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Does the Bible suggest that there is a Purgatory?  Two passages are given to support a 'yes'
answer:

(We quote below from the Authorized Version, and mark a few words with the Strong's numbers
that reference the Greek original.)

(A) 1 Peter 3:18-20 - 

(18) "For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to
God, being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit; 

(19) by which also he went and preached<2784> unto the spirits in prison<5438>;

(20) which sometimes were disobedient<544>, when once the longsuffering of God waited in the
days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing, wherein few, that is, eight souls were saved by
water."

It is alleged that the "spirits in prison" are suffering for their sins in a place that is neither heaven
nor hell, a place called Purgatory.

(B) Rev. 21:27 -

"And there shall in no wise enter into it [the new Jerusalem descending out of heaven, v. 10] any
thing that defileth<2840>, ["unclean" in some versions] neither whatsoever worketh
abomination, or maketh a lie; but they that are written in the Lamb's book of life."

It is alleged that this implies that some people need cleansing before entering heaven.

Discussion

First, the 1 Peter passage clearly does not literally refer to us, but to people that perished in the
Flood.  If this can be applied to us, it can only be by way of example.  First, we examine a few of
the Greek words.

"preached" <2784>kerusso (verb) means "to proclaim as a herald, suggesting formality, gravity,
and authority that must be obeyed" or to "publish openly".  Christ delivered some important
message, perhaps a command, but we cannot say more.

"prison"<5438>phulake (noun) means a "place where captives are kept".  It comes from the verb
phulasso, to keep, isolate, or guard; with one of four implications: (1) to guard lest the captive
escape, (2) guard to keep safe, (3) guard to protect oneself, (4) guard from becoming lost.
Notice that there is no suggestion of punishment or suffering in these definitions.

"disobedient"<544>apeitheo (verb) means "not allow oneself to be persuaded", or "not to
comply with", or "refuse belief and obedience".  It is most often translated "believe not".  Faith
and obedience are linked, because our faith (trust) acknowledges that God's way is best, and so,
to be consistent, we must obey God's way.  This concept is expounded to great length in the
epistle of James.  In 1 Peter 4:17, apeitheo is used to describe those that "obey not the Gospel".
In the context of the reference to "the days of Noah", apeitheo must refer to the refusal to believe
the warning of coming judgment and to seek refuge in Noah's ark.  If this is to be an example for
us, it is an example of how not to behave.

It is instructive to see how apeitheo is used elsewhere in the New Testament.  It is used three
times in the book of Acts and once in Romans to refer to unbelieving Jews that were hostile to
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the Gospel preached by the apostles.  In Romans 11:30, Paul uses it to remind believers of their
state prior to conversion.  John 3:36 uses apeitheo to make an important contrast:

"He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life, and he that believeth not [apeitheo] the Son
shall not see life, but the wrath of God abideth on him."

It is clear that believers get everlasting life, but unbelievers (like those that perished in the
Flood) do not get everlasting life.

The use of the word prison [phulake] in 1 Peter implies that these unbelievers were being kept
for future punishment, the "lake of fire" mentioned in Rev. 20, that receives those not written in
the "book of life".  The "prison" must refer to Hades, usually translated grave, sometimes "hell".
In Rev. 20:14, "death and Hades" (that is, the contents of Hades) are "cast into the lake of fire".
This shows that the grave (hades) is not the place of punishment, because hell cannot be cast into
hell.   The story of Lazarus and his master indicate that believers and unbelievers in Hades were
separated "by a great gulf".  Lazarus' master was suffering, but Lazarus was not.  But this was
before the Cross.  Other passages indicate that on Christ's resurrection, He "led captivity
captive", or freed the believers from Hades.

From the Rev. 21:27 passage, the key word is -

"defileth"<2840>koineo means "to make (Levitically) unclean".  It is most often translated
"defile", sometimes "call uncommon", "pollute", or "unclean".

Yes, we must be clean to be fit for heaven.  But how do we become clean?  Searching for the
word "clean" in the New Testament, we find -

John 15:3 - [Christ says to his disciples] "Now ye are clean through the word that I have spoken
unto you."

Obviously, the disciples (except Judas) accepted Christ's word by faith, in contrast to those that
"do not obey<544>[apeitheo] the truth" as mentioned in Romans 2:8.  The following verse
makes it clear how we become cleansed -

1 John 1:9 - "If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us [our] sins and to cleanse
us from all unrighteousness."

Notice that we don't do the cleansing; he (God) cleanses us, and his cleansing is sufficient for
"all unrighteousness".

Various religions appeal to the vanity or pride of man by teaching that man can reach God or
appease God by his own efforts.  There are even segments of Christianity that try to blend this
idea with the Gospel of Christ.  The concept of purgatory is that Christ's suffering for our sins is
not completely sufficient -- that we must finish the partial work of Christ by doing more
suffering ourselves.  It also implies that Christ did not love us enough to save us completely, or
that if he was willing to save us completely, was unable to do so.  But Christ's salvation and
cleansing is not incomplete, needing us to finish the work.  On the cross, Jesus said "It is
finished" (John 19:30).  In Colossians 2:8-10 Paul warns:

(8) "Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of
men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ.

(9) for in him [Christ] dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodily, 
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(10) and ye are complete in him, which is the head of all principality and power".

That is, Christ, even in his body, fully possessed all the power of the Godhead.  Christians, being
"in Christ", as Paul often expresses it, are "complete in him".  

In Ephesians 2:8-9 Paul writes:

(8) "For by grace [God's unmerited favor] are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves:
it is the gift of God;

(9) not of works, lest any man should boast".

God does not want us to boast that we have gained heaven by our own work.  Isaiah 64:6 says
that "all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags".  He doesn't even want us to boast of our faith,
which we need to be saved.  Even our faith is not of ourselves, because God gives us the ability
to believe.

Romans 3:20-27 explains this in more detail:

(20) "Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified [be counted as righteous]
in his sight: for by the law is the knowledge of sin.

(21) But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested [demonstrated], being
witnessed by the law and the prophets [the Old Testament];

(22) even the righteousness of God which is by the faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all
them that believe: for there is no difference [the Jews, with the law, have no advantage over the
Gentiles, that had no law to keep (see previous verses)];

(23) for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;

(24) being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus".

This, and other scriptures, explain that when Christ, who was sinless, suffered for our sins, his
righteousness is counted as our righteousness.  This principle of sacrificial substitution is what is
called "propitiation" in verse 25.  If we have the "righteousness of God", we are as clean as we
can ever be.  2 Corinthians 5:21 says:

"For he [God the Father] hath made him [Christ] to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might
be made the righteousness of God in him."

Let's return to the first verse that we considered, 1 Peter 3:18 -

"For Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God,
being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit".

By saying "hath once suffered", it implies that once was sufficient, because it was complete --
Jesus, the Lamb of God, was the perfect sacrifice, lacking nothing.

Praise God for his perfect salvation!  May you trust completely in the complete work of Christ
on the cross.  Have a joyous Christmas!


