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Introduction





In the sixteenth century, when the Church of England departed from the jurisdiction of the bishop of Rome, it was frequently charged with theological novelty. The English reformers responded by appealing to the Early Church Fathers as a means of arguing for their theological principles. Some of this was implicit, such as where they allude to certain Fathers in the Articles of Religion, or when they quote the Fathers copiously in the Books of Homilies. However, the leaders of the Church also made frequent explicit references to their reliance upon the Fathers (especially regarding the interpretation of Scripture, which was viewed as the grounds of their faith). Two of the more famous examples of this were made by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer and Bishop John Jewel.


Cranmer, at his degradation, said:




And touching my doctrine of the sacrament, and other my doctrine, of what kind soever it be, I protest that it was never my mind to write, speak, or understand any thing contrary to the most holy word of God, or else against the holy catholic church of Christ; but purely and simply to imitate and teach those things only, which I had learned of the sacred scripture, and of the holy catholic church of Christ from the beginning, and also according to the exposition of the most holy and learned fathers and martyrs of the church.1





Even though Cranmer was primarily defending his view of the Eucharist, he says here that he sought to make all his doctrine consistent with what was taught in Scripture ‘according to the exposition of the most holy and learned fathers and martyrs of the church’.


The second example of this appeal to the Fathers was made by Bishop John Jewel, especially known for the Apology which he wrote, at least in a semi-official capacity, for the Elizabethan Church, to answer antagonistic claims made by Roman Catholic polemicists. He ends Part I of this Apology with these words:




In like manner, because these men take us to be mad and appeach us for heretics, as men which have nothing to do neither with Christ nor with the church of God; we have judged it should be to good purpose and not unprofitable if we do openly and frankly set forth our faith wherein we stand and show all that confidence which we have in Christ Jesus, to the intent all men may see what is our judgment of every part of Christian religion and may resolve with themselves whether the faith which they shall see confirmed by the words of Christ, by the writings of the apostles, by the testimonies of the catholic fathers, and by the example of many ages, be but a certain rage of furious and mad men and a conspiracy of heretics.2





Quotations like these could be multiplied. In fact, we shall see several others in later chapters.


One of the doctrinal disputes upon which this stated methodology was tested was the creedal formula regarding Christ’s descent into hell. There were significant debates over this doctrine during the Tudor era. As the debate played out, it was not merely a Catholic versus Protestant dispute, but also became a point of contention among Protestants. The debate was multifaceted: participants argued about whether the doctrine was taught in the Scriptures; and there were vehement disagreements over hermeneutics, translation and philology. This book will seek to explore the extent to which the English reformers of the Tudor period followed through on their stated purpose to have their teachings consistent with the Church Fathers concerning the doctrine of Christ’s descent into hell.


Only two authors have dealt with this English doctrinal dispute in a significant way.3 Dewey Wallace penned a lengthy journal article on the topic in the late 1970s. His premise was that this was a ‘lesser but vigorous’ controversy of the Reformation era and that ‘its story had not been told in detail nor has its significance received proper assessment’.4 In more recent years, Jean-Louis Quantin’s The Church of England and Christian Antiquity has offered fresh insights.5 Quantin’s primary focus was on the appeal to antiquity in England during the seventeenth century. In preparation for discussing this topic in the seventeenth century, he does deal to some extent with the sixteenth century but he notes, ‘It would require a whole book to examine all the disputes in Reformation England that discussed patristic texts.’


In some sense, this book is attempting to deal with one dispute in a more systematic way. I shall do so by discussing more thoroughly the development of the doctrine of Christ’s descent in the patristic period, by extending the discussion over how the descent was understood during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI and by examining a broader field of literature from the Tudor period, including liturgical, catechetical and devotional material. This will also serve to take the debate beyond the scholarly circles into the lives of the laity.


More precisely, after delineating the teaching of the Fathers in the first five centuries on the topic of Christ’s descent, I intend to examine this doctrine in the context of the Tudor Reformation to measure whether the English reformers lived up to their stated ideal of teaching only the doctrines which are found in Scripture as they were understood by the Early Church Fathers. To that end, the first chapter will be devoted to tracing the development of the doctrine of Christ’s descent in the first five centuries of Church history. Here I shall seek to show especially which biblical texts were deployed to explain the doctrine and why the Fathers saw the descent as an important aspect of the Christian faith.


In the second chapter, I shall briefly outline the exposition of this doctrine through the medieval period. Then I shall discuss the understanding of the descent among the continental reformers since there was a great deal of cross-pollination among Protestants during that era. Then I shall move on to discuss how the doctrine was understood during the successive reigns of Henry VIII (1509-47) and Edward VI (1547-53). Special attention will be given to devotional, catechetical and homiletical works, as well as to official and unofficial doctrinal statements during these periods. It should be noted that there has been very little research on the doctrine of the descent in England during these periods.


In the third chapter, we shall briefly explore how this doctrine was understood during the reign of Mary Tudor (1553-58), before spending the bulk of the chapter tracing the points of controversy that arose during the lengthy reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603). In addition to considering these scholarly debates, we shall also discuss the doctrine as it was found in homiletical and liturgical works, as well as in the new Bible translations that were being published at this time.6 We shall see how the understanding of the descent became quite tricky for the Established Church, as it sought to follow the paradigm of appealing to the Ancient Fathers, while also trying to remain consistent with their Protestant brethren on the continent (this was especially pertinent because Roman Catholic polemicists charged that the Protestants could not agree with one another). I shall endeavor to show that, while the English Church largely followed the Fathers on this doctrine, it made adjustments because of the charge made by some within the realm that the doctrine was too closely aligned with the teaching of Rome. In quoting some of the older documents, I have occasionally updated the spelling of certain antiquated words (though I have tried to keep this to a minimum). I have also purposely sought to steer clear of the anachronistic term ‘Anglican’ and the pejorative term ‘Puritan’.







	  1.  Thomas Cranmer, The Works of Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. John Edmund Cox, The Parker Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1846), Vol. 2, p. 227.



	  2.  John Jewel, An Apology of the Church of England, ed. John E. Booty (New York: Church Publishing Incorporated, 2002), p. 21.



	  3.  David Bagchi deals with the topic more broadly in ‘Christ’s Descent into Hell in Reformation Controversy’, Studies in Church History 45, no. 1 (2009), pp. 228-47.



	  4.  Dewey D. Wallace, Jr., ‘Puritan and Anglican: The Interpretation of Christ’s Descent into Hell in Elizabethan Theology’, Archive for Reformation History 69 (1978), p. 248.



	  5.  Jean-Louis Quantin, The Church of England and Christian Antiquity: The Construction of a Confessional Identity in the 17th Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).



	  6.  Special attention will be given to the Geneva Bible, the Bishops’ Bible and the Rheims New Testament.
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He Descended into Hell: The Patristic Background







Many modern scholars have sought to dismiss the doctrine of Christ’s descent into hell by arguing that it is reliant upon pagan myths. One example is Wilhelm Bousset (a leading figure in the history of religions school of New Testament scholarship). After recounting some of the patristic witnesses, he dismisses the doctrine out of hand when he writes: ‘It really can no longer be doubted that the popular conceptions of Christ’s journey into hell and of his struggle with the demons of the underworld contain a myth which originally has nothing to do with the person of Jesus but only later has been adapted to him.’1 However, as this chapter will demonstrate, the doctrine of Christ’s descent was developed in the patristic era through an interaction with Scripture, not pagan myths.2 Demonstrating how the Fathers came to articulate this doctrine will be an important step before we consider what the English reformers said on the subject and this will help us measure how closely their teachings aligned.


It is beyond the scope of this book to include every work from this era that touches on the descent. Rather, the purpose is to present a survey, in roughly chronological order, of how the early Christians understood this teaching. Some analysis will be offered as to what biblical texts were being employed and how they were interpreted. Most modern authors suggest that there are only a few potential passages regarding the descent and even these are debatable. Nonetheless, as we shall see, the patristic writers tended to see the doctrine reflected in many other passages of Scripture. In some ways, their exegesis and hermeneutical principles may seem foreign to us. However, Sebastian Brock, in a work on Jacob of Serugh, offers an admonition to modern readers which should be applicable at the outset of this chapter:




Jacob’s way of thinking is essentially symbolic, and like Ephrem’s, it shuns the logic and precision of Greek thought; it can also be described as mythical – provided one uses this word without any pejorative overtones. Much of what he says about baptism will appear fanciful to the modern mind brought up on historical scholarship, and I should stress at the outset that it is essential to read Jacob on his own terms, and not approach him with our own Western presuppositions, if we are to appreciate his true originality and profundity. In other words, we must make an effort of the imagination in order to recapture this supra-historical way of thinking.3





For the sake of brevity, certain writings have been selected from the second through to the fifth centuries. There are three reasons for this: first, by the end of the fifth century, the doctrine had reached a rather full expression. There are some developments in the ensuing centuries, prior to the Reformation, but these will be explored at the beginning of the next chapter. Second, when we reach the period of the Reformation in England, the debates largely centred upon what had been taught in the first five centuries AD. Third, the passages considered in this chapter have been chosen for two reasons: first, the selection of the Fathers is based upon those authors who were appealed to in the sixteenth-century debates; second, these texts have been chosen in anticipation of the issues that will become most volatile in the debates over the descent during the Tudor era.




The Terminology Associated with the Doctrine


As we shall see in the rest of this work, the terminology associated with this doctrine is significant. This is primarily because of variations in terminology in the Hebrew Scriptures, in the Greek New Testament and then in the subsequent translations of them into Latin and English. The primary term in the Hebrew Scriptures for the abode of the dead was Sheol. The general understanding was that, when a person died, his body would be laid in a tomb (whether in the ground or in a cave) and the soul of the departed went to Sheol.4


The language concerning this abode of the dead typically points to a proximity below the earth which is envisaged in synonyms such as ‘underworld’ or ‘netherworld’ (Psalm 86:13; Luke 10:15): ‘Sheol is typically depicted as a place to which one “goes down” (Num 16:30; Job 7:9; Isa 57:9).’5 In Deuteronomy 32:22 and Isaiah 7:11, Sheol is viewed as being in the depths of the earth, ‘the lowest place imaginable’,6 and in the first of these texts is contrasted with the highest heavens. A related word is ‘pit’, which also implies a location in the earth.7 Darkness is often associated with Sheol (Job 17:13; Psalms 88:12, 143:3). In several places, Sheol is described in prison-like fashion, as having gates and bars.8 In other places, Sheol is envisaged as an insatiable monster.9 Another synonymous term in the Hebrew Scriptures is Abaddon which is ‘a poetic synonym for the abode of the dead, meaning “Destruction,” or “(the place of) destruction”’.10 Depending on the context, ‘death’ and ‘the dead’ are also occasionally used in reference to the realm of departed souls.11


When the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Greek, the word Hades was typically chosen to translate the word Sheol. Hades had associations with Greek mythology and the wider culture.12 In that context, Hades was the god of the underworld: ‘The netherworld was called the “house of Hades” and eventually simply Hades.’13 The Greek notion also included the idea of compartments: basically, a place of torment (Tartarus) and a place of happiness (Elysium). Along these lines, at least two texts from the Hebrew Scriptures imply something akin to compartments within Sheol (a concept which will become important in later discussions).14 In the New Testament, one of Jesus’ stories, typically entitled ‘The Rich Man and Lazarus’, seems to offer a parallel notion.15 This story looks at what happens to these two men in the afterlife: the rich man ‘was in torments in Hades’ and Lazarus ‘was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom’. Jesus goes on to say that there was ‘a great gulf fixed’ between the two places.16


There are other terms in the New Testament which are related. ‘The dead’ and ‘death’ are also occasionally used to refer to the realm of the dead, as in the Hebrew Scriptures.17 Gehenna originally referred to a place outside Jerusalem where child sacrifices had once been offered.18 These practices were observed during the monarchy, at least under the reigns of Ahaz and Manasseh, who themselves sacrificed their own children, causing them to ‘pass through the fire’.19 Apparently, it was later turned into a place where refuse was burned.20 Jesus would later speak of Gehenna as a place of judgement, ‘the fire that shall never be quenched’.21 The words ‘Tartarus’ and ‘Abyss’ appear to be essentially synonymous terms, with the additional idea of being the holding place for rebellious angels.22


Some terminological confusion may have crept into the Western Church when the Scriptures were translated into Latin. The word inferos was used to translate the concept of ‘those below’ (the dead); the word inferna was used in reference to the entire underworld (plural, suggesting ‘compartments’); and the word infernus was used regarding the place of torment for the wicked.23 These terminological variations can be seen in the Western Creeds. Rufinus’ version of the descensus clause in the Apostles’ Creed was descendit ad inferna. Venantius Fortunatus, sixth- to seventh-century bishop of Poitiers, has descendit ad infernum in his version. The later form of the Roman Creed (typically called ‘T’) contained the clause descendit ad inferos. The last of these became the standard in the West because, as Kelly says, ‘inferos is nowadays preferred as indicating that the place of the departed, not the damned, is meant’.24 The Athanasian Creed has two versions of the clause: descendit ad inferna and descendit ad inferos. The former was likely the original, but the latter became the standard.25 Laufer says that in later ecclesiastical Latin infernus became associated with ‘the place of the damned’, while inferos has the more general meaning ‘the place of the dead’.26 It would appear that inferos became the standard in the West to guard against the notion that Christ went to the place of torment.


This terminological confusion intensified when the Scriptures were translated into English. The word ‘Hell’ (hel, helle) was derived from the old Teutonic Halja, which referred to the goddess of the infernal regions, literally ‘the coverer up or hider’.27 Hell was the word frequently chosen in the earliest English translations for Sheol and Hades.28 The Oxford English Dictionary quotes Sir Thomas More from 1529 saying that the phrase descendit ad inferna means that Christ ‘descended down beneath into the low places’, ‘instead of which low places the english tongue hath ever used this word hel’.29 This would suggest that, at the time, the word ‘Hell’ would have been an apt substitute for Sheol/Hades.30 However, when Hell was also used to translate the word ‘Gehenna’ (the place of fiery judgement), it conflated the realm of the dead in general with the compartment in which the wicked were tormented.31 As we shall see, this conflation of terms would have negative consequences regarding the doctrine in later controversies.


One other term should be noted as having some bearing on the topic of Christ’s descent: ‘paradise’. Luke tells us that one of the thieves that was crucified with Jesus requested that he would remember him when he came into his kingdom, to which Jesus responded: ‘Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’32 Charlesworth says that the word ‘paradise’ is: ‘A loanword from Old Persian (pairi-daēza), which means “enclosure,” then “park” or “garden”.’33 The word was transliterated into Greek as paradeisos and was employed by the Septuagint translators in Genesis chapters two to three for the Garden of Eden. It was also used more generally to speak of a forest (Nehemiah 2:8), an orchard (Song of Solomon 4:13), and gardens and parks (Ecclesiastes 2:5).34 The word was later employed in an eschatological sense by Isaiah to speak of Jerusalem as paradise (51:3).35 In the Second Temple period, paradise is envisaged as the dwelling place of the righteous in the afterlife. Depending on the literature, the situation of paradise was either in the underworld (1 Enoch 22; 4 Ezra 4:7-8; 7:37-38), on the earth (Jubilees 3:12; 4:26; 8:16, 19) or in heaven (1 Enoch 60:8; 65:2; 70:3; 89:52; Psalm of Solomon 14:2-3; 2 Enoch 8-9).36 The word is used three times in the New Testament: in the passage from Luke noted above; in 2 Corinthians 12:4, where it refers to the ‘third heaven’; and in Revelation 2:7, where it appears to be synonymous with the New Jerusalem (Revelation 21:2). Since Luke records Jesus’ promise of paradise to the thief and later records Peter speaking of Jesus in Hades between his death and resurrection, this may suggest that he adopted the view that paradise was situated in the underworld.37 Some of the Fathers held this same view but others thought that paradise was situated in heaven. Ambrose of Milan and Thomas Aquinas suggested that paradise is wherever Christ is.38 These variations will also be seen in the following chapters. The rationale in providing this terminological information in this opening section is to bring awareness to these issues which will be explored further in the ensuing sections.









Biblical Passages Associated with the Doctrine


It should be noted that there is not a straightforward recorded account of Christ’s descent into Hell in the New Testament. Rather, what we have are some texts which appear to imply the event. The clearest of these texts is the Apostle Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts chapter two. Peter quotes a portion of Psalm sixteen, ‘For You will not leave my soul in Hades, Nor will You allow Your Holy One to see corruption.’39 The Apostle goes on to make the point that, when David spoke these words, they were not in reference to himself. Instead, he was speaking prophetically of his descendant, the Messiah:




Therefore, being a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that of the fruit of his body, according to the flesh, He would raise up the Christ to sit on his throne, he foreseeing this, spoke concerning the resurrection of Christ, that His soul was not left in Hades, nor did His flesh see corruption. This Jesus God has raised up, of which we are all witnesses.40





Patristic commentators would pick up on the implied truth that, if Christ’s soul was not left in Hades, then it certainly must have descended there prior to his resurrection. It is noteworthy that this places the doctrine in the original kerygma of the Church.


Considering Peter’s messianic interpretation of Psalm sixteen in reference to the descent, a further reading of the Psalter reveals other similar statements. Two of the most notable are Psalms 30:3 and 86:13. Psalm 30:3 reads, ‘O LORD, You brought my soul up from the grave [literally, Sheol]; You have kept me alive, that I should not go down to the pit.’ Psalm 86:13 says, ‘For great is Your mercy toward me, And You have delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol.’ Following the Apostle’s exegetical method, these texts would appear to correlate as statements of Christ, that his soul was brought up or delivered from Sheol, implying that he had been there. Other similar passages in the Psalms will be discussed later.


Another biblical text associated with the descent is Ephesians 4:9-10. In the context of the passage, Paul is discussing the spiritual gifts which Christ bestowed upon the Church at his ascension. But the thought of Christ’s ascension also suggests his descent: ‘(Now this, “He ascended” – what does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower parts of the earth? He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things.)’ Harris says that this text has been understood in three ways in the history of the Church: as the descent of Christ to Hades following his death; as the descent of the Son of God in the Incarnation; and as the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. As we shall see, the Church Fathers tended towards the first option, reading this text as a clear allusion to Christ’s descent (interpreting ‘the lower parts of the earth’ as a reference to Sheol/Hades).41


There are two passages in the first epistle of Peter which have long been associated with the descent. In chapter three:




For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, because they formerly did not obey, when God’s patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has now gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him.42





Even though this text is complicated by the inclusion of the reference to Noah and the ark, there would appear to be a clear pattern in the text, tracing chronologically the suffering and death of Christ, followed by his descent, resurrection and ascension. The key phrase regarding the descent is where he writes, ‘being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison …’ Many patristic writers saw this not only as referring to the fact of Christ’s descent but also its purpose, namely, to make proclamation to the spirits in prison (presumably, an allusion to Hades). As we shall see, this interpretation was questioned by Augustine of Hippo, and his influence cast a long shadow in the Western tradition.


The second passage in this epistle is found just a few verses later where the author says, ‘For this reason the gospel was preached also to those who are dead, that they might be judged according to men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit’ (1 Peter 4:6). The phrase appears to be related to the text from the previous chapter, assuming that ‘the gospel was preached’ is synonymous with the earlier ‘proclaimed’ and ‘those who are dead’ correlates with the ‘spirits in prison’. The exegetical difficulties of these texts will play into the later doctrinal disputes.


There is a story in the synoptic gospels which was commonly associated with the descent in the patristic era. It comes in the context of Jesus casting a demon out of a man which prompted the Pharisees to claim that he did so by the power of Beelzebub. Jesus responded by pointing out the absurdity of their assertion by saying, ‘If Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How can his kingdom stand?’43 Then Jesus explains what was really happening: ‘But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you. Or how can one enter a strong man’s house and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man? And then he will plunder his house.’44 Jesus likens his deliverance of the man from the demon to a stronger man entering a strong man’s house to plunder his goods. In the patristic era, this miracle was viewed as a preview of what Jesus would do on a larger scale after his death, when he descended to Hades to release those who had been held captive after death.45 Accordingly, the strong man was Satan, his house was Hades, and the stronger man was Christ, who entered this house and released the captives (the righteous dead).


Two other passages in Matthew’s gospel were also linked with the descent. In response to a request from the scribes and Pharisees for a sign, Jesus said that the only one they would be given would be the sign of Jonah. Then he explains, ‘For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.’46 The obvious connection here is with the resurrection of Christ on the third day. Moreover, the Church Fathers also saw in Jesus’ statement a reference to his sojourn into Hades during the ‘three days and three nights in the heart of the earth’. This connection also brings the Book of Jonah into the discussion of Christ’s descent.47


Another passage linked with Christ’s descent comes from Matthew’s record of Christ’s death:




Then, behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom; and the earth quaked, and the rocks were split, and the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised; and coming out of the graves after His resurrection, they went into the holy city and appeared to many.48





In the context of the passage, the Evangelist is recording some of the signs that accompanied Christ’s death: the earth quaked, the veil in the temple was torn and the graves were opened. However, he also adds the enigmatic concept that ‘many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised’ and came out of their tombs after the resurrection, appearing to many in the holy city. The Church Fathers were fond of connecting the dots here to say that this was evidence of Christ’s descent to Hades and his deliverance of the righteous with him at his resurrection.


One last text should be noted at this point which has a thematic connection with Christ’s descent. It comes in the opening chapter of the book of Revelation, where John had a vision of the ascended Christ in glory and was told by him: ‘Do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last. I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades and of Death.’49 The final statement here about Christ possessing the keys of Hades and Death was viewed by the Church Fathers as another reference to Christ’s descent to Hades and his release of those who had been held captive.


It should be noted that this is not an exhaustive list of the biblical texts associated with Christ’s descent but is representative of those which are appealed to most often. In the ensuing chapters, other passages will be added.







The Doctrine of the Descent in the Second Century


The first writings outside the New Testament in which the descent of Christ into Hades is encountered are the letters of Ignatius, bishop of Antioch. In his epistle to the Magnesians, while drawing a contrast between the doctrines of Christianity and Judaism, Ignatius makes the point that the prophets of the Old Testament were persecuted because they ‘lived in accordance with Christ Jesus’. Then he adds: ‘Because of this he [Christ] for whom they rightly waited raised them from the dead when he came.’50 This last sentence is Ignatius’ interpretation of the enigmatic statement noted above from Matthew’s gospel, that ‘many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised, and coming out of the tombs after [Christ’s] resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared to many’.51


In his epistle to the Trallians, Ignatius employs the same text and adds two others52 when he writes:




He was crucified and died under Pontius Pilate. He really, and not merely in appearance, was crucified, and died, in the sight of beings in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth. By those in heaven I mean such as are possessed of incorporeal natures; by those on earth, the Jews and Romans, and such persons as were present at that time when the Lord was crucified; and by those under the earth, the multitude that arose along with the Lord. For says the Scripture, ‘Many bodies of the saints that slept arose,’ their graves being opened. He descended, indeed, into Hades alone, but He arose accompanied by a multitude; and rent asunder that means of separation which had existed from the beginning of the world, and cast down its partition wall.53





Ignatius’ immediate concern in this context is to argue for the reality of Christ’s humanity (probably against Docetists).54 His crucifixion and death happened ‘not merely in appearance’ but in the sight of beings in heaven, on earth and under the earth.55 The third category of beings, ‘those under the earth’, were delivered from Hades by Christ at his descent (here, explicitly quoting Matthew 27:52-53). The phrase, ‘He descended, indeed, into Hades alone, but He arose accompanied by a multitude’, offers a concise explanation regarding the purpose of Christ’s descent and will be echoed by later authors. Ignatius’ assertion is that Christ’s resurrection resulted in the resurrection of others as well.56 As in the previous text, his purpose is to demonstrate that the death and resurrection of Jesus had implications for those who died before him, a concept that will be developed by others. Ignatius also adds here another intriguing text, Ephesians 2:14, which in the context refers to the inclusion of the Gentiles in the Church. Ignatius applies it further, seeing ‘those who were far off’ as the saints who had been in Hades. Though it is far from clear, Ignatius’ reference to Christ removing the ‘means of separation’ or ‘partition wall’ appears to imply the breaking down of a prison wall and the release of the multitude from Hades.57 This concept of Christ’s saving work on earth being extended to Hades is prevalent in the patristic era.


A contemporary of Ignatius, Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna, touched on the descent where he wrote to the Philippians that he rejoiced in them, ‘because your firmly rooted faith, renowned from the earliest times, still perseveres and bears fruit to our Lord Jesus Christ, who endured for our sins, facing even death, whom God raised up, having loosed the pangs of Hades’.58 The phrase, ‘having loosed the pangs of Hades’, is taken from the same context of Peter’s sermon in Acts chapter two where the Apostle quotes Psalm sixteen: ‘For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see corruption.’59 What is particularly notable is that Polycarp opts for a textual variant in his allusion to this text. Most of the ancient manuscripts read ‘having loosed the pangs of death [Θανάτου]’, but some read ‘the pangs of Hades [ᾅδου]’. Metzger suggests that the variant ‘appears to be an assimilation to the use of [Hades] in verses 27 and 31’.60 The language of this assimilation also echoes two other statements in the Psalter which were also associated with the descent (Psalms 18:5 and 116:3) as well as 2 Samuel 22:6. The word ‘pangs’ here could refer to ‘sorrows’ or to ‘snares’.61 It is not known whether Polycarp had the text with the variant or if he made the assimilation. Regardless, it shows that he saw that Christ could not be held by Hades, implying, like Psalm sixteen, that he sojourned there.62


In the epistle of Barnabas, c. AD 80-120, the author writes, ‘But let us inquire whether the Lord took care to foreshadow the water and the cross’, which he goes on to define as ‘that baptism that brings forgiveness of sins’.63 The author’s methodology is to quote texts from the Old Testament that foreshadow the New Testament. Regarding the topic of ‘the water and the cross’, he quotes Isaiah 45:2-3: ‘I will go before you, and level mountains and shatter brass gates and break iron bars in pieces, and I will give you treasures that lie in darkness, hidden, unseen, in order that they may know that I am the Lord God.’64 He appears to suggest that the Lord God’s promise to go before his people to crush the gates and to break in pieces the bolts of iron is fulfilled through Christ, presumably at his descent, when he opens the gates of Hades for his people. Ferguson suggests a connection between the descent of Jesus and Christian baptism: ‘[I]f Barnabas 11.4 refers to Jesus’ descensus ad inferos when he broke the gates of the hadean world and received “hidden treasures”, there may be an allusion to going under the water as a parallel in baptism.’65 There are several biblical texts which may suggest a similar connection (including the first epistle of Peter chapter three discussed above). Other writers, as we shall see, will connect the descent with Israel’s exodus from Egyptian slavery and its baptismal overtones (especially Romans chapter six).66 The epistle of Barnabas’ implied connection between the descent and baptism will become explicit with later writers.


Also in the second century, the philosopher-turned-Christian apologist Justin Martyr taught on the descent in his Dialogue with Trypho (a Jew), where he appealed to a purported quotation from Jeremiah: ‘The Lord God remembered His dead people of Israel who lay in the graves; and He descended to preach to them His own salvation.’67 Justin’s claim is that this text (typically called the ‘Jeremiah logion’) had been removed by the Jews because of its explicit reference to Christ.68 This logion would later be picked up and employed several times by Irenaeus, as we shall see below. Luckock says of this logion, ‘even if it is lacking Divine authority, it is manifest that the citation of it is a distinct witness to the belief of the Fathers who referred to it, that the deliverance of His holy ones was the object of Christ’s descent into hell’.69


Whatever the origin, this logion is another early witness showing that the descent of Christ was for the purpose of rescuing Old Testament figures. The New Testament sets forth Christ as the ‘one mediator between God and man’,70 implying that his mediating work must also extend backwards to encompass those who longed for his arrival. The logion also includes the idea that at his descent, Christ preached ‘His own salvation’, another potential allusion to the first Peter texts mentioned earlier. Dalton suggests ‘that there is a considerable similarity between [1 Peter] 4:6a and the Jeremiah-logion’, but then qualifies this by adding that it is possible that ‘this similarity is verbal and external only’.71 This qualification is really not warranted since there are enough other writers during this period who connect the Petrine texts with the descent to suggest that the connection between these texts is real.


At the close of the second century, we find the most significant witness to the descent from this period: Irenaeus, the bishop of Lyons. In his magnum opus, Against Heresies, he spends a great deal of time arguing contra Marcion and other Gnostics that the God of the Old Testament was the same God as the God of the New Testament. He writes:




It was for this reason, too, that the Lord descended into the regions beneath the earth, preaching His advent there also, and [declaring] the remission of sins received by those who believe in Him. Now all those believed in Him who had hope towards Him, that is, those who proclaimed His advent, and submitted to His dispensations, the righteous men, the prophets, and the patriarchs, to whom He remitted sins in the same way as He did to us …72





In this text we have the recurring theme that Christ descended into Hades, ‘preaching His advent there also’. More specifically, he proclaimed forgiveness to ‘the righteous men, the prophets, and the patriarchs’. Statements like this, that limit the scope of Christ’s saving work in Hades, will become important later since some will suggest that he proclaimed the gospel there and delivered all, both the righteous and unrighteous. Christ’s means of deliverance for these saints was ‘preaching his advent, and declaring the remission of sins’. While this is not a direct quotation of the Petrine texts, it certainly sounds reminiscent of them.


It is also worth noting that at the beginning of the chapter where this passage is found, Irenaeus says that he received these truths ‘from a certain presbyter, who had heard it from those who had seen the apostles, and from those who had been their disciples’.73 The identity of this presbyter is not known but it shows that Irenaeus considered his teaching on the descent to be apostolic.


Elsewhere in Against Heresies, Irenaeus finds himself arguing against the Gnostics once again.74 They apparently denied any concept of the resurrection of the body, opting rather for the notion that the spirit of Christ ascended directly into heaven at death. Against this notion, Irenaeus asserts that, while the body of Christ was laid in the tomb, his soul ‘dwelt in the place where the dead were’, meaning, Hades. In support of this teaching, he gives a series of proofs: the Jeremiah logion that we encountered earlier in Justin,75 Jesus’ own prophecy about Jonah’s three days in the belly of the fish being a sign of his own descent and resurrection (Matthew 12:40) and then Ephesians 4:9, which says that before ascending, Christ first ‘descended into the lower parts of the earth’. Then he quotes Psalm 86:13, with David speaking in the voice of Christ saying, ‘Thou hast delivered my soul from the nethermost hell’, implying that he went to Hades at death.76 The final text has Christ telling Mary after his resurrection not to touch him because he has not yet ascended to the Father, confirming for Irenaeus (against the Gnostics) that Jesus had not yet gone to heaven.77


In the very next section, Irenaeus draws an important conclusion by saying that Jesus ‘observed the law of the dead’, inferring from the previously quoted texts that he underwent what happened to every man at death, his body was laid in the tomb and his soul descended to Hades.78 In saying that Christ observed the law of the dead so that he might become ‘the first-begotten from the dead’, he alludes to Colossians 1:18. The straightforward meaning of the text is that Christ was the first one resurrected from death and that others will be raised as well. However, Irenaeus’ use of that passage in this context implies that he also saw it as a reference to Christ being the first one raised from the realm of the dead (Hades) and that his resurrection resulted in others being raised as well (another possible allusion to Matthew 27:52-53).


In Against Heresies (1.27.3), Irenaeus also refutes Marcion, a radical teacher who had turned the testimony of the Old Testament upside down by asserting that Cain, the people of Sodom and the Egyptians were the heroes and that Abel, Enoch, Noah and the patriarchs and prophets were the villains.79 Marcion argued that Christ descended to deliver the former while leaving the latter in Hades. Even though the doctrine is contrarily employed, it is further evidence that the descent was a given, the debate was simply over who was delivered.


One of the other central themes in Irenaeus’ writings which has implications for the doctrine of the descent is where he regards the ministry of Christ as a recapitulation of the first man, Adam. Simply stated, whereas the first Adam rebelled against God, bringing himself and his offspring to ruin, Jesus came as a second Adam to redeem the first Adam and his fallen race. To accomplish this work, it was necessary for the Son of God to identify fully with Adam. In tracing this theme, Irenaeus draws primarily upon Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:45-49, connecting Adam and Christ. His argument is that God’s saving work had to reach all the way back to the first man, because if he had been conquered by death, ‘God would [in that case] have been conquered … and the wickedness of the serpent would have prevailed over the will of God.’80 Here we encounter for the first time the saving work of Jesus applied explicitly to Adam. In his disobedience, Adam was ‘conquered by the serpent’, was corrupted, lost his life and came under the power of death. However, God was unwilling that he ‘should be utterly [and forever] abandoned to death’ so he sent the ‘second man’ (Christ) to recapitulate the life of the first and, thereby, to deliver him.


One aspect of this recapitulation was to overcome and defeat Satan, the serpent of old. To this point, Irenaeus employs Matthew 12:29 where he writes, ‘by means of the second man did He bind the strong man, and spoiled his goods, and abolished death, vivifying that man who had been in a state of death’.81 He explains: ‘For at the first Adam became a vessel in his [Satan’s] possession, whom he did also hold under his power, that is, by bringing sin on him iniquitously …’ Then he concludes: ‘wherefore he who had led man captive, was justly captured in his turn by God; but man, who had been led captive, was loosed from the bonds of condemnation’.82 Jesus was the stronger man who had entered the strong man’s house and was now plundering his goods: in this case, setting free the first man, whom Satan had held captive.


Thus, Christ’s defeat of the devil during his earthly ministry was a foreshadowing of his vanquishing of him at the descent. In the same way that Jesus was releasing those who were possessed by demons in his earthly ministry, so did he release those who were held under the devil’s power in Hades. It is also noteworthy that he frames the discussion of the descent here as a rescue mission: ‘The Lord, coming to the lost sheep …’ echoes the opening parable of Luke chapter fifteen as well as other texts in Scripture where Christ is viewed as the Good Shepherd.83 As the Good Shepherd, he is willing to go to the extremity to save his lost sheep; in this case, the extremity of Hades, and reaching all the way back to the first man.84


Irenaeus also introduces us to another important theme related to the descent: the idea that the devil was undone by his own craftiness. In one of the texts quoted above, he writes: ‘wherefore he who had led man captive [the devil] was justly captured in his turn by God’.85 This concept of the devil being ‘captured’ hints at a theme which will be developed later regarding the ‘fish hook’ of God, namely, the idea that Christ’s humanity was like bait covering the ‘hook’ of his divinity. The devil was like a fish greedily swallowing the bait only to find out that there was a hook contained within the bait. Similarly, Irenaeus appeals to Matthew 12:29 again, asserting that not only did Christ release the devil’s prisoners from bondage, he also bound the devil with his own chains.86 In other words, the chains that the devil used to entrap Adam were redeployed by Christ to entrap him. In both contexts, the devil is beaten at his own game. We appear to have here, in seed form at least, a theme which Archbishop Hilarion calls ‘divine deception’.87 This theme (which has more than one variation) will be explored in greater detail by later writers, especially in the fourth century.







The Doctrine of the Descent in the Third Century


The first author from the third century who broaches the subject of the descent is Tertullian. Tertullian asserts that Hades is not ‘a bare cavity … but a vast deep space in the interior of the earth’.88 Christ (alluding to Matthew 12:40) spent three days ‘in the secret inner recess which is hidden in the earth, and enclosed by the earth, and superimposed on the abysmal depths which lie still lower down’. Here we seem to have the concept of two compartments in Hades: there is the ‘secret inner recess’, which is located above ‘the abysmal depths’. Tertullian is likely drawing on Jesus’ story of the Rich Man and Lazarus from Luke chapter sixteen since he explicitly mentions ‘Abraham’s bosom’. So, we must assume that he is working from that story which sees Hades as having two compartments: one of torment and one of refreshment. He makes this even more explicit later in this same work when he says that in Hades, ‘there are already experienced there punishments and consolations’.89


Tertullian goes on to argue that only martyrs are received directly into paradise at death (here he appeals to Revelation 6:9, which implies that he viewed paradise as synonymous with heaven).90 Everyone else, alluding to his now lost treatise, On Paradise, ‘is detained in safe keeping in Hades until the day of the Lord’.91 Some of this is likely driven by his antagonism towards Greek philosophy and a desire to distinguish Christian doctrine from it.92 This certainly appears to be a minority position in the Early Church. It begs the question as to what benefit Christ’s descent brought to those in Hades. Along these lines, he says that Christ descended ‘into the lower parts of the earth, that He might there make the patriarchs and prophets partakers of Himself’.93 Did this mean that Christ was now somehow with them in Hades? Or does it mean that he simply revealed to them his redeeming work and the promise of his return on the Last Day?94 To be fair, it could be that Tertullian was guarding against any notion that salvation was fully achieved apart from the resurrection of the body. That is, by arguing that many of the souls of the righteous remained in the good part of Hades, it heightened the need for the Last Day and the bodily resurrection. However, the notion that only those who suffered martyrdom were allowed to enter heaven is problematic. We may even have here, in seed form, one aspect of the later doctrine of purgatory since there are some who enter heaven (based on their merit, in this case, martyrdom), while others remain in Hades.95


Contrarily, the majority position of the early writers appears to be that, when Christ descended into Hades, he rescued the souls of those who were awaiting his arrival and ushered them into heaven. The result is that now, when Christians die, their souls join the saints in heaven, awaiting the resurrection of the body.96 This truth was expressed in one of the earliest hymns of the church, the Te Deum laudamus, which says that after his death, Christ ‘opened the kingdom of heaven to all believers’. We shall see in Chapter 3 how Tertullian’s minority view was essentially adopted by some English theologians of the sixteenth century.


Hippolytus, bishop of Rome early in the third century, also teaches on the descent in several places. One of the more intriguing is in a work called On Christ and Antichrist, where Hippolytus introduces us to several other biblical texts which he believed to be associated with the descent. He quotes Daniel 7:14 and Matthew 28:18 to affirm Christ’s authority on earth and heaven. Then he alludes to Philippians 2:9 to affirm his authority in Hades: ‘and of things under the earth, because He was also reckoned among the dead, preaching the Gospel to the souls of the saints, (and) by death overcoming death’.97 The texts alluded to here are: Christ was ‘reckoned among the dead’ (Psalm 88:4), preached the Gospel to the souls of the saints (echoing 1 Peter 3:19 and 4:6) and overcame death (likely alluding to 1 Corinthians 15:54-57). It is worth noting again that ‘the saints’ are explicitly mentioned as receiving the benefits of Christ’s descent.


Later in this same work, Hippolytus offers a new passage on the descent which would continue to have influence with later writers.98 The text he alludes to is Matthew chapter eleven in which John the Baptist was in prison, awaiting certain death. He sent his disciples to ask Jesus, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?’99 Jesus tells the disciples to go and tell John what he was doing in his ministry (recounting a number of fulfilled messianic prophecies from Isaiah).100 The idea suggested is that, upon hearing this, John was then ready to depart this life so that he might convey these truths to those in Hades, preparing them for Christ’s eventual sojourn there. We saw earlier the idea that Jesus descended to Hades to continue what he did on earth. Here Hippolytus applies the same principle to John the Baptist. That is, Christ’s forerunner on earth became his forerunner in Hades. Even though Hippolytus is the first to make the connection between this passage and the descent,101 he would not be the last.


In his commentary on Luke chapter 23, Hippolytus envisages Christ descending victoriously to Hades, breaking its bars and gates.102 Though Christ came as a man, he was not a mere man. He writes: ‘For this reason the warders of Hades trembled when they saw Him; and the gates of brass and the bolts of iron were broken. For, lo, the Only-begotten entered, a soul among souls, God the Word with a (human) soul.’103 Earlier, we saw how the descent was especially associated with Christ’s humanity, but Hippolytus now emphasises his deity in this event as well. The notion that Christ’s divine nature descended in conjunction with his human soul to accomplish his victory would become even more prominent in the subsequent Christological debates of the fourth and fifth centuries.


Later in the third century, Melito, bishop of Sardis, offers some intriguing references to the descent in his Paschal homily. He imagines Christ explaining what he had accomplished in his descent after the resurrection and ascension:




‘Who is he that contendeth against me? Let him stand before me. I freed the condemned, I made the dead to live again, I raise him who was buried. Who is he who raises his voice against me? I,’ he says, ‘am the Christ, I am he who put down death, and triumphed over the enemy, and trod upon Hades, and bound the strong one and brought man safely home to the heights of the heavens; I,’ he says, ‘Christ.’104





Here, Melito echoes some texts from Isaiah (49:25; 50:8) and uses triumphant imagery for the descent. He personifies death and Hades and says that Christ was victorious over them, likely drawing upon Revelation 1:18, where Christ claims to have the keys to Death and Hades (by defeating Death he opens Hades).105 He makes reference to the binding of the strong one which we have already encountered106 and then concludes by saying that Christ brought man ‘safely home to the heights of heaven’ (contra Tertullian above).


Another implied connection with the descent in Melito’s homily is the timing of it, likely at the Easter (Paschal) vigil, a prime occasion for baptism in the ancient Church.107 At several points, Melito draws connections between the salvation of Christians and of their fathers in the faith, the Jewish people.108 He writes:




For led as a lamb and slaughtered as a sheep, he [Christ] ransomed us from the ruin of the world as from the land of Egypt, and freed us from the slavery of the devil as from the hand of Pharaoh, and sealed our souls with his own spirit and the members of our bodies with his own blood. This is he who clothed Death with a garment of shame and bound the devil in anguish as Moses bound Pharaoh.109





Early Christian writers saw connections between the Exodus and Christian baptism, and these were elaborated at the Easter vigil. Those who were baptized underwent their own exodus by sacramentally participating in Christ’s death, burial, descent and resurrection (cf. Romans 6:1-14). The binding of the devil is another likely allusion to Matthew 12:29.


In this same century we encounter Clement of Alexandria, an influential teacher at the famous catechetical school in that city. The most significant passage from Clement on the descent is in his Miscellanies. As we shall see, he is interested in seeing the work of Christ applied in a more expansive way, not just to ‘the saints’ of the Old Testament, but also to ‘righteous pagans’. He writes: ‘But as the proclamation [of the Gospel] has come now at the fit time, so also at the fit time were the Law and the Prophets given to the Barbarians, and Philosophy to the Greeks, to fit their ears for the Gospel.’110 Likely playing on Galatians 4:4, Clement sees the law and the prophets, as well as Greek philosophy, as preparatory for Christ’s message.111


Clement continues in this same chapter: ‘Wherefore the Lord preached the Gospel to those in Hades. Accordingly the Scripture says, “Hades says to Destruction. We have not seen His form, but we have heard His voice.”’112 Here he alludes to the texts from the first epistle of Peter as well as a quote from Job 28:22. He argues that it is not Hades which speaks here but those who have been put there. Putting this together with the previous quote, the reference is to those who had not seen Christ’s form but had heard his voice, presumably in either the law and the prophets or in the Greek philosophers. Clement goes on to specify that he wants to make sure that God is not charged with ‘injustice’ for not making the Gospel known to all.113


Clement then offers what he believes to be scriptural support for this: ‘But how? Do not [the Scriptures] show that the Lord preached the Gospel to those that perished in the flood, or rather had been chained, and to those kept “in ward and guard”?’114 Up to this point, we have seen apparent allusions to 1 Peter 3:19 and 4:6 but here we have these texts used explicitly in reference to the descent.115 He asserts that Christ descended to Hades to ‘preach the Gospel’116 but, in saying this, he wrestles with the idea of whether this preaching was for the Hebrews only or for all who were there. It should be noted that there is a certain tentativeness in Clement’s argument; but, undoubtedly, he wants to see the scope of Christ’s saving work in a broader fashion and he believes that the texts from first Peter support this. Some will see here the seeds of universalism but this should be qualified somewhat because he at least requires that those who heard Christ in Hades had to embrace the Gospel in faith. Some would also later charge that Clement’s teaching gives cover to those who believe in a ‘second chance’ beyond this life for salvation. Later writers will wrestle with this concept. However, from Clement’s perspective, it was not a ‘second chance’ because those he has in mind had never heard the Gospel in the first place. He says later in this same chapter: ‘If, then, He preached the Gospel to those in the flesh that they might not be condemned unjustly, how is it conceivable that He did not for the same cause preach the Gospel to those who had departed this life before His advent?’117


MacCulloch comments on this text: ‘Clement thus argues that, as was insisted on by other writers, Gentiles were as acceptable to God as the Jews; but, as no other had yet done, he applies this argument to those Gentiles who had passed away before Christ’s coming.’118 MacCulloch adds that this quote is: ‘the most beautiful and reasonable in all the many references to the descent in early Christian literature. For it is on reasonable grounds that he argues for the benefit of the Preaching in Hades to righteous Pagans.’119


We come now to the final and most significant witness to the descent in the third century, Origen of Alexandria. As a careful, and, sometimes, creative, exegete, he finds the doctrine not only in the passages mentioned up to this point but in many more. In one of his homilies on Exodus, he explores this text, ‘We will go a journey of three days in the wilderness and sacrifice to the Lord our God.’120 The mention of ‘three days’ brings several other texts to mind for Origen. The first is Hosea 6:2: ‘God will revive us after two days, and on the third day we will arise and live in his sight.’ After quoting this text he says: ‘The first day is the passion of the savior for us. The second is the day on which he descended into hell. The third day is the day of resurrection.’121 The second text quoted here is Romans chapter six which echoes the themes from Exodus. In this passage, those who are baptized are released from slavery to sin in the same way that the Exodus resulted in Israel’s deliverance from slavery to the Egyptians. These themes are lurking beneath the surface of these texts in Origen’s mind and others will agree.


There is a similar section in one of Origen’s homilies on Romans where he draws together several biblical texts on the descent and offers his own illustrative parable.122 Some of these themes have been alluded to by previous authors but with Origen’s fertile mind and extensive knowledge of Scripture, we see him expanding the horizons concerning the descent. He employs the prophecy of Jesus concerning his death and burial in relation to the Jonah story (Matthew 12:40) but he adds the concept of ‘divine deception’ since Christ enters Hades incognito, ‘in the form of a slave’.123 He unfolds this further in his parable where a noble king (Christ), in order to deliver his subjects from an unjust tyrant (the devil), disguises himself as one of those under the tyrant for the express purpose of overthrowing him.124 Presumably, under the disguise, he overtakes the tyrant unexpectedly and releases his subjects. He goes on to make this explicit by connecting the parable with Christ’s descent and liberation of his people (a variation of the ‘divine deception’ theme). It is a remarkable text which shows a great maturation of thought, building on those who explored the subject before him.


In a homily on Genesis 15:5, Origen comments on the phrase, ‘I will recall you from there in the end.’ He writes:




I think this means that at the end of the ages his only-begotten Son descended even into the nether regions, for the salvation of the world and recalled ‘the first-formed man’ from there. Understand that what he said to the thief, ‘This day you shall be with me in paradise’, was not said to him alone but also to all the saints for whom he had descended into the nether regions. In this man more than in Jacob the words will be fulfilled, ‘I will recall you from there in the end.’125





Christ went to the ‘nether regions, for the salvation of the world’ and this included the ‘first-formed man’, meaning Adam. Origen then suggests that Christ’s promise to the thief on the cross was not just for him but for all who were in Hades. This leads us to wonder, does this mean that the thief and those in Hades were translated to heaven that day? Probably not. More likely, he is envisaging ‘paradise’ as equivalent with the aforementioned ‘Abraham’s bosom’ (the ‘good’ compartment of Hades). This may suggest that, when Christ arrived in Abraham’s bosom, he transformed it into paradise. Nevertheless, the comment in the text that Christ would ‘recall you from there in the end’ suggests that they were taken elsewhere (presumably, to heaven in his resurrection/ascension). There are many other comments on the descent in Origen’s writings.







The Doctrine of the Descent in the Fourth Century


Eusebius of Caesarea taught on the descent at the beginning of the fourth century. He asserts that the ‘laws of love summoned [Christ] even as far as death, and the dead themselves, so that he might summon the souls of those who were long dead’.126 One text explicitly employed in this context for the first time in our survey is Hebrews 2:14-15: ‘Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.’127 By employing this text, Eusebius intertwines three themes: the Incarnation, the defeat of the devil, and the deliverance of those who were under the power of death (meaning in this context, those in Hades).


In his Ecclesiastical History, Eusebius recounts a legend about Jesus sending one of his seventy disciples (Thaddeus) to Abgarus, prince of Edessa, to heal him. Thaddeus presents the Gospel in a succinct manner, including a reference to Christ’s descent: ‘he humbled himself, and died and debased his divinity and was crucified, and descended into Hades, and burst the bars which from eternity had not been broken, and raised the dead; for he descended alone, but rose with many, and thus ascended to his Father’.128 This proclamation sounds reminiscent of the kerygma of Acts chapter two and also echoes Philippians chapter two (as well as the texts alluding to the ‘bars’ of Hades). The idea that Christ descended alone but rose with many echoes Ignatius and makes explicit once again that he descended to deliver those who died before his advent to take them with him to heaven at his ascension.


Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria, found himself constantly embroiled in theological controversy in the fourth century, and his writings on the descent are typically found in these contexts. In one instance, he responded to the Arian claim that Christ was less than divine because he was terrified of death by saying:




Whence neither can the Lord be forsaken by the Father, who is ever in the Father, both before He spoke, and when He uttered this cry.[129] Nor is it lawful to say that the Lord was in terror, at whom the keepers of hell’s gates shuddered and set open hell, and the graves did gape, and many bodies of the saints arose and appeared to their own people.130





The quote regarding the keepers of hell’s gates shuddering is taken from Job 38:17 and is one that Athanasius employed several times in reference to the descent.131 He also alludes to Matthew 27:52-53 concerning the saints rising from their graves at Christ’s resurrection.132 Athanasius’ point against the Arians was that Christ was not in terror at the thought of death; rather, he became the cause of terror for the gatekeepers of Hades at his descent.


In another argument against the Arians, Athanasius employs this doctrine to assert Christ’s divinity by first arguing that no mere mortal has the power to lay down his life and take it up again (John 10:17-18).133 He then quotes Psalm 16:10 which has Christ saying to the Father, ‘You will not leave my soul in Hades.’ Writing before the Apollinarian controversy, Athanasius does not directly assert that Christ descended in his human soul. For him, the emphasis was on the Logos departing from the body and descending to Hades.134 It should be recalled that in this context, he was writing against the Arians who denied the deity of Christ, not his humanity. He appears to allude to the same concept in a passage from On the Incarnation, in which he asserts that ‘the Lord touched all parts of creation’ in his descent.135 Christ’s redemptive work is set forth as a cosmic event (Athanasius specifically quotes Colossians 2:15 where Christ disarms the principalities and powers, triumphing on the cross). This passage sets forth the cosmic scope of Christ’s saving work (along with Ephesians 4:7-11, Philippians 2:5-11 and Colossians 1:20). That is, his death, descent, resurrection and ascension are of such significance that the effects are felt from the lowest depths (Hades) to the highest heaven.136


The early fourth century is a good context to discuss the doctrine of Christ’s descent and the early creeds. The doctrine was significant enough in the Early Church to make its way into the Apostles’ Creed. This creed took on this name because of an early legend that said that the Apostles, before they departed on their various missionary endeavours, came to a stated doctrinal agreement which they would all profess in their ministry. Some versions of this legend have each of the twelve Apostles contributing one line to the creed. This legend may be found as early as Rufinus’ fourth-century commentary on the Creed.137 Even though this explanation of the Creed’s origin was widely accepted in the ancient Church, few scholars today believe this to be the case.


The provenance of the Apostles’ Creed is more complicated and has been widely researched and discussed in recent centuries. The more likely scenario of the Creed’s origin is that it developed from the kerygma found in the Acts of the Apostles into the rule of faith (regula fidei), which is found in the Apostolic Fathers, into the third-century baptismal creed of Rome (typically called R). From Rome it spread to the various churches around the ancient world.138 As the Creed spread, it was occasionally expanded to deal with doctrinal controversies. One of these expansions was the clause ‘he descended into hell’. Rufinus tells us that this clause was in the creed of Aquileia but was not found in the Roman or Eastern creeds.139 Kelly adds, ‘It occurs in some Spanish creeds of the sixth century, and was a feature of the Gallican creeds of the seventh and eighth centuries, beginning with that of St Caesarius of Arles in the sixth.’140 By the eighth century, the descensus clause was a staple in the Apostles’ Creed. The other main Western creed, called ‘the Athanasian’, will be discussed below.


What is intriguing is the fact that, even though the descent was pervasively taught in the fourth century, it was not inserted into the creed of Nicaea in AD 325. The pertinent section of the Nicene Creed says of Christ, ‘Who for us men and for our salvation came down and was incarnate, becoming human. He suffered and the third day he rose, and ascended into the heavens.’141 However, after that council, as the battle raged between the Nicene and Arian parties, there were several gatherings of bishops which attempted to bring peace. In preparation for one of the synods at Sirmium in AD 359, a statement of faith was produced for discussion which is commonly called the ‘Dated Creed’. It says of Christ: ‘he was crucified and died and went down to the subterranean places and fulfilled his mission there, and the gate-keepers of Hell (Hades) shuddered when they saw him; and he rose from the dead on the third day …’142


Similar statements are also found inserted into creedal formulations at Nike and Constantinople around the same time.143 Given the ensuing controversy involving Apollinarius after Nicaea,144 it is curious that a statement on the descent was not added to the Constantinopolitan Creed (AD 381), especially since it would appear to have a clear application to that controversy (which denied that Jesus had a human soul).145 In fact, Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis, made this very point in an anti-heretical work:146




And I have a great deal to say < about this >. He rose from the dead, what is more, forced the gates of hades, took the captives, brought them upward; and after rising the third day in his holy flesh itself, and in his holy soul, mind and entire human nature, he became perfect man united with Godhead, for he had joined his manhood to his Godhead, and death ‘hath no more dominion over him’ … He descended to hades in his Godhead with his soul, bravely and mightily freed the prisoners, truly ascended the third day, the divine Word with his holy soul, with the captives he had rescued; he was truly raised with body, soul and all his human nature.147





Despite the fact that the descent was widely held and would have been applicable against the Apollinarian heresy, it was not inserted into the Constantinopolitan Creed (commonly called the Nicene Creed today) which says, ‘He was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried, and rose on the third day, according to the Scriptures, and ascended to heaven …’148 However, in that context, ‘was buried’ likely implied the concept of the descent of the soul to Hades. In fact, MacCulloch points out that an anathema from this same council ‘condemned those who denied that the Logos in His “reasonable soul” had descended to Hades’.149 We shall see later that Rufinus also argued that the phrase ‘he was buried’ in the Apostles’ Creed implied the descent of Christ’s soul at death. There is some irony in the fact that the early Eastern creeds did not ultimately insert the clause since Kelly says, ‘it is very likely that the West admitted it to its formularies under Eastern influence’.150


In the fourth century, we also encounter the works of Ephrem the Syrian. Buchan comments on the Syrian context when he writes:




In the ancient church, Christ’s descent to the underworld was nowhere earlier, more elaborately, or more influentially expressed than in the geographical and cultural milieu of Syriac Christianity, and it was nowhere within this milieu more frequently, effectively, and influentially implemented than in the writings of Saint Ephrem the Syrian.151





In one of his homilies, Ephrem wrote:




Since death was unable to devour Him without a body, or Sheol to swallow Him without flesh, He came to a virgin to provide Himself with a means to Sheol. … And with a body from a virgin He entered Sheol, broke into its vaults, and carried off its treasures. … When death came confidently, as usual, to feed on mortal fruit, life, the killer of death, was lying in wait, so that when death swallowed (life) with no apprehension, it would vomit it out, and many others with it.152





Here Ephrem envisages Sheol as a beast, swallowing Christ and later being forced to vomit him out.153 Whereas Athanasius emphasised the necessity of Christ’s divinity at his descent, Ephrem emphasised the necessity of his humanity in accomplishing this vital mission of defeating death and Sheol. Here, Ephrem offers a variation of the “divine deception” theme.


Ephrem was also one of the earliest hymn writers in the Church and the descent was among his favourite themes. Here, Ephrem personifies death and imagines it describing the torment that it experienced when Christ descended to Sheol:




While he was living he brought to life and restored three that were dead;


But now by his death at the gate of Sheol they have trampled on me,


The dead who have come to life,


Whom I was going to shut in.154





Buchan comments on this text saying:




The ‘three that were dead’ whom Jesus restores to life – the son of the widow of Nain (Lk 7.11-17), the daughter of Jairus (Mt 9.18-26; Mk 5.21-43; Lk 8.50-56), and Lazarus (John 10.40-11.44) – were all seen by Ephrem as demonstrations of Christ’s power over death … precursors of the resuscitation of the saints at the crucifixion, harbingers of his own death and resurrection, and antecedent evidence of the resurrection of all the dead.155





Clearly, Ephrem envisaged this doctrine as a crucial aspect of the saving work of Christ.


Cyril, the fourth-century bishop of Jerusalem, touched upon this doctrine several times in his Catechetical Lectures. He links together Christ’s humanity and deity in the descent where he asserts that Christ was laid in the tomb as a man but the rocks ‘were rent asunder by terror because of him’ (alluding to Matthew 27:51-53).156 He also adds some new twists to themes we have already encountered. For instance, he seems to conflate the terror of the rocks with the terror of the gatekeepers in Hades at Christ’s death. He also appears to anticipate some angst among his hearers about Christ descending to Hades when he says, ‘tell me, couldst thou wish the living only to enjoy His grace, and that, though, most of them are unholy’, and then he goes on to list those in Hades who needed to hear from Christ: Adam, Isaiah, David, Samuel, all the prophets, and there is even an allusion to John the Baptist. The concern, once again, is that the saving work of Christ would reach into the past to encompass all their fathers in the faith. Note again that Cyril sees Christ’s descent as intended to ‘redeem the righteous’.


Cyril also offers a fascinating contrast between the ministries of Jonah and Christ, drawing on Matthew 12:40. Regarding the descent, Jonah was cast into the whale’s belly, while Christ went to where ‘the invisible whale of death is’.157 Here we have an allusion to death/Hades as a whale (envisaged earlier as a beast).158 In another lecture given to the newly baptized (probably at the Easter vigil), Cyril articulates what had just happened in their baptism.159 Drawing on several biblical allusions, Cyril links their baptism with the death, burial, descent and resurrection of Christ, drawing primarily upon Romans 6:3-14, which we have already seen connected with the descent. Even though the descensus clause was not in the Jerusalem Creed, Cyril considered the doctrine significant enough to include it in his lectures to the newly initiated.


During the fourth century, the Cappadocian Fathers all commented on this doctrine. Gregory of Nazianzus, in one of his beloved paradoxical statements exploring the divinity and humanity of Christ, writes: ‘He dies but he brings life. … He goes down to hades, yet he leads souls up, [and] ascends to heaven …’160 In another place, he writes:




Many indeed are the miracles of that time: God crucified; the sun darkened and again rekindled; for it was fitting that the creatures should suffer with their Creator; the veil rent; the Blood and Water shed from His Side; the one as from a man, the other as above man; the rocks rent for the Rock’s sake; the dead raised for a pledge of the final Resurrection of all men …161





Note the reference again to Matthew 27:52-53, which Nazianzen sees as a figure of the future general resurrection. Gregory also sees Christ’s baptism as signifying his cosmic saving work: ‘Jesus goeth up out of the water … for with Himself He carries up the world … and sees the heaven opened which Adam had shut against himself and all his posterity, as the gates of Paradise by the flaming sword.’162


Gregory’s friend and fellow bishop, Basil of Caesarea also engages with this doctrine. In his homily on Psalm 49, Basil sees a connection with the descent in verse fourteen: ‘They are laid in hell like sheep: death shall feed upon them.’ The ‘enemy’ (presumably, Satan) cast mankind into ‘his own prison and has handed them over to death to feed’. Christ as the ‘true Shepherd’ laid down his life for the sheep and then led these prisoners out of hell on the early morning of his resurrection.163 We saw earlier the theme of Christ as Shepherd associated with the descent (drawing on the parable in Luke chapter fifteen); but, here, Basil draws on John chapter ten with Christ as the Good Shepherd extending his pastoral ministry into Hades.164


The third Cappadocian, Gregory of Nyssa (Basil’s brother) offers us a development of the earlier notion of ‘divine deception’. After setting forth the descent of Christ straightforwardly, Gregory explains what happened during the three-day period. Christ, the Wisdom of God, made the ‘Mind’ which dwells in the heart of the earth ‘utterly foolish’.165 The ‘Mind’ is a reference to the devil, drawing on Isaiah chapter fourteen. The devil saw Christ in the flesh and sought to devour him, not knowing that his flesh was ‘Godbearing’. An analogy is made with a fish devouring bait only to find out that it has swallowed a hook as well.166 The idea of the ‘fishhook’ (which we also saw earlier) comes from Job 41:1 which says, ‘Can you draw out Leviathan with a fishhook or press down his tongue with a cord?’ We may find this line of thinking odd, but Aulen notes, ‘This idea of the deception of the devil occurs frequently, both in the East and the West.’167


Other biblical texts which may offer further support to the idea of ‘divine deception’ include Psalm 18:26 where the Psalmist says to God, ‘With the pure You will show Yourself pure; And with the devious You will show Yourself shrewd.’168 Another text is 1 Corinthians 2:7-8: ‘But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.’ Origen saw this latter text as associated with the concept of ‘divine deception’ and Gregory was certainly influenced by him.169 The notion that Christ outwitted the devil and defeated him through the cross and the descent is a significant theme among the early theologians.


In a sermon likely preached at the Easter vigil, Gregory says that at the resurrection, ‘the iron gates of death were crushed … [and] the brazen bars of Hades were shattered’ (Isaiah 45:2-3).170 He then alludes to Isaiah 9:14, ‘The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shone.’ Matthew saw this text as relating to the light shining on the Gentiles with Christ preaching to them171 but Gregory applied it further, seeing ‘those who sat in darkness’ as the inhabitants of Hades.


One final witness from this century should be noted: Ambrose, bishop of Milan. He affirms the descent by calling Christ the ‘Vanquisher of Death’ and saying that, in his resurrection, Christ ‘burst the bonds of hell and exalted the souls of the godly’ (note the scope of his deliverance once again). He also argues that before Christ ascended into heaven no one had gone there (appealing to John 3:13); this included Enoch and Elijah, who had both apparently escaped death. Ambrose concludes by appealing to Psalm 24 (a text which would later be popularly associated with the descent):




And therefore [the angels] descrying the approach of the Lord of all, first and only Vanquisher of Death, bade their princes that the gates should be lifted up, saying in adoration, ‘Lift up the gates, such as are princes amongst you, and be ye lifted Up, O everlasting doors, and the King of glory shall come in.’172





Ambrose’s conclusion is that heaven was shut to humanity until the ascension of Christ. This topic will resurface in later debates.173 One other work which belongs to this era is the so-called Gospel of Nicodemus but, because of its influence on the mystery plays of the Middle Ages, we shall postpone discussion of it until the opening of Chapter 2.
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