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3:19 Before examining the details of this verse, the main interpretations that have been 

proposed will be summarized. Luther wrote, “A wonderful text is this, and a more obscure 
passage perhaps than any other in the New Testament, so that I do not know for a certainty just 
what Peter means.”279 It should be noted that the main features of the various views are sketched 
in for the sake of clarity, and the differences of opinion among those who share the same view 
are not explained. First, Augustine, and since him many others, understood the text to refer to 
Christ’s preaching through Noah to those who lived while Noah was building the ark. According 
to this view, Christ was not personally present but spoke by means of the Holy Spirit through 
Noah. The spirits are not literally in prison but refer to those who were snared in sin during 
Noah’s day. If this view is correct, any notion of Christ descending into hell is excluded. Second, 
some have understood Peter as referring to Old Testament saints who died and were liberated by 
Christ between his death and resurrection. Third, others understand the imprisoned spirits to 
refer, as in 4:6, to the sinful human beings who perished during Noah’s flood. Christ in the 
interval between his death and resurrection descended to hell and preached to them, offering 
them the opportunity to repent and be saved. Most of those who adopt such an interpretation 
infer from this that God will offer a second chance to all those in hell, especially to those who 
never heard the gospel. If salvation was offered to the wicked generation of Noah, surely it will 
also be extended to all sinners separated from God. Fourth, the majority view among scholars 
today is that the text describes Christ’s proclamation of victory and judgment over the evil 
angels. These evil angels, according to Gen 6:1–4, had sexual relations with women and were 
imprisoned because of their sin. The point of the passage, then, is not that Christ descended into 
hell but, as in 3:22, his victory over evil angelic powers. 

I believe the last option is correct and will attempt to explain why in what follows. In the 
discussion that follows, the second and third view will be combined since both teach that Christ 
liberated people from confinement between his death and resurrection. First, the idea that Christ 
spoke by means of the Spirit through Noah suffers from a number of problems. First, it does not 
explain adequately the participle (poreutheis) translated “went” in v. 19 and “has gone” in v. 22. 
In v. 22 it is clear that it refers to Jesus’ ascension to God’s right hand, showing that it is a 
postresurrection event. The word “went” seems out of place and strange for those who defend the 
Augustinian view, for Christ does not really go anywhere if he preaches “through” Noah. There 
are instances in the New Testament where the word “went” (poreuomai) refers to the ascension 
of Christ (Acts 1:10–11; John 14:2, 3, 28; 16:7, 28), while it nowhere refers to his descent into 
the underworld. We also noticed in v. 18 a clear reference to the resurrection of Christ. The 
“going” in v. 19, therefore, also most naturally refers to what is true of Christ’s resurrection 
body. It is obviously the case that Christ did not need his resurrection body to preach through 
Noah by means of the Spirit. Indeed, the reference to Christ “going” in v. 19 demonstrates the 
implausibility of the first view since it is difficult to understand how Christ needs to “go 
anywhere” if he speaks only through the Holy Spirit. This piece of evidence alone shows the first 
view is implausible. Second, the word “spirits” (pneumasin) fits much more plausibly with a 
reference to angels than to human beings, for “spirits” (pneumata) in the plural almost without 
exception in the New Testament refers to angels. The only place in which the term clearly refers 
to human beings is Heb 12:23, and in that instance the addition of the word “righteous” (dikaiōn) 



removes any doubt that human beings are in view. The normal use of the plural “spirits” points 
toward angels, not human beings. Further, though, the word “prison” (phylakē) is often used to 
denote the place where human beings are held on earth (e.g., Acts 5:19; 8:3; 2 Cor 6:5; 11:23), 
but the word is never used to denote the place of punishment for human beings after death. The 
term is used in Rev 20:7, however, for Satan’s confinement for one thousand years (cf. Rev 
18:2). That the evil angels are imprisoned is clearly taught in Jewish tradition (1 Enoch 10:4; 
15:8, 10; 18:12–14; 21:1–10; 67:7; 2 Enoch 7:1–3; 18:3; Jub. 5:6). Finally, it is difficult to see 
what relation preaching through Noah has to the present context. Nothing else in these verses 
emphasizes that the Petrine readers were also to preach to their contemporaries. 

The view that Christ offered salvation to those who died in the flood suffers from some of the 
same weaknesses as the first. Such a view also reads the term “spirits” to refer to human beings, 
but we have seen that this is unlikely. If Christ descended into hell before his resurrection, the 
word “went” seems superfluous when used of Christ’s “spirit.” If the journey below is placed 
after the resurrection, at least Christ has a body with which to make the trip. This interpretation 
has another fatal problem. It makes no sense contextually for Peter to be teaching that the wicked 
have a second chance in a letter in which he exhorted the righteous to persevere and to endure 
suffering. Indeed, we have seen in many places throughout the commentary that eternal life is 
conditioned upon such perseverance. All motivation to endure would vanish if Peter now offered 
a second opportunity after death. The benefit of braving suffering is difficult to grasp if another 
opportunity to respond will be offered at death. 

The best solution, therefore, is that the verse proclaims Christ’s victory over demonic spirits 
after his death and resurrection. The evidence supporting this view is impressive. First, as we 
have seen, the word “spirits” almost certainly refers to angels (evil angels in this context). 
Second, the notion that the spirits are imprisoned fits with Satan’s imprisonment in Rev 20:7. 
Third, Gen 6:1–4 may possibly provide the reason for the spirits’ punishment: their sexual 
relations with women. Such an interpretation of Gen 6:1–4 is debated of course. But fourth, this 
interpretation was standard in Jewish literature in Peter’s day (see 1 Enoch 6–19, 21, 86–88; 
106:13–17; Jub. 4:15, 22; 5:1; CD 2:17–19; 1QapGen 2:1; T. Reu. 5:6–7; T. Naph. 3:5; 2 Bar. 
56:10–14; cf. Josephus, Ant. 1.73). The impact of this tradition is explained further in my 
commentary on Jude 6 and 2 Pet 2:4. Some scholars doubt that Peter was influenced by such a 
tradition. Because of space constraints I can make only a few comments. Whatever one’s 
understanding of the literary relationship between Jude and 2 Peter 2, it is clear that the texts are 
very similar. We know that Jude was influenced by 1 Enoch (cf. Jude 14–15). Hence, it is to be 
expected that in v. 6 Jude relays an interpretation that is quite similar to the basic understanding 
of 1 Enoch, though he does not ratify every detail of Enoch’s view. It is quite implausible that 2 
Pet 2:4 should be interpreted differently from Jude 6 since the texts share the same tradition. 
Further, those who believe in the Petrine authorship of both 1 and 2 Peter, as I do, have all the 
more reason to think that 1 Pet 3:19 draws on the same tradition. Indeed, as I note in the 
commentary on Jude, the understanding of the text in the New Testament and Jewish tradition 
probably is in accord with the meaning of the text in Gen 6:1–4. 

Finally, such a view of the text, as I already have argued, makes best sense of 1 Pet 3:19 in 
its own context. The two uses of the participle (poreutheis) “went” in v. 19 and “has gone” in v. 
22 most naturally refer to Jesus’ exaltation. That it involves his exaltation is specifically taught in 
v. 22, where he is at God’s right hand. Moreover, this interpretation understands the “spirits” of 
v. 19 to be another term for the “angels, powers, and authorities” in v. 22. In both cases evil 
angels are in view. Indeed, in both instances Christ’s victory over them is featured. In v. 19 he 



proclaims his victory over them as the crucified and risen Lord, and in v. 22 he subjects them to 
himself as God’s vice-regent. If this view is correct, we can eliminate the interpretation that 
Christ preached in the interval between his death and resurrection. Again we note that the words 
“spirits” and “prison” fit most naturally with this interpretation. The greatest difficulty for such a 
view is the word “preached” (ēkryxen). Usually this term refers to the preaching of the gospel, 
and such a definition fits better with the first two interpretations than with this one. The word can 
be used, however, in a neutral sense (cf. Rom 2:21; Gal 5:11; Rev 5:2). Context is decisive in 
defining the meaning of terms. Usually in the New Testament what one “heralds” is the gospel, 
but in this instance victory over demonic powers is heralded.300 Such an understanding does not 
impose an alien meaning on the word, and it harmonizes with the emphasis on victory in this text 
(cf. Col 2:15). Further, this fits with Enoch’s role in 1 Enoch 12:4, where he goes and tells 
(poreuou kai eipe) the Watchers that they will be judged. Another objection that can be raised is, 
Why would Christ proclaim his victory over only some angels, so that his victory is heralded 
only over the angels who sinned by having sexual relations with women? The question is an 
excellent one, though we must recognize that we cannot answer every question raised in difficult 
texts. It is possible, however, that the angels who sinned as recorded in Gen 6:1–4 represent all 
the evil angels. Still, the text does not answer this issue definitively, and so unanswered 
questions remain. 

Virtually every element of the verse has been discussed except for the phrase “through 
whom” (en hō). The phrase could be construed as temporal304 (cf. 2:12; 3:16; see also 1:6 and 
4:4, where the phrase probably is causal). Or it could be construed as a general antecedent and be 
translated “wherein,” thereby,” or “thus.”306 Others take the antecedent to be the neuter noun 
“spirit” (pneumati). This last view is the most likely. If one understands the latter to refer to 
sphere, then Christ goes in the spiritual sphere, and this could even occur before his 
resurrection;308 but as Achtemeier observes it is difficult to see how this understanding coheres 
with Christ going in his resurrection body. It is preferable to see the antecedent as “spirit” and to 
understand the dative clause as instrumental. According to this view, Christ by means of the 
Holy Spirit went and proclaimed victory over the imprisoned spirits.310 This interpretation 
explains the “also,” for the Spirit not only raised Christ but also empowered him to herald 
victory. 
3:20 The interpretation of v. 20 depends, of course, on how v. 19 is understood. I have 

already argued that the imprisoned spirits in v. 19 refer to the angels who sinned by cohabiting 
with women in accordance with Gen 6:1–4. Such angels “disobeyed long ago.” The participle 
“disobeyed” (apeithēsasin) should be understood as causal, explaining why the spirits were 
imprisoned. The disobedience, as Jude 6 and 2 Pet 2:4 also explain, is their transgression of 
boundaries God established, with the result that they engaged in sexual relations with women. 
Another confirmation of the proposed interpretation is the reference to Noah, since the incident 
between the “sons of God” and the “daughters of men” (Gen 6:1–4) immediately precedes the 
flood narrative. Indeed, it is quite plausible to understand the sin in Gen 6:1–4 as the climax of 
sin, the enormity of sin now being great enough to justify the extermination of all humanity. 

The reference to God’s patience fits with the reference to Noah and his preparation of the 
ark. The Lord could have wiped out the human race instantly and recommenced his plan with 
Noah. Instead God demonstrated his patience while Noah built the ark, presumably giving 
human beings an opportunity to repent during this interval (cf. Rom 2:4; 3:25; Acts 14:16; 
17:30). Some might object that God’s patience toward humans eliminates any reference to 
angels, but we need to recall that the angels sinned with human beings, so that the fate of human 



beings and angels becomes entangled in the one event. It is also likely that Peter reflected on 
God’s patience toward the angels as well (Gen 6:3), for there is no evidence that God 
immediately judged the angels for their sin. He allowed them to commit sin with women, and it 
seems that some time elapsed before he responded in judgment. 

The judgment of the flood that destroyed all is prominent in the text, but so also is the 
salvation of the few. Peter emphasized that only a “few” (oligoi) were saved (cf. Matt 7:14) from 
the flood. Indeed, the number of those who were rescued was only “eight.” The text literally 
reads “eight souls,” but we should understand the word “souls” (psychai), as elsewhere in Peter 
(1:9, 22; 2:11, 25; 4:19), to refer to human beings as whole persons, not to the immaterial 
substance. Indeed, the latter view would be incredibly strange here since the point of the story is 
that they did not perish in the flood, which would hardly call to mind the idea that only their 
“souls” were preserved. Some in the history of interpretation have been tempted to understand 
the word “eight” symbolically.315 Any symbolic reading is mistaken in this instance, for Peter 
thought of the eight persons who literally survived the flood: Noah, his wife, their three sons, and 
their wives (see Gen 7:13; cf. also 6:18; 7:7). An application is intended, of course, for Petrine 
readers. They were also sojourners and exiles on earth, a small community beset by opponents 
who mistreated them. They should not be discouraged by the smallness of their numbers but 
must remember that God now extends his patience to all, but the day of judgment is coming in 
which their opponents will be ashamed and they will be vindicated. Hence, the appeal to Noah 
and God’s patience reminds them to persevere. If God preserved Noah when he stood in 
opposition to the whole world, he will also save his people, even though they are now being 
persecuted. 

A pattern or type between Noah’s day and the experience of the Petrine readers is also 
established with reference to salvation. The eight saved in the ark were saved physically, of 
course. Their physical preservation points toward the eschatological salvation that has now 
dawned in Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Pet 1:10–12). Indeed, even in Genesis the physical is bound up to 
some extent with the spiritual, for those who perished in the flood were destroyed because of 
their sin, and Noah was preserved because he found favor with God (cf. Gen 6:8, 12–13, 18). 
The preposition used in Greek with the verb “were saved” (diesōthēsan) usually means “into” 
(eis). It is difficult to see, however, how it can retain that meaning here, for it does not make 
much sense to say that they were saved “into the ark.” We should understand the preposition as 
the NIV does to refer to salvation “in” the ark.317 

Another preposition poses a problem interpretively. What did Peter mean when he said Noah 
and the eight “were saved through water” (diʾ hydatos)? If one takes the preposition as 
instrumental, then the water is the means by which Noah and his family were saved. The 
objection to this interpretation is that the water was the instrument used to destroy the world, not 
the means by which Noah and his family were saved. Others understand the preposition in a 
general locative sense.319 According to this view, Noah and his family were brought safely 
through the waters that threatened to submerge and destroy them. In the Old Testament water is 
often represented as a scourge that destroys (Pss 18:4; 42:7; 69:1–2, 14–15; 88:7; 144:7). The 
flood waters represented God’s judgment and fury at sin, and hence Noah and his 
contemporaries were also rescued from the judgment of sin. We can say, then, that Noah was 
actually saved through water if we understand Peter to be saying the following: “Noah’s 
‘salvation’ was brought about by the same act of judgment that destroyed the wicked.… The way 
God rescues the righteous is by destroying their enemies.”321 The water, then, also separated 
Noah and his family from their wicked contemporaries, who perished in the flood, and hence 



they were spared from the corruption of the society in which they lived. When the waters 
subsided, they entered a new world, so to speak, one that was cleansed from sin and prepared 
afresh for life. The parallel to baptism is drawn in the next verse and will be discussed below.1 
 
 
 
MacArthur 
 
 
The first point indicates to us that He triumphed over sin.  This indicates to us another arena in 
which He triumphed even in His suffering.  Now let me unfold it to you. Follow closely, verse 
18.  It says that He was having been put to death in the flesh.  What does that mean?  That simply 
means He died.  He actually died.  The flesh simply means His physical life ceased.  He actually 
died.  Here, by the way, is one verse among many that give us evidence that Jesus actually died 
on the cross.  Some, in wanting to explain the resurrection and wanting to deny at the same time 
that it was miraculous, have offered the possibility that Jesus never really died on the cross, He 
just went into some kind of a semi-coma and in the coolness of the tomb was revived and got up 
and walked out.  The text is very clear here, however, as it is in a number of places that He was 
dead.  He was the victim of a judicial murder if also a...an illegal murder, nonetheless it went 
through some kind of due process.  He died.  And so this statement refers to His physical death. 
  
The term that is used, thanatoōthas, is the term that basically means to die.  Those of you who 
have been in English literature will remember the poem, "Thanatopsis,” which is a study of 
death.  But the term also implies a strong kind of violent implication into the dying.  It 
emphasizes not only then His death but the suffering that was associated with His dying.  It 
points to the painful end of His earthly life.  We know He died because when the soldiers came 
by, if He had not been dead what would they have done to Him?  They would have broken His 
legs in order to speed the death because death occurred when the body slumped, hanging from 
the nails.  And as long the feet could provide some kind of elevation, it could postpone the 
death.  And if many hours had gone by and the victim was not yet dead, they just crushed the 
femurs and then the body could not support itself and death came rather rapidly.  But by the time 
they came to Christ, the Bible says they did not break His legs because He was already 
dead.  They pierced His side and it was proven as blood and water poured out. 
  
Would you also notice verse 18 further says, that having been put to death in the flesh but made 
alive in the spirit.  There are numerous possible interpretations of the passage that I'm going to 
teach you tonight and I decided a couple of weeks ago that I'm not going to drag you through a 
myriad of options.  I'm going to simply tell you what I believe is the best option.  You have to 
understand that there are many, many scholars who struggle with this particular portion and there 
are a number of different viewpoints.  It is very hard to land on one and be too dogmatic, but I'm 
not going to drag you through an endless process simply to express to you what I feel is the best 
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understanding of the passage, and I think you'll see how it hangs together. 
Physically He was dead, but in spirit He was what? Alive.  That's what it is saying.  Most likely 
then when it says He was made alive in the spirit, it's a small "s".  There are no capitals in the 
Greek so we have to assume those and sometimes in some translations you might see a large "S" 
having a reference to the Holy Spirit, there's no way to know that here.  In fact, if you look at 
flesh and spirit, together it would seem that he's contrasting just that, flesh and spirit.  The human 
flesh, that is the physical body, with the human spirit, that is the spirit of a man.  There is no 
definite article here identifying "the Holy Spirit," so it could really say and should say He was 
put to death in the flesh but made alive in spirit.  His spirit was made alive. 
  
Now some see this as a reference to the resurrection, and that is a possibility.  But frankly, if it 
was a reference to His resurrection, it probably should say He was put to death in the flesh but 
He was raised again in the flesh, right?  Because the resurrection was not just the resurrection of 
His spirit, was it?  It was the resurrection of His body.  It was a literal, physical, bodily 
resurrection.  So it seems to me that the point here is not that He was resurrected, but that though 
dead in the flesh He was living in the spirit, and that makes sense to me.  You could kill His 
body but you cannot kill the eternal Christ.  So while His body was in the grave, His spirit was 
alive. 
  
Now this is a mystery to understand but perhaps Peter has given it to us as simply as 
possible.  How then are we to understand this?  Well, notice that phrase says in verse 18, "made 
alive in spirit."  Does it assume that He had been dead in spirit?  Does it assume that at some 
point in the death on the cross He had died spiritually?  Well it could.  And if He was made alive 
in the spirit, then at some point in some way He must have died in spirit. In other words, 
experiencing some kind of spiritual death and spiritual death is defined as separation from...from 
God.  Was it not true on the cross that He said, "My God, My God, why have You (what?) 
forsaken Me?"  I believe that there was a separation from God, not a cessation of existence.  He 
didn't cease to exist because He was eternal.  By the way, even when human beings die they 
don't cease to exist.  They may experience spiritual death, they do in this life. They may 
experience eternal death, they will in the next life if they die without Christ, but they don't cease 
to exist.  So Christ went through some kind of separation from God, not a cessation of His 
existence any more than men spiritually dead cease to exist.  We don't know the mystery of that 
but somehow He was in a moment of time as all sin was poured out on Him and God had to turn 
His back forsaken by God.  He did not cease to exist but there was a kind of spiritual death, 
separation from God, at the point in which He was made sin.  But it's very clear that whatever 
spiritual separation He experienced at that moment was quickly gone because it wasn't long after 
that that He said these final words, "Father," and that's something important, isn't it?  Because 
just a little before that He hadn't called Him Father, what had He called Him?  "My God, My 
God, why have You forsaken Me?"  And now He says, "Father, into Thy hands I commit My 
spirit."  So whatever experience of spiritual separation He had was only for a moment, when He 
was made sin. And then again His spirit was made alive and He committed it to God. 
  
Now the point that Peter wants you to understand is this, that when Jesus was crucified on the 
cross His body died and His body went where?  To the tomb.  But when His body was dead, His 
spirit was what?  Alive.  Now the question is, where did He go, this living spirit?  Well it tells us 
in verse 19.  It says, "In which” that is in His spirit also “He went and made proclamation to the 



spirits now in prison."  "In which also" means in that living spirit, apart from His body, which 
lay in the tomb, the living, eternal Christ went someplace.  The verb here refers to a personal 
going.  It's also used down in verse 22. It's translated "having gone."  It's the same verb.  It means 
literally to go somewhere else.  So He went somewhere else.  His spirit had been with His body 
on the cross and when His body died, His spirit went somewhere else.  His spirit enjoyed the 
benefit of being alive.  His spirit was not consigned to judgment.  His spirit was not consigned to 
eternal death.  His spirit did not experience the second death, like the unrighteous who feel the 
wrath of God.  But His spirit was released into God's perfect purpose. 
  
Where did He go?  Well it says He went, very clearly here, and made proclamation.  He went 
and made proclamation.  He gave a sermon.  He went somewhere to preach.  He went and gave a 
triumphant sermon.  So even before His resurrection now, even before His resurrection on 
Sunday morning, He was moving freely in the spiritual realm, okay?  And He went to...to 
preach.  Now the verb here "to preach," or to make a proclamation, is not euaggelizō, to preach 
the gospel.  He didn't go somewhere to preach salvation.  It is the verb kērussō, which means to 
make a proclamation or to announce a triumph.  It is the word “to herald.”  And military generals 
and kings would have a herald announce their victories.  He went somewhere to announce His 
victory.  No, He was not preaching the gospel to some people in the spiritual world, or some 
beings in the spiritual world.  He was announcing, proclaiming, heralding a triumph.  About 
what?  It must be pretty obvious, about His triumph over sin, about His triumph over death, 
about His triumph over hell, about His triumph over demons, about His triumph over Satan.  He 
went to proclaim His triumph. That's the implication of the verb here, to proclaim victory. That's 
what the passage is all about.  That's what the context is all about.  It's all about triumphing in the 
midst of unjust suffering. 
  
Now to whom did He make this announcement?  Verse 19 says, "He made it to the 
spirits."  Spirits?  Who are the spirits?  Well, think it through.  In verse 20 Peter uses the word 
“persons” or “souls.” You see it there in verse 20?  Eight persons, it's actually the words souls, 
probably some of your Bibles say that.  Peter calls people souls.  It seems to me then that spirits 
must be different than people in this context.  By the way, the New Testament always uses the 
term spirits to refer to, take a guess, angels, never to men without a qualifying genitive.  Hebrews 
12 says, “the spirits of just men made perfect.”  Whenever it is qualified with a genitival phrase 
like that, the qualifying phrase will tell you to whom it refers.  But every other use of spirits in 
the New Testament refers to angels. 
  
Furthermore, we know that angels are in view here down in verse 22 because it says that He 
went into heaven after the angels and authorities and powers had been subjected to Him.  So at 
some point in this passage Peter wants us to understand that He had subjected the angels and the 
authorities and the powers, which are just different names for angels, to Himself. 
  
I believe He went to declare His victory over demons and that the spirits refer to demons.  You 
say, "Why do you...why do you say demons?"  Because these spirits were in 
what?  Prison.  They were in prison.  Now this could not be a message of salvation to demons. 
Why?  Because demons can't be saved.  The demons that fell are forever damned, forever, as it 
were, locked into their destiny.  In Hebrews 2:16 it says, "He does not give help to angels, but He 
gives help to the descendant of Abraham."  He doesn't redeem spirits, He redeems people.  So 



whatever He said to these demons was not a message of salvation, it was a kērussō, it was a 
heralding of triumph. 
  
You say, "Well why would He go and herald a triumph to a bunch of demons?"  I'll tell you why; 
because since the beginning when Satan fell he has been at war with the purposes of God.  There 
is cosmic conflict in this universe between God and Satan, witness Job chapter 1.  There is 
conflict between the holy angels and the fallen angels, witness Daniel.  And the tremendous 
conflict between the great, mighty angel of God and the prince of Tyre, a demon. There has 
always been spiritual warfare on that supernatural level and Satan and the demons have done 
everything they possibly could to destroy the purposes of God in Christ.  Is that not so?  From 
the very beginning when Satan knew that his head would be bruised and that he would be 
ultimately defeated, he has fought the purposes of God and fought against Christ every way 
possible.  Throughout the Old Testament he tries to destroy the Messianic line.  He tries to 
destroy the people of God.  In the New Testament He tries to get Christ in a temptation to 
capitulate to himself and thus thwart the purpose of God.  He tries to destroy Him, to violate the 
plan of God by having the mobs kill Him.  He tries when He's dead to keep Him in the tomb so 
He can't come forth.  You see, the demons of hell and Satan himself have always sought to 
destroy the work of Christ.  And now as He's on the cross and He is bearing all sin and His life is 
crushed out of Him, and He is physically dead, it would seem that the demons have won, 
right?  And some writer said years ago that hell was in the midst of its carnival when He 
arrived.  They were probably celebrating this great defeat. 
  
And where was this?  It says in prison.  Where is this place that He went?  By the way, nowhere 
in Scripture are the souls of men ever said to be imprisoned.  But these spirits are imprisoned. 
Phulakē is the term and it is not, now listen carefully, it is not a condition, it is a location.  It 
refers to an actual location, not some condition of being imprisoned in sin.  It is a place. 
  
You say, "Well now wait a minute.  If Jesus went to a place where demons are imprisoned, how 
come demons are running around all over now?"  Different demons, different demons.  Not all 
demons are in the prison.  Can I give you a little diagram, a little angelology, short course?  Just 
watch my hand and it will help you. The front...the first line angels, okay?  Splits into two kind; 
holy, elect angels, fallen angels.  Of the fallen angels there are two kinds, loose and bound.  Of 
the bound there are two kinds, permanently bound, temporarily bound.  What we're talking about 
here then are the angels fallen bound permanently.  Got it?  That's your course in angelology. 
  
The loose ones, by the way, and there are a lot of them running around loose, we know that, we 
wrestle not against flesh and blood but against what? Demons.  The lot of them running around 
loose. And you want to know something about the loose ones?  Let me give you a characteristic 
of the loose ones.  Luke chapter 8 verse 31, "And they were entreating Him,” these loose demons 
and their name was Legion, you remember they were in the demoniac, 
and many, many demons had entered this man, they were all over the place in him, legion, "they 
were entreating Jesus not to command them to depart into the” what? “abussos,” the 
abyss.  Please, Jesus, don't send us to the abyss, don't make us prisoners.  They didn't want that. 
  
  
In fact, in Matthew 8:29 they said to Jesus, "What do we have to do with You, Son of God, have 



You come here to torment us before the time?"  Aren't You off schedule?  What are You doing 
here now?  Are you going to send us to that place now before the time? 
  
They didn't want to go there.  Please, don't send us there.  It must be a very dreaded fate, by the 
way, for the fallen angels to go there because they're unable to move, they're incarcerated. 
They're captive.  They cannot ply their wicked trade around the earth and the universe. They 
cannot fight the holy angels.  They cannot make efforts to thwart the purposes of the God they 
hate.  So they said, "Don't send us to the abussos," and Luke uses the word that basically means 
the prison of disobedient spirits, so says Kittel in his Greek word study of that term. 
  
Now you say, "Wait a minute.  OK, some are loose and some are bound.  How did they get 
bound?  What did they do to get permanently bound in this place?"  Verse 20 tells you.  Well, 
they once were disobedient.  You say, "Wait a minute.  Demons are always disobedient.  But 
what in the world does that mean?"  Once at some point in the past they overstepped even God's 
limitations.  They went too far.  
  
You say, "Well, when were they disobedient?"  Well obviously they were free to roam around 
for a while but they were disobedient once.  When was it?  Verse 20, "When the patience of God 
kept waiting in the days of Noah during the construction of the ark in which a few, that is eight 
persons, were brought safely through the water."  Oh, now we know when it was, it was during 
the time of what? Of Noah.  So there is a prison filled with bound demons who have been there 
since the time of Noah and they were sent there because they overstepped even the bounds that 
God has established on their own wickedness.  And it was during the time when Noah spent 120 
years building an ark. 
  
You say, "Well, that ark was a boat, wasn't it?"  Yeah, but that wasn't really its main purpose.  Its 
main purpose wasn't to be a boat. First of all, its main purpose was to be an object lesson.  It was 
120 years’ worth of preaching about the impending, coming judgment of God.  It was only a boat 
for a year. It was a sermon for 120 years.  Unfortunately nobody heard the sermon and they were 
all drowned except eight.  It was a sermon about judgment. 
Just in general, the wickedness of the time of Noah was total.  In fact, it says back in Genesis that 
all the imagination of man's heart was only what? Evil continually.  And you know what that 
means?  That means that demon spirits were having a hey-day back in Noah's time.  They were 
running riot through the earth, doing their pleasure. They were filling up the world with all their 
wicked, vile, anti-God activity. And that's why God had to drown the whole earth.  One 
commentator says, "Noah's contemporaries were notoriously wicked and served as agents for 
demonic spirits in their rebellion against God.  There is no other time in history in which the 
conflict between faith and unbelief, obedience and disobedience was as pronounced as in the 
days of Noah.  The rebellious spirits served to control the human race with the exception of Noah 
and his family."  They literally had possessed, as it were, the whole earth.  And even 120 years of 
preaching couldn't convince anybody beyond the eight people in Noah's family that God really 
ought to be listened to.  Imagine that, that's how wicked the world was.  By the way, when Jesus 
comes in the judgment of fire, to say nothing of the judgment of water, the Bible says it will be 
then as it was in the days of...of Noah.  The earth will return to that extreme wickedness. 
So, the time of Noah was apparently a hey-day for demonic activity.  And they successfully 
corrupted and infiltrated the whole of the human race so that God literally had to drown His 



entire creation with the exception of eight people.  And those demons who overstepped the 
bounds in the time of Noah were the ones put in prison.  By the way, this must have been very 
familiar stuff to Peter's readers because he makes such a minimal explanation here.  It must have 
been something with which they were very familiar or he would have gone into it in a greater 
amount of detail.  Everybody must have known about the spirits imprisoned because of their 
overstepping the bounds that God had set even on their wicked behavior in the days of Noah. 
  
Now, were all the demons put in prison?  No, because some are still what? Loose.  Which ones 
were?  Turn to 2 Peter, chapter 2. Hold on to your seat here now.  Second Peter chapter 2 verse 
4, "For if God did not spare angels when they sinned but cast them into hell and committed them 
to pits of darkness reserved for judgment, and didn't spare the ancient world but preserved Noah, 
a preacher of righteousness, with seven others when He brought a flood upon the world of the 
ungodly."  You can stop at that point. 
Peter's talking about the same thing.  In his second epistle he brings it up again.  There was a 
time when God took fallen angels who overstepped their bounds and threw them into hell, into 
the pit of darkness and imprisoned them for judgment. And again he says it was at a time when 
Noah, the preacher of righteousness, preached and when God brought a flood on the world of the 
ungodly.  And then he mentions two other illustrations of judgment, the condemnation of the 
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, where God judged, and then the condemnation mentions Lot, 
who was rescued, noted in verse 7.  Please notice, he refers to Lot.  What book in the Bible tells 
that story?  Genesis.  He refers to Sodom and Gomorrah, Genesis.  It seems to me highly likely 
that whatever it is he's referring to with these angels who sinned and were cast into the pit of 
darkness reserved for judgment must have occurred at the same time of Lot, Sodom and 
Gomorrah and Noah.  And not only that, it must have been such common knowledge to the 
readers that he doesn't need to make some large explanation about it. 
  
By the way, the word "hell" would you notice that word in verse 4 is the word tartarōsas or 
literally we could call it in an English transliteration Tartarus.  Now Tartarus was a...a name in 
classical Greek mythology and they used it to describe the subterranean abyss in which 
rebellious gods were punished.  The word was taken over into Judaism and it was used to refer to 
the prison of fallen angels.  It is so used, by the way, in the non-biblical but ancient book called 
“The Book of Enoch.”  Now we know that the Jews were familiar with “The Book of Enoch,” 
Jude in his epistle even makes reference to “The Book of Enoch.  “The Book of Enoch” 
discusses the Genesis account of the angels who overstepped their bounds.  So, I believe that 
Peter in 1 Peter and 2 Peter in referring to this record is referring to something commonly known 
by the people because they read about it in “The Book of Enoch,” even though “The Book of 
Enoch” was not a biblical book, the people knew its contents.  And “The Book of Enoch” covers 
the same story in the same way.  So, Peter in 2 Peter 2:4 is saying God took these angels who 
sinned and He put them in the murky abyss of fallen angels, the prison of spirits. 
  
Now, God didn't send all of them there.  Which ones did He send?  Go to Jude verse 6. Which 
ones, Jude, which ones were put in the prison?  Well he says, verse 6, "And angels who did not 
keep their own domain but abandoned their proper abode He has kept in eternal chains under 
darkness for the judgment of the great day."  You'll notice also in verse 7 he's talking about 
another story in Genesis again, Sodom and Gomorrah, which leads me to believe whatever he's 
referring to in verse 6 is also back in Genesis.  Now, angels who didn't keep their own domain 



but abandoned their proper abode are kept in eternal chains.  These chains are eternal.  There are 
some, remember, who are temporarily bound; these permanently bound, permanently bound. 
  
What was their specific sin?  Look at verse 7.  They didn't keep their own domain.  They 
abandoned their proper abode just as Sodom and Gomorrah and the cities around them, since 
they in the same way as these, that is these demons in the same way as Sodom and Gomorrah, 
indulged in gross what? Immorality.  Porneia, pornography, they indulged in gross 
immorality.  What kind?  They went after what? Strange flesh.  Hmm.  Do you remember the 
story of Sodom and Gomorrah?  Do you remember Lot was living there?  Do you remember that 
some angels came to visit Lot?  And the angels, Genesis 19, came into Lot's house.  Do you 
remember what kind of sin was rampant in Sodom and Gomorrah?  What sin?  Sodomy, 
homosexuality.  And here were these two magnificent creatures, holy angels who had taken on 
human form, they came to Lot's house and the homosexual men of Sodom and Gomorrah went 
crazy.  They saw what they wanted.  They came to Lot's house. They tried to rape those 
angels.  They were going after flesh, strange flesh, outside of their domain. They were going 
after angels in a gross, perverted, twisted, sick homosexual expression. 
  
You remember what happened?  The door was shut and God struck them all blind and instead of 
running in fear in their blindness, they kept beating on the door because their lust was so great 
that even though they had become stone blind they tried to break the door down to get to those 
angels.  That's how lust had driven them.  Now whatever these angels did to get sent to the 
permanent pit is something like what the men of Sodom did, that's what he's saying, in going 
after strange flesh, heteros flesh, a different kind of flesh.  They literally lusted after angels. 
  
What did these angels do?  Let's go back to Genesis 6 and find out.  By the way, I'm sure Jude 
along with Peter knew Enoch and his book. He refers to it in verse 14. And I'm sure Jude also 
knew Genesis 6 and knew that “The Book of Enoch” interpreted Genesis 6 this way.  Follow this 
now, will you?  Genesis 6:1, we're way back now in the time of Noah.  "It came about when men 
began to multiply on the face of the land and daughters were born to them," listen carefully, "that 
the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, they took wives for themselves 
whomever they chose.  Then the Lord said, My Spirit shall not always strive with men forever 
because he is also flesh, nevertheless his days shall be 120 years. The Nephilim were on the earth 
in those days and also afterward when the sons of God came into the daughters of men and they 
bore to them. Those were the mighty men who were of old, men of renown." 
  
You say, "What in the world is this?"  I'll tell you what it is.  “Sons of God” are demons, “sons of 
God” is a term used in the Old Testament to refer to angels.  And what you have here is fallen 
angels who came down, took on human bodies in some kind of form, cohabitated with women 
and produced a generation of Rosemary's babies, if you remember that story, some kind of a 
demonic hybrid.  It is possible that they are called the Nephilim, a term with interesting 
meaning.  It can mean fallen ones, it can have reference from the verb nephal, to fall.  It can have 
reference to violent ones.  It suggests when used only one other time in Numbers 13 giant type 
people.  Then you will notice the terms "mighty men," and "men of renown."  Apparently what 
happened was these demons cohabitated with women and produced some kind of monsters, some 
kind of demon-possessed offspring that were very powerful, giants, very violent. 
  



Now some people believe that the “sons of God” simply refers to people in the line of Seth. And 
it means simply that the line of Seth, which was the godly line, intermingled with the ungodly 
line.  But I take it that what it says here is exactly what Peter and Jude are alluding to at the time 
of Noah that has to be something more than that. 
  
You say, "Well, they attempted then to breed a sort of unredeemable race, didn't 
they?"  Yes.  And that's one of the reasons God had to drown the whole earth, to drown that 
race.  They wanted to corrupt, now listen to this, the human stream.  If you can create a demon 
man, then he's unredeemable, because Christ as the God-Man has come to redeem men, not 
demon men. They wanted to pollute the human stream to make it unredeemable. 
  
There are a number of reasons why this interpretation is fitting in Genesis 6.  One, it is the oldest 
and most widely held interpretation.  Two, the sons of God, benai Halohim, always refers to 
angels in the Old Testament. In fact, some manuscripts translate it angels.  “Sons of God” 
specifically is used, listen to this, to refer to those brought into existence directly by God, not to 
those procreated. So therefore it would refer to angels because men at this time would be 
procreated, they would be the sons of men, not the sons of God.  The early church held this view 
until the fourth century.  And by the way, if it simply means men, then all the sons of God must 
be male because it says the sons of God cohabitated with the daughters of men.  And the sons of 
God would therefore have to be all male, which would be a strange way to interpret it.  And I 
think if it was referring to men it would simply say the sons of men cohabitated with the 
daughters of men. 
  
Furthermore, if this was the sons of God, called such because they were believers in the line of 
Seth, why did God drown them all?  And we could go on and on with that kind of reasoning.  I 
believe that these demons came down, left their natural estate, and went after strange 
flesh.  Follow the analogy.  In Sodom, men went after angels; here, angels went after women, 
both perversions.  It's not just intermarriage between believers and unbelievers. There was no 
prohibition given for that yet, so why would God drown everybody for doing it, even the 
believers?  No. 
  
Now you got the picture?  Genesis 6, some demons sinned, went outside the bounds that God 
would tolerate, put them in a permanent pit. They've been there a long time, folks.  When Jesus 
came to the cross and hell thought, "We've won," and all those demons in the pit might have 
thought that somebody got the keys from Jesus, namely Satan; and they're down there hoping 
this might be the moment of their release, Jesus shows up. 
  
Turn to Colossians chapter 2.  I love this.  What's the last word in verse 14?  What is it?  Last 
word in verse 14 of Colossians 2?  “Cross,” OK, we're at the cross, that's what Paul's talking 
about. "At the cross when He” that is Christ “disarmed the rulers and authorities." Those are 
terms for demons. At the cross they thought they were triumphing, they were wrong.  He 
disarmed them.  And then it says, "He made a public” what? “display of them, having triumphed 
over them through Him." 
 
 


