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Some questions I have been asked 

 
1. Did Jesus ever preach in hell? 

 
 

 Question 
 

Where did Jesus go after His death, during those three days? What is the 
meaning of 1 Peter 3:19-20 "...He also went and preached to the spirits 
in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days 
of Noah while the ark was being built". Does this refer to Jesus 
preaching in hell? 

 
1.   Some think that this passage teaches that Jesus went and preached to the spirits that were 
in a spiritual prison giving them a second chance to respond to the Gospel and so be saved 
even though they had rejected God in the days of Noah. The suggestion is that this passage 
indicates that there is a second chance of salvation, that Jesus will preach once again to 
sinners even if they are in hell so that they can respond to the Gospel 
 
2   Whatever this passage may teach we must recognise that Jesus had a limited and specific 
audience and that this reference is only to "those who disobeyed long ago when God waited 
patiently in the days of Noah....". In the first instance then, this scripture does not teach that 
Jesus preaches to spirits in general, but that He only did to those who lived in the days of 
Noah. Whatever the passage means, we cannot take it and apply it freely to anyone in any 
age. The reference is clearly to the "days of Noah" not to our age or any other age. 
 
3  Now, even if it is thought that Christ did preach to these spirits during his burial it is a 
strange thing to do. Why did He only visit these spirits in particular? What is so special about 
using His time to offer the Gospel to these "spirits" from the days of Noah only and not to 
others also? If He offers a second chance of salvation why is He doing to these spirits and not 
to all spirits ( including fallen angels)? 
 
In actual fact, this passage does not support any kind of teaching that teaches Jesus offering a 
second chance at salvation in some kind of after life. 
 
4.  Let's examine the passage.  
A)    In the first place the passage talks of the "days of Noah". There is no reference here to 
the three days that Jesus spent in the tomb (see my paper on the day of Christ's death).  
 
We are thinking, therefore, not of the life and death of Jesus or the times in which Jesus lived 
on earth. We are thinking only of the time that Noah was building the ark. We need, 
therefore, to return to that period in time and to refresh our minds of the story that is found in 
Genesis 6. 
 
These were the "spirits" that, at the time of Peter writing were "in prison". However,  in the 
days of Noah they were in the flesh, aware of Noah's building of the ark and listening to his 
preaching. They "disobeyed long ago", hence they are now ( in Peter's day) in this spiritual 
prison. They died in the  flood and their spirits are in this spiritual "prison" waiting for the 
day of judgement. So, in Peter's time, at the time in which he was writing, these spirits were 
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still in prison although they lived and died in the days of Noah. 
 
B)  The second point is  that Jesus in "the Spirit" was preaching to Noah's audience in Noah's 
day. This concept of Jesus (through the Spirit) preaching in Old Testament times through the 
ministry of the prophets ( including Noah) is taught in 1 Peter 10 "Concerning this salvation, 
the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you searched intently and with the 
greatest care....which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing...". When OT prophets 
preached , they preached  the word that was given to them by the "Spirit of Christ in them". 
This was their inspired prophecy ( see also 2 Peter 1:20-21). This, of course, is part of the 
teaching on the inspiration of Scripture.  Prophets spoke as the Spirit of Jesus led and directed 
them. To them was revelation given by the Spirit of Christ who was within them. 
 
Hence, what Peter is referring to is an incident that happened, not during the time between  
Jesus' death and resurrection, but the time of Noah. He is simply referring to an Old 
Testament incident that we can read of in Genesis 6, in which Jesus, in His Spirit, spoke 
through Noah to the people who lived in his day. 
 
Hence, when Noah preached (2 Pet 2:5 "Noah a preacher of righteousness") to the people of 
his time, it was really the Spirit of Christ who was in Noah who was preaching. Jesus actually 
preached to these people, through Noah, as He did through all the OT prophets. The 
important point to note is that Jesus did this "preaching" long, long ago in the days of Noah, 
and He preached to living people, not to spirits. The reference is not to Jesus preaching to the 
spirits in Peter's day. Rather it refers to Jesus preaching through Noah in his day. 
 
C) Thirdly, let us note that the context of 1 Peter is the same as Genesis 6. In the days of 
Noah people rejected, mocked and persecuted God's people (Noah and his family). In 
particular this persecution was levelled at  Noah himself who sought to preach a warning 
message to the people who were destined to be destroyed by the flood. Noah knew what it 
was to be misunderstood, mocked and rejected. 
 
 Similarly, in Peter's day the Christian's were being mocked, persecuted and sorely troubled 
by hostile unbelievers. Peter is seeking to encourage his people by referring them to the 
experience of Noah. His point is this, just as Noah was a faithful preacher of righteousness as 
an individual man amongst so much hostility, so the Christian, in the midst of persecution 
and tribulation must remain faithful to God.  
 
Notes:  
1) The concept of the Jesus' descent into hell is found in such passages as Acts 2:27 (NIV 
"grave") , Romans 10:6-7 (NIV "grave"),  Eph 4:8-9 (implication only). The Greek term 
"Hades" means the place of the dead rather than the more specialised location of "hell" as the 
place of the unbelievers after the Judgement Day. The Authorised Version ( King James) 
used the term "hell" in the above passages and this was misleading. The writers are only 
conveying the idea that Jesus actually died, He left the land of the living and entered the 
region of the dead (hades), not that Jesus entered that place which we theologically label 
"hell". 
 
Much of the thinking that surrounds the concept of Jesus descending into the place we know 
of as "hell" is from a statement to be found in the Apostle's Creed, a late second century 
document (which, of course, had nothing to do with the Apostles) "dead and buried and He 
descended into hell.....". Do not take your theology from a Creed! 
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Jesus told the thief on the cross, "Today you will be with me in paradise". His final cry from 
the cross was, "Father, into your hands I comment my spirit". During that brief period 
between the cross and the resurrection, Christ was in glory, in spirit, with the Father, not in 
"hell" preaching to sinners. 
 
2) There is no biblical basis for believing that after death a second chance is offered to the 
unbelievers. Certainly 1 Peter 3:19-20 cannot be used to justify such teaching. The Bible 
knows of none of the teaching called "Post-Mortem Evangelism" with Jesus giving a second ( 
or  more) chance for salvation. If Christ is rejected in this life there remains no more 
opportunity for salvation. 
 
Richard Lee  
 
 
       

 
 


