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        Fact and Fantasy

      


      
        "Everybody wants to go to heaven. Nobody wants to die."

      


      
        So go the words of a song I remember from many years ago. Those lyrics stuck in my mind because they hold a strange contradiction. The belief that death is the doorway to a new life in heaven is commonly held by people of many different faiths—and even by many who claim no particular faith. And yet most of those same people view death as a dreadful certainty to be avoided as long as possible.


        One reason for this contradiction is that people see heaven as just one of two or more possible destinations beyond death's door. What are the alternatives to a new life in heaven? A tormented existence in a fiery hell? A half-way house called purgatory for those neither fit for heaven nor deserving of hell?

      


      
        Another reason is that most people aren't certain enough of an existence beyond death that they are willing to stake their lives on it. They allow for the possibility that death may be the end. It may be final and irrevocable.

      


      
        There have been many reports about death by people who have had near-death experiences. Some of us have taken comfort in those reports, accepting them as confirmation that there is something good waiting beyond this life. But all that such reports can tell us is what it was like for those particular people to be near death.


        It would be helpful if someone came back from the dead and gave us a first-hand account of what they have experienced. But that hasn't happened. The Bible reports the resurrection of several people, but none of them passed along any information about what death is like.

      


      
        In the absence of experimental evidence and reliable first-hand reports, we have only a confusing body of ideas based upon the unsound foundation of tradition, imagination, and speculation.

      


      
        Even if we throw out all the answers offered by philosophers, novelists, movie producers, songwriters, teachers of Eastern religions, and the lady on a side street downtown who claims to communicate with the dead in her darkened parlor—if we throw all that out and focus only on the answers which supposedly come from the Bible—we are still confronted with a bewildering blend of truth and error, fact and fantasy.

      


      
        Notice that I said, "answers which supposedly come from the Word of God." The problem is that the Bible is praised or blamed for many things that it does not teach. It's easy for us to unconsciously mix a large portion of our own ideas or the ideas of others with a small portion of Bible truth. We end up with a conglomeration of impossible concepts which only adds to our confusion.

      


      
        Should we leave questions about death and the afterlife to the professional theologians and philosophers? Should we admit that average people like you and me are not equipped to seek out and understand the Bible's answers? Must we live in fear of the unknown which awaits us beyond the exit doors of this life? No, no, and no!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        The Puzzle

      


      
         It was one of those minor disappointments hardly worth mentioning. It happened to me, and perhaps it has happened to you. My family and I had gotten into one of our jigsaw-puzzle moods. There was a particularly difficult puzzle — a close-up picture of a lion's head and mane — with several hundred pieces.


        So many of the pieces were the same or nearly the same in color that assembling the picture was a long, tedious process of trial and error. Long and tedious but increasingly satisfying as the noble features of the lion took shape.


        We invested many hours over a period of several days in that puzzle. Then, when we were done and there was not a loose piece left, we still had an empty place in the picture. There was a piece missing. It was simply not to be found. I never learned what happened to it. Perhaps the family dog had found it on the floor and eaten it.


        It was really no big deal when weighed against truly important matters, yet I'm sure that those of you who enjoy working on jigsaw puzzles can sympathize with me. You know how fulfilling it can be to see those pictures come together — and you can imagine how disappointing it can be to discover that the picture can never be complete.


        For a moment let's imagine that the Bible is a complicated jigsaw puzzle. With all the pieces assembled, it offers a clear picture of eternal truth. At least, that's the way it's supposed to be. 


        But most of us haven't been able to make all the pieces fit, and others of us who seem to have had some success at fitting the pieces together end up with pieces missing. Is it any wonder so many of us give up on putting the Bible "puzzle" together?


        Take a single puzzle piece and try to make sense of it. Alone, it can't tell you much about the total picture. Only when seen as part of the whole does it really make sense. Likewise, we may be unclear about the meaning of individual parts of the Bible picture. To understand them correctly we must see them as a part of the whole.


        One reason for the confusion over what the Bible says about death is that many of us have never understood how this one topic relates to other important doctrines. In some cases, it may seem that Bible teachings about death and other key matters contradict each other. What we think we know about death seems out of place when we look at the bigger picture. 


        Here is just one example of the contradictions I'm talking about: death and the judgment. Many people believe that when a man dies, he goes to his reward in heaven or hell. Many of these same people believe that there is a future day of judgment when God will assign to each man his reward. Now the thorny question: If the day of judgment is in the future, how is it that a man can go to his reward immediately upon his death? 


        In future chapters I'll offer some ideas which may prove helpful as you consider the subject of death. You can look at each brief chapter as a piece of the Bible puzzle. I hope you'll be able to see better how at least these few parts of the whole picture fit together.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Creation and the Nature of Man

      


      
        The Bible begins with a record of how life on earth came to be. The Genesis account of creation is so simple and so miraculous that many people write it off as a fable or legend. But if we believe that God is who He claims to be, then it's reasonable to believe that "By the word of the LORD were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth…. For he spake, and it was done; he commanded, and it stood fast" (Psalm 33:6, 9).


        The Creation record gives us this very concise account of how God made man: "And the Lord formed man of the dust of the earth, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul" (Genesis 2:7).


        Some sincere people have managed to inject into that straightforward report a collection of mysterious concepts straight out of the world of ancient Greek philosophy and oriental mysticism. 


        Some see the Creator preparing a temporary physical house for a spirit being—an immortal being capable of living apart from the body. They are somehow able to picture man as capable of life both as a physical person and as a bodiless spirit which cannot die.


        But the Bible account of Creation says nothing about a spirit being that is capable of life apart from the body.


        What the Bible does offer is an explanation of the nature of man which is consistent with evidence provided by scientific observation. God formed man's body out of the dust. Then God breathed breath into man. Man, coming alive, "became a living soul." There is the basic equation of human life. Body + breath = living soul.


        Genesis offers another bit of intriguing information about the creation of man: "And God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him" (Genesis 1:27). What does this mean? Was man created as God's equal? Does man have all the characteristics of God? Does man have God's wisdom and power? Most importantly, does man share God's immortality?


        The Creation account does not explain what is or is not meant by the words "the image of God." Few would argue, however, that man is equal to God in wisdom or power. The Bible makes it clear that man is not equal to God—nor even to the angels: "What is man, that thou art mindful of him? ... For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels" (Psalm 8:4, 5).


        But what about immortality? Is that how man is like God? The Bible excludes that possibility by several clear declarations, including this one:


        "... the King of kings, and Lord of lords, who only hath immortality, dwelling in the light which no man can approach unto...." (1 Timothy 6:15, 16).


        While bearing "the image of God" did not make man immortal, it did set him apart from all other creatures on earth. "The image of God" includes all the traits and qualities which make man superior to the animals. With a moral nature and the ability to respond intelligently to God, man was qualified to "have dominion ... over every living thing that moveth upon the earth" (Genesis 1:28).

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sin and Death

      


      
        The story of death's intrusion into human experience is a story of deceit and unbelief. Let's review it in the Bible's own words:


        "Then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden. . .. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, 'From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you shall surely die'" (Genesis 2:15-17 NASB)


        “Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which the Lord God had made. And he said to the woman, 'Indeed', has God said, 'You shall not eat from any tree of the garden'?'


        "And the woman said to the serpent, 'From the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat; but from the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, 'You shall not eat from it or touch it, lest you die.'


        "And the serpent said to the woman,'Surely you shall not die! For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil'" (Genesis 3:1-4 NASB).


        Please notice the two phrases I have put in italic type. They are two obviously contradictory statements of fact. They cannot both be true. The first came straight from the mouth of God. The second came from a creature controlled by Satan.


        Let's cut directly to the heart of the argument: According to God, human life depends upon maintaining an obedient relationship with Him. Disobedience brings the certain penalty of death. But according to the words of Satan, man's life is independent of his relationship with God.


        Through the serpent Satan even went so far as to suggest that God required obedience only to keep human beings from achieving a new, God-like level of existence. On one side we have God saying, "Believe what I say. Obey My words or you will die." On the other side Satan says, "Don't be afraid to disobey Him. You will not die but live like a god."


        If we read on in the Genesis account, we find that Adam and Eve ate the fruit of the forbidden tree. It's clear that they did not then enter upon some higher level of consciousness and knowledge. Instead, their choice to believe the serpent rather than God resulted in death.


        If Adam and Eve had never sinned, they would have lived eternally. That was the Creator's purpose. He never intended for death to be a natural part of the human experience. He did not plan death as means of transition from one kind of life to another.


        God has made it clear that death and life are opposites. Note this representative sample from the book of Deuteronomy: "I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you may live" (Deuteronomy 30:19 NASB).


        The result of disobedience, or sin, is not a higher level of consciousness, as the serpent promised Eve. Instead, it is a state of nonexistence, a vacant nothingness totally without knowledge or consciousness of any kind. "The dead do not know anything" (Ecclesiastes 9:5 NASB).


        God could not bear the thought of losing His human children. As soon as they sinned, He set in motion His plan of salvation—a plan designed to rescue them from the ultimate consequences of their disobedience. This plan involved immense cost to Himself: the death of His own Son. It took the death penalty from sinners and placed it upon Him. So Adam and Eve did not suffer immediate annihilation. They lived on until the natural effects of sin finally overcame them, and then they died in the hope of resurrection.


        Here's a vitally important point to remember: God sees death as a horrible enemy of life, not as some advanced or alternate form of existence. Death is something to be avoided at all costs. 


        His great love motivated Him to sacrifice His only Son to pay the penalty for the sins of the human race. "For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life" (John 3:16).


        Ever since the time of Adam and Eve, Satan has continued to press his lies about the consequences of sin. He insists that there is really no such thing as the death which God warned Adam and Eve about. We can see evidence of how his deceit has succeeded, for example, in the popularity of contact with the so-called "spirits" of the "departed," and in the widely held belief in the immortality of the "soul."


        God's Word clears away the confusion. Death is unquestionably the penalty for sin, and not a glorious gateway to another life. "The wages of sin is death" (Romans 6:23, NASB).

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and the Soul

      


      
        "The soul who sins will die" (Ezekiel 18:4).


        Does this verse create a clash of concepts which you used to think you had figured out? If so, you've got plenty of company. Many people have tried to make sense of puzzling ideas about bodies and souls. It's no wonder there's so much confusion. 


        This verse, taken in its context, is not about “souls” being vulnerable to death, but rather points out that each man bears responsibility for the wages of his own sins and not those of someone else.


        That leaves us with the matter of whether a “soul” can die. Take heart! The Bible has the information we need.


        We've already noted that "man became a living soul" when God shaped him from "the dust of the earth, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life." (See Genesis 2:7.) Man did not receive a soul. He became one.


        The ancient Hebrew word for soul is nearly always nephesh. It's found over 750 times in the Old Testament with a wide variety of meanings. We find it several times in the Creation story—in addition to the one use we have already noted. Here is one representative quotation:


        "And God said, Let the earth bring forth the living creature after his kind, cattle, and creeping thing, and beast of the earth after his kind" (Genesis 1:24).


        Notice that word “creature.” That's the English word the translators used for nephesh. It's interesting to note that most of its first dozen or more uses refer to the lower animals.


        In over 470 of the Old Testament occurrences of nephesh the King James Version uses soul. But soul has several possible meanings in English. Newer translations tend to replace it with words having more precise definitions.


        Nephesh means, generally, the living “being” (man or animal). It can also mean breath, throat, personality, life, and even more. It often takes the place of personal pronouns. No wonder people get confused!


        Here are a few examples:


        “Say, I pray thee, thou art my sister: that it may be well with me for thy sake, and my soul shall live because of thee” (Genesis 12:13). The words are Abraham’s. He and his family had gone to stay in Egypt for a while, and he was afraid that some Egyptian might take a liking to his beautiful wife, kill him, and take her. The words “my soul” simply are another way of saying “I.”


        “If a soul touch any unclean thing ... he also shall be unclean, and guilty” (Leviticus 5:2). This same chapter of Leviticus includes “soul” several other times, always referring to the actions of living, physical people. Here “soul” clearly means “man” or “person.”


        “Then said Saul, I have sinned: return, my son David: for I will no more do thee harm, because my soul was precious in thine eyes this day” (1 Samuel 26:21). David, an exile in his own land, had just passed up an opportunity to take the life of his enemy, King Saul. In this verse the king acknowledges that he had sinned in treating David unjustly. His words “my soul” clearly mean “my life.”


        The New Testament Greek word for soul is psyche. Its meanings and uses are consistent with those of nephesh.


        Among all its occurrences “soul” is never once used with “immortal.” That’s right! The Bible says nothing about an “immortal soul.” The evidence of God’s Word is clear and consistent. Souls do die. Immortality belongs to God alone. 

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and the Spirit

      


      
        The words “soul” and “spirit” are sometimes used interchangeably by people who talk about disembodied beings in the unseen world. We can trace this common misconception back to famous philosophers of the ancient world, and beyond them to the one who told Eve, "You will surely not die!"


        Well then, just what is a spirit? Doesn't the Bible say that man has one of those? And isn't that what goes back to God when a person dies?


        Let's go back to Genesis again to see how spirit figured into the creation of man. Chapter 2, verse 7 helps us once again: "Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being" (NASB).


        The word in bold italics is from the Hebrew word neshamah. This word occurs 24 times in the Old Testament and is usually translated by “breath.” “Blast” and “spirit” are among other possible renderings. It was the neshamah of life that God breathed into Adam. It was the neshamah of life which transformed his inert form into a living soul or being.


        “Now we're getting somewhere,” you might say. “I am a soul, but I have a neshamah. It must be my neshamah that can live on after I die!”


        Before we come to that conclusion let's look at another Hebrew word, ruach. It is the Old Testament's primary Hebrew word for “spirit.” It appears about 380 times. The King James Version usually translates it “wind,” “breath,” or “spirit.” It refers to God 90 times, and even to angels in a few places. There are more than one hundred verses where it is the life force, or the spiritual, mental, or emotional aspects of life.


        Ruach may look like an even better candidate than neshamah for life after the death of the body. We find the two words together in Hebrew poetry. Here's one example: "The spirit of God hath made me, and the breath of the Almighty hath given me life" (Job 33:4). In this verse, “spirit” stands for ruach and “breath” for neshamah. 


        Job, speaking of death, reverses the life-giving process. He pictures God gathering "unto himself his spirit and his breath" (Job 34:14). 


        We find support for this idea in Ecclesiastes 12:7, which speaks of man's death this way: "Then the dust will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it" (NASB).


        But what is it that happens when the spirit returns to God. Does that spirit carry with it the consciousness of the person who has died? According to the Bible, No. The Psalmist wrote, "His spirit departs, he returns to the earth; in that very day his thoughts perish" (Psalm 146:4).


        In the New Testament “spirit” most often refers to the third Person of the Godhead, the Holy Spirit. There are also references to angels and demons. But nowhere does the New Testament support the view that we have a conscious, intelligent spirit which lives on after death.


        God is the source of life. He gives the breath or spirit of life, and we live. Without that breath we cease living, and our bodies decompose into dust. Whether we recognize it or not, our dependence upon God is complete.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and the Grace of God

      


      
        "But we do see Him who has been made for a little while lower than the angels, namely, Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor, that by the grace of God He might taste death for everyone" (Hebrews 2:9).


        Let's take a careful look at this verse. It holds a tremendous amount of information about God's solution to the problem of death. It speaks first of the incarnation of the Son of God—the time when He, by some miraculous means which we cannot fathom, became a man. He, the Prince of the universe, became inferior to the angels "for a little while." His earthly family and friends knew Him by the name "Jesus."


        Next this verse tells us that Jesus is "crowned with glory and honor . . . because of the suffering of death." In the eyes of those who saw His execution, He had "no stately form or majesty that we should look upon Him, nor appearance that we should be attracted to Him" (Isaiah 53:2). The crown He wore was a bloody crown of thorns. 


        But it's different now. Because of that shameful, tortuous death, He is "crowned with glory and honor."


        Then our verse reveals that in dying He tasted death "for everyone." He did not cheat in fulfilling the demands of God's system of justice. He took no short cut. He found no easy way. He took upon Himself the accumulated guilt of the entire human family. He felt the crushing weight of sin and sensed the ultimate separation from God that it caused. 


        Seeing before Him nothing but the eternal blackness of oblivion He cried out in anguish and despair, "Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?' that is, 'My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?'" Matthew (27:46 NASB)


        The death of Jesus was a price infinitely greater than the deaths of every sinful human being, past, present, or future. He is "crowned with glory and honor" because He succeeded in His attempt to give a way for every sinner to escape the final punishment for sin.


        This did not take the place of the death that we die from sin’s natural, debilitating effects. He died to pay the legal penalty for sin. Because of His death, our natural death is merely a temporary "rest." We can look forward to the day when "the dead in Christ shall rise" and live forever. (See 1 Thessalonians 4:16).


        Here is one of the central truths of the Bible: Life beyond death is possible only because of the death of Jesus. Without those horrendous events which took place on that hill outside the walls of Jerusalem 2000 years ago, death—and I mean eternal, everlasting, never-ending death—would be our certain destiny.


        You may know someone who believes that we have life within ourselves. They think that life continues after our lungs stop pumping air and our hearts stop pumping blood. They may base their hope of life after death on their belief that they have an immortal "soul" that lives on in another form. But there is only one basis for hoping for life after death: the grace of God.


        "For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Romans 6:23, NASB).

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and Forgiveness

      


      
        "And when He had taken a cup and given thanks, He gave it to them, saying, 'Drink from it, all of you; for this is My blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins'" (Matthew 26:27, 28).


        The Words of Jesus must have sounded familiar to the close friends gathered around Him just a few hours prior to His crucifixion. In the minds of His disciples, who had been raised in the Jewish religion, blood and forgiveness went hand in hand. Through the laws of ceremonial worship established by God and communicated through Moses, the death of sacrificial animals demonstrated the price of forgiveness.


        Every animal slain in that system of sacrifices pointed to Jesus, the Lamb of God. Sacrifices were repeated day in and day out in the courtyard of the original sanctuary, or tabernacle, and then in the temple courtyard for hundreds of years. This was still going on at the time of Jesus. It was a legal lesson renewed over and over again:


        Forgiveness is not free. The lifeblood of the Sacrifice is its price. God doesn't wave a magic wand over sinners and say, "Okay, I forgive you. Your sins really don't matter after all." To do so would make both justice and mercy trivial. He can offer us forgiveness, but only because the full requirements of justice have been met in the death of His Son. He can extend mercy to us only because the penalty for sin has been paid in blood.


        Of course, there is another way that the demands of justice can be met: We can die for our own sins.


        Living as a spirit in a spirit world does not satisfy the requirement. Neither does living again in the physical world as another person. Death, nonexistence, the exact opposite of life, is the penalty.


        Some widely held views suggest that death is less serious than it really is. If dying is only a point of transition from one type of life to another, then it is not a very high price to pay for sin. And if that’s true, then what Jesus did for us on the cross was an extravagant waste. And if all that were true, disobedience to God is not such a serious matter after all.


        But that's not the way the Bible paints the picture. If God had not intervened, sin would have resulted in the destruction of the entire human family. It would not have transformed us into spirits or angels. We would have been blotted out of existence.


        God's love for our fallen race would not allow Him to leave us to that fate. His plan for our salvation provides forgiveness through the blood of Jesus. That forgiveness means that we can be included in His plans for eternity. 


        Eternal life can be yours, no matter who you are, no matter where you were born, no matter how badly you have sinned. Not because you possess immortality within yourself, but because the Son of God paid for your sins and offers you forgiveness.


        If you have not yet done so, why not recognize your need of Him today. In prayer, confess your sins and accept His forgiveness. "If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness" (1 John 1:9, NASB).

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and Hell

      


      
        Scientists tell us that our earth has four basic layers: the outer crust, which is relatively thin; the mantle, a solid layer about 1800 miles thick; a core with an outer liquid layer surrounding a solid center. 


        But according to some religious teachings, the interior regions of the earth belong to the realm of the supernatural and are therefore inaccessible to mortals. They picture that deep subterranean world as the place of punishment for the unrighteous dead—a burning inferno where deserving sinners suffer eternal torment.


        Before we add these contrasting views of the earth to the list of supposedly irreconcilable differences between science and religion, let's consider what the Bible really teaches about hell. Is it a fiery place of present and eternal torment for those who have died outside of saving grace?


        "Hell" occurs 31 times in the King James Version of the Old Testament. In every case it comes from the Hebrew sheol. But sheol, which occurs some 65 times, is also translated by the word "grave" 31 times. ("Pit" accounts for the remaining three occurrences of sheol.)


        There would be no conflict or confusion over sheol were it not for the preconceived ideas so many of us have about hell. Contrary to opinions held by many, the Old Testament never describes hell as a place of fiery torture. 


        Because the common concept of hell is so far from the meaning of sheol, some modern translations of the Old Testament, including the New American Standard Bible and the New International Version, avoid using the word.


        The Greek word hades is roughly equivalent to sheol. Hades occurs 11 times in the New Testament, and the New American Standard Bible and the New International Version treat it similarly to sheol. The one passage (the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16) in which hades is pictured as a place where the dead have a conscious existence is clearly not meant to be taken literally.


        The New Testament does speak of a place of punishment for unrepentant sinners, but gehenna, not hades, is the word for that place. Gehenna was the name of a valley outside Jerusalem which had at one time been the scene of fiery sacrifices to false gods. Long before the time of Jesus this valley had become a smoldering dumping ground for the refuse of Jerusalem.


        Gehenna makes its appearance 12 times in the New Testament and is commonly translated "hell." Jesus Himself uses it eleven times, clearly refers to it as a place of literal, physical punishment for sin. Notice Matthew 5:29, for example:


        "And if your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out, and throw it from you; for it is better for you that one of the parts of your body perish, than for your whole body to be thrown into hell" (NASB).


        This hell (gehenna) of which Jesus speaks shows up in Revelation 20:15 as "the lake of fire" where those who reject God's grace end up. This is clearly pictured as a future event—the culmination of the final Judgment.


        A basic understanding of sheol, hades, and gehenna shows that the Bible does not contradict science as to the composition of the earth. The earth is solid. The dead are in the grave (sheol or hades). The fiery end of unrepentant sinners is part of the future Judgment.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and Angels

      


      
        "Carol took her own life last week." Mark stunned me with the news about his ex-wife. "I went to her funeral," he said. "I wondered how her family and friends might treat me. She had shared so many bad things about me. I thought they might not want me there. But I went anyway.


        "When I got there a woman came over to greet me. She was warm and loving. She held my hand and said, 'Carol's at peace now.' I was surprised at her voice. She sounded just like Carol. For an instant I thought she was Carol.


        "What do you think?" he asked. "Could it have been Carol's voice? Has she become an angel, and was she there to comfort me?"


        Do people become angels after they die? Does God allow our loved ones to die because He needs more angels? Questions like these arise from our desire to make sense out of death-to find some relief from grief as we face the sad vacuum left when someone we care about is gone.


        The belief that the dead have moved on to a better life certainly offers more comfort than the belief that they are in hell. But if the writers of the Bible could get together and send a greeting card to someone mourning the loss of a loved one, it would probably bear these words of Paul which he originally addressed to the believers in the city of Thessalonica:


        "We do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve, as do the rest who have no hope. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet of God; and the dead in Christ shall rise. Therefore comfort one another with these words" (1 Thessalonians 4:13, 16, 18 NASB).


        This passage is consistent with the teaching of the whole Bible about life after death. People do not become angels when they die - not even very good people. Instead, they "sleep" in the grave (sheol or hades) until the resurrection.


        Angels are a separate order of being. Notice these words from Psalms 8:4, 5: "What is man, that thou art mindful of him? and the son of man, that thou visitest him? For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honour."


        There are both good and evil angels. The Bible has a brief report of a terrible conflict between the two groups. "And there was war in heaven, Michael and his angels waging war with the dragon. And the dragon and his angels waged war" (Revelation 12:7, NASB).


        Michael is the Son of God, Jesus, in His role as Commander of the loyal angels. The dragon is Lucifer, the angel who became Satan, leader of the rebellious legions. The battle ended with the defeat and banishment of Satan and his allies. We know that Jesus was an eyewitness to the event, for He testified, "I beheld Satan as lightning fall from heaven" (Luke 10:18).


        The demons Jesus confronted during His earthly ministry were none other than Satan and his cohorts. Powerful demons, they are still active today. They will finally meet their end in the same lake of fire where all who reject God's grace will get their ultimate punishment.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and the Judgment

      


      
        "For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad" (2 Corinthians 5:10, NASB).


        In His parable of the wheat and the tares Jesus pictured the future day of judgment as a day of harvest when the wheat will be separated from the weeds. (See Matthew 13:30.) That day of judgment is the day toward which the entire universe is moving, for it will be the day when God finally brings Satan's great rebellion to an end.


        Notice how Jesus described the judgment:


        "But when the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will sit on His glorious throne. And all the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate them from one another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats; and He will put the sheep on His right, and the goats on the left.


        "Then the King will say to those on His right, 'Come, you who are blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. Then He will also say to those on His left, 'Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels' " (Matthew 24:31- 34, 41 NASB).


        The judgment, with its proclamation of reward and punishment, is a future event. No one, not even Satan himself, has yet been sent away "into the eternal fire" of which Jesus spoke. Nor have the saved made it into the kingdom prepared for them. The dead are "sleeping" in the grave, unaware of events going on in the world, neither suffering punishment nor enjoying rewards.


        Peter testified that Jesus "is the One who has been appointed by God as Judge of the living and the dead" (Acts 10:42). Those who have died are not beyond the reach of judgment. The day will come when the entire human race will stand before the Judge.


        The dead of all ages will be raised for that ultimate event. In his vision of future events John saw that the dead would be raised for the judgment. According to his prophecy, all the dead who were loyal to God will be resurrected 1000 years before the rest of the dead. (See Revelation 20:4.) John calls this "the first resurrection." At the end of the 1000 years the second resurrection will take place. Then it is time for the final judgment.


        During a graphic, supernatural presentation by the Holy Spirit, John "saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written in the books, according to their deeds.


        "And the sea gave up the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds.


        "And death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire" (Revelation 20:12-15, NASB).

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Death and the Second Coming of Christ

      


      "The Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet of God; and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus we shall always be with the Lord" (1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17).


      If we removed from the Bible all the verses about the second coming of Christ we would leave large blank spaces in the total picture of Bible truth. It would be particularly difficult to make sense out of what the Bible says about death. 


      The return of Christ to this world is the ultimate solution to the tragedy of death. While the Bible graphically portrays the cataclysmic impact that this event will have on the natural world, the most astounding phenomenon will be the resurrection of "the dead in Christ." 


      Job, amid his tragedy and pain, held on to a vivid hope in the resurrection. Here are his words, recorded in Job19:25, 26: 


      "And as for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, and at he last He will take His stand on the earth. Even after my skin is destroyed, yet from my flesh I shall see God; whom I myself shall behold, and whom my eyes shall see and not another" (NASB). 


      Job's confidence was based on his faith in physical resurrection. He knew that God's eternal kingdom will be inhabited by human beings with immortal bodies—not by ghostly "spiritual" beings. 


      Paul also explains what will happen to those living "in Christ" at the time of the second coming: "Behold, I tell you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. 


      “For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality" (1 Corinthians 15:51-53 NASB). 


      Notice that "this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this mortal must put on immortality." We are naturally perishable—mortal—subject to death. Imperishability, immortality, must be put on. This does not happen at the time of death. It will happen for all the redeemed at the Second Coming of Christ. 


      All who have accepted God's gracious plan for their salvation will be changed. The dead in Christ will be restored to life in new, perfect bodies. The bodies of the living will be transformed. These new bodies will be free from all the results of sin and will not be subject to death. 


      This resurrection at the Second Coming of Christ is the one referred to in Revelation 20:4, 5 as "the first resurrection." 


      According to Paul, "The dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air" (1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17 NASB). 


      The saved will return with Christ to heaven, fulfilling the promise He made in John 14:2, 3: 


      "In My Father's house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. 


      “And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also." (NASB). 


      The redeemed will "reign" with Christ for one thousand years prior to the second resurrection, as noted in Revelation 20:4. 


      This second resurrection is linked to the final judgment, which culminates in the ultimate destruction of Satan, his fallen angels, and all who have rejected God’s grace.


      The Bible calls this "the second death." It is permanent and irrevocable annihilation. It marks the end of sin and its consequences, as even death and the grave are eradicated in "the lake of fire" (Revelation 20:14).


      Then the earth, purified by that fire, will become home once more to the race of beings for which it was created.


      "And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea.


      "And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband.


      "And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, 'Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He shall dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be among them, and He shall wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there shall no longer be any death;


      “there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away'" (Revelation 21:1-4 NASB).
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      Questions or comments? Email us at: info@hopeafterdeath.org 


      Visit our website: www.hopeafterdeath.org
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