
Remind me Again…Why in the Creed do we say Jesus ‘descended into Hell’? 

Remind me Again is a series that answers common questions about Catholicism in just a few minutes.   

These are questions many Catholics and non-Catholics have, so it’s imperative that you share these on 

any social media account you have.  Our parish needs to reach a wider audience, and you make that 
happen by sharing our content on social media or by telling other people about our podcast.   

Now, Remind Me Again, in the Creed we say at Mass, why do we say that Jesus descended into Hell? 

Was Jesus being tortured, condemned?  Was He suffering hellfire?  Is He separated from God the Father? 

Here is the answer in a one-sentence summary, and then we’ll explain it. 

After Jesus died, He didn’t descend into the hell of the damned, but the into the realm of the 

dead to liberate the righteous people who died before Him and open up the gates of Heaven 
for them.   

I’ll repeat that summary at the end but let’s get dive into it a bit.  

At the heart of this question are two issues: Number 1 - translation and Number 2 - timing.  Translation 
and timing. 

The translation issue has to do with the word hell.  The Bible was not originally written in English, but 

was mostly Hebrew and Greek.  The Bible includes the Hebrew word sheol and the Greek word hades, and 

these are translated into English as the word hell.  Now we usually think of hell as the place of eternal 

damnation, but in the Creed this word has a broader meaning.  It’s more of an umbrella term to 

encompass everyone who has died before Christ, whether good or evil, just or unjust.  So it means the 

realm of the dead, not just the more narrow realm of the damned.  Once again, the word hell in the Creed 
refers to the realm of all the dead, not the realm of the damned.   

Now why is this even in the Creed?  Well, first it is to confirm that Jesus really did die.  Remember, when 

people saw the empty tomb and saw Jesus walking around 3 days later, for some people it was easier to 

believe that He never died in the first place than to believe that He rose from the dead.  But yes, Jesus 

really did die.  That’s the first reason this is in the Creed.  If you say someone descended to the realm of 

the dead, it’s another way of saying they truly died.   

This is where the timing comes in.  Have you ever wondered what happened to the souls of people who 

died long before Jesus?  Well here’s the answer:  They went to the realm of the dead, again the word sheol 

in Hebrew, or hades in Greek.  Now, of course, people who died in a state of unrepentant mortal sin went 

to hell, and they’re still there, and will be forever.  But the souls of righteous people who died before 

Jesus, they went to a different part of the realm of the dead, awaiting Jesus to come open the gates of 

Heaven for them.  In the Gospel of Luke chapter 16, this place where righteous people wait for Jesus to 

open up Heaven is called the bosom of Abraham.  That’s where Jesus tells the story of Lazarus and the 

rich man.  After they both die, the rich man goes to the hell of the damned and Lazarus goes to Abraham’s 
bosom.   

To make this simpler, let’s contrast the possible places a person would go after death if they lived before 

Jesus’ crucifixion and after.  If a person died before the original Good Friday, they would have gone to one 

of two places: (1) hell, (2) the bosom of Abraham, which is also sometimes called the ‘limbus of the 

fathers’.  When Jesus died, He descended and liberated the people in Abraham’s bosom and opened up 

the gates of Heaven for them.  If they needed final purification, they would have gone through Purgatory 

at some point first.   



After Jesus died and through til today, the 3 options for where a person goes after death and judgement 

are: (1) hell, or (2) Purgatory for final purification on their way to Heaven, or (3) Heaven directly.   

Did the Catholic Church make this stuff up in the Middle Ages?  Nope.  It’s in the Bible and Christians have 
believed it since the time of Christ.   

In 1 Peter 3:18 the Bible says that Christ died and “preached to the spirits in prison”. 

One chapter later, the Bible says, “For this is why the gospel was preached even to the dead, that 
though judged in the flesh like men, they might live in the spirit like God.” 

And we also gotta check out Ephesians 4:9, which tells us, “In saying, ‘He ascended,’ what does it 

mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth?” 

And I already mentioned that story in Luke 16 of the rich man and poor Lazarus.  That story sheds 

light on this topic too. 

In the Catechism, this question of Christ’s descent into Hell is covered in paragraphs 631-637.  It’s just a 
page or two and worth the read. 

But the one-sentence summary is again this:  After Jesus died, He didn’t descend into the hell of the 

damned, but the into the realm of the dead to liberate the righteous people who died before Him 
and open up the gates of Heaven for them.   

If you like this Remind Me Again series of short answers to common Catholic questions, let us know!  

Share it on social media or send us an email because if people don’t listen to these, then we’ll stop 

spending the time to make them! 

You can find the archive of all Remind Me Again questions at basilthegreat.org/remindmeagain.   

 

 

 

 


