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Preface

This monograph is a revision of my doctoral thesis, “Christ’s Proclamation to
the Imprisoned Spirits: 1 Peter 3:18-22 in its Tradition Historical and Literary
Contexts.” The thesis was presented to the Faculty of Theology at the Univer-
sity of Durham (UK) and defended in October of 2009. I am most grateful to
Dr. Loren Stuckenbruck, who supervised this work. Before this project began,
I was familiar with his scholarly reputation. I was not prepared for the humil-
ity, thoroughness, and friendliness with which he mentored me through this
process. I am also grateful to other members of the department, Dr. Robert
Hayward and Dr. William Telford, for their encouragement and advice. Addi-
tionally, I am thankful for both of my examiners, Dr. Lutz Doering and Dr.
Philip Alexander, whose recommendations have made this work better.

I am also thankful to Dr. Jorg Frey and Dr. Henning Ziebritzki for their
interest in publishing this work in the WUNT 1I series, as well as their sub-
stantive and editorial suggestions which have improved its quality. I would
also like to thank Tanja Mix at Mohr Siebeck whose careful eye was a tre-
mendous help in the editing process.

The work of writing a doctoral thesis is a daunting task. I am grateful to
those who walked along with me on this journey. Naming all those who have
helped me in this endeavor is not possible, and yet I think it is important to
name a few people who have helped support me in this project.

First, there are a number of colleagues who haven taken the time to con-
verse with me about the content as well as the process of writing. Dr. Archie
Wright is a good friend who spent countless hours giving me insight into
various aspects of the material and encouraged me as I navigated the journey
of my thesis. The same can be said for Dr. Dan Machiela, who also listened to
my theories and is a true friend. Dr. R. Steven Notley has been a friend and
mentor who sparked my interest the early Jewish literature and its role in un-
derstanding the NT.

Second, my colleagues and friends at various institutions also sacrificed
their own time to help me in my degree. I cannot begin to express my grati-
tude to the consistory and members of Jamestown Reformed Church where I
served as Minister of Word and Sacrament. Their willingness to give me time
and support allowed me to begin this process. My friends and colleagues at
Calvin College, including the department chair, Dr. Ken Pomykala, afforded
me the opportunity to continue my research. My current colleagues at Central
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College, Drs. David Timmer, Terry Kleven, and Elaina Vishnevskya, pro-
vided me with friendship, a listening ear, and a reduced teaching load so that I
could complete my work.

Finally, no amount of words could express the gratitude I have for my
family. My parents Tom and Lynnelle Pierce have sacrificed more than I will
ever know so that I could succeed. They have been a constant source of en-
couragement. Most importantly, they have taught me to be a follower of Je-
sus, a gift that has directed my life. My in-laws John and Bonnie Bouws have
been a source of support and hospitality. My children, Jenna, Michael, and
David, have kept me grounded. Their laughter and tears have reminded me
that there are more important things in life than the enochic corpus. Finally,
my wife Jodi has been a source of love and support. She willingly moved to
Israel/Palestine, spent hours watching our children while I was researching
and writing, and endured the stress of the entire PhD process. Her sacrifices
and hard work allowed for the completion of this work. It is with deep grati-
tude and love that I dedicate this work to her.

February, 2011 Chad T. Pierce
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Chapter 1

Introduction and History of Research

1.1 Introduction

1 Pet 3:18-22 contains numerous intriguing yet beguiling statements that have
generated interest and questions from scholars from the second century C.E.
to the present. Debate has arisen as to the recipients of Christ’s message, what
he said, when he said it, what impact it had, its relationship to Christian bap-
tism, and how this passage coheres with the letter as a whole. The answers to
these and other questions arising from the text have often been based on theo-
logical principles rather from the text itself. Whether this passage describes
Christ’s harrowing of hell, the work of the pre-existent Christ, or Jesus’ an-
nouncement of victory, theologians have looked to 1 Peter to lend support to
their own particular views.

This passage, though small, provides insight into early Christian thoughts,
or at least a branch of early Christian thoughts, on Christology, angeology,
demonology, ouranology, cosmology, and eschatology. Thus, it reflects an
important development in the history of Christian tradition. Varying exegetes
of these verses expound very different images of Christ, the activities upon
his death and resurrection, the role of evil in the world, theophany, and the
eschatological hope for the righteous. Therefore, it is beneficial to interpret
this passage with much care.

The past fifty years have witnessed a resurgence in the study of early Jew-
ish literature including the “Dead Sea Scrolls” and Jewish pseudepigraphal
literature. The themes, theology, and development of literary traditions in
these works have been carefully studied for their own right as well as for il-
luminating later Jewish and Christian ideas. The study of 1 Peter has not es-
caped this trend. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, but more so in
the last five decades, most scholars have interpreted 1 Pet 3:18-22 in light of
earlier Jewish and Christian works. Yet, while many acknowledge the import-
ance of these works in the tradition history of 1 Peter, there has not been an
in-depth look into the sin and punishment traditions and their potential impact
on the epistle. While a discussion of the history of research, provided below,
illustrates how various scholarship has or has not used the fallen angel myths
in their exegesis, it also demonstrates that no work to date has yet wrestled
with either the complexity of the relevant traditions or the nature of conflation
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that appears to be taking place in the use of these stories. The aim of this work
is to catalogue and discuss the development of early Jewish and Christian lit-
erature regarding cosmic and human sin and punishment traditions to deter-
mine how they may illuminate the understanding of 1 Pet 3:18-22.

1.2 The History of Research

1.2.1 Introduction

The difficulty in presenting a detailed yet coherent history of interpretation of
1 Pet 3:18-22 derives from the argumentative nature of its historical exegesis.
Since the first explanations of 1 Pet 3:18-22 were documented in the second
century C.E., others have primarily written to counteract the various theologi-
cal claims which resulted from a specific exegesis of these verses rather than
being concerned with an independent, focused study of the particular passage
itself. John Elliott', William Dalton?, and Bo Reicke’ have presented the most
recent and thorough critiques of the history of the interpretation of 1 Pet 3:18—
22.* Dalton’s work divides the many interpretations of 3:19 into three main
categories. Elliott, who summarizes and expands on Dalton’s work, divides
the history of research of 1 Pet 3:18-22 into four primary divisions. Other
scholars have suggested that five or six different understandings exist and
even these contain sub-groupings. This work, while containing a number of
sub-categories, divides the history of interpretation into three broad lines of
thought: 1) Christ’s proclamation to human souls between his death and resur-
rection, 2) the proclamation of the pre-existent Christ through the person of
Noah, and 3) Christ’s proclamation to fallen angels or giants.

1.2.2 Three Influential Lines of Interpretation

1.2.2.1 Christ’s Proclamation to Human Souls between his Death
and Resurrection

A portion of scholarship from the late second through the mid-twentieth cen-
tury C.E. has maintained that 1 Pet 3:18-22 records the actions of Christ dur-
ing the triduum mortis, the time between his death and resurrection. Using

! John H. Elliott, / Peter: New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 37b;
New York: Doubleday, 2000), 648-51.

2 William J. Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits: A Study of 1 Peter 3:18—4:6 (2nd
ed. AnBib 23; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1989), 17-66.

* Bo Reicke, The Disobedient Spirits and Christian Baptism: A Study of 1 Peter 11119 and
Its Context (ASNU 13; Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1946), 7-51.

* See also Wayne A. Grudem, The First Epistle of Peter (TNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1988), 203-39. For earlier overviews see Urbanus Holzmeister, Commentarius in Epistulas
SS. Petri and ludae. Epistula Prima S. Petri (CSS 3/13; Paris: Lethiellux, 1937), 306-51.
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this passage as evidence of the descensus, many of the early church fathers
proposed that upon his death, Christ’s spirit descended to Hades and pro-
claimed a message to humans imprisoned in the underworld.” Within this in-
terpretation, three main views have emerged.®

First, some have claimed that in 1 Pet 3:19, Christ’s spirit traveled to the
underworld and offered salvation to the sinners of Noah’s generation who had
perished in the flood. This interpretation was first postulated by the Alexan-
drian school already ca. 200 C.E. Clement of Alexandria was one of the earli-
est to exegete 1 Pet 3:19 in such a manner. Linking 1 Pet 3:19 to the descent
of Christ, Clement proposed that while some form of virtuous preparation in
the earthly life was needed, true salvation could only occur through Christ.
For those who lived before the incarnation, whether gentile or faithful Jew,
Christ went and offered them salvation during the triduum mortis.” Clement
also described the punishment of the flood, referenced in 1 Pet 3:19-20, as a
therapeutic tool used by God to prepare sinners for salvation. Arguing that
evil flesh impairs humanity’s ability to accept Christ, Clement claimed that by
releasing the souls of humans from their bodies through the flood, God actu-
ally made their potential conversion easier.”

Writing concurrent to Clement, Origen interpreted 1 Pet 3:18-22 in a simi-
lar manner. In his De Principiis, Origen argued against Gnostics who had
claimed that the Old Testament (OT) God and the New Testament (NT) Jesus
were, in fact, not the same God. These Gnostics had contrasted the OT God of
the law, who was primarily just, with the NT Christ, who was primarily good.
In an attempt to portray the OT God of the law and the NT Jesus as one God
who is both just and good, Origen quoted 1 Pet 3:19, proposing, like Clement,
that the flood was sent as a therapeutic punishment for the purpose of human
improvement. Therefore, within this understanding, 1 Pet 3:18-22 describes

3 The term descensus is used to describe Christ’s descent to the underworld between his
death and resurrection.

® While 1 Pet 3:19 has been linked with the descensus since the second century C.E., it
should be noted that this was not the case prior to Clement of Alexandria. Early exegetes,
such as Irenaeus, a strong supporter of the descensus never references 1 Pet 3:19 in his dis-
cussions on the doctrine, see Irenaeus, Adversus Omnes Haereses 4.22.1; 4.27.2; and 5.33.1.
7 (PG 1046C; 1058B, C; 1208C—1209A). Therefore, it is not certain that 1 Pet 3:18-22 was
originally linked with the descensus in its earliest interpretations.

7 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 6.6:38-53 (GCS 15:453-55). Another example of
Clement interpreting this passage as referring to the descent can be found in his Adumbra-
tiones on 1 Peter (GCS 17:205). Holzmeister, Commentarius in Epistulas, 337-38 has argued
that the Clement was really not a supporter of this understanding. However, it is generally
accepted that Clement viewed 1 Pet 3:19 as Jesus preaching to the human spirits in the
underworld with the goal of conversion.

8 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 6.6:42-43 (GCS 15:453-54). Clement also argued
that Jesus’ disciples, following their teacher, also went and offered salvation to the human
souls imprisoned in the underworld. See Stromateis 6.6:37-38 (GCS 15:453-54).
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the salvation offered by Christ during the triduum mortis even to those wicked
individuals who perished in the flood.’

Cyril of Alexandria was another supporter of the descensus as the setting
for Christ’s heralding."’ In his Commentarium in Joannem from the early fifth
century C.E., Cyril cites 1 Pet 3:19 to describe Christ’s proclamation of liber-
ation both to those on earth and to those who were already dead." While
examining the writings of Clement, Origen, and Cyril, it appears that a ma-
jority of the Alexandrian view of 1 Pet 3:19 was that Christ, during the trid-
uum mortis, proclaimed a message of salvation to human souls imprisoned in
the underworld.

However, the Alexandrian school of thought was not the only group which
interpreted these verses in this manner. Some other early Greek fathers also
cited 1 Pet 3:18-22 when describing Christ’s offering of salvation to human
souls in the underworld. John Damascene alluded to 1 Pet 3:19 in reference to
the descensus, contending that Christ’s proclamation to the spirits in Hades
reflected his earthly proclamation of liberation. Jesus’ heralding in Hades
would give an opportunity for salvation to those beings imprisoned there as
well as bring all things there under his subjugation.”” However, in John
Damascene’s work, there is no reference made as to whether this proclama-
tion was made to the OT faithful, others who had repented prior to their death,
or if all who had lived before Christ were given the opportunity to repent in
the next life. Therefore, while the earliest church leaders might not have
linked these verses with the descensus, this view of Christ’s proclamation to
the spirits was widely held from the time of Clement until Augustine.

Despite Augustinian and later influences against this interpretation of 1 Pet
3:18-22, which will be discussed below, some scholars from the past century

® Origen, De Principiis 2.5 (GCS 22:136). Origen appears to reference this passage again
in his debate with Celsus. Responding to Celsus’ claim that Christ preached to those in Hades
because he had no success on earth, Origen argued that it was in fact due to the triumph of
Christ’s earthly proclamation that he was crucified, after which he went as a soul and
preached to the other bodiless souls. Therefore, Christ’s preaching in Hades mirrored his pro-
clamation while alive on earth. See Origen, Contra Celsum 2:43 (GCS 23:166). For other
examples of Origen’s understanding of this passage see: Commentaria in Evangelium secun-
dum Mattaeum 132 (PG 13:1780D) and Commentaria in Evangelium Joannis (PG 14:260B).

10°st. Cyril of Alexandria, Homilia Paschalis 8 (PG, 77:552A). In this message, he de-
scribes Jesus, after his death, traveling to the underworld, opening the gates of Hades, and
completely emptying it.

Y Commentarium in Joannem 16:16 74 (PG 456A). In his Commentarius in Lucam 4:18,
Cyril also references 1 Peter while implying the salvation of those sinners in the underworld,
see (PG 72:537D).

' St. John Damascene, De Fide Orthodoxa 3.29 (PG 94:1101A). Reicke notes that his
ideas parallel that of Clement of Alexandria, Reicke, Disobedient Spirits, 33. While not dis-
cussing Christ’s role in the underworld, St. Athanasius, citing 1 Peter, claims that while
Christ’s body was in the tomb, the Word proclaimed to the spirits who were in prison, Epis-
tola ad Epictetum 5-6 (PG 26: 1060A, B).
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have continued to understand Christ’s proclamation to the spirits in prison as
referring to the activity of Christ during the triduum mortis to the human souls
in the underworld with the hope of conversion.” In his commentary from
1947, F. W. Beare claimed that despite alternative interpretations, both an-
cient and modern, that have been proposed concerning Christ’s proclamation
to the spirits in prison, “it is more natural to take it as referring to His activity
in the underworld in the interval between His death and His resurrection.”'* In
1982, A. Hanson still maintained that these verses refer to the activity of
Christ during his descensus. He proposed that, between his death and resur-
rection, Christ offered salvation to those imprisoned in the underworld. It
must be noted, however, that Hanson claims it is not clear whether the spirits
in prison refers to humans, angels, or possibly both."

Many scholars since 1900 who maintain this interpretation of 1 Pet 3:18—
22 connect these verses with 1 Pet 4:6. In his 1978 commentary on 1 Peter
published posthumously, L. Goppelt linked Christ’s preaching to the dead in 1
Peter 4:6 with the mvelpata in 3:19. While acknowledging that the term
mvevpoTa in verse 19 could potentially be taken as a reference to fallen an-
gels, Goppelt claimed that humans, and not fallen angels, are more likely the
recipients of the “saving proclamation of Christ.” Goppelt utilized 1 Pet 4:6 in
order to interpret the proclamation recorded in 3:19 as one of salvation; a
method which will be debated below.'® Furthermore, Goppelt claimed that by
maintaining that Christ preached to the most evil generation of humans, the
author of 1 Peter encouraged his readers to follow Christ’s example by pro-
claiming the Gospel, even to their oppressors.'” However, as will be demon-
strated later, this reading regarding the fallen angels in verse 20 ignores the
link between the myth recorded in Gen. 6:1-4 and the flood tradition in many
early Jewish and Christian works.

Charles E. B. Cranfield also fused together 1 Pet 3:18-22 and 4:6 to claim
that Christ’s proclamation was directed to the souls of humans who perished
in the flood. He contended that Christ offered salvation to those human spirits

" Despite Augustinian influence, there were a number of scholars in the Middle Ages who
continued to support the idea of 1 Pet 3:19-4:6 referring to the descensus, see Maximus Con-
fessor, Quaestiones ad Thaliassium 7 (PG 90:284C) and Joannes Zonaras, Epistolarum 10
(PG 76:1124A-C).

' Francis W. Beare, The First Epistle of Peter (Oxford: Blackwell, 1947), 144-45.

'S Anthony T. Hanson, “Salvation Proclaimed, 1 Peter 3:18-22,” ExpTim 93 (1981-1982):
100-12. For other scholars since 1900 who maintain this interpretation, see: Sherman E.
Johnson, “The Preaching to the Dead,” JBL 79 (1960): 48-51; Johannes Schneider, Die
Briefe des Jakobus, Petrus, und Johannes (NTD 10 9" ed.; Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ru-
precht, 1961); Karl H. Schelkle, Die Petrusbriefe, Der Judasbrief (HTKNT 13/2 3" ed.;
Freiburg: Herder, 1976); Jean Galot, “le descente du Christ aux enfers (1 P 3:18-20),” NRTh
83 (1961): 471-91 and “Christ’s Descent into Hell,” 7D 13 (1965): 89-94.

'S Leonhard Goppelt, I Peter (ed. F. Halon; trans. J. Alsup; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1993), 257-59.

"7 Ibid., 258-59.
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and that this proclamation occurred during the triduum mortis." It is evident,
therefore, that some have interpreted 1 Pet 3:18-22 as referring to Christ’s
offer of salvation to human spirits imprisoned in the underworld, to varying
degrees, from the second century C.E. through the present.

A second understanding of 1 Pet 3:18-22 within this broad line of thought
of Christ’s proclamation of salvation to humans between his death and resur-
rection is that this offer was only available to those of Noah’s contemporaries
who had repented of their sins prior to their demise. This interpretation is of-
ten then extended to include the potential salvation to all of the OT faithful
imprisoned in the underworld.

One of the earliest works that locates Christ’s proclamation to faithful OT
souls within the time between his death and resurrection is the Jeremiah log-
ion. While the logion’s disputed origins are not relevant to this study, its use
by Justin Martyr dates the saying to the mid-second century C.E. The perti—
nant passage reads suvncen ¢ KUplOS o Bgos omo Iopom}\ TV vstcov TWV
KSKomnusvwv Elg ynv )(couotTog Kol KoTERN TPOs auTous avayyesAioacBor
avTols To cwtnptov autol (The Lord God remembered the dead from Israel
who lay in the graves, and he went down to them to preach to them his salva-
tion)."” The logion reflects an early theology of the descensus, and specific
mention is made as to the recipients and the content of Christ’s heralding.
Christ went to the place of the dead to proclaim his salvation to his people
Israel. Those who support this reading of 1 Pet 3:18-22 contend that the log-
ion demonstrates that Christ’s offer of salvation to the OT faithful was an idea
accepted in the mid-second century. However, the similarities between the 1
Peter and the logion are dependent upon this particular exegesis of 1 Pet 3:19
rather than independently supporting one another.

Linguistically there are notable differences between 1 Peter and the Jer-
emiah logion. The recipients of Christ’s proclamation in the logion are spe-
cifically referred to as T3V vekpc3V TC3V KEKOIUNUEVGIV £l YTV XwHoTos rather
than the more vague description of év ¢uAokp Tvevpoaciv in 1 Peter. Second,
the Lord’s descent is made certain by the use of the word kaTéBn in the log-
ion, whereas the use of the word mopeubeis in 1 Peter merely records the fact
that Christ actually “went somewhere.” Furthermore, whereas the logion uses
avayyehicacbar to describe Christ’s proclamation, the writer of 1 Peter re-
cords Jesus as having “proclaimed” (eknpuev) to the spirits. Thus, while the
content of Christ’s proclamation in 1 Peter is left to be assumed, the Jeremiah

'® Charles E. B. Cranfield, “The Interpretation of 1 Peter III.19 and IV.6” ExpTim 69
(1957/58): 369-72.

1% See Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 72 (PG 6:645AB). While the translation in PG
is often cited, it should be noted that the individuals referenced here are not in graves but
merely described as in the “ground.” Irenaeus quotes the logion six times in his works, incon-
sistently claiming its origins in Jeremiah and Isaiah; see: Adversus Omnes Haereses 3.20.4;
4.22.1;4.33.1;4.33.12; and 5.31.1.
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logion specifically describes the purpose of Christ’s preaching as offering sal-
vation (avayyehioacfol aiTols To owTrptov auTou). Therefore, if a connec-
tion between the logion and 1 Peter is assumed, one does elucidate the other.
However, there does not appear to be a strong linguistic connection between
the texts. The recipients, the location, and the message of Christ’s proclama-
tion are portrayed differently in the two works.

Similar to the Jeremiah logion, the Gospel of Peter, which focuses on the
death and resurrection of Jesus and is often dated to the mid-second century
C.E., is cited by those who contend that it lends support to the theory that
Christ’s proclamation in 1 Peter was given to converted or faithful souls im-
prisoned in the underworld. * In this gospel, the soldiers who were guarding
Jesus’ tomb witness two angels descending and the stone of the sepulcher be-
ing rolled away. The gospel writer continues the story:

And while they were relating what they had seen, they saw again three men come out from
the sepulcher, and two of them sustaining the other, and a cross following them, and the
heads of the two reaching to heaven, but that of him whom they led by the hand overpassing
the heavens. And they heard a voice out of heaven crying, ‘Have you preached to those who
had fallen asleep?,” and from the cross there was heard the answer: ‘Yes.’?!

Both Dalton and Elliott acknowledge the similarities of the gospel’s phrase
eknpuas Tols kolpwpévols with events of 1 Pet 3:19. However, they also
maintain that the agreements end there, as no tangible connection between the
two works has been made.” In addition, unlike the Jeremiah logion which de-
scribes Christ’s proclamation as one of salvation, the Gospel of Peter gives no
indication about either the content of his preaching or the identification of the
spirits. Christ’s heralding could be one of destruction or salvation, and the re-
cipients could be all those who were imprisoned in the underworld or only the
righteous. Therefore, while the Gospel of Peter does clearly have the descen-
sus in view, it contains little or no support for Christ’s proclamation of salva-
tion to converted or faithful souls during the triduum mortis.

A final piece of early literature which some have used to support this in-
terpretation of 1 Pet 3:18-22 comes from the Easter Homily of Hippolytus. In
that homily, Hippolytus appears to allude to 1 Pet 3:19 when describing the

2 This proposed date for the composition of the Gospel of Peter is due to its dependence
upon traditional gospel material and its first citation by Serapion of Antioch in Eusebius’ His-
toria Ecclesiastica 6.12.1-6 in the late second century C.E., in which the Bishop declares that
parts of the work are Docetic. This discovery of POxy 2949 confirms the work was composed
towards the end of the second century at the latest, see: Hans-Josef Klauck, Apocryphal Gos-
pels: An Introduction (trans. B. McNeil; New York: T & T Clark, 2003), 82—83. Léon Vaga-
nay has dated the work between 120 and 130 C.E.; see L ’Evangile de Pierre (Paris: Gabalda,
1930), 147-63.

2! Gospel of Peter 10:1-4; for the English translation, see Edgar Hennecke, New Testa-
ment Apocrypha (ed. W. Schneemelcher; trans. R. Wilson; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963),
179-87.

2 Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 35-36; Elliott, I Peter, 661-62.
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“harrowing of hell” by Jesus as a soul among souls.” Dalton correctly notes
that this passage weaves together the harrowing of hell and the announcement
of salvation to the holy souls. Though, admittedly, he also points out the diffi-
culty in interpreting this passage in light of it being a homily that strings to-
gether a number of verses concerning the descensus.

Origen, who spent time in Rome as a disciple of Hippolytus, also used the
phrase “a soul among souls” to describe Jesus’ experience in the underworld
with regard to 1 Pet 3:19. Dalton argues that Hippolytus’ understanding of 1
Pet 3:19 would probably have been similar to that of Origen, described above,
and not a different understanding of the text in which the souls are converted
before death. Therefore, Dalton argues that Hippolytus should not be seen as
advocating an interpretation that requires human conversion before death to
be the recipients of Jesus’ preaching.** However, Reicke noted that Hippoly-
tus must have believed that the souls to whom Christ preached had already
converted before they met Christ during his descent because he refers to these
souls as “holy souls.”® Thus, it appears, despite Dalton’s claims contrary,
there is at least a possibility that Hippolytus interpreted 1 Pet 3:19 as referring
to humans who had converted either before their deaths or at least before they
encountered Christ in the underworld.

The Assyrian church also followed this interpretation. J. N. D. Kelly has
demonstrated that the doctrine of the descensus was widely accepted within
this church.”® As opposed to previous church fathers like Irenacus, it appears
that 1 Pet 3:19 was cited to support the theology of the descensus within
Syriac speaking regions. The Peshitta translation of verses 19-20a (“And he
preached to the souls who were shut up in Sheol, those who had before been
disobedient in the days of Noah”) includes a number of illuminating details.
The writer translates “prison” as “Sheol” indicating that the prison was in fact
the place of the dead. Reicke notes that that the translator’s rendering of woTe
emphasizes that past sinfulness of the human souls gives the impression that
they had already been converted prior to Christ’s proclamation to them.”

2 The “harrowing of hell” is a term used to describe the activity of Christ during the pe-
riod between his death and resurrection. Since certain Christian theologians, as will be de-
scribed below, understood salvation as possible only through belief in Christ, the faithful
Jews of the OT still were imprisoned in Sheol/Hades. Upon his death, Christ traveled to the
underworld and freed these individuals and escorted them to heaven.

2% Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 37.

5 Reicke, Disobedient Spirits, 27. For a detailed commentary on Hippolytus’ work, see
Reicke, Disobedient Spirits, 23-27. The Syriac fragment of Hippolytus’ Easter Homily can
be found in Joannes Baptista Cardinal Pitra, Analecta sacra (Spicilegio Solesmensi parata iv
Patres antenicaeni; Paris, 1883), 55.

26 John Kelly, The Early Christian Creeds (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1949),
378-83.

7 Reicke, Disobedient Spirits, 34-35.
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This interpretation, albeit not very popular, persisted during the Middle
Ages and the Reformation through the mid-nineteenth century.” John Calvin,
in the sixteenth century, adopted a similar exegesis of 1 Pet 3:18-22. In his
commentary on 1 Peter, Calvin linked 3:19 with 4:6 and agreed that the
mvevpota referred to in verse 19 pertain to the spirits of the physically dead.
Yet, because of theological considerations, he dismissed the possibility for
release from sin after death. Calvin was not comfortable theologically with
the notion that 1 Peter referenced humans who had repented shortly before
they perished in the flood. Rather, he proposed that the spirits to whom Christ
preached were the faithful characters of the Hebrew Bible. Thus, in Calvin’s
estimation, the unbelieving spirits in verse 20 and the spirits to whom God
preached in verse 19 were not the same. Consequently, while imprisoned with
unbelievers, the OT faithful still needed Christ’s proclamation in order to be
saved. For this interpretation Calvin draws upon ¢uAakn in 3:19. While ac-
knowledging that this could refer to the faithful spirits being imprisoned with
the sinners, he also proposed an alternate reading where the faithful spirits are
watching or waiting for the coming of Jesus. Therefore, God did proclaim
salvation to the righteous, but these souls were the OT righteous and not last-
minute converts before the flood.”

In the late-sixteenth century Robert Bellarmine, one of the first Roman
Catholics to challenge Augustine’s understanding of Christ’s proclamation to
the spirits, sought to link 1 Pet 3:19-20 with the descensus without allowing
for the possibility of conversion after death. This was an attempt to promote
the doctrine of Christ’s descent against mounting criticism from Protestants,
such as Calvin, while still acknowledging Augustine’s theory that salvation
could not occur in the realm of the dead. Therefore, he maintained that the
souls to whom Christ preached during the descent had converted prior to, not
as a result of, the proclamation of Christ. It appears that Bellarmine inter-
preted the prison of the spirits as purgatory and not Hades or Sheol. This
would allow for a reading of 1 Peter as a reference to the descent without
challenging traditional soteriological theology.*

Within the past fifty years, S. Johnson is one scholar who has continued to
support this reading of 1 Pet 3:18-22. Again, linking this passage with 4:6,

28 For other early Church and Middle Age church fathers who hold this interpretation, see,
Theophylactus, Expositio in Epistolas catholicas: Jacobi (PG 125:1232) and Nicephorus Cal-
listus, Historia Ecclesiasticat 1.31 (PG 145:724f).

2 John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Letter of Peter (Calvin’s Commentaries 22;
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 113—-15. However, Calvin goes on to allegorize his interpreta-
tion, arguing that the author is encouraging his readers to stand firm and remain faithful even
though they may be surrounded by unbelievers. Many of the early reformers dealt with the
difficulty of this passage by allegorizing it.

30 Robertus Bellarminus, Disputationes Roberti Bellarmini de controversies christianae
fidei, adversus huius temporis haereticos (6 vols.; Naples: Josephum Giuliano, 1856-62),
280-84.



10 Chapter 1: Introduction and History of Research

Johnson contends that the writer of 1 Peter is using a chiastic structure from
3:18-4:6 in order to describe both the judgment and salvation offered by the
proclamation of Christ. Sinners are judged, but the OT faithful are recipients
of Christ’s redemptive work. According to Johnson, this “deals with compre-
hensive work of Christ in saving all who will respond to the proclaimed word.
This embraces all who died under the old covenant.”' There remain few who
continue to maintain this understanding of the passage.”

The final interpretation within this first broad line of thought regards
Christ’s proclamation as one of condemnation to the unrepentant sinners of
Noah’s generation. During the triduum mortis Christ proclaimed victory over
human spirits who had sinned in the days of Noah. This interpretation was
pioneered by seventeenth-century Lutheran orthodoxy. Again, those who or-
iginally presented such a view did so based upon theological considerations
rather than upon a strict interpretation of the text. First, this understanding of
the text would undermine Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory presented by
Bellarmine described above. Christ went to Hades, not purgatory, to make his
proclamation. Additionally, these Lutherans were also reacting against what
they deemed to be an over-allegorical approach to 1 Peter taken by the early
reformers. This proposed view would allow for a descensus, as described in
the Apostles’ Creed, without the possibility for a post-death conversion.”
Overshadowed by strong support for Bellarmine’s understanding, this inter-
pretation of 1 Pet 3:18-22 was not able to post a serious challenge to the
dominant views, nor is it currently held in contemporary scholarship.*

1.2.2.2 The Proclamation of the Pre-existent Christ through Noah

A portion of previous scholarship has viewed 1 Pet 3:18-22 without any men-
tion of the triduum mortis or other cosmic journey of Christ. The predominant
interpretation of the Western Church from Augustine up to the Reformation
understood verse 19 as a projection of Christ back to the days of Noah.
Christ’s spirit, at work in the person of Noah, preached to the sinners of
Noah’s generation. The pre-existent Christ heralded a message of repentance
to humans who were metaphorically bound by sin. Thus, the spirits to whom

31 Johnson, “Preaching to the Dead,” 48-51.

32 Heinrich J. Vogels, Christi Abstieg ins Totenreich und das Liuterungsgericht an den
Toten (FTS 102; Freiburg: Herder, 1976), 88—141.

33 For proponents of this view see Daniel Cramer, De descensu Jesu Christi ad inferos
exegema (Stettin: Typis Samuelis Kelneri, sumptibus Davidis Reichardi, 1615); and Henricus
Eckhard, Tractatus de descensu Christi ad inferos, Et aliis nonnullis maximé controversis
quaestionibus (Leipzig: Henningus GroBius iunior Haeredes, 1623) as cited by Reicke, Dis-
obedient Spirits, 44—45. See also Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 41.

3 For a more detailed description of the history of this interpretation see Reicke, Disobe-
dient Spirits, 44—46.
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