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  What Happens When We Die

  By J. DAVID NEWMAN

  People say all sorts of things about death:

  
    	"You go straight to heaven when you die."

    	"Death is the end; there is no afterlife."

    	"Those not ready for heaven must spend time in purgatory."

    	"Death is simply the transition into another existence. Through reincarnation you live many lives."

    	"There is an afterlife, but you rest unconscious until the resurrection."

  

  Why is there so much confusion about this vital topic?

  The confusion began in the Garden of Eden. God told Adam and Eve that if they disobeyed by eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, they would die. Satan, disguised as a serpent, told them that they wouldn't die.1

  Who was right? What did God mean by death? What was Satan's lie?

  DEATH AS A SLEEP 
  The Bible's favorite metaphor for death is "sleep." When writing of the death of the kings of Israel and Judah, the authors of the biblica.l books of history say that the kings rested—they "slept"—with their fathers.2 Other Old Testament writers who refer to death as a sleep include Moses, David, Jeremiah, and Daniel.3

  Jesus, too, often called death a "sleep." In the story ofjairus's daughter, the sobs and wails of the crowd signaled the fact that the disease that afflicted her had ended in death. When Jesus told the hired mourners that she was "sleeping," they laughed at Him. But their disbelief turned to amazement when He raised her to life.4 Similarly, Jesus called the death of His friend Lazarus a "sleep."5

  This metaphor also appears elsewhere in the New Testament. Matthew wrote that at Christ's resurrection "the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city, and appeared unto many."6 When Luke told the story of Stephen's execution by stoning, he said Stephen "fell asleep."7 Paul declared, "Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed .... The dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed."8 And when Paul wrote to the believers in Thessalonica, he used this metaphor repeatedly:

  "Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve I ike the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.9"
  

  Why did Jesus and those who wrote the Bible consistently call death a sleep? Well, what happens when you sleep? For one thing, you are unconscious, unaware of what is happening around you. For another, time loses its meaning. When you fall asleep, the next moment you are aware of is the moment you wake up. The Bible indicates that death has these same characteristics:

  "The dead know nothing."10 "The dead praise not the Lord, neither any that go down into silence."11 A person's "breath goeth forth, he returneth to his earth; in that very day his thoughts perish."12
  

  Death is like sleep in that those who die are unconscious, unaware of the passing of time until the resurrection. In fact, a resurrection makes sense only if a person is sleeping unconscious in the grave. If people go to heaven or hell at death, why would they need a resurrection? They've already received their reward.

  TWO DEATHS, TWO RESURRECTIONS
  But didn't Jesus say, " 'Whoever . . . believes in me will never die'"?14 Yes, He did. And, yes, that seems to contradict what God told Adam and Eve: " 'When you eat of [the forbidden fruit] you will surely die.' "14 In fact, it sounds more like Satan's lie: " 'You will not surely die.' "15
  
So, was Jesus contradicting God?

  No. Here's why. The Bible says there are two deaths and two resurrections; Jesus spoke about a resurrection to life and a resurrection to damnation.16 The book of Revelation tells us when these two resurrections take place: one at the beginning of a thousand-year period called the millennium and one at its close.17 At Christ's second coming, He will resurrect all the righteous dead to go with Him to heaven. This is the first resurrection—the resurrection of life. The wicked living on earth at that time will die.18 The second resurrection—the resurrection of damnation—comes at the end of the thousand years, when the wicked are raised to hear the final judgment of God pronounced against them and to die the "second death."19

  What are these "first" and "second" deaths?

  When Adam sinned, all people became subject to death.20 Few of us can escape this "first death"—the death that comes to everyone in the natural course of events.21 This first death is temporary. Those who die the first death lie unconscious in the grave until the Judgment Day.

  The second death is permanent.22 Like the first death, the second death means unconsciousness. It means separation from God. But those who die the second death will never exist again. This death is the "wages [the "penalty" or "final result"! of sin."23 This death brings total separation from God.

  Now we can understand what Jesus meant when He said that those who believe in Him will never die. He was saying that they will never experience the second death. So, He wasn't contradicting what God told Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.

  Unfortunately, the devil continues to deceive many today into believing his statement that those who die aren't really dead.

  AN EXAMPLE: JESUS' DEATH
  
  What happened to Jesus when He died on the cross? Like all those who died before Him, He rested unconscious in the tomb until His resurrection. He told Mary on Resurrection morning that He had not yet ascended to His Father.24 Apparently, then, He must not have gone to heaven when He died. (Jesus' promise to the thief who was crucified with Him is discussed elsewhere in this booklet.)

  In addition to Jesus' resurrection, Scripture records nine other incidents of people being raised to life after they died.25In none of these instances did anyone even hint at the possibility of a conscious existence in death or say anything about his or her experience in death. Surely people then would have been just as interested in such after-death stories as are people today. 

  What happened to Jesus happens to all who die. Just as He rested unconscious in the tomb, awaiting the resurrection, so do all others who die.
  But doesn't the Bible say that when people die, their spirit returns to God?26

  The Hebrew and Greek words translated "spirit" appear hundreds of times in the Bible. Not once do they denote an intelligent entity capable of conscious existence apart from a physical body. Genesis 2:7 says that when God created Adam, He breathed into the physical body He had formed His lifegiving "breath" (in both the original Hebrew and Greek, that's the same word as "spirit"), and that combination of a body and God's "spirit" made a living person. When we die, God retains that "spirit," that life-sustaining principle, until the resurrection.

  Let's summarize our discussion. We've found that the Bible calls death "sleep"—unconsciousness—and that those who were resurrected never indicated that they were conscious while dead. The Bible offers only one means of living again after death: resurrection.

  If at death people went immediately to heaven, death would be the welcome gateway into the happiness of eternal life and the very presence of God. But the Bible calls death an enemy—the last great enemy to be destroyed.27 That's not only a warning, it's a promise. One day God will cleanse the universe of all traces of sin. God Himself will live with His people. "'He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.'"28

  That's a day to look forward to!
 
  

  
    	1Genesis 2:17; 3:4.

    	2See I Kings 2: 10; 11:43; 14:20, 31; 15:8; 2 Chronicle, 21:1; 26:23, etc.

    	3See Job 7:21; 14:10-12 (Moses is believed to be the author of Job); Psalm 13:3; Jeremiah 51:39, 57; Daniel 12:2.

    	4See Mark 5:35-42.

    	5See John 11: 11-14.

    	6Matthew 27:52, 53, KJV; emphasis supplied.

    	7Acts 7:60.

    	81 Corinthians 15:51, 52.

    	9Thessalonians 4:13-15.

    	10Ecclesiastes 9:5.

    	11Psalm 115:17, KJV.

    	12Psalm 146:4, KJV.

    	13John 11:26.

    	14Genesis 2:17.

    	15Genesis 3:4.

    	16See John 5:29.

    	17See Revelation 20:4-6.

    	18See Revelation 6:15-17; Revelation 19; 2 Thessalonians 2:8.

    	19See Revelation 20:5-7, 10.

    	20See Romans 5:12.

    	21Only two people all recorded history have avoided this death—Enoch and Elijah; see Hebrews 11:5; 2 Kings 2:11.

    	22See Revelation 20:6.

    	23Romans 6:23.

    	24See John 20: 17.

    	25See 1 Kings 17:22; 2 Kings 4:35; 13:21; Matthew 9:25; 27:S2; Luke 7:15; John 11:44; Acts 9:40; 20:9-12.

    	26See Psalm 146:4; Ecclesiastes 12:7; Luke 23:46; Acts 7:59.

    	27See 1 Corinthians 15:55, 56; Revelation 20:14.

    	28Revelation 21:4.

  

  







  What the Bible Says
About Death

  
    	God alone has immortality (1 Timothy 6:15, 16).

    	A "soul" is a living being, the combination of the body and the breath of life—never a conscious entity separate from the body (Genesis 2:7).

    	The soul can die, and it can be destroyed in hell (Ezekiel 18:20; Matthew 10:28).

    	At death, the body returns to dust and the spirit—the breath of life—returns to God (Ecclesiastes 12: 7).

    	Death, for righteous and wicked alike, is a time of unconsciousness in the grave until the resurrection (Psalms 6:5; 115:17; 146:3, 4; Ecclesiastes 9:5, 6; John 5:28, 29).

  

  




Human Nature: An Indivisible Whole 

BY SAMUELE BACCHIOCCHI

  The question of our nature is a fundamental question that affects each of us. Our understanding of what composes human nature largely determines our views of life, of the value of this world, the scope of redemption, and the future life in the world to come.

  Christians have held two major views regarding what constitutes human nature. The vast majority have believed that human nature is dualistic, consisting of a material, mortal body and a nonmaterial, immortal soul. At death, the soul detaches itself from the body and survives in a disembodied state, either in the bliss of paradise or in the torment of hell. (Catholics and others allow for pardonable souls to be purified in purgatory before ascending to paradise.) At the resurrection, the material body is supposedly reunited with the spiritual soul, thus intensifying the pleasure of paradise or the pain of hell. 

  A minority of Christians have believed that human nature is wholistic—that is, that a person is an indivisible whole consisting of body, soul, and spirit. The soul is the animating principle of the body and is manifested in the conscious, thinking, living aspect of the person. The body and soul do not separate at death; rather, they simply cease to exist. So, the person rests unconsciously in the grave until the resurrection. At that time the total mortal person will be resurrected, whether to eternal life or eternal death.1

  PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF DUALISM
  Christians who hold the dualistic view of human nature tend to view the spiritual life of the soul as more important than the physical life of the body. They describe the missionary work of the church as that of "saving souls"; the implication seems to be that souls are more important than bodies. And their saints are people who devote themselves primarily to contemplative life, detaching themselves from secular life. Those who hold this view often ignore or even suppress the well-being of the body.

  The Bible openly contradicts this dualistic mentality, teaching us to glorify God not only with our minds but also with our bodies, because our bodies are the temples of the Holy Spirit to be presented to God as living sacrifices.2 If we pollute our bodies with tobacco, drugs, unhealthful foods, or intemperate life-style, we cause not only the physical pollution of our bodies but also the spiritual pollution of our souls.

  PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF WHOLISM
  The biblical view of human nature challenges us to be concerned about the whole person. The church's preaching and teaching must meet not only the spiritual needs of the soul but also the physical needs of the body. Accepting biblical wholism means opting also for a wholistic approach in such areas as education and social issues. The Christian school's program should aim at the development of the physical and spiritual as well as the mental aspects of life.

  In addition, the biblical concept of the whole person implies the endorsement of holistic medicine, which recognizes the importance of treating patients' emotional and spiritual problems as well as their physical needs. And biblical wholism challenges us to serve the world and not to avoid it. Those who believe that God is working to restore the whole person should be concerned about the issues of social justice, war, racism, poverty, and economic imbalance.

  DOCTRINAL IMPLICATIONS OF DUALISM
  In addition to its practical implications, the dualistic view of human nature also has enormous doctrinal implications. The belief that at death the soul separates from the body and transits either to paradise or to hell has fostered the following beliefs and practices: the intercession of the saints, praying for the dead, indulgences, purgatory, the reattachment of the soul to the body at the resurrection, and eternal torment in hell.

  The negative impact of these beliefs on Christian faith and practice is inestimable. For one thing, these beliefs have obscured the expectation of the Second Advent. If at death the soul of the believer goes immediately to be with the Lord, believers can hardly have much interest in Christ's return. But in the New Testament, the advent hope is not "pie in the sky for disembodied souls when their bodies die" but a real meeting upon this earth between embodied believers and Christ on the glorious day of His return.

  When the only future that really counts is the individual soul's survival after death, the anguish of humankind can have only a peripheral interest, and the value of God's redemption for this whole world is largely ignored. The ultimate result of this belief is, as noted by Abraham Kuyper, that "by far the majority of Christians do not think much beyond their own death."3 The individualistic concern for immediate immortality overrides the biblical corporate hope for an ultimate restoration of the whole creation and its creatures.4

  Dualism has also fostered misconceptions about the world to come. The popular concept of paradise as a spiri- tual retreat center somewhere up in space where glorified souls will spend eternity in everlasting contemplation and meditation owes more to Platonic dualism than to biblical realism. For Plato, the material components of this world were evil—and, consequently, not worthy of survival. The aim was to reach the spiritual realm, where souls would be liberated from the "prison-house" of a material body and world.

  DOCTRINAL IMPLICATIONS OF WHOLISM
  Both the Old and New Testaments reject the dualism that separates the material world below from the spiritual realm above. The Bible envisions a cosmic redemption that encompasses the body as well as the soul, the material world as well as the spiritual world. The world to come that the Bible portrays is not a spiritual heavenly retreat inha- bited by glorified souls. Instead, it is this physical, earthly planet populated by resurrected saints.5

  Believers enter the new earth not as disembodied souls but as resurrected bodily persons.6 Though we are told that nothing unclean shall enter the New Jerusalem, we are also told that "the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it,...the glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it."7 These verses suggest that everything of real value in the old heaven and earth, including our inventive, artistic, and intellectual prowess, will find a place in the eternal order. The very image of "the city" conveys the idea of activity, vitality, creativity, and real relationships.

  At a time when many Christians are losing interest in heaven because they find it too chaste, too disinfected, too unreal, and too boring, it is imperative that we recover the biblical wholistic and realistic vision of the new earth. It will be a place where our every faculty will be developed and our loftiest aspirations realized, where we will carry out the grandest enterprises, and where we will enjoy the sweetest fellowship with God and fellow beings.

  The Bible pictures sin as distorting the whole of God's creation. The salvation God provides is complete. It contemplates the restoration and extension of all the best of the original paradise.

It's a picture worth viewing, a plan worthy of our full commitment.

  

	
    	1See John 5:28, 29.

    	2See 1 Corinthians 6:19; Romans 12:1; Philippians 1:20, RSV.

    	3Cited in G. C. Berkouwer, The Return of Christ (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1972), 34. The same view is expressed by Russell Foster Aldwinckle, Death in the Secular City (London, 1972), 82.

    	4See Romans 8:19-23; 1 Corinthians 15:24-28.

    	5See Isaiah 66:22; Revelation 21:1.

    	6See Revelation 20:4; John 5:28, 29; 1 Thessalonians 4:14-17.

    	7Revelation 21:24, 26.

	






	Don't Talk to Spirits!

	The Bible contains some pretty strong warnings about attempting to consult the dead or even consulting those who claim to communicate with the dead. To the newly forming nation of Israel, Moses said:

" 'When you enter the land the Lord your God is giving you, do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. Anyone who does these things is detestable to the Lord' " (Deuteronomy 18:9-12).

	Later, the prophet Isaiah wrote:

"When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God? Why consult the dead on behalf of the living? To the law and to the testimony li.e., the Word of God!! If they do not speak according to this word, they have no light of dawn" (Isaiah 8:19, 20).
The Bible's picture of death gives us insight as to why it makes these warnings. Jesus called death a "sleep" (see John 11:11-14), and the Bible makes clear that those who are dead are unconscious—as unaware of what's happening on earth as someone who is in a deep sleep (see, for example, Job 14:20, 21; Psalm 146:4; Ecclesiastes 9:5, 6).

	These warnings are important because the Bible also says that earth's last days will be marked by deceptions involving the devil, "spirits," and evil angels. (See Matthew 24:23, 24; 2 Thessalonians 2:9, 10; 1 Timothy 4:1; Revelation 13:13, 14.) If the devil can masquerade as an angel of light (see 2 Corinthians 11:14, 15), what's to prevent him from leading us astray by impersonating the spirits of dead loved ones?




"Soul" in the New Testament

BY MARVIN MOORE

The term soul looms large in our understanding of life and death. When people today think of the soul, many—perhaps most—of them picture a thinking, feeling "something" that is independent of the body and that is immortal, thus living beyond the death of the body. Is this picture biblical? What can we learn about the soul from the New Testament?

The word soul occurs 74 times in the King James Version of the New Testament, and it is always translated from the Greek word psyche. So, when we understand what the Greek word psyche means, we will be in a better position to understand what the Bible means by soul.

Significantly, psyche is translated “life” (41 times) as well as “soul.” However, not once does the New Testament use the word psyche to speak of eternal life. We frequently read about eternal or immortal zoe (another Greek word for “life”) in the New Testament, but never of eternal or immortal psyche. It is a fair question, then, whether the idea of immortality is inherent in the word psyche. To the contrary, we will discover that the psyche can die. In fact, the New Testament indicates the psyche is subject to both of the kinds of death—temporal and eternal—of which it speaks.

  TEMPORAL DEATH
	Temporal death is the kind of death that occurs prior to the Second Coming. According to the New Testament, the psyche (the soul) experiences this death. For example, on one occasion Jesus’ enemies claimed that his healing of a sick person on the Sabbath violated their law of Sabbath observance. Jesus answered by asking them a question: “ 'Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life [psyche] or to kill?' ”1 Clearly, the evil Jesus had in mind would be killing the psyche, but that would be impossible if the psyche were immortal.

In Romans 11:3, Paul provides us with another example of the temporal death of the soul. He reminds us of Jezebel’s threat to kill Elijah, and then he quotes Elijah’s complaint to God: “ 'Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me.' ” Literally, Paul wrote that Elijah said: “They are trying to kill my psyche.” You wouldn’t think, reading this text, that the psyche is an immortal part of human beings, would you? John the revelator pointed out that the souls of the martyrs were killed at the time of their martyrdom:

"They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives [psychai—plural of psyche] so much as to shrink from death."2

Here, the threat these Christians face so bravely—the risk they take to be true to God—is the death of their psychai. Obviously, then, according to the New Testament, the psyche does not live on after the body has died.

ETERNAL DEATH
Eternal death, which occurs after the second coming of Christ, means death throughout the ceaseless ages. Is it only the body that dies eternally, or does the soul suffer this death too? The following texts refer to death in eternity for the wicked, and all of them use the word soul [psyche] to refer to the part of the human beings that will suffer this eternal death:
   
" 'Whoever finds his life will lose it.' ”3

" 'What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul [psyche]? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?' "4

" 'The Son of Man did not come to destroy men’s lives [psyche] but to save them.' "5

Quite clearly, the Bible teaches that death will come to the psyche—the soul—that has not prepared for eternity. Are we justified then, in reading the thought of immortality into the English word soul when the Greek word psyche from which it is translated does not carry that meaning? The answer, of course, is no.



  
			1Mark 3:4.

      	2Revelation 12:11.

      	3Matthew 10:39.

      	4Matthew 16:26.

      	5Luke 9:56, NKJV.

  






	"Immortal Soul" a Greek Idea

BY RICHARD COFFEN

	Many people assume that the popular belief that human beings have immortal souls that survive the body’s death is a fundamental part of Christianity and is based on the Bible. However, this is a mistaken assumption, one that a significant segment of Christianity—including many scholars—would challenge.

Protestant theologian Robert McAfee Brown says that the concept of the “ 'immortality of the soul'...comes from the Greeks, and when Greek thought and Hebrew-Christian thought came into contact in the Early Church, the Greek view often seemed to predominate."1

The ideas advanced by the Greek philosopher Plato (427–347 B.C.), probably did more than anyone else’s to influence what is now considered Christian tradition on what happens in death. In his view a human being consists of two parts: body plus soul. He believed the body to be mortal. The soul, he said, is “immortal, . . .having been born again many times and having seen all things that exist.”2 His view stands in contrast to the Hebrew understanding that when God created human beings, the lifeless human became—rather than received—a living soul.3
 
    The goal of human existence, Plato said, is to keep the immortal soul as uncontaminated from the body as possible. That way, upon death, when the soul is freed from the chains of the body, it can go on to a better existence.

He used the analogy of a team of horses pulling each person’s chariot. One of the horses is white and tries to wing its way to heaven. But the other horse is black and tries to pull the chariot down to this earth. The charioteer is the intellect, which has the difficult task of trying to rein in the black horse so that the human can accompany the white horse to heaven, where the soul regains the wings it lost when it was “imprisoned” in the human body.

If this idea of an immortal soul is contrary to Scripture, just how did it get into Christian doctrine?

OUT OF EGYPT
	During the early years of Christianity, Alexandria, Egypt, became an important center of learning. Plotinus, born in A.D. 204, gained his formal education there under the teacher Ammonias Saccas. Plotinus developed a system of philosophy that we now call Neo-Platonism. He speculated that the soul has a double aspect—an ideal element, which cannot be divided, and a material element, which is divisible. He believed that the soul somehow “enshrined” the body, dwelling in it.

Many, though not all, of the church fathers received their education in Alexandria and were influenced by Plotinus’s Neo-Platonism. These highly intelligent men sincerely loved Jesus, but they read Scripture through Neo-Platonic glasses. As a result, the doctrines they formulated didn’t always perfectly reflect the Bible’s thought.

Tertullian (A.D. 150–230) was raised in Carthage, North Africa, and converted to Christianity in his early forties. He had read Plato and was convinced that the soul, which he believed to be distinct from the body, is partially divine and therefore eternal. “Some things,” he wrote, “are known even by nature: the immortality of the soul, for instance, is held by many…. I may use, therefore, the opinion of a Plato, when he declares, ‘Every soul is immortal.’ "4

 Accordingly, Tertullian saw death as a continuation of life; those who had lived bad lives would live on forever in hell, a place of “perpetual slaughter,” but those who had lived exemplary lives would enjoy the bliss of heaven forever. Leroy Froom notes that Tertullian “was the first to formulate the concept of universal Innate Immortality and Endless Torment into a coordinated system.”5 He somehow overlooked or misunderstood the passages of Scripture that say that those who reject salvation will perish, will be destroyed.

Clement of Alexandria, who lived about the same time, also took up study in that city. The Neo-Platonism that he absorbed there influenced his view of human nature. He argued in his book Stromata that the soul is immortal.

THE YOUNG SAGE
Origen (A.D. 185–253), Clement’s fellow student, is considered the founder of Christian philosophy. Not only was he the son of a Christian martyr, but he himself later succumbed to martyrdom as a result of the persecution waged by Emperor Decius. He was a brilliant scholar and became the director of the Christian school at Alexandria when he was only 18.

Origen believed that human beings are “souls that are placed in bodies.”6The soul is a substance that is somehow part of the “eternal nature” and “should last forever.”7 It “is immortal and everlasting.”8 He also believed the soul can undergo transmigration again and again—sometimes into another human being, sometimes into an angel, and at other times into a demon.

Unlike Origen, Augustine (A.D. 354–430) was not a Christian from his youth. He lived a dissolute life until he was converted in A.D. 386. Before his baptism, he wrote a book in which he gave 16 reasons why he believed the soul to be immortal. He believed that a human being is a soul that uses a body. Although he felt that the soul is the immaterial part of a person, he thought it only became immortal when infused into the human body. He thought that only a “simple and illiterate man or obscure woman” would “not believe in the immortality of the soul.”9

Froom noted that “it was the powerful advocacy of Augustine of the doctrine of the indefeasible immortality of the soul and its ‘logical consequent,’ the doctrine of eternal Torment in hellfire, that won general acceptance in the Medieval Church, becoming the dominant view for a thousand years.”10

Nearly a millennium later, Thomas Aquinas (A.D. 1225–1274), “the angelic father,” taught that the soul cannot be split up into parts and that it constitutes the essence of human nature. His promotion of the idea of an immortal soul gave this concept its surest Christian foothold—especially within Roman Catholicism, whose theology even today is sometimes referred to as “Thomism.”

Aquinas wrote, “The intellect . . . is incorruptible. . . . A thing is immune to corruption to the extent that it is free from matter.”11 He spoke of the physical body “possessing a soul.”12 (The Bible, in contrast, says that when God added the breath of life to the body He had formed, Adam became a soul.13 In other words, to form a soul, body as well as breath is required.)

Aquinas taught that God creates immortal souls and infuses them into infants at the time of their birth. He went on to say that when, at the other end of life, death corrupts the body, the soul must survive as a separate entity if it is immortal, “as in fact it is.”2814
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Can We Talk to the Dead?

BY KEN WADE

From beginning to end, the Bible unveils the truth about life and death. Satan’s first lie to Eve was an attempt to persuade her that she could separate herself from God through disobedience, yet live eternally. “You won’t surely die,” he promised.1

In the book of Revelation, clear at the other end of the Bible, we find Satan still hawking the same line—only in a different guise. Revelation 13 says that just before the Second Coming he’ll use human agents to proclaim that all those who remain loyal to God will die and that only those who make known their allegiance to him will be permitted to live.2

Revelation 14 and 20, however, reveal that those who kowtow to Satan will suffer not just the first but also the second death!3 And on the other hand, only those who remain loyal to God go on to a better life with Him.4

So, the Bible teaches that those who die don’t all go to a place of bliss in God’s presence. It delineates clearly between the fate of those who loyally worshiped and served God on earth and that of those who wouldn’t give Him the time of day.

Before you accept the counsel of New Age teachers and spirit mediums that we must move beyond such an antiquated view to a new, more liberated understanding, please try this exercise. Think of the most hate-filled, selfish, hard-to-tolerate person you’ve ever met or heard of—someone like Stalin or Hitler or the guy whose office is next to yours. Then ask yourself: Would I like to wake up in “the world beyond” and find myself living next door to that person?

Or think about the terrorists who flew into the World Trade Center buildings and the Pentagon. Picture them being transported instantly to “the world beyond” when they crashed—and arriving on the same “flight” as the three thousand people they killed. Hardly a heavenly welcoming committee!

A BETTER PLAN
God has a better plan than that for our future. The Bible teaches clearly that when a person dies, he or she passes into a restful state Jesus called sleep.5 When Jesus returns to earth, He’ll call the dead to life again. But even then He won’t throw the good together with the evil. Only those who have surrendered their selfishness to His love, who have allowed Him to substitute His forgiveness for their anger, will be given eternal life.6 Those who haven’t undergone this transformation will be left outside the Holy City—and outside the city is the lake of fire that will ultimately annihilate all sin and sinners.7

The great lie about death—that it’s just a transition all people go through on their way to something better—is not new light. It comes from that first terrible day when sin entered our world. It can be traced through the darkened seance chambers of spiritualist mediums to the tongues of New Age channels who continue their communication with deceptive satanic spirits. Ultimately, this teaching so devaluates human life that some of those who hold it can consider murder, suicide, and abortion positive solutions to human problems.

	

	
	1See Genesis 3:4.

	2See Revelation 13:15–17.

	3See Revelation 14:9–11; 20:6–8.

	4See Revelation 7:3, 4; 14:1–3.

	5See John 11:11.

	6See Daniel 12:2; John 5:28, 29.

	7See Revelation 21:8; 22:15.
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	After Death, Then What?

	BY KEN WADE

	What follows this life?

	Almost every philosopher and theologian has felt compelled to address this “what comes next?” question. They’ve come up with just three basic possibilities: (1) We are extinguished, never to be heard from again. (2) We continue living in some other form—a belief termed reincarnation. (3) We await a resurrection.

In the years since World War I, popular sentiment in the Western world trundled from staunch belief in a spirit that returns to God, awaiting the resurrection of the body at the second coming of Jesus, to a despairing doubt of any life beyond the grave. Now, in reaction to the hopelessness to which the latter view led, Westerners have moved on toward belief in reincarnation.

Reincarnation, as people in the West tend to believe in it, differs significantly from the belief system of the East. Buddha’s observation that life seems to be an endless round of suffering led him to conclude that the best thing to strive for is a blowing out of life’s candle. He taught his disciples that, if they faithfully practiced his teachings, they could avoid having to come back and suffer further in future lives. The Western view of reincarnation, on the other hand, teaches that we go through an endless cycle of rebirths that gradually lead us to higher and higher forms of life as we learn from our mistakes and try harder. While the Western and Eastern interpretations of reincarnation differ, their implications are the same. They both devalue human life because they both regard each person as just one manifestation among many of an eternally recyclable spirit.

WHY ABANDON RESURRECTION?
	In some of the most beloved passages of the Bible, we’re offered the hope of the resurrection:

“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”1

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.”2

"Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. . . . For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever."3


	Does belief in reincarnation bring any more sense or hope to life?

FROM ONE WHO KNOWS
We shouldn’t base our decision about what to believe on the propaganda value of the competing models. We must search for truth—for testimony from someone who actually knows what comes after death.
Jesus didn’t just talk about resurrection. He demonstrated it. First, there was the dead son of the widow of Nain. Jesus halted his funeral procession and turned his mother’s wailing to laughter by raising him from the dead.4

Then there was Lazarus, whom Jesus brought out of the tomb after he had been dead four days.5
But most compelling of all was Jesus’ own resurrection. The Roman legionnaires who crucified Him certified that He was dead. Three days later, He left the tomb under His own power. And because Jesus rose from the tomb, we can know there is life beyond the grave for all who accept Him as Savior. How can we know Jesus returned to life? After His resurrection, He appeared to hundreds of people—including the Pharisee Saul.6 Saul’s encounter with Jesus turned his life around. This man—better known by his Greek name, Paul—became the leading Christian missionary. Paul risked his life to carry through much of the Roman Empire the good news of the grace of God that made resurrection available to all who would receive it.
He wrote to the Corinthians:
"Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.…"
"The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power."7
Paul explained the basis of the grace that would make the resurrection possible. The basis, he said, was believers’ acceptance of the Holy Spirit into their lives: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies.”8
As to when believers will return to life, Jesus Himself said: “ 'A time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.' ”9 And Lazarus’s sister Martha expressed the hope that Jesus had given her concerning her dead brother: “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.' ”10

The Bible makes it clear that the resurrection will take place in the future, at the second coming of Christ, when those who have accepted Him as their Savior will be caught up to join Him in the clouds of heaven. Both the dead and the living believers will go to meet Him on the same day.

IMPACT ON OUR LIVES


What we believe about what happens after death affects how we live. As Western views of the certainty of life after death have lost ground, human life itself has been devalued. It’s not uncommon now to hear of some seemingly ordinary citizen who suddenly “snaps,” grabs an assortment of pistols and assault rifles, and heads out to “settle the score” by killing as many strangers as possible before using his last bullet on himself.

These homicidal maniacs probably don’t sit down and think philosophically about their actions before they set out. But if they believed that human beings had eternal value and if they believed that a resurrection and judgment followed death, they might seek less violent ways of working out their frustrations. They might consider that a bullet to the head would not absolve them of life’s consequences.

Our view of what lies beyond death can change how we live.

There have been times when I looked eternity square in the face. Yes, the thought of dying frightened me. But the thought of what lies beyond death does not. Because of what Jesus taught about the resurrection—and even more, because He raised others and He Himself rose from the grave—we need not fear what lies beyond.




	1John 3:16.

	2John 14:1–3.

	3Thessalonians 4:13–18.

	4See Luke 7:11–15.

	5See John 11:1–44.

	6See 1 Corinthians 15:5–8.

	71 Corinthians 15:20–22, 42, 43.

	8Romans 8:11.

	9John 5:28, 29.

	10John 11:24, emphasis supplied.
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The Bible's Millennium

BY ED DICKERSON

Before January 1, 2000, the whole world held its breath, wondering whether Y2K¹ would be a social catastrophe or a bump in the road. People wondered whether or not defective computer programs would disrupt the national power grid, cause planes to drop from the sky, and interrupt global communication. They wondered whether Soviet missiles would stay in their silos or hurtle toward New York, Miami, and parts west.

For the previous half decade, talk of the year 2000 had brought out the prophets of doom in droves. In addition to Y2K, there were predictions of global earthquakes, comets and asteroids smashing into our planet, and a general bad time for all. All those fears proved unfounded, of course, relieving the wary and confirming others in their skepticism.

Just where did the concept of a millennium originate in the first place? Does it have any meaning for us as we look to the future?

	THE MILLENNIUM IN REVELATION
The idea of a significant millennium began with the Bible—Revelation 20, to be exact—though the term millennium doesn’t appear there. Since Revelation is filled with so many strange symbols and mysteries, we might expect its account of the millennium to be a riddle, too. Instead, we find a relatively simple sequence of events.

The millennium the Bible speaks of will begin with the Second Coming. Revelation 20:4 says that God’s people will come to life and reign with Christ a thousand years. That resurrection happens at Jesus’ second coming.

Jesus will take these resurrected saints—and those of His followers who live to see His second coming—to heaven, and they will spend the thousand years there with Him. John 14:1–3 suggests this sequence of events. Jesus had told His disciples that He would soon be leaving them to go be with His Father. This comment worried them. But Jesus assured them, “I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.” Jesus is now in heaven, of course, and when He returns, He will take us there to be with Him.

What about the wicked? They will remain on planet earth—not alive, but, with their religious leaders, slain by the brightness of Jesus’ second coming.

SATAN’S FATE
 Where will Satan be during the millennium? Revelation says that he will be imprisoned on the earth “to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years [are] ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time.” The thousand years—the millennium—designates Satan’s time on death row.

Think of it. With no one to deceive, torment, or tempt, Satan will pass the time contemplating his crimes, pondering lost opportunities, and awaiting execution. He will have a thousand years to observe the results of his rebellion against God!

  By contrast, heaven will resound with celebration as the redeemed praise God for their deliverance from the earth. And what sights will meet their eyes! Their most fantastic dreams about heaven won’t have come near to what the reality will be—the brilliance of the green grass, the vastness of God’s throne room, the joy of seeing Jesus with their own eyes and hearing His voice with their own ears! 

  There will be one problem, though. As people search anxiously for friends and loved ones, tears of disappointment will mingle with cries of delight, for while some searches will culminate in reunions, others will end in loss. Felons, traitors, and criminals will be in heaven. Yet many people who appear saintly today will remain in their graves on earth during the millennium, under sentence of eternal death.

  Seeing who is there and who isn’t will certainly give rise to some questions. Where is the kindly pastor from your youth group—not here? Yet over there you spot the sixth-grade teacher who treated you cruelly. How did she get here? Where will we find the answers to questions like these? God has provided for that!

LEARNING THE TRUTH
“I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment was given to them.” The record of each human being’s life and of God’s dealings with that person will be open for review. God will welcome this scrutiny. Indeed, He is providing the millennium for that very purpose—to give us the opportunity to satisfy ourselves that He has chosen the right companions for us for eternity.

In the record books of heaven we will find stories of grace triumphant. We will read breathtaking accounts of souls rescued from deepest depravity and transformed into radiant piety. Unfortunately, we will also read tales of tragedy, of grace spurned. God’s unerring records will peel away the pious veneer of outward appearance, revealing the pride, spite, and pettiness within human hearts. The faults of all human beings who are lost will be on display—along with God’s efforts to redeem them.

Each of us will have a thousand years to leaf through the heavenly records and confirm for ourselves God’s justice. Reading of His patient dealings with each individual will quiet our fears. Grief for absent loved ones will be relieved by the knowledge that they would not be happy in heaven.

ONE MORE CHANCE?
Although the saints’ inspection of the records will confirm God’s justice, some might wonder what would happen if the wicked had just one more chance. Might they renounce their selfishness and accept God’s rule in their lives? C. S. Lewis responded to this thought. Some people say, he noted, “that death ought not be final, that there ought to be a second chance. I believe that if a million chances were likely to do good, they would be given.”

Actually, at the close of the millennium, the wicked will receive a sort of second chance. God will free Satan and raise his human followers to life in the second resurrection. Revelation 20:5 says that “the rest of the dead”—the wicked—come to life when the thousand years end. Then “Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations . . . to gather them for battle. . . . They marched across the . . . earth and surrounded the camp of God’s people, the city he loves.”

In other words, as soon as the wicked rise from their graves, Satan will rally them. The religious, political, and military leaders of all the ages will join forces. Attila the Hun, Adolph Hitler, David Koresh, and Jim Jones, along with many others, will relish this opportunity to show that they still have the power to mesmerize their fanatical followers.

This “second chance” will yield only a second insurrection, a final rebellion, which will remove all doubt about God’s justice from the minds of the redeemed. Satan will deceive all his followers one last time, inspiring them to attempt to storm the New Jerusalem and take it by force. Then God’s loyal followers will understand that “a million chances” would yield only a million rebellions.

THE LAKE OF FIRE
	Fortunately, God will bring this pathetic exhibition of self-will to a merciful end. Revelation says that fire will come down from heaven and devour the wicked. Surely, at this moment the lost will finally realize, even if only for an instant, the true nature of their condition. They cannot prevail, but they will not submit. Even if they could take the city, they would only destroy it and each other. Their selfish willfulness has put happiness out of their reach forever.

“And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur.” And “if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”

This fire will totally consume them, for “this is the second death.” A merciful God will not allow the wicked to suffer eternal torture. That would only perpetuate sin. No, the wicked will be reduced to ashes.

Those ashes will give way to the greatest urban renewal project of all time, for God says, “Behold, I make all things new.” And Peter wrote, “In keeping with his [God’s] promise, we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.”

The millennium will have served its purpose. God’s new heaven and earth will be founded on trust because every inhabitant will have had a thousand years to review the record of God’s dealing with sin and sinners, ensuring that each one has absolute confidence in God’s mercy and His justice. Because of the millennium, each one will know, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that God has saved and transformed as many as would let Him. They will know that He reluctantly ended the miserable existence of the wicked only after they had rejected every opportunity for change.

Want to know where you’ll spend the millennium? Today—right now—you can ask Jesus to come into your heart, and you’ll know that your name is written in the book of life. You’ll spend that thousand years in heaven, with your Savior.

No doubt about it!
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The Millennium

THE BEGINNING

Second Coming of Christ

Resurrection of the righteous

Destruction of the Wicked

Righteous taken to heaven

Satan bound to the desolate earth

DURING

	Righteous in heaven

	Righteous judge the world and angels

	Wicked dead on earth

	Satan remains "bound"

THE END

	New Jerusalem descends from heaven to earth

	Resurrection of the wicked

	Satan loosed

	Satan and the wicked attack the New Jerusalem

	Great white throne Judgment

	Fire consumes Satan and the wicked

	The earth is cleansed

 
	EARTH RECREATED—ETERNITY BEGINS
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		Hell: Does the End Have an End?

Few teachings have troubled human relations with God more than the traditional view of hell as a place where the lost suffer conscious fiery punishment in body and soul for all eternity. The prospect of seeing friends and loved ones agonizing in such a hell can easily lead thinking people to reject God.

So, it's not surprising that today we seldom hear fire-and-brimstone sermons on hell even from fundamentalist preachers, who theoretically are still committed to such a belief. Perhaps they sense that the God who loved the world enough to send His only begotten Son to save sinners cannot also be a God who tortures people—even the worst of sinners—for time without end. This unacceptable paradox has motivated Bible scholars of all persuasions to reexamine the biblical teachings regarding the final punishment.1

UNBIBLICAL VIEWS OF HELL
Unfortunately, some have come up with unbiblical solutions to this problem, among them universalism and a metaphorical view of hell.

The metaphorical view suggests that hell lasts forever but the suffering is mental rather than physical—the pain resulting from a sense of separation from God. Billy Graham once wrote when he said, “I have often wondered if hell is a place where we have our hearts for God, to fellowship with God, a fire that we can never quench.”2

The problem with this view of hell is that it merely replaces physical torment with a supposedly more endurable mental anguish. But is mental anguish really more humane than physical torment?

Universalists, on the other hand, believe that ultimately God will save every human being—that no one will be condemned to either eternal torment or annihilation. But this explanation overlooks the Bible's repeated state- ments that only those who believe will be saved. Many scholars are recognizing that the annihilation view most satisfactorily explains the Bible's teaching on hell. This view is based on four biblical considerations:

1. Death as the punishment of sin. Both the Old and the New Testaments consistently portray the final end of the wicked as total destruction, the cessation of life: " 'The soul that sins shall die.' " "The wages of sin is death."3

 Scripture speaks of two deaths: the first and the second. Nearly all human beings, the righteous as well as the wicked, experience the first death; but, for the righteous, that death will end at the second coming of Christ. However, there is no resurrection from the second death because those who experience it will be consumed in what the Bible calls "the lake of fire."4 That will be the final annihilation.

2. "Destruction of the wicked" terminology. The rich imagery of destruction used in the Old and New Testaments to describe the fate of the wicked comprises the second reason for believing in the annihilation of the lost. For example, in Psalm 37 we read that the wicked "will be no more," "like smoke they [will] vanish away," and "transgressors shall be altogether destroyed."5

In his opening chapter, Isaiah proclaimed, "Rebels and sinners shall be destroyed together, and those who forsake the Lord shall be consumed."6 And the last page of the Old Testament offers this colorful description of the destruction of the wicked: The day of the Lord "comes, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all the evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says the Lord of hosts, so that it will leave them neither root nor branch."7

Jesus used a variety of metaphors to describe the fate of the wicked, all of which suggest annihilation: The wicked are " 'bound in bundles to be burned,' " the bad fish are thrown away, the harmful plants are rooted up, the fruitless trees are cut down, the withered branches are burned, and the unfaithful tenants are destroyed."8

Those who appeal to Christ's references to hellfire to support their belief in eternal torment fail to realize, as John Stott rightly points out, that "the fire itself is termed 'eternal' and 'unquenchable,' but it would be very odd if what is thrown into it proves indestructible. Our expectation would be the opposite: it would be consumed forever, not tormented forever. Hence it is the smoke (evidence that the fire has done its work) which 'rises for ever and ever' (Rev. 14:11; cf. 19:3)."9

Christ's solemn declaration "They will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life"10 is often used as proof of conscious eternal torment. This interpretation ignores the difference between eternal punishment and eternal punishing. The term eternal, which in Greek (aionios) literally means "age-lasting," often refers to the permanence of a result rather than the continuation of a process. For example, Jude 7 says that Sodom and Gomorrah underwent "a punishment of eternal [aionios] fire." It is evident that the fire that destroyed the two cities is eternal not because of its duration but because of its permanent results.

Another fitting example is found in 2 Thessalonians 1:9, where Paul, speaking of those who reject the gospel, says: "They shall suffer the punishment of eternal destruction." Destruction presupposes annihilation. The destruction of the wicked is eternal not because the process of destruction continues forever but because the results are permanent.

The language of destruction appears particularly frequently in the book of Revelation. There the devil, the beast, the false prophet, death, Hades, and all the wicked are cast into a lake of fire that is "the second death."11 To interpret the term second death as eternal conscious torment or separation from God, one must negate the biblical meaning of "death" as cessation of life.

3. The moral implications of eternal torment. The notion of a God who deliberately tortures sinners throughout the endless ages of eternity is totally incompatible with the biblical revelation of God as infinite love. A God who inflicts unending torture upon His creatures—however sinful they may have been—is far more like Satan than like the loving Father revealed to us by Jesus Christ.

Regarding the moral implications of the doctrine of eternal torment, John Stott perceptively asks, "Would there not, then, be a serious disproportion between sins consciously committed in time and torment consciously expe- rienced throughout eternity? I do not minimize the gravity of sin as rebellion against God our Creator, but I question whether 'eternal conscious torment' is compatible with the biblical revelation of divine justice."12

Ultimately, any doctrine of hell must pass the test of morality, and the doctrine of literal unending torment cannot pass that test. Annihilationism, on the other hand, can, because it recognizes that God's final punishment of the wicked is not vindictive, requiring everlasting torment, but rational, resulting in their permanent annihilation.

4. The cosmological implications of eternal torment. Eternal torment presupposes an eternal cosmic dualism. According to this view, heaven and hell, happiness and pain, good and evil, will continue to exist forever alongside each other. But it is impossible to reconcile this view with the prophetic vision, which says of the new world that there shall be no "mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away.' "13 How could crying and pain be forgotten if the anguish of the lost were within sight, as in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus?14

The presence of countless millions forever suffering excruciating torment, even if it were far away from the home of the saved, could only serve to destroy the peace and happiness of the new world. The new creation would turn out to be flawed from day one, since sin- ners would remain an eternal reality in God's universe and God would never be "everything to every one."15

Our age desperately needs to learn the fear of God, so we must preach on the final judgment and punishment. We need to warn people that those who reject Christ's principles of life and the provision of salvation will ultimately experience a fearful judgment and "suffer the punishment of eternal destruction."16 The recovery of the biblical view can loosen preachers' tongues because it means that they can preach this doctrine that the human race desperately needs to hear without fear of portraying God as a monster.




	1For a survey of recent research by leading scholars on the nature of hell, see Samuele Bacchiocchi, Immortality or Resurrection? A Biblical Study on Human Nature and Destiny (Berrien Springs, Mich.: Biblical 
Perspectives, 1997), 193-248.

	2Billy Graham, "There Is a Real Hell," Decision, July-August 1984, 2.

	3Ezekiel 18:4, 20; Romans 6:23. All Scripture in this article is quoted from the Revised Standard Version.

	4Revelation 20:14.

	5Verses 9, 10, 20, 38, respectively. Emphasis in this and the following biblical quotations has been supplied.

	6Verse 28.

	7Malachi 4:1.

	8Matthew 13:30, 40; 13:48; 15:13; Luke 13:7; John 15:6; Luke 20:16, respectively.

	9John Stott and David L Edwards, Essentials: A Liberal-Evangelical Dialogue (London, 1988), 316.

	10Matthew 25:46.

	11Revelation 20:14.

	12Stott, 318, 319.

	13Revelation 21:4.

	14Luke 16:19-31. Jesus told this fanciful parable to make two points: (1) that choices one makes in this life have eternal consequences, and (2) that one's faith should depend on Scripture rather than on miraculous signs. This parable should not be taken as a literal picture of hell.

	151 Corinthians 15:28.

	162 Thessalonians 1:9.
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Questions About Death

In Jesus' parable of Luke 16:19- 31, didn't Lazarus go immediately to heaven and the rich man to a place of torment upon their deaths?

Yes. But this story is a parable—in other words, a story told to make a point. And while a parables point is true, its details aren't necessarily meant to be taken literally. The Old Testament, for instance, contains a parable in which trees and bushes talk to each other.

In the parable about Lazarus, Jesus made two points: first, that how one lives now will affect one's eternal fate. And second, that miracles—even resurrection— can't plant faith in those who won't believe what the Bible says.
So, how are we to know whether or not the teller of a parable meant even its details to teach us something? We may not always know. But if the details don't harmonize with the rest of the Bible, we'd better not make too much of them.

In this case, the details don't. The Bible consistently points to Jesus' second coming as the time when people go to their rewards (see, e.g., Revelation 22:12). It teaches an unconscious state in death. And it doesn't picture hell as a place where the wicked are continuously tortured throughout eternity, but rather as an event that happens on the surface of this planet-an event by which God cleanses the earth of sin and sinners in preparation for making the new earth on which He and those who belong to Him will live for eternity.
 

How do you explain Luke 23:43, where Jesus Christ tells the thief on the cross, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise' "?

The one term in this text that could be misunderstood is "paradise." This term appears in only two other texts in the Bible: 2 Corinthians 12:4 and Revelation 2:7. In each, it refers to the place where God dwells. So it seems that this text does have Jesus promising the thief on the cross a trip to heaven on Crucifixion day.

However, other scriptural passages point in a different direction. When Jesus sought to comfort His disciples in view of His soon-to-take-place ascension, for instance, He didn't say they would join Him upon their deaths. Rather, He said the reunion would take place at His second coming (see John 14:1-3).

Similarly, Paul said it's at the Second Coming that both dead and living are gathered to Christ (1 Thessalonians 4:17). Notice also that Paul didn't say the Thessalonians could take comfort in the thought that their dead Christian loved ones are already with the Lord. Instead, he said we all join the Lord at the Second Coming (verse 18; see also 1 Corinthians 15:22, 23; Matthew 25:31, 34; Revelation 22:12).

If Jesus really did assure the thief that they would both be in Paradise that day, we face another problem: Jesus made a promise He didn't keep. Two days after His statement to the thief, He told Mary Magdalene, " 'I have not yet returned to the Father' " (John 20:17).

Back to our verse: When the Gospels were written, Greek had no punctuation— so translators have added all the punctuation that appears in our Bibles. Most modern versions place a comma between the first "you" and "today," so the verse reads (literally), " 'In truth I tell you, today you shall be with me in paradise.' " Punctuated this way, the verse has Jesus promising the thief they both were going to take a quick trip to heaven—a promise that wasn't fulfilled.

When the comma is placed between the words "today" and the second "you," however, the verse reads, " 'In truth I tell you today, you shall be with me in paradise.' " In this translation, Jesus still assures the thief of heaven. But He doesn't say they'll make it there yet that afternoon. And He doesn't contradict what the rest of Scripture has to say about death and the Second Coming.

Clearly, unbiblical beliefs about what happens when a person dies have affected the punctuation of our translations, making them say something Luke had no intention of saying.
 

What about 2 Corinthians 5:6, which says, "As long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord"?

In the previous chapter, Paul wrote, "We have this treasure [the gospel] in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us" (2 Corinthians 4:7). He considered his and his fellow ministers' physical bod- ies to be mere clay pots that are useful for carrying the gospel to the world (see verses 10, 11; cp. Job 4:19; Isaiah 64:8). Paul's emphasis here was on the mortality of the human body. However, in verse 14 he pointed out that he and his fellow ministers also have the assurance that if they should die, "the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence." These words reveal Paul's understanding that it is at the resurrection, not immediately after death, that Christians will begin the next life.

In chapter 5, Paul continued his discussion of the mortal body, contrasting it with the immortal body he will have in heaven. He said, "We know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands." Paul used the image of a tent—temporary shelter—to represent life in his earthly, mortal body. And, in contrast, he used a building—a permanent structure—to represent life in his heavenly, immortal body. It's important to understand that both the "tent" and the "eternal house in heaven" are physical bodies. Neither is a disembodied spirit.

Paul expressed a longing to be clothed with this "heavenly dwelling" in order "not [to] be found naked." By "naked" he meant without any body, either earthly or heavenly. In verse 4 he said, "While we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life."

So, in this passage Paul presented us with three possible conditions. We can be (1) "in this tent," (2) "unclothed" or "naked," or (3) "clothed with our heavenly dwelling." To be "in this tent" means to be alive on earth in this present mortal body. To be "clothed with our heavenly dwelling" means to have a resurrected, immortal body. The condition of being "unclothed" or "naked" comes in between. Does this in-between nakedness mean to be dead, or does it mean to be alive in a disembodied spirit? Paul didn't say. But he expressed a strong reluctance toward being in this condition, which is hardly the joy most Christians have in mind when they speak of their spirits "going to be with the Lord" the moment they die.

In the last part of verse 4 Paul repeated his desire to have the heavenly body. He said that he wanted to be "clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life." The word "mortal" obviously refers to this present earthly body, and it is followed immediately by "swallowed up by life." So, in the first four verses of chapter 5, Paul was writing about the changeover from having an earthly body now to having a heavenly body at the resurrection—not from being a physical entity on earth before death to being a spirit entity in heaven immediately after death. He did speak an intermediate condition between the earthly and heavenly bodies, but he called it “nakedness” and said that it’s a condition he wanted to avoid.

It’s in this context that Paul made the statement we’re studying: “We . . . know as long as we are in the body we are away from the Lord. . . . [We] would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord” (verses 6, 7).

By “at home in the body” and “away from the Lord” Paul meant to be alive on earth in this present mortal body. I think all Christians would agree with this conclusion. What, then, did he mean when he said that he would “prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord”? If it’s true that as soon as one dies he or she immediately goes to be with God in spirit form, then that is surely what these words mean. However, this conclusion can only be inferred; it is not actually stated. And since Paul welcomed this condition whereas earlier he abhorred the inbetween condition of “nakedness,” we must conclude that “at home with the Lord” in verse 6 means to be in the “heavenly dwelling”—that is, the resurrected body.

Paul’s wording in verse 6—“away from the body and at home with the Lord”—does suggest that he expected to be with the Lord immediately after shedding his mortal body. But Paul expected to live to see Jesus’ return (see, e.g., 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18), and “we will all be changed . . . in the twinkling of an eye,” “the perishable” clothing itself “with the imperishable” (1 Corinthians 15:51, 53). So, a careful comparison with the preceding verses makes it clear that in verse 6 Paul was looking forward to the second coming of Christ, when he will receive his resurrected heavenly body—not that he expected to go to heaven in spirit form at the moment of his death.
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Is This All There Is?

		BY CÉLESTE PERRINO WALKER

		My eight-year-old son, Joshua, biked with me as I walked one morning. It was beautiful. The scent from the flowers was heady, and the sky was that shade of blue that meant we were in for a glorious day.

Then we noticed a suspicious black and white shape on the road ahead.

As we got closer we could see it was definitely an animal, an animal with cat-shaped ears.

"Poor kitty," Josh said.

"Poor kitty," I agreed, wondering how he would take this very real example of death. It wasn't terribly gory, thankfully. But it was graphic.

Josh didn't say much until farther along we found the remains of a robin's egg that had been blown down in a storm the day before. He looked thoughtful, and I knew he was working the whole situation out. Finally he said, "Isn't it sad that life is so short for some of earth's creatures?"

Perhaps his remark wasn't brilliant, but inside I beamed with parental pride. Bingo! He gets it. Because, really, that's the truth isn't it? Of all the sure things, death is the surest. We start out as kids who can't wait to grow up, and we finish life as adults wondering where the time went. Or somewhere in the middle, our lives are tragically cut short like those of the cat and the robin. And we realize that if this is all there is, then life is pointless. There has to be more.

And there is! For Jesus said, " I am the resurrection and the life,' " and He holds the key to death's prison.*



*John 11:25; Revelation 1:18.
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