
Jesus taught a great deal about the kingdom of heaven and spoke with some
frequency about hell. Yet the New Testament leaves only hints about what Jesus
might have done, including where he might have gone, while his body lay
entombed for the three days between his crucifixion and resurrection. Speculation
about things that the Bible does not reveal can be unhealthy when taken to
extremes. Imagination and fantasy can be wrong and when wrong can be
misleading as to doctrine. But the hints that the Bible leaves can stimulate some
helpful investigation. For as 2 Timothy 3:16 states, all scripture is for teaching in
righteousness. By speaking so often about heaven and hell, Jesus plainly wanted us
to know something about these spiritual realms beyond.

The first hint, though, of what Jesus did when his body lay in the tomb three days,
comes from the apostle Peter. The third chapter of his first letter states that Jesus
suffered once for our sins, put to death in the flesh but alive in the spirit, “in which
he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison.” Yes, Jesus’s body, his flesh, lay in
the tomb three days. But his spirit remained alive, as the Spirit of God who creates
life must live eternally. And not only was Christ’s Spirit alive, but in his Spirit, he
traveled to proclaim to the spirits in prison, Peter writes. Christ’s Spirit did not
remain in the tomb for three days with his dead flesh but was instead living, active,
traveling, and proclaiming. This much, the Bible clearly tells us.

What the Bible does not reveal clearly, not in the same passage, is where Jesus’s
spirit went to proclaim to the spirits in prison, or what proclamation Jesus made to
those spirits. We know from this passage only that Jesus went to a prison holding
spirits and proclaimed some message to those spirits. Other verses give us other
hints, though, as to what prison Jesus visited and what he might have proclaimed
there to the imprisoned spirits. Jude 1:6 describes angels who abandoned their
authoritative positions, their proper dwelling, and whom the Lord has since kept in
darkness, bound in chains for judgment day. Angels are spirits whose proper
dwelling is in heaven. Revelation 12:4 indicates that God cast out of heaven the
angels who sided with Satan. We are only drawing inferences, but the imprisoned
spirits to whom Jesus proclaimed may thus have been the angels cast from heaven,
bound in darkness for judgment day. Indeed, Peter’s second letter, in its second
chapter, again mentions that God sent the sinning angels to hell, where he put them
in chains of darkness to hold for judgment. If this second mention of imprisoned



angels, or spirits, refers to the earlier one in 1 Peter 3:18-20, then perhaps Jesus’s
visit was to the hell to which 2 Peter 2:4 refers, although the connection may also be
speculative, and scholars do not all agree.

In any event, what did Jesus proclaim? Again, only drawing inferences, Jesus had
just suffered crucifixion but remained alive and free in spirit, anticipating his
imminent resurrection. Perhaps he proclaimed exactly that to the fallen angels
imprisoned in darkness. After all, those fallen angels might have been anticipating
Satan’s victory, the Lord having suffered crucifixion, making especially relevant
Jesus’s proclamation of his own victory. But the Bible does not say. How, if at all,
do these inferences or speculations help us? If anything, they confirm the glory of
Christ’s victory. We have not read them to contradict or challenge anyone’s faith.
But still, we do not know.

One other passage, Ephesians 4:8-10, gives other possible clues about what Jesus
might have done while his body lay entombed. The apostle Paul writes that Jesus
descended to the lower earthly regions, the depths of earth, before ascending on
high with many captives. The passage does not tell us directly when Jesus did so,
while his body lay entombed or at another time. But if the reference is to the
three-day entombment, then it could confirm the prior passage’s reference to
visiting imprisoned spirits, if those spirits in darkness were in lower earthly regions,
perhaps either the abyss hell or a netherworld Hades. The captives taken on high, to
which the passage refers, might have meant Old Testament saints who would now
rise to heaven with Jesus.

Revelation 9 addresses further the abyss holding the worst of the fallen angels.
Many scholars read that chapter to indicate that the abyss will open in the great
tribulation, for the escaping demons to punish those on earth who refused to repent
to follow Jesus. At the end of the great tribulation, Christ will cast those demons,
along with the unrepentant, into the lake of fire, eternal hell. While one shudders at
the thought of humans joining demons in hell, Jesus himself made clear in Matthew
25:41 that God prepared hell for the devil and his demons, not for humans. All who
come to Jesus receive his salvation. Once again, though, the inferences are not
strong, and so conclusions are more speculative than authoritative. And indeed,
interpreters disagree. The important thing, though, is to ensure that any inference or



speculation is consistent with the Bible’s truth of Christ’s victory, doctrine of
salvation to those who embrace Christ, and message of good news. No speculation
should contradict the faith’s tenets.

A bigger question is what difference do such inquires make to one’s daily walk with
Christ? How does one apply these verses having to do with realms beyond and
inferences one is able to draw from them? Perhaps the difficulty of applying such
knowledge is why the Bible offers so little of it. We should take these verses to
strengthen our faith, to hold Christ in ever greater awe, and to walk ever more
confidently in the power of God’s glory. The Bible plainly does us great service in
revealing things of heaven and hell. But it reveals just enough to help us keep our
focus on earth with a mind for the things of heaven. We should thus let the question
of what Jesus did as his body lay entombed, and the hints that the above verses and
passages, and reasonable inferences drawn from them give us, urge us to treat
salvation as the gift that it is. We know from this inquiry that Jesus is capable, that
we should pursue his embrace and desire heaven even more, and that we should
shudder at being among the unrepentant. Avoid greater speculation, while holding
even tighter to the good news.


