brought forth Christ with those contained in Paradise. Matthew states that some of these saints were seen in Jerusalem:


“Jesus, when he had cried again with a loud voice, yielded up the ghost. And, behold, the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom; and the earth did quake, and the rocks rent; and the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of the graves after his resurrection and went into the holy city, and appeared unto many.” (Matthew 27:50-53)


Author’s conclusion:

Jesus’ words, “…so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40) encourages us to search for a proper understanding of what He accomplished through death and the benefits in believing all that Jesus, Moses and the prophets have spoken. Because the scriptures referring to the subject of Christ’s work as sin offering and sin bearer are so marvelously woven throughout all the scriptures, the heart of the reader will also burn within as did the two disciples when they heard Jesus’ words from Moses, the psalms and the prophets as they walked to Emaeus—as a greater comprehension of the marvelous dimensions of God’s power and love through the revealed work of the risen Lord. 
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