What happens when we die?

The Bible presents man as a dual being, body and soul.

the LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being (Gen 2:7)
The body is the living organism and the soul (psuche) is the pneuma of man, the spiritual element which is the principle of his natural life.

1.  Created to live!

When God created man it was for the purpose of having a relationship so man was created in His image including immortality (freedom from the seeds of decay and death).

· In Scripture physical death is not presented as a natural occurrence in man but an unnatural one as a result of his spiritual death through disobedience.
For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom 6:23)
so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom 5:21)
Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death (James 1:15)
·  Scripture speaks consistently of death as being ‘introduced’ into the world of humanity by sin and as a punishment for sin.
but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die (Gen 2:17)
Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned (Rom 5:12)
For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man (1 Cor 15:21)
· Death is represented in Scripture as something foreign and hostile to human life, an expression of God’s: 

· Anger & Judgement

Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them (Rom 1:32)

· Condemnation

Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man's sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification (Rom 5:16)

It fills man’s heart with fear & dread because it is felt to be unnatural.

· Man was created in God’s image therefore would not contain the seeds of decay and mortality in his being naturally.

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." 27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Gen 1:26-27)
2. So why do we die?

Man dies physically as a direct result of his spiritual death through sin by his disobedience
Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned (Rom 5:12)

For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom 6:23)

By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return." (Gen 3:19)
3. What exactly is death?

· Physical death is the death of the body but not the soul

Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell (Matt 10:28)
· When we physically die there is a separation of the body, which goes to the grave, and the soul/spirit which lives on.

and the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it (Ecc 12:7)
As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead (James 2:26)
When he had received the drink, Jesus said, "It is finished." With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit (John 19:30)
While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit (Acts 7:59)
I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far (Philippians 1:23)

4. What happens to the soul?

When we die does our soul go immediately to heaven or is there an in-between place that we go to first?

The intermediate state beliefs

a. Purgatory
Does the believer endure purgatory?  No!  The Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory presents purgatory as a place where the souls of believers go after death to undergo purification to achieve holiness fit for the joy of heaven.  The length and intensity of their stay in purgatory depends on the degree of purification needed and can be shortened and alleviated by the prayers and good works of the saints and by indulgencies granted by the Pope who has supreme jurisdiction over purgatory.

“This teaching is also based on the practice of prayers for the dead that they might be delivered from their sin.  From the beginning the church has honoured the memory of the dead and offered prayers in suffrage for them, above all the Eucharist sacrifice, so that, thus purified, they may attain the beautific vision of God.  The Church also commends almsgiving, indulgences and works of penance undertaken on behalf of the dead.” – Catechism of the Catholic Church

The main support for this doctrine is taken from 2 Maccabees 12:42-45 a book not in the Bible canon.  It was on the question of indulgencies that the Reformation erupted!  It is a scripturally unfounded and false doctrine.  It would imply that the finished work of salvation through Christ was not finished and that salvation is finally attained by the works of men!

b. Soul-sleep
This belief argues that the dead are asleep, unconscious, until the resurrection.    

· Scripture often presents death as sleep

he said, "Go away. The girl is not dead but asleep." But they laughed at him (Matt 9.24)
But this is just a term of comfort and hope in the resurrection.  Scripture represents believers as enjoying a conscious life in communion with God immediately after death (Luke 16:19-31) (Luke 23:43)
· Some scriptures teach that the dead are unconscious

For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even the memory of them is forgotten (Ecc 9:5)
Simply stressing that the dead have no further participation in this world.
· The soul won’t know it’s ultimate destiny until after the final judgement

Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?' 23Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers! (Matt 7:22-23)
Final judgement is the day of solemn announcement before angels and men.
· None of those raised from the dead have ever given an account of their experience.  This is best accounted for by the fact that they were unconscious.

However, an argument of silence carries little weight when the Bible teaches conscious interaction!
c. Sheol-Hades

Based upon the OT word sheol and the NT equivalent hades developed the belief that some kind of in-between place existed where the dead descended to, neither heaven nor hell but some kind of land of shades and forgetfulness where the dead either stayed permanently or escaped through the resurrection.  A place divided into two for the wicked and righteous.

· The words sheol and hades do not always refer to a locality in scripture, they can mean the state of death, the state of the separation of body and soul, the danger of death, the power of death and death itself.  There is overall no reason to assume it is an underworld place.

· When sheol and hades do refer to a definite locality they either refer to hell or the grave.  Where descent into sheol is threatened as a danger or as punishment for the wicked, it loses its threat altogether if sheol just refers to a neutral place.

Eg.
 Ps 49:14; 55:15  – grave



Luke 16:23 - hell


· These passages also leave no room for a divided place

d. Annihilation

The soul of the unbeliever has no conscious existence because after death it ceases to exist, it is destroyed.  

· Immortality is a gift of God for those who are in Christ.  

My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand (John 10:27-28)
Yes eternal life it is a gift to the believer but does not mean that the unbeliever will cease to exist 
· The bible threatens sinners with death and destruction and declares that they will perish.

Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell (Matt 10:28)
There is an assumption that the terms used mean obliteration when these terms are more consistently used in the context of eternal punishment.  With annihilation the individuals do not experience punishment that is eternal!
"Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life." (Matt 25:46)
So what does happen to the soul of the Believer?
The bible teaches that the soul of the believer when separated from the body enters the presence of Christ immediately.
· Heaven is where God is in His fullness

· Christ ascended into heaven

This is why it says: "When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men." 9(What does "he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? 10He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) (Eph 4:8-10)
Seeing what was ahead, he (David) spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay. 32God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact. 33Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. 34For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said, " 'The Lord said to my Lord: "Sit at my right hand35until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet (Acts 2:31-35)
· Pauls’ preference was to be absent from the body and at home with the Lord (Christ who is in heaven)

We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord (2 Cor 5:8)
· Writing to the Philippians Paul writes:

I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far (Philippians 1:23)
· Jesus assures the condemned thief

Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43)
Paul’s experience of paradise was heaven:
I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the body I do not know—God knows. 3And I know that this man—whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows— 4was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell (2 Cor 12:2-4)
What happens to the soul of the unbeliever?

The bible doesn’t say much on this matter but if the believer enters their eternal state of heaven at once, then the presumption is that this is true of the unbeliever also who enters hell at once.  The only direct reference here is in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  The unbeliever finds himself in a place of torment, fixed forever.  He is conscious of his plight, unable to do anything about it and desires to warn his family.

 22"The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried. 23In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 24So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.' 25"But Abraham replied, 'Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. 26And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us .' (Luke 16:22-27)
5. Resurrection of the dead

The Bible clearly teaches that there will be a physical resurrection.  There were some in Paul’s day who thought the resurrection was spiritual not physical.

Avoid godless chatter, because those who indulge in it will become more and more ungodly. 17Their teaching will spread like gangrene. Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, 18who have wandered away from the truth. They say that the resurrection has already taken place, and they destroy the faith of some 
(2 Tim 2:16-18)
"Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life." 

(Matt 25:46)

It will be a bodily resurrection
· Christ’s resurrection was a bodily resurrection and he is described as the , ‘firstfruits’ of the resurrection, the ‘firstborn of the dead’.  This implies that the resurrection of the people of God will be the same.

And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy 
(Col 1:18)
· Paul teaches explicitly that God will raise up our mortal bodies

By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also 
(1 Cor 6:14)
· It will be the same body that was deposited in the ground

When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of something else. 38But God gives it a body as he has determined, and to each kind of seed he gives its own body (1 Cor 15:37-38)
· It will be  a transformed body

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed— 52in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed (1 Cor 15:51-52)
A resurrection of both the believer and unbeliever
15and I have the same hope in God as these men, that there will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked (Acts 24:15)
A resurrection for judgement with very different outcomes 
Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt (Daniel 12:2)
28”Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice 29and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned (John 5:28-29)
6. The Final State

Of the unbeliever

The place
They will spend their time in hell, a real place.  Jesus spoke about Hell more than Heaven (Matthew 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33).  He described it as a rubbish dump, “Gehhenna”, just outside of Jerusalem.  It was a ravine so deep that the sun never touched the bottom.  Rubbish continually burnt there tipped into it from the “dung gate” (a place of retribution for evil deeds).

· It was in Gehhenna that Israelites burnt baby sacrifices to Molech (2 Chron  33:6; Jer 32:35)

· Crucified criminals were thrown into Gehhenna

· Judas threw himself on a rope into it and burst open (Acts 1:18)

Terms such as ‘furnace of fire’, ‘lake of fire’, ‘prison’ and ‘abyss’ are used.  Hell, like Gehhenna is a real place of eternal burning for Satan, demons and sinners (2 Pet 2:4).

The tragedy of humanity is that people imprinted with the image of God, their Creator, who God cannot now use and have to be discarded.  They are rubbish and thrown into the eternal flame of Gehhenna, the rubbish dump.  Praise God he is in the recycling business and salvation means to salvage.  We are made useful again!  Eg. Onesimus in Philemon = “useful”

Charles Spurgeon (1834-1892) – Metropolitan Tabernacle
“There is a real fire in hell, as truly as you have a real body – a fire exactly like that which we have on this earth, except this – it will not consume you though it will torture you.  You have seen asbestos lying amid red hot coals, but not consumed.  So your body will be prepared by God in such a way that it will burn forever without being consumed.  With your nerves laid raw by searing flames yet never desensitised for all its raging fury, and the acid smoke of the sulferous flames searing your lungs and choking your breath, you will cry out for the mercy of death, but it shall never, never, no never come.”  He helped fire revival in the nation!
The state

· A total absence of God’s presence and favour
· Pain and suffering in body and soul

· Pangs of conscience, anguish, despair, weeping and gnashing of teeth

· Degrees of punishment (Luke 12:47-48)
The duration

How long will hell last?

· Universalism – Everybody will end up in heaven.   After death there’s indefinite opportunity to believe! Churches are simply responsible to tell people they are saved! – No!

· Annihilation – The wicked are obliterated.  No!                         

· Bible – The truth is that torment in hell is forever! (Mk 9:43)

If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell, where the fire never goes out
They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power (2 Thes 1:9)
Of the believer

The place

· Heaven – a real place, the home of God
"Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. 2In 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. 3And 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. 4You know the way to the place where I am going (John 14:1-4)
· The new Jerusalem
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. 2I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. 4He 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 (Rev 21:1-4)
· New heavens and a new earth (2 Pet 2:13)
The state

· Bliss in the presence of God

· There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away
· Life to the full
· Perfection
· Degrees of reward
The duration

· For ever!
Appendix – Benefits of the resurrection

42So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 43it is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; 44it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body (1 Cor 15:42-44)

1.  We shall be changed from perishable to imperishable (v42)

Paul uses a picture of farming/gardening, a picture of sowing and reaping.  You have a seed , which by itself is lifeless until you bury it in the ground.  Once in the ground it changes from a seed into a living plant, an amazing transformation.  The seed has not reproduced another seed that looks the same, but a body that looks totally different.  From death life has come, there has been a dramatic change.

So it is with our bodies.  When we die our bodies are buried in the ground like a seed and the day is coming when from that same body a new body, gloriously different will emerge.

“The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised 

imperishable. (v42)

The body is sown a perishable seed, it will decay and deteriorate with time.

“For dust you are and to dust you will return (Gen 3:19)

But from that perishable seed will come an imperishable one, a body that does not decay but stays perfect.

Why do we need such a body?

The future we look forward to is an eternal one.

“For 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.” (Jn 3:16)

“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”(Rom 6:23)

What is the point of living in eternity with Christ, with a body that needs replacing every 70 years?

Application

Death is necessary for us to be changed from a perishable body to an imperishable one to live in eternity.  Don’t dread it!

2.  We shall be changed from dishonour to glory (v43)

Few things are as ugly as a tulip bulb, yet when planted it produces a most beautiful flower.  So it is with our bodies.  Our bodies are sown in dishonour (indignity, shame).  They are ugly.  Ugly with the shame of:

a.  sin

“For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the 

body of sin might be done away with.” (Rom 6:6)

b. Uncleaness

“Whoever touches the dead body of anyone will be unclean 

for seven days.” (Num 19:11)

These were laws for health and safety.  At the tomb of Lazarus Jesus said:

“Take away the stone”..”But Lord” said Martha, the sister of 

the dead man,”by this time there is a bad odour, for he has 

been there four days”. (Jn 11:49)

Isaiah in God’s presence could not take it:

“Woe to me!” I cried “I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, 

and I live among a people of unclean lips,..” (Isa 6:5)

Our dead bodies are sown in shame but from that dishonourable seed will come a glorious one, a body that will not be tainted by sin, a pure body, a body that will bring glory to God eternally – glory in the sense of honour and dignity.

Why a glorious body?

Our future is one of serving God and of reigning with him eternally.

“The throne of God and of the lamb will be in the city and his 

servants will serve him.  They will see his face…They will not need 

the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give 

them light.  And they will reign for ever and ever”. (Rev 22:3-5)

Courtiers of kings courts are always dressed in splendour, they reflect the grandeur of the sovereign.  Of what glory would it be to God if his subjects and heirs were clothed in shame?

Application

Death is necessary for us to be changed from dishonour to glory.

3.  We shall be changed from weakness to power (v43)

Our bodies are sown in frailty and feebleness:

· They are prone to disease

· They are prone to sickness

· Thy are helpless in death being cared for by others.  Eg Joseph and Nicodemus:

“Taking Jesus’ body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, 

in strips of linen…in accordance with Jewish customs”. (Jn 19:40)

But hallelujah just as three days later Christ was raised in power, so from the weak seed of our bodies, there will come a powerful body not blighted by frailty.

Why a body of power?

The future we have to look forward to is one of eternal activity.

· We’ll be flying

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.” (1 Thes 4:16,17)

· We’ll be praising

“After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude 

that no one could count, from every nation, tribe,, people and language…And they cried out in a loud voice:”Salvation belongs 

to our God who sits on the throne and to the lamb.” (Rev 7:9-10)
· We’ll have responsibilities

“For the Son of man is going to come in his Fathers glory 

with his angels and then he will reward each person according 

to what he has done.”(Matt 16:27)

Application

Death is necessary for us to be changed from weakness to power.  We’ll be eternally busy not sitting on a cloud with a harp!

4.  We shall be changed from natural to spiritual (44)

We have a natural body, one suited for living in the world’s environment.  As Adam, the first man, was created from the dust of the earth (v47) and became a living being (v45), so are we.  However, the future we look forward to is not of this world but is spiritual.  We don’t need to be like Adam but like Christ the second man who came from heaven (v47) and is a life giving spirit (v45).  We need a body that will fit the glorious environment of heaven. Death is necessary for us to be changed from natural to spiritual.

