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To Dr. Robert L. Saucy (1930-2015),
my dearest friend and brother in Christ,
who now knows beyond any doubt whether
I have answered these questions well
(1 Cor. 13:12).
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PART 1

An Overview of the Afterlife






QUESTION 1

Why Is It Important to Think about the
Afterlife?

know that many consider it a waste of time to think about the afterlife.

After all, this present life has more than enough trouble. This book will not
help you to pay off your mortgage, snag that promotion at work, or find the
perfect mate. So why bother with it?

I am firmly convinced that thinking about death and what comes after it
is the single most practical activity we can do. And yes, it affects everything
else we do! Popular author Tim Keller put it like this: “The way you live now is
completely controlled by what you believe about the future”* What you truly
believe about the life beyond—or do not believe about it—determines your
loves, your motivations, your goals, and how you direct all of your energies in
this one. It cannot help but do so.

Why should this be so? It all comes down to a matter of “worldview””
Worldview! That sounds like a word that escaped from an undergrad philos-
ophy class. But our worldview drives everything we do, whether we realize it
or not. Our beliefs about the afterlife, and all that is connected with those be-
liefs, form the center from which we may evaluate everything in life. This life.

When Worldviews Collide

In his popular song Imagine, John Lennon asks us to imagine a universe
in which “there’s no heaven” nor any “hell below us.” In Lennon’s ideal world,
people would forget about living for some fictitious pie-in-the-sky afterlife
but instead focus only on the real world, “living for today”

So let us accept Lennon’s challenge and see how this cashes out practi-
cally. Imagine that all we have is the physical world as we know and see it.

1. Tim Keller, “The New Heaven and New Earth” (podcast of sermon, Redeemer Presbyterian
Church, April 12, 2009), http://podbay.fm/show/352660924/8/1317415673.
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18 Question 1 Why Is It Important to Think about the Afterlife?

There is no heaven above nor hell beneath. No spiritual realm populated by
demons or angels—or even God, for that matter. The entire universe arose
out of clumps of stardust banging together eons ago through random, im-
personal, unguided processes. These same processes somehow brought forth
human beings, evolving us into the highly complex biological machines, so
to speak, that we are today. Eventually, though, the universe will wind down
and burn itself out, passing away with a bang—or maybe only a whimper. But
long before that happens, you and I will live for a time, die, and slip into quiet
oblivion without leaving a trace, once the worms have had their fill. Sure, our
loved ones may place flowers on our graves—maybe for a generation or two
if we are especially beloved—but soon enough no one will remember and it
will be as if we never were.

Now, if this describes our ultimate destiny, does such a view have any
bearing on our present hopes, aspirations, and behavior? And, conversely,
might the idea that we are more than corruptible biological machines—that
we are eternal creatures, made in the likeness of a personal, loving, and just
God—result in a different way of living our lives right now?

Where Afterlife Meets Practical Life
Let us consider just a few of the ways in which our vision of the future
affects us now.

Our Hunger for Justice

We know that there is gross evil in this world, some of it so unspeak-
ably horrible that we scarcely can contemplate it. Adolescent girls sold into
sexual slavery for the financial gain of despicable human traffickers. Innocent
lives cut short by gang members battling over drug turf. Entire populations
decimated by genocide to advance selfish political and religious domination.
Countries ravaged by despotic warlords and megalomaniacal dictators, who
live a life of ease on the backs of their enslaved, starving subjects.

Picture the human trafficker, who has devastated the bodies and souls
of innocent young girls. He lives a prosperous life of ease and then dies
peacefully in his sleep. Or the oppressive dictator, enjoying fine imported
cigars, exotic food, and his smuggled collection of classic cars, indifferent
to the unimaginable suffering he has heaped upon his impoverished coun-
trymen living in squalor. Does not everything within us rise up in revul-
sion and outrage? Is there no payback? Where is justice for the poor and
oppressed?

If we imagine that there is no heaven or hell, and that all we have is
“living for today,” then we have also imagined a moral universe that remains
seriously out of kilter, one in which the scales never balance. Sure, some-
times that warlord or dictator takes a bullet to his head—usually from an
even worse warlord or dictator who just picks up where the previous one
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left off. No, we cannot deny that there is much unfinished business in this
world. And so we have imagined a universe in which that business remains
forever unfinished, and justice unsatisfied.

As bad as all this sounds, it is actually a good deal worse. A universe that
came about through unguided collisions of inanimate matter strips us of any
reason for our outrage. Why should we be incensed that the particular clumps
of stardust that randomly fashioned the human trafficker also happened to
dominate and subjugate the clumps that formed his victims? Because he has
violated their “dignity”? What dignity? We humans have no more dignity
than a rock or a tree; we are simply a different arrangement of clumps, after
all—neither better nor worse. And from where do all these notions of ought
and should, which trouble us so much, even arise in such a coldly impersonal
universe? We are outraged, but for no good reason at all!

Yet, outraged we are. We know that such things ought not to be; and we
cannot escape the certain feeling that something is deeply, profoundly, and
desperately wrong, despite the fact that these feelings make no sense in a
purely material and mechanical world.

Let us imagine instead that we are eternal creatures made in the image
of an eternal God, endowed with a clear sense of right and wrong—the same
sense that he himself has. Let us imagine that this God hates injustice even
more than we do, and that he can and will do something about it—perhaps
even at great personal cost to himself. Consider a universe in which this God
holds his creatures morally accountable, who one day will “render to each one
according to his works” (Rom. 2:6). This is a God who will set things right.
He will compensate fully those who have suffered unjustly and will punish the
guilty with perfect justice.

Imagine that!

Natural Evils in the World

Not all of the evils we encounter in this world are “moral evils” of the
sort we have just considered. We also experience what we might call “natural
evils,” such as earthquakes, floods, and the ravages of old age. How do we
make sense of these?

The famous actor and self-proclaimed agnostic Richard Dreyfuss said,
“When I die I hope T'll have a chance to hit God in the face”* And just what
did this God—who may or may not exist, according to Dreyfuss’s agnostic
philosophy—do to earn such scorn? “He deserves it,” Dreyfuss tells us, “be-
cause of everything that happens to you in the third act of life: it's humiliating
and debasing”

2. Richard Dreyfuss, “Richard Dreyfuss: ‘When I Die I Want the Chance to Hit God in the
Face,” The Guardian, July 24, 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jul/24/
richard-dreyfuss-reckless-when-i-die-i-want-the-chance-to-hit-god-in-the-face.
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Again, we must inquire: If we are but the result of impersonal, mechan-
ical, physical processes, why ought old age to be other than this? (There is
that pesky word “ought” again!) Who is to say that death, disease, dying,
and decay are “bad”? They just are. One may just as well rage against the
wind or tides or any other impersonal force of nature as against the re-
ality that our bodies disintegrate with age. Yet, here again, we know deep
down that death and destruction and sickness and decay ought not to be.
Something is seriously wrong. We know it and cannot shake this sense.
We recoil against our own mortality and see it for the great and terrible
evil that it is. And we long for something better: something that this world
cannot provide.

Dreyfuss seems to acknowledge all this, whether he realizes it or not.
Notice that he directs his rage against a presumably personal God, whom
he wants to hold personally accountable with a punch in the face. His rage
likewise points to a God who must have the power to do something about
it—at least if his complaint is to make any sense at all. Fair enough. At least
his anger is intelligible. But it is intelligible only in so far as he has set aside
his agnosticism, and speaks from what his heart tells him is true.

Now, what if this personal creator God has revealed to us why natural
evils, such as death, befall us in this life? Maybe there is a good reason for
it that Dreyfuss has not considered. Perhaps also, this God is working a
plan for dealing with death, the ultimate enemy of us all. Would it change
anything to know that this same God will someday eliminate all the natural
evils in this world by replacing our present universe with a new, glorious,
and resplendent one? And that he offers to redeem these frail, weak, and
mortal bodies by transforming them into immortal, imperishable, and vi-
brant ones—brimming with life, subject to none of the degrading effects of
time and decay, full of energy and immortal youth?

Our Belief in the Afterlife Motivates Us to Live Sacrificially for Others

While most people “care deeply about justice for the poor, alleviating
hunger and disease, and caring for the environment,” Keller points out that
the materialist worldview, which denies an afterlife, seriously diminishes
our “motivation to make the world a better place” Indeed, Keller asks,
“Why sacrifice for the needs of others if in the end nothing we do will
make any difference?” But a worldview that regards others as made in the
image of a good and loving God, and therefore as beings of eternal value,
spurs us to practical action in eliminating the misery of our fellow man and
woman. What we do to help others now has no expiration date; it counts
for eternity as well.

3. Tim Keller, A Reason for God (New York: Riverhead Books, 2008), 220.
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Obviously, there are people who do not believe in an afterlife who make
sacrifices for others. That is not the point. The issue is that their world-
view undercuts any coherent reason to do so. The atheist and agnostic bear
God’s image as much as anyone else, and so we are not surprised that they
sometimes live like the eternal beings they really are, despite what they
may claim to believe. Nevertheless, how much greater motivation is there
to do the right thing for the right reason! It is no wonder that Christians,
who live today in light of eternity, have done more to alleviate the plight of
the downtrodden and suffering than any other religion or philosophy ever
have done.*

Consider the early Christians, who well understood the connection
between time and eternity and lived it out to dramatic effect. What was it
about the fledgling Christian movement—reviled, persecuted, outcast, and
despised—that triumphed against all odds over mighty pagan Rome, one
of the greatest empires in human history? Historians tell us that it was the
Christians’ selfless love, pouring themselves out in sacrifice to others. At
the root of it all was the specifically Christian vision of the afterlife, which
propelled these early believers to put their own lives on the line to minister
to their countrymen at great personal cost. They did not fear their own
deaths, for they knew something better lay in store for them.” To cite but
one poignant example, these early followers of Christ risked their own lives
to care for their pagan enemies who had contracted infection in a time of
plague, when even their own family members cast them into the street to
avoid contracting their disease.® The self-sacrifice of the early Christians,
more than anything, commended Christianity to a culture that found such
a lifestyle astonishing and inexplicable apart from a vibrant, living, and
eternal hope.

4. For a book that addresses this theme well, see Rodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity
(New York: HarperCollins, 2011). See also David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009). An interesting book that details the enormously
positive effect that the introduction of Christianity has had on India is Vishal Mangalwadi,
The Book That Made Your World: How the Bible Created the Soul of Western Civilization
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2011).

5. Even some of the most bitter, strident critics of Christianity had to admit as much. For
instance, historian Howard Clark Kee cites Lucian as illustrative: “Lucian remarks, “The
activity of these people [Christians] in dealing with any matter that affects their com-
munity is something extraordinary: they spare neither trouble nor expense. It is because
‘these misguided creatures’ believe that they are forever immortal that they scorn death
and manifest the voluntary devotion that is so common among them” (Howard Clark Kee,
et al., Christianity: A Social and Cultural History [New York: Macmillan, 1991], 82). Kee’s
citation of Lucian comes from his Death of Peregrinus, sec. 11-16. See also Kenneth Scott
Latourette, A History of Christianity (New York: Harper & Row, 1953), 105-6.

6. Stark, The Triumph of Christianity, 114-18.
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Our Belief in the Afterlife Gives Us Hope

Since I began writing this book, I have come to appreciate more and more
just how much the truth of what God has in store for his children in the next
life gives us hope for navigating the trials and disappointments of this one. If I
might, I would like to speak to this point very personally and from my heart.

As I write this, it has been less than a week since we have concluded what
may be the most contentious, polarizing, and dispiriting presidential elec-
tion in United States history. Never have I been more discouraged about the
prospects for this country. We are in a serious moral eclipse, and though I am
hardly a prophet, I predict that we are in for some very dark days ahead. Those
who seek their “salvation” in a political party or candidate would do well to
heed the ancient admonition that we ought not to “Put [our] trust in princes”
(Ps. 146:3). It is hard to have much hope in the current direction of things,
both here and around the globe. The world is on fire, and there is little reason
to think it will improve.

It is not just the world scene but also life closer to home that often disap-
points and takes its toll. Since I began writing this book, I have lost two of
my dearest friends in a space of only four months. First, there was Dennis,
who died of brain cancer; and then Bob, who succumbed to his injuries
from an auto collision three blocks from Talbot School of Theology, where
I had taught with him since 1987. Dennis was my classmate at seminary;
our kids grew up together, and he and I, with his wife Susan and my wife
Diane, did life together for more than thirty years. As for Bob, he was not
only my best friend but also a close professional colleague with a brilliant
theological mind. Bob was my sounding board for all things theological,
including many of the thoughts I had to work through in writing this book.
It seems unreal that my intimate advisor, confidant, and friend—more like
a father, really—has been ripped out of my life. I cannot call him for advice,
encouragement, and help. The pain of this is still raw, and I feel it acutely as
I type these words.

Now, it might be easy to conclude that if people would just stop dying
and our politicians would shape up, then life would be perfect. But what of
the self-inflicted misery of my own heart, welling up as a polluted spring and
chargeable to myself alone? What about my miserable pride and arrogance,
insecurity and envy, anger and impatience, raging doubts and fears, that
surge from within, unbidden? I cannot blame this on the Democrats or the
Republicans or bad Supreme Court appointees or anyone else who just lacks
the good sense to see things my way. No, I alone am to blame for “the sin that
dwells within me” and “which clings so closely” (Rom. 7:17; Heb. 12:1). Nor
will I eliminate my misery by just “trying harder” “For I have the desire to do
what is right, but not the ability to carry it out” (Rom. 7:18). And I am tired
of it: tired of hurting others, weary of failing myself and especially my God.
I know that I should do and think and speak and feel only what is right and
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pure, every moment of every day. I also know that I can no more do that than
I can raise myself from the dead.”

Though I grieve over the state of our world and of the pain of personal
loss, though I mourn over the depravity that lies within the secret places of
my own heart, I do so as one who looks to an ultimate victory—to a day
when every tear will be wiped away from my eyes and from the eyes of those
I deeply love (Rev. 21:4). Someday the world will be ruled in righteousness by
the man whom God has appointed heir of all things, the Lord Jesus Christ,
“the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star” (Heb. 1:2;
Rev. 22:16). God will banish all wickedness and corruption from his universe,
and we shall never again be enslaved. He shall remove all evils, moral and
natural, from his world forever, including those lodged so firmly in my own
sinful heart. There will be a new heavens and a new earth, in which there shall
be no mourning, nor crying, nor pain, for the former things shall have passed
away (Rev. 21:4). Knowing this gives us the strength not merely to endure but
to thrive, confident in that glorious future that now awaits our unveiling as
the sons of God (Rom. 8:19).

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. After reading this chapter, how would you reply to the well-known saying,
“He is too heavenly minded for his own earthly good”?

2. Reflect on how one’s worldview “cashes out” in such practical ways as our
desire for justice, and our motivation to alleviate the pain and suffering of
our fellow human beings.

3. Consider Richard Dreyfuss’s statement about wanting to punch God in the
face when he dies. Have you ever been angry with God for your own pain
in this world? Has anything you have read in this chapter given you a new
perspective on that?

4. Have any of the ideas presented in this chapter helped you to deal with
some of your own hurts and disappointments?

5. Of everything discussed in this chapter, what aspect of the age to come do
you most look forward to experiencing?

7. To paraphrase the great theologian Charles Hodge.






QUESTION 2

What Are the Most Common Views of
Life after Death”?

Recent Surveys of American Religious Belief, Including the Afterlife

he last ten years have seen several significant projects seeking to quan-

tify and clarify American religious beliefs. Some of the results may be
surprising, granting the conventional wisdom that our postmodern culture
has become increasingly “secular,” materialistic, and non- (or even anti-) re-
ligious. While some data do bear out certain secularist trends, the picture is
not nearly as straightforward as one might expect. Other findings of these
surveys, though, should not surprise us, such as the diversity of opinion that
they highlight. This diversity is entirely consistent with the pluralistic ethos of
American culture.

The General Social Survey (GSS), 1972-2014

Let us begin with one of the most current and large-scale surveys that pro-
vide a window into American religious opinion: The General Social Survey
(GSS), conducted between 1972 and 2014. Researchers Twenge, Sherman,
Exline, and Grubbs recently have analyzed this data, placing special emphasis
on the most current trends between 2006 and 2014 in comparison to earlier de-
cades.! On the one hand, the data from this survey show that a solid majority of
American adults retain at least some commitment to such core issues as belief
in God (78 percent) and prayer (85 percent). At the same time, the movement
away from these is noteworthy, especially in the last eight years or so.

It is true that earlier studies have documented a growing decline in out-
ward forms of religiosity and affiliation, such as identifying with a particular

1. See Jean M. Twenge, et al.,, “Declines in American Adults’ Religious Participation and
Beliefs, 1972-2014,” SAGE Open 6, no. 1 (January-March 2016): 1-13.
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church denomination, even as they showed that personal spirituality remained
more or less resistant to such defections. The most recent data, however, re-
veal Americans’ personal and private convictions and behaviors decreasing
in a way commensurate with their diminished public practice, particularly
among younger adults. For example, “eight times more 18- to 29-year-olds
never prayed in 2014 versus the early 1980s* Although this age group shows
the most pronounced change, one finds this decrease in religious conviction
among all adult Americans.’
The authors of this analysis summarize these trends as follows:

American adults in the 2010s were less religious than those
in previous decades, based on religious service attendance
and more private religious expressions such as belief in God,
praying, identifying as a religious person, and believing the
Bible is the word of God. . ..

While religious affiliation and service attendance have been
declining since the 1990s, the decrease in more private re-
ligious expressions began fairly recently, becoming pro-
nounced only after 2006. . . .

Americans in 2014 were less likely to say they believed in
God. In the late 1980s, only 13% of U.S. adults expressed se-
rious doubts about the existence of God. . . . By 2014, how-
ever, 22% expressed doubts, a 69% increase. Among 18- to
29-year-olds, 30% had serious doubts by 2014, more than
twice as many as in the late 1980s (12%).*

Again, we must note that a solid majority of Americans still profess belief
in God and pray. What we are talking about here are trends, and it is clear that
the tendency is away from traditional religious conviction and practice.

These developments may not surprise us, given the increasing seculariza-
tion that we see in American culture generally. One trend, however, is sur-
prising, and the authors of the study identify it as such: Despite a decreasing
belief in God, prayer, and religious doctrine overall, Americans now reg-
ister a slight increase in affirming the existence of an afterlife! “Thus, more
Americans believe in life after death even as fewer belong to a religion, fewer
attend religious services, and fewer pray.” Specifically, belief in the afterlife

. Ibid,, 1.

. Ibid., 5 (Table 1), 7 (Table 2).
. Ibid., 4, 6.

. Ibid,, 8.
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continues to hover around 80 percent overall, and this number includes an
increasing share of individuals who are otherwise nonreligious. This unusual
phenomenon holds just as true for the eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-old de-
mographic as it does for adult Americans generally. Moreover, compared to
the 1970s, belief in the afterlife is greater in absolute terms.

The writers of this study admit that this finding about Americans’ read-
iness to embrace a belief in the afterlife “might seem paradoxical” in light
of their general defection from conventional religious belief and practice.
Though they cannot offer a definitive reason for this anomaly, they speculate
that the increasingly friendly posture toward the afterlife may correlate with
the growing “entitlement mentality” of many Americans, who expect “special
privileges without effort” Such entitlement “appears in religious and spiritual
domains when people see themselves as deserving spiritual rewards or bless-
ings due to their special status.” However, the study’s authors caution that this
hypothesis, though suggested by other research on contemporary American
attitudes, is only speculative and cannot be answered by the data the GSS itself
furnishes.

The Pew and Baylor Studies

Other recent investigations present a picture in many respects consistent
with the above. Consider a study conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion
and Public Life.” Updated in 2014, this survey attempted to outline the va-
rieties of religious belief and affiliation in the United States by polling more
than 35,000 Americans, age eighteen and older. It found that a strong ma-
jority of Americans (72 percent) believe in an afterlife, specifically heaven.
A lesser number, but still a solid majority (58 percent), likewise affirm belief
in hell, understood as a place “where people who have led bad lives and die
without repenting are eternally punished.”®

The findings of the second “wave” or phase of the Baylor Religion Survey
(2006-2007) turned in numbers consistent with this. According to this study,
82 percent of Americans believe in heaven, while 73 percent believe that hell
either “absolutely” or “probably” exists.” Observe that in both studies, belief in
heaven is slightly more common than a belief in hell, though the strong belief
in hell is still “much higher than most commentators on American religion
seem to have assumed.”"

6. Ibid,, 11.

7. Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Study: Belief in Heaven,” Pew Forum, http://
www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/belief-in-heaven/.

8. Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Study: Belief in Hell,” Pew Forum, http://www.
pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/belief-in-hell/.

9. Rodney Stark, What Americans Really Believe: New Findings from the Baylor Surveys of
Religion (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2008), 73.

10. Ibid.
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What do people think about their own postmortem fate? Rodney Stark,
summarizing “wave two” of the aforementioned 2006-2007 Baylor study,
concluded, “Americans overwhelmingly believe in an afterlife, in heaven, and
equally in hell,” but “most of them expect to go to heaven”"' Specifically, fully
66 percent of Americans are either “somewhat certain” or “quite certain” that
they will go to heaven when they die. Though this particular survey did not
explicitly broach the question of whether anyone thought he or she was going
to hell, the Barna Group conducted one three years earlier that did just that
and concluded, “Most Americans do not expect to experience Hell first-hand:
just one-half of 1 percent expect to go to Hell upon their death”?

The widespread affirmation of heaven and hell in our culture might seem
at first glance to be an endorsement of traditional Christian belief, at least
when it comes to the afterlife. However, one significant departure is a wide-
spread denial of a future bodily resurrection, a key component of orthodox
Christian theology.”® In other words, while there is general belief in an af-
terlife, people tend to conceive of it in spiritualized terms—namely, as the
ongoing existence of the soul in a disembodied state. A 2006 study performed
by Scripps Howard News Service and Ohio University bears this out. As re-
ported by Thomas Hargrove and Guido H. Stempel III, “Most Americans
don’t believe they will experience a resurrection of their bodies when they die,
putting them at odds with a core teaching of Christianity”'* The researchers
found that “only 36 percent of the 1,007 adults interviewed . . . said ‘yes’ to the
question: ‘Do you believe that, after you die, your physical body will be resur-
rected someday’? Fifty-four percent said they do not believe and 10 percent
were undecided.” Consistent with a denial of one’s own bodily resurrection is
a declining belief in Christ’s own literal resurrection from the grave. A 2012
Rasmussen poll showed that 64 percent of Americans believe in Christ’s lit-
eral resurrection as a historical fact. Though still a majority opinion, it reflects
a marked drop from a poll asking the identical question only one year earlier,
which then registered 77 percent agreement."

11. Ibid., 74.

12. Barna Research Group, “Americans Describe Their Views about Life after Death,” October
21, 2003, https://www.barna.com/research/americans-describe-their-views-about-life-
after-death/. Just like the later 2006-2007 Baylor study, the Barna study gives an almost
identical percentage of people who believe that they will go to heaven upon death (i.e., 64
percent).

13. We shall discuss the bodily resurrection in considerable detail in Question 19, “What Will
the Resurrection Body Be Like?”

14. Thomas Hargrove and Guido H. Stempel ITI, “People Doubt Physical Resurrection,” Casper
Star Tribune, April 6, 2006, http://trib.com/news/national/article_0c4bbda9-194a-5abd-
a3ca-01c31¢89269e.html.

15. Dan Joseph, “Percent of Americans Believing in the Resurrection Drops to 64% from 77%
Last Easter;” CNSnews.com, April 1, 2013, http://trib.com/news/national/article_0c4bbda9-
194a-5abd-a3ca-01c31¢89269¢.html.
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What Is Heaven Like?

Granting the large number of Americans who embrace the existence of
heaven and see it as their own ultimate destiny, what do they think heaven
will be like?

We find a confusing picture at best. As we have just observed, most con-
ceive of it as a disembodied state. At the same time, people often describe it
using a variety of concrete, physical terms. Lisa Miller, citing a Newsweek poll,
tells us: “Nineteen percent think heaven looks like a garden, 13 percent say it
looks like a city—and 17 percent don’t know.”*® Miller continues:

In the peaceful, prosperous West, visions of heaven are increas-
ingly individualistic; a best-selling novel, The Lovely Bones, is
narrated by a 14-year-old girl who has gone to heaven, and her
paradise contains puppies, big fields and Victorian cupolas."”

Maria Shriver, former wife of former California Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger, paints a similarly fanciful portrait of heaven in her children’s
book, Whats Heaven? British New Testament scholar N. T. Wright, com-
menting on this book, provides this description:

The book . . . is aimed at children, with lots of large pic-
tures of fluffy clouds in blue skies. . . . Heaven, says Shriver,
is . .. “a beautiful place where you can sit on soft clouds
and talk to other people who are there. At night you can sit
next to the stars, which are the brightest of anywhere in the
universe. . . . If youre good throughout your life, then you
get to go to heaven. . . . When your life is finished here on
earth, God sends angels down to take you up to Heaven to
be with him.™'®

American Views of the Afterlife in Non-Christian-based Traditions
Until now, I have framed our discussion of American views of the here-
after in the broadly Christian categories of heaven and hell. This is appropriate,
granting that the United States is in a very generic sense a “Christian” na-
tion, given its Christian roots and heritage. At the same time, one finds other
views of the afterlife among the non-Christian, minority religious traditions
in this country. For example, based on a 2008 study, about six in ten American

16. Lisa Miller, “Why We Need Heaven,” Newsweek, August 11, 2002, http://www.newsweek.
com/why-we-need-heaven-143873.

17. Ibid.

18. Wright, Surprised by Hope, 17; citing Maria Shriver, Whats Heaven? (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1999).
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Hindus believe in reincarnation.”” The so-called New Age Movement also
popularly embraces this tenet.”” What is especially surprising, however, is that
close to 20 percent of all adult Americans claim to believe in reincarnation,
with 10 percent of self-described “born-again Christians” holding this view.*!

Among Americans who identify with the Buddhist faith, about six in ten
profess belief in the attainment of “nirvana” at death, understood as “the ul-
timate state transcending pain and desire in which individual consciousness
ends”?

Islam is another minority religion in the US that has garnered increasing
attention, particularly since the events of 9/11. The Pew study shows that
American Muslims believe in heaven and hell in greater numbers than the
population as a whole, registering 85 percent and 80 percent belief respec-
tively. Indeed, one of the commonly identified motivations of so-called
Islamic fundamentalism around the globe is the belief “that if killed fighting
in the name of Islam, [the jihadist] will go straight to the seventh level of
heaven and delight in the company of beautiful virgins” Lisa Miller quotes
Hamas leader Ismail Abu Shanab as touting the power of this belief, which, he
claims, “gives Palestinians the advantage over the Israelis”**

Contacting the Dead

Many think it possible to contact those who have passed “to the other
side” As the Barna study notes, one third of Americans “believe that it is pos-
sible to communicate with others after their death.” In proof that this idea is
“gaining traction,” Barna shows that, demographically, the idea is more preva-
lent among 48 percent of the so-called Busters (i.e., those born from 1965 to
1983) vs. just 35 percent of “Boomers” (born 1946 through 1964), with only
15 percent of “Elders” (born 1927-1945) registering agreement.® Especially
surprising is that this same study shows nearly one third of those who identify
as born-again Christians believe it is possible to contact the dead.

Modern-day movements and groups that practice communication with
the dead include members of the National Spiritualist Association of the

19. The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey,” June 2008,
10, http://www.pewforum.org/files/2008/06/report2-religious-landscape-study-full.pdf.
What I find a bit surprising about this is that the percentage is so low, given that rein-
carnation is a core belief in the Hindu tradition. But then, as noted in this section, some
serious discrepancies exist between orthodox Christian doctrine and what self-professed
Christians claim to hold.

20. Ron Rhodes, New Age Movement, Zondervan Guide to Cults and Religious Movements,
ed. Alan W. Gomes (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 16-17, 64, 66.

21. Barna, “Americans Describe Their Views about Life after Death.”

22. Pew Forum, “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey,” 10.

23. Ibid,, 11.

24. Miller, “Why We Need Heaven.”

25. Barna, “Americans Describe Their Views about Life after Death”
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United States, the National Spiritualist Association of Churches (NSAC), and
New Age trance “channelers.”

Concluding Thoughts

American opinion on the afterlife is not especially friendly to a biblical
view. If we are to believe the surveys—and I see no reason to doubt them—the
main threat may not arise from militant secularism, anti-supernaturalism, nor
atheism. While there are trends in that direction that we cannot ignore, such
views do not yet reflect the thinking of the culture at large. Rather, the biggest
departures seem to be an overly spiritualized depiction of the eternal state,
the conviction that nearly everybody will make it into heaven, and a corre-
sponding belief in hell as merely theoretical, practically speaking. Underlying
these ideas and attitudes, in turn, is either an ignorance or a rejection of the
Bible’s teaching on heaven, hell, salvation, and the bodily resurrection.

This raises for us the critical issue of authority. On what source or sources
should we rely for accurate information about the afterlife?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Did you find surprising any of the survey results discussed in this chapter?
Which ones?

2. Why do you suppose people continue to retain a belief in the afterlife even
as they abandon other traditional religious beliefs?

3. Consider the surveys that show that Americans tend to see the afterlife
purely in spiritualized terms, over and against a future bodily resurrection.
What has your own thinking been on this?

4. Reflect on memorial or funeral services that you may have attended re-
cently. What sort of picture of this afterlife did these services present?

5. Consider the picture of “heaven” that one finds in popular presentations of
it. How does this compare to your own thoughts about the matter?

26. See Question 12, “Is It Possible for Us to Communicate with the Dead?”






QUESTION 3

Can We Really Know Anything about
the Afterlife?

Given the diversity of opinion about the afterlife that we observed in the
previous question, some may be tempted to throw up their hands and
side with those who say that we really cannot know anything about life after
death. As Thomas Wintle, a self-professed Unitarian Universalist “Christian”
declares, “I don’t know what happens to us after we die, whether there is
nothing or there is light. No one does, neither the orthodox believer nor the
secular atheist”! George N. Marshall, also a member of Wintle’s Unitarian
Universalist tradition, conveys the same skepticism when he states, “We
simply do not know ... . it is common to hear said, ‘No one has ever returned to
tell us about the afterlife’ We simply do not know, and we question scriptural
passages that seem to say otherwise”” Similarly, Lisa Miller, in the Newsweek

article cited in the previous chapter, declares dogmatically,

For more than 2,000 years, theologians and children have
been asking the same, unanswerable questions: Do we keep
our bodies in heaven? Are we reunited with loved ones? Can

1. Jane Rzepka, ed., Death and Immortality: Unitarian Universalist Views (Boston: Unitarian
Universalist Association, 1994), 5, citing Thomas Wintle. The reason I put the word
“Christian” in quotes is because I do not regard Unitarian Universalist “Christians” actu-
ally to be such. (Note that most Unitarian Universalists do not even make this claim about
themselves, though some, such as Wintle, do.) See Alan W. Gomes, Unitarian Universalism,
Zondervan Guide to Cults and Religious Movements, ed. Alan W. Gomes (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1998).

2. George N. Marshall, “Unitarian Universalism,” in Encounters with Eternity: Religious Views
of Death and Life after Death, ed. Christopher Jay Johnson and Marsha G. McGee (New
York: The Philosophical Library, 1986), 300.
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we eat, drink, make love? Can you go to my heaven? Can I go
to yours? How do you get there?’

If the Unitarian Universalists are correct, if Lisa Miller is correct, and if
a host of other secularists and agnostics and atheists are correct, then no an-
swers are forthcoming and there is no need for a book like this. However, this
extreme skepticism is altogether unwarranted.

Jesus Christ: His Resurrection, Authority, and the Afterlife

When Marshall states, “No one has ever returned to tell us about the af-
terlife,” he is simply wrong. This is precisely what Jesus Christ himself did,
presenting himself alive to his disciples for a period of forty days, offering
many convincing proofs (Acts 1:3; 1 Cor. 15:4-8; cf. Luke 24). Marshall’s (and
others’) rejection of Christ’s bodily resurrection ignores that his resurrection
was a well-attested historical event. The gospel accounts have all of the hall-
marks of authenticity and plausibility from an historical perspective and are
worthy of credence.*

Jesus did not merely teach about life after death—he experienced life after
death and came back to demonstrate the truth of it. However, he did teach
about it a great deal as well. Jesus taught that he himself would rise bodily
from the dead.” He taught that others would rise from the dead.® He taught
that those who believe in him would experience eternal life.” And he also
taught that those who reject him would exist forever but in hell, banished
from his presence.®

3. Lisa Miller, “Why We Need Heaven,” Newsweek, August 11, 2002, http://www.newsweek.
com/why-we-need-heaven-143873; emphasis added. If Miller is correct in assuming that
(apparently) only “theologians and children” ask such questions, then I am certain to be
disappointed in the sales of this book!

4. William Lane Craig, Assessing the New Testament Evidence for the Historicity of the
Resurrection of Jesus (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1989); and William Lane Craig,
Knowing the Truth about the Resurrection: Our Response to the Empty Tomb, rev. ed. (Ann
Arbor, MI: Servant Books, 1988). For a condensed treatment by Craig, see his chapter “Did
Jesus Rise from the Dead?,” in Jesus Under Fire, eds. Michael J. Wilkins and J. P. Moreland
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 141-76. See also Gary R. Habermas, The Historical
Jesus: Ancient Evidence for the Life of Christ (Joplin, MO: College Press, 1996); and N. T.
Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003). Wright’s work is
the most magisterial and commanding in scope in recent years.

5. Matthew 16:21; 17:23; 20:19; Mark 10:34; Luke 9:22; John 2:19; 10:17.

. Matthew 22:30; John 5:21, 25, 26, 29; 6:40, 54; 11:24.

7. Matthew 5:12; 6:20; 8:11; 18:8-9; 19:21, 23, 29; 25:46; Mark 10:21, 30; Luke 6:23; 16:9;
18:30; 20:35-36, 38; John 3:15-16, 36; 4:14, 36; 5:24; 6:40, 51, 54, 58; 10:28; 12:25; 17:2-3.

8. Matthew 5:22, 30; 10:28; 23:33; 25:41, 46; Mark 9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5; 16:23; John 3:18, 36.
We shall elaborate more on each of these points in a variety of the questions that follow.
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What Approach Shall | Take in Answering the Remaining Questions
in This Book?

For the purposes of this present book, I now stipulate my key working as-
sumptions. These are (1) that Jesus Christ rose bodily from the dead; (2) that
everything he told us and demonstrated personally about the afterlife (and
anything else) is true; and (3) that whatever the Scriptures convey about the
afterlife or anything else (whether taught by his apostles, prophets, or other
spokespersons) is absolutely true and reliable. I am not going to prove these
statements but just take them for granted, for the purposes of this book. I do
so because I have written this book primarily for Christians, who (presum-
ably) already accept the premise that the Bible is a God-inspired book and is
therefore authoritative. I am writing for those whose main interest is to know
what the Bible teaches specifically on the afterlife.

The Bible Is the Only Authoritative Source for Truth on the Afterlife

In my view, the only things we can know about the afterlife with any
degree of confidence are what Scripture presents. The Bible is not merely
a reliable source of information about the afterlife but is the only source of
trustworthy information about the afterlife.

Now, I am fully aware, for example, that numerous individuals allege to
have had visions of heaven and hell, or claim to have gone there and returned
to tell us about it—sometimes in lurid, full Technicolor detail.” Regardless, such
claims are not the material out of which we should construct our opinions on
the afterlife, especially when they contradict anything found in Scripture. Only
the words of Christ, his apostles, or the writers of Scripture generally must be
our guide. So if someone like the famous Swedish mystic, philosopher, and sci-
entist Emmanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) would have us assent to his fanciful
visions of heaven and hell, let him first raise himself bodily from the dead after
three days in the grave, and perhaps then we shall give him a hearing.

As shall become evident throughout the rest of this volume, this view of
Scripture’s central and complete authority will work itself out in how I answer
each of the questions contained in this book. Practically speaking, this means
that I shall draw all of my conclusions either from direct biblical statements—
which I shall do my best to interpret correctly in their own proper context—
or from what must follow necessarily from such direct biblical statements.'

We Cannot Know Everything about the Afterlife
We must surely reject the skeptical position about the afterlife that I cited
at the beginning of this chapter. However, we must be careful not to go to

9. We address some of these claims in Question 9.
10. See the Westminster Confession of Faith 1.6., http://www.pcaac.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2012/11/WCFScriptureProofs.pdf.
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the opposite extreme and conclude that we can know more about it than we
really can. I find that many of the books on this subject, some written by well-
intentioned Christians, often attempt to be too smart by half, “helpfully” fur-
nishing us with all manner of fanciful details about the life beyond. The truth
is, there is a great deal that we do not and cannot know.

Some matters about the afterlife that the Bible does address involve in-
terpretive challenges. For example, the book of Revelation contains a great
deal of information about the age to come. However, in places it is beastly
difficult to interpret." It is a book chock-full of symbolism. Sometimes the
meaning of the symbols is not obvious. Furthermore, it is not always clear
what one ought to take symbolically and what one should understand as lit-
eral. Sometimes the meaning in a particular passage is clear, but in other pas-
sages not so much. For example, should we understand the dimensions and
description of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21) literally or symbolically?'* And if
symbolically, how do we decode the symbols?

The fact that certain passages in Scripture pose special challenges ought
not to lead us to despair nor cast us into a defeated agnosticism about the
afterlife or about any other teaching of the faith. The venerable Westminster
Confession of Faith gets the balance just right when it states, “All things in
Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all.” It then adds
this important qualification: In matters “which are necessary to be known,
believed, and observed for salvation,” these “are so clearly propounded, and
opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the
unlearned . . . may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them." In other
words, on the essentials, one does not have to be a Bible scholar or a theolo-
gian to get it right. Where the issue is important enough, the Bible addresses
it with sufficient clarity.

On some of the questions we shall explore, I believe we can be certain and
I shall present my conclusions as such. There is a heaven. There is a hell. There
will be a bodily resurrection. God will create a new heavens and a new earth.
Not only that, but we can even know for sure some of the details about these
matters. Hell is of eternal duration. It is a place of conscious punishment. God
resurrects the same body that died. On other issues, though, we may not be
quite so sure because Scripture may have little to say, or because what it does
say may not be totally clear to us. Sometimes we may need to reason from
what Scripture does tell us to what might be the most probable conclusion on
a matter about which the Bible is not directly forthcoming. And on yet other
matters, we must frankly admit that we do not have a clue.

11. Pun intended.
12. See the discussion of the New Jerusalem in Question 23.
13. Westminster Confession of Faith 1.7.
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Extra biblical Arguments Are of Some, though Limited, Value

I do think that arguments drawn from sources other than Scripture may
be of some (though limited) value, but only after we have decided the case
by the Bible. For instance, as creatures created in God’s image, I believe
we can leverage our moral intuitions and feelings in order to understand
why justice demands that sin be punished, both in this life and in the next.
However, I would look to these intuitions only after first examining what
God has to say about the matter. To cite another example, I think that there
is merit to the argument that C. S. Lewis and others have offered, reasoning
that the inability of this present world to satisfy us shows that we were made
for another one." I find arguments like these interesting and suggestive, but
not determinative.

Conclusion

To sum up the matter, I can do no better than to quote the great nineteenth-
century linguist and biblical scholar Moses Stuart, when he said, “The Bible,
then, is the only sure source of knowledge, in regard to the future destiny of our
race. This alone is to be relied on, in the ultimate settlement of the great ques-
tion, whether we are to be forever happy or miserable”*?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Evaluate this statement: “People have so many different opinions on the
afterlife that there is no way to know who is right!”

2. In what way is the resurrection of Jesus important for our knowledge of
the afterlife?

3. On what sources have you drawn upon in forming your views about life
after death? Has anything in this chapter either changed your thinking, or
perhaps reinforced your preexisting views?

4. Do you find it unsettling that we cannot know everything we might want
to know about the afterlife? How about the fact that some biblical passages
may be difficult to interpret?

14. C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory: And Other Addresses, rev. ed. (New York: HarperCollins,
1980), 32-34.

15. Moses Stuart, Exegetical Essays on Several Words Relating to Future Punishment (Andover,
MA: Perkins & Marvin, 1830), 9.
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5. What value do you place on the experiences of those who claim to have
died and come back with information about life beyond the grave? (Note:
You may wish to revisit this question after you have read Question 9, “What
Should We Conclude about Those Who Claim to Have Seen Heaven or
Hell?”)



QUESTION 4

Why Do People Die?

he question of what may await us after we die requires us to explore why it

is that we die in the first place. If we can get a handle on why death is the
common experience of humankind, this will help us better understand what
we might expect to occur after it.

When we deal with “why” questions such as this, we can approach them
from several different angles. One obvious answer would be that people die
because their bodies—the “biological machine,” as it were—wears out or oth-
erwise stops functioning. A “natural” process of decay and corruption be-
sets all biological organisms and human beings are not exempt. Sometimes,
though, we might not live long enough to perish from these so-called “natural
causes’ and meet our demise instead through accidents, natural disasters,
homicide, etc. Regardless, people die when and because their bodies sustain
damage to the point where they can no longer maintain life.

So much for death’s most immediate cause. But what if we push the “why”
question back even further? We could certainly imagine a world in which
human beings do not wear out and decay. Why is that not the kind of world
in which we find ourselves? In fact, if a loving and all-powerful God, such as
Christians profess, really created this world, would we not expect him to have
created a deathless world? Is this really the best that God could do? How are
we to explain the presence of death and destruction in our universe?

The Scriptures give us some insight into the more remote or ultimate rea-
sons behind why we die. We start first with the biblical understanding of what
death is, in its most basic sense, and then move on to what the Bible tells us
about its cause.

Defining Death, according to the Bible

As many biblical scholars and theologians have observed, the Bible
teaches that the essence of death is separation. This is so whether it uses the
word “death” literally or figuratively. Laidlaw states that for human beings,
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“death means separation, cutting off: primarily, of his spiritual life from God;
secondarily, of his soul from his body.™

Speaking of physical death, the seventeenth-century Lutheran theologian
J. A. Quenstedt defined it succinctly: “[Physical] death, properly speaking, sig-
nifies the separation of the soul from the body, and its deprivation of animal
life”* A number of biblical passages bear out this understanding. Consider
James 2:26, which reads, “For as the body apart from (choris)® the spirit (pneu-
matos) is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead” Here, the “spirit” (Gk.
pneuma) is seen in its capacity of giving life to or “vivifying” the body on the
physical level.* Along the same lines is Genesis 35:18, which speaks of Rachel’s
“soul” (Heb. nefesh) “departing” when she died. The word nefesh has a range
of meaning, variously defined as “life,” “soul,” or “person.” The Old Testament
conveys the same idea by the Hebrew word ruakh, or “spirit,” as in Psalm 31:5:
“Into your hand I commit my spirit” Likewise, some New Testament passages
speak of “yielding up” one’s spirit (pneuma), resulting in physical death (Matt.
27:50; John 19:30; Acts 7:59).

The Bible also uses the word “death” in various metaphorical ways. As
with the literal use of death, the metaphorical or figurative uses also feature
the idea of separation—specifically, the separation or estrangement of the
person from God and from the benefits of his divine life. So, for instance, we
have Ephesians 2:1, which declares that before conversion to Christ a person
is “dead” in trespasses and sins, described several verses later as being “sepa-
rated from Christ” (v. 12). Yet another metaphorical use of “death” in the Bible
is the expression “second death,” used to describe the final fate of those who
die in ultimate rejection of God’s provision for salvation. The second death is
“a metaphorical term for eternal separation from the presence and glory of
God (2 Thess. 1:7-10; Rev. 2:11; 20:6, 14-15)” The Bible equates this “second
death” with the “lake of fire”’—also spoken of as “hell.””

1. John Laidlaw, The Bible Doctrine of Man (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1895), 245.

2. J. A. Quenstedt, Theologica didactico-polemica (1685), 4.535, cited in Heinrich Schmid,
Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, trans. Charles A. Hay and Henry E.
Jacobs (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1961), 443.

3. The Greek preposition choris in this passage means “without the presence of,” and so
well conveys the idea of separation. J. B. Bauer, “xwpts,” Exegetical Dictionary of the New
Testament, 3 vols., ed. Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993),
3:493.

4. See Question 5, “What Does the Bible Mean When It Speaks of Our ‘Soul’ and ‘Spirit’?” for
more detail.

5. Robert Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical and Historical (Fearn, Ross-shire, UK: Mentor,
2005), 1021. For a detailed and careful discussion on the meaning of the word nephesh, see
Question 5.

6. Paul Ferguson, “Death, Mortality,” EDBT, 156.

7. See Revelation 20:6, 14-15; 21:8. We shall address the “second death” and the lake of fire
more in Question 8 (concerning the biblical words for hell) and also under Section B of
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Determining the “Cause of Death,” according to Scripture

Having defined death from a biblical perspective, let us see what the Bible
tells us about its cause. We shall consider the ultimate reason people die and
not more immediate explanations, such as heart attacks or car accidents.

Biblically speaking, we may answer this question simply enough, though
the implications of this simple answer are many. “The answer to this ques-
tion is summed up by Paul: “The wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6:23).”® In other
words, death is the punishment for sin.

In saying that death is the punishment for sin, I am not suggesting that
everyone dies for committing some particular misdeed or other, such as when
a police officer shoots and fatally wounds a bank robber. Indeed, infants die
all the time and yet they do not rob banks, use profanity, or exceed the speed
limit. Rather, we are talking about something much more fundamental here:
the fall of the entire human race into sin, resulting from Adam and Eve’s orig-
inal transgression in the garden. This “fall” is what we commonly consider
under what theologians call the doctrine of “original sin” (We shall consider
this doctrine in more detail in Question 11.)

One of the earliest verses in the Bible presents the truth of the fall and
its consequences in all of its stark reality. In Genesis 2:17, God commanded
Adam and Eve not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
warning them, “in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” Whether this
verse is referring to a literal tree or to something symbolic is irrelevant to the
point.® If the verse means anything, it surely means this: Adam and Eve were
to obey God’s direct command, and failure to do so—which is sin—would
result in punishment, namely death. Of course, the biblical record shows
clearly what happened: Adam and Eve disobeyed and thereby set in motion
the wheels of death.'

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul gives what is perhaps the most
extended discussion of death as the punishment for sin in Romans 5." In the
relevant portions of this passage, Paul states:

Part 4: “The Eternal State for Unbelievers (Hell)” For a good discussion of the second
death, see René Pache, The Future Life (Chicago: Moody, 1962), 286.

8. “dvaTtos,” TDNTW, 534.

9. Personally, I think it refers to a literal tree.

10. In saying that Adam and Eve would die “in the day” that they ate the forbidden fruit, the
text does not mean that they were to keel over dead on the spot. Indeed, according to
Genesis 5:5, Adam did not die until he reached the age of 930. Rather, it means that the
death sentence would be pronounced in that day, judicially speaking, even though the
execution of that sentence would work itself out over time through an ongoing process of
decay.

11. Speaking of Paul generally, TDNTW notes, “It is Paul who, among the NT writers, reflects
most on the connection between guilt and one’s mortal destiny” (“6avaros,” 535).
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Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man,
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men be-
cause all sinned. . .. For if many died through one man’s tres-
pass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by
the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many.
And the free gift is not like the result of that one man’s sin.
For the judgment following one trespass brought condemna-
tion, but the free gift following many trespasses brought jus-
tification. For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned
through that one man, much more will those who receive
the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness
reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. Therefore, as
one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men . . . so
that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through
righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our
Lord. (Rom. 5:12, 15-18, 21)

Observe the following conclusions that we can draw from this text.

Death, in All Its Parts, Entered the World through Sin

First, Paul tells us explicitly that death entered the world through sin.
The death here is both spiritual and physical.'* The relationship between this
death and condemnation (v. 16) shows that it is certainly spiritual in nature.
However, Adam’s sin brought in physical death as well. This is entirely con-
sistent with what Paul states elsewhere, when he declares that all die in Adam
physically (1 Cor. 15:21-22). Note, too, that when God punished Adam and
Eve for their disobedience, as recorded in Genesis, he very clearly included
physical death in this. Genesis 3:19 makes this plain, when God states, “to
dust you shall return” Thus, death—both physical and spiritual—is the pun-
ishment for sin.

Had Adam and Eve Not Sinned, They Would Not Have Died

The second conclusion that we can draw is that had Adam and Eve
not sinned, they would not have died. In other words, death is in one very
important sense unnatural; it was not part of God’s original or ultimate plan.'?

12. See Augustine, City of God 13.15, as proof that the divine threatening includes both phys-
ical and spiritual death.

13. This includes not only human death but animal death as well: “If death is the consequence
of human sin, then why are nonhuman living creatures likewise subject to mortality? To
this Paul replies that the ‘creation” has been subjected, not by its own will but as a result of
human sin, to futility and impermanence. It now waits to be set free from death, together
with the ‘children of God’ (Rom. 8:19-22). Thus, Paul does not regard even death in nature
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This is obvious on its face. If Adam and Eve would have died anyway (i.e.,
apart from their disobedience), then it makes absolutely no sense for God to
have threatened them with death as a consequence for their disobedience. It
was only “in the day that they ate of it” that they would “surely die” and not
before. In any case, Genesis 3:22 removes all doubt: Had God allowed them
ongoing access to the tree of life, they would have lived forever.

Does this mean that God created Adam and Eve immortal, but that they
lost their immortality through sin? Well, that depends upon what we mean
by “immortal”

Let us consider their physical immortality first. As Augustine described
it, in their innocent state as originally created (i.e., before they sinned), Adam
and Eve were “able not to die” That is, God provided them with the means of
living free from death and disease. Now, we should not confuse being “able
not to die” with being “unable to die,” or being absolutely indestructible.
Even apart from sin, Adam could have died in principle (e.g., if someone had
dropped an anvil on his head or if he had been run over by a freight train). But
God, in his providence, kept all external dangers from harming them in the
garden and would have continued to do so for as long as they had remained
in that garden without sin. As for death through internal causes, such as dis-
ease and old age, God provided them with the tree of life, through which they
would maintain their youthful vitality and be free of all such maladies." In
that sense, then, we could say that Adam and Eve were “immortal” in their
unfallen state: not inherently, but in the sense that they would not have died.
Nevertheless, as we shall see when we consider the nature of the resurrection
body, a higher form of bodily immortality awaits us—a grade or quality of
immortality that Adam and Eve never had. Believers will someday possess
bodies that are, more properly speaking, immortal in the sense of being abso-
lutely impervious to death (1 Cor. 15:53-54). Such bodies are not merely “able
not to die” but are “unable to die”"

As for whether God created Adam and Eve with immortal souls, for now
it is enough to note that Adam and Eves soul/spirit survived the death of
their bodies. This will be true for us as well. (I shall treat that in more detail in
Question 6, “Does Our Soul or Spirit Survive the Death of Our Body?”)

as a ‘natural’ phenomenon. From all that we have said, it is evident that in the NT death is
regarded not as a natural process, but as a historical event resulting from the sinful human
condition” (“0dvaTos,” TDNTW, 535).

14. “They were, then, nourished by other fruit, which they took, that their animal bodies
might not suffer the discomfort of hunger of thirst; but they tasted the tree of life, that
death might not steal upon them from any quarter, and that they might not, spent with age,
decay” (Augustine, City of God 13.20). See also City of God 13.23; 14.26; On the Merits of
Forgiveness of Sins, and on the Baptism of Infants 2.35.

15. For an excellent discussion of Adam and Eve’s pre- and post-fall condition, see Laidlaw,
The Bible Doctrine of Man, 233-46.
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Adam and Eve’s Sin Brought Death to All

The third conclusion that we must draw from that text in Romans is that
Adam and Eve’s sin brought physical and spiritual death on you and me, as
well as on themselves. I have alluded to this earlier when I mentioned the doc-
trine of original sin. Since I examine this doctrine in more detail in Question
11, I shall not elaborate upon it here.

God Has Provided a Solution to the Scourge of Death

The final point is that God has provided a solution to death: the free gift
of salvation through Jesus Christ. He alone has conquered death and provided
deliverance from its power. Through Christ’s work, God has addressed the
problem of death, both in its spiritual and in its physical aspects. Spiritually,
he has brought us into a right relationship with God, so that we are no longer
alienated from him but are declared “not guilty” of our sins (i.e., we are “jus-
tified”). Even more than that, we become his children by adoption (Rom.
8:15, 23; Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). In addition, those who put their faith in Christ
will have bodies one day that are better than the bodies of Adam and Eve
ever were, even before they fell into sin. God will animate these new glorified
bodies with a dynamic, vital, spiritual principle of life that will make them im-
pervious to death, disease, and decay. We shall save our consideration of the
astonishing characteristics of our resurrection bodies for Question 19, “What
Will the Resurrection Body Be Like?” For now, it is enough to say that Jesus
Christ is the answer to death in any and every sense of the word.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Many—including even Yoda from Star Wars(!)—declare that “death is a
natural part of life” In light of what you read in this chapter, how would
you evaluate such a statement?

2. Read Genesis 2:17. What do we learn from this passage about the relation-
ship between death and sin?

3. When Paul teaches that “death entered the world through sin,” is he
speaking of physical death, spiritual death, or both? How do we know?

4. Did God create Adam and Eve “immortal”? If so, what did that mean in
their case?

5. Is there any difference between the “immortality” that God’s adopted chil-
dren will experience someday and the “immortality” that Adam and Eve
experienced at their creation? How would you describe this difference?



QUESTION 5

What Does the Bible Mean When It
Speaks of Our “Soul” and “Spirit™?

In discussions about life after death, people ask whether some “part” of us
continues to exist consciously after our bodies die. People commonly speak
of our “souls” or “spirits” living on, even as our bodies molder in the grave.

Does the Bible support the idea that there is some “immortal” part of
us—i.e., our “soul” or “spirit”—that survives bodily death?

Because of the many interconnected issues involved, I have decided to
break our treatment into two questions. In this question, I shall first clarify
what the Bible means when it talks about our “soul” and/or our “spirit” Then,
having established what the Bible says about how we are put together, so to
speak, we shall examine in Question 6 whether the soul or spirit survives
bodily death.'

General Observations about the Biblical View of Human Persons

Before we explore the specific biblical vocabulary that translates into
English as “soul” and/or “spirit,” a few overarching observations about how
the Bible views the human person or self may prove helpful.

Both Testaments of Scripture tend to look at human beings holistically.
Typically, the Bible depicts us as beings in which the body, the mind, the emo-
tions, our physical biological life, etc., all cohere to make a unified, integrated
whole—i.e., a living human being. Such a position stands in contrast to reli-
gions or philosophical systems, such as Platonism and gnosticism, that see
humans as essentially “spirit-selves,” who find themselves somehow trapped
in material bodies. In those systems, the goal is for people to shed their bodily

1. At a few points in this present chapter, I shall assume that the “soul” or “spirit” survives
the death of the body, even though I shall not formally demonstrate that until the next
question.
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prison house, enabling their souls or spirits to live unencumbered in disem-
bodied bliss. Such a perspective is altogether alien from Scripture, as will be-
come clear when we study the various uses of “soul” and “spirit” throughout
the Bible.

Scripture’s Use of “Soul” and “Spirit” to Describe the Human
Constitution

When describing the human constitution, the Bible, in both the Old and
New Testaments, uses several different terms that Bible translators render as
“soul” and “spirit” in our English translations.

Soul and Spirit in the Old Testament

The word most commonly translated “soul” in the Hebrew Old Testament
is nefesh, which refers to a vital, energetic, living being—whether man or
beast.

Its use in Genesis 2:7 is significant and provides the key passage that un-
locks its meaning. This text recounts man’s creation, in which God forms his
body from the dust of the earth and breathes life into his nostrils. The result is
that man “became a nefesh khayah,” which some translations render as “living
soul” or “living creature”? Note here that the word “soul” (nefesh) does not de-
note something that man possesses or some “part” of him, but rather what he
is (i.e., as seen in his totality as “the comprehensive and unified manifestation
of sentient life”).> As Seebass puts it, “According to Gen. 2:7 a person does not
have a vital self but is a vital self*

Nefesh, then, refers to a living being in totality. It is not restricted to
human beings, however. Nefesh also describes animals in passages such as
Genesis 1:20, 21, 24; 9:10; Leviticus 11:10; Job 12:10; and Proverbs 12:10.°
Of course, our focus in this question is on a particular kind of living being,
namely human beings. Since nefesh refers to the living being in his/her/its
totality, in the case of humans—but not animals—it is roughly equivalent in
meaning to the word “person.” This is because humans, unlike animals, are
persons, and we use the word “person” to describe a human being in his or
her totality.

We see nefesh as equivalent to “person” in Genesis 46:26, which speaks
of sixty-six nefesh that came with Jacob into Egypt. Also, Leviticus 21:11 and
Numbers 6:6 refer to a “dead nefesh” (nafshoth meth), which some translators
render as “dead body” (e.g., Esv, KJv), while others, perhaps more correctly,

2. Khayah is from the Hebrew adjective khay, which means “alive, living””

3. Aubrey R. Johnson, The Vitality of the Individual in the Thought of Ancient Israel (Cardiff:
University of Wales Press, 1964), 10.

4. H. Seebass, “vn3,” TDOT 9:511-12.

5. See Robert L. Saucy, Minding the Heart: The Way of Spiritual Transformation (Grand
Rapids: Kregel, 2013), 32.
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translate as “dead person” (e.g., NASB, NAB). Regardless, these latter two in-
stances surely demonstrate that one cannot take nefesh, in these passages at
least, as referring to some disembodied part of the person.

Because nefesh so represents the totality of the individual’s expressive life,
the Bible sometimes uses nefesh as equivalent to the pronoun “I;” “me,” “my,’
etc., as in expressions such as “my soul.” Here, “my soul” is equivalent to “me,
but perhaps with the added nuance of stressing the individual as an energetic
or “vital self”® So, a passage such as Psalm 103:1, which reads, “Bless the Lord,
O my soul (nefesh),” means, in effect, “I bless the Lord with every fiber of my
being”—or, as the words of the second half of the verse make clear, with “all
that is within me.”

If the “soul,” then, stands for a complete living individual, how does the
“spirit” relate to this?’

Our English translations commonly render the Hebrew word ruakh as
“spirit” Its basic definition is “wind” or “breath,” and the Bible uses it as such
in a number of passages (e.g., Gen. 3:8; Exod. 10:13; Job 15:30). Ruakh also
stands for the life force, both in men and in animals (Gen. 6:17; Ezek. 37:5),
which departs the body at death (Eccl. 3:21; 8:8; Ps. 31:5).°

Note that in human beings, the ruakh does more than merely enliven the
being on a strictly biological level. While it certainly does that, the human
spirit also includes personal capacities as essential to it. It is the ground of
self-conscious emotions, volitions (i.e., choices), and desires (e.g., Isa. 26:9),
as well as “the seat or organ of mental acts” (Job 20:3; Ps. 77:6; Isa. 29:24; Ezek.
20:32).° In contrast, the ruakh of animals does not possess the higher mental
capacities of the human ruakh.

Ruakh relates to nefesh in the following way. If the nefesh (i.e., soul) refers
to a living being, then the ruakh is the life principle; it is that which makes
the living being alive. A soul is a living soul by virtue of the presence of ruakh
in it.

Again, the creation account in Genesis 2 serves as our guide. Notice that
man became a “living soul” (nefesh khayah) once God “breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life” (i.e., his spirit into him)."

6. Seebass, “wpy,” TDOT 9:510; Johnson, The Vitality of the Individual in the Thought of Ancient
Israel, 15-16.

7. For the understanding of the relationship between spirit and soul (ruakh and nefesh) that
follows, I am indebted primarily to the work of, and my discussions with, my good friend
and colleague Robert Saucy. See his book Minding the Heart, 31-34, for a compact treat-
ment of these issues.

8. For the meanings of ruakh that follow, see BDB, “mn,” 924-25.

9. BDB, “m",” 925.

10. Though this passage does not specifically use the word ruakh, the meaning is nonetheless
the same. Here Moses employs the verb nafakh, “to breathe; blow;” followed by a form of
the word neshama, which means “breath” Though used much less frequently than ruakh,
its meaning is often synonymous with it. For clarification, see Genesis 6:17 and 7:15, which



48 Question 5 What Does the Bible Mean When It Speaks of Our “Soul” and “Spirit™?

Based on passages such as these, Saucy provides a helpful sketch of how
we are to understand our makeup as human beings:

As human beings we are a union of material substance, “dust
from the ground,” and immaterial substance, “the breath of
life,” or spirit. This union of material (body) and immate-
rial (spirit) results in “a living soul” Soul is thus the term for
man’s total human nature—the total person, what he is, not
just what he has. Soul represents the human as alive with life
that consists of emotions, passions, drives, and appetite. . . .
Spirit is life as effective power; soul is the subject or bearer
of that life, or life actively realized in the creature. Soul em-
phasizes the living individual, spirit the vitalizing power by
which the individual or soul lives."

Soul and Spirit in the New Testament

The New Testament presents a structure of the human person consistent
with the Old.

Psycheé is the Greek word most commonly translated “soul” in the New
Testament. In many ways, psyché is virtually equivalent to the Hebrew nefesh;
in fact, in the Septuagint, which is a Greek translation of the Hebrew Old
Testament, the translators picked this word to render the various instances
of nefesh.

As with nefesh, the Bible uses the term psyché in its most comprehensive
sense; the psyché “embraces the whole natural being and life of a human being
for which one concerns oneself and of which one takes constant care”* Like
nefesh, the word psycheé can also stand for “that which possesses life,” which is
to say the person as a whole.”

The word for “spirit” in the New Testament is pneuma. As with ruakh, the
basic meaning of pneuma is wind and, related to it, breath. The Bible uses it in
this sense in such passages as John 3:8 and (most likely) Hebrews 1:7. It also

uses ruakh khayim for the life principle of living beings. Note especially Genesis 7:22,
which has nishmat ruakh khayim, “the breath of the spirit of life” Here ruakh is in an ap-
positional construct to nishmat, which therefore could be translated “the breath (nishmat)
that is the spirit (ruakh) of life” We find the same construction in 2 Samuel 22:16, with the
same meaning. Job 4:9 is yet another verse that shows the synonymous sense of nishmat
and ruakh. See the discussion in Saucy, Minding the Heart, 32.

11. Ibid., 32-33.

12. “Guxhy TDNTW, 1374.

13. BDAG, “buxn,” 1099. See Acts 2:41, 43; 3:23; 7:14; 27:37; Romans 2:9; 1 Corinthians 15:45;
1 Peter 3:20.
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uses pneuma to designate the vital life force that animates the body. This is
clear from James 2:26, which declares, “The body without the spirit is dead”**

Pneuma can also specify that which furnishes the thinking and feeling ca-
pacities of a person, including the emotions and the will. Thus, one’s pneuma
can be “troubled” (John 11:33; 13:21), provoked (Acts 17:16), and can rejoice
(Luke 1:46-47).

How Do We Explain Passages Where Soul and Spirit Seem to Mean the Same
Thing?

In the treatment above, I have stressed that the spirit refers to the im-
material part of a human being, while the word “soul” refers to the person
in his or her totality. That is, a person has a spirit and is a soul. Yet, discus-
sions on this topic commonly speak of the “soul” as the immaterial part of a
person, thus making it equivalent in meaning to spirit. Furthermore, in the
New Testament in particular, we encounter some passages that might seem to
make the same equation. For instance, in Matthew 10:28 Jesus states, “And do
not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who
can destroy both soul and body in hell.” Here, it seems that “soul” refers to the
immaterial part of the person, in contrast to the body, which is the material
part. Likewise, Hebrews 12:23 refers to deceased saints existing in heaven as
the “spirits of the righteous made perfect,” whereas Revelation 6:9 describes
deceased (here, martyred) saints as the souls “under the altar” Granting that
the deceased saints in these two texts are disembodied, should we conclude
that these passages use “soul” and “spirit” interchangeably, and that both texts
refer to the immaterial part of the person, which is the part that survives
bodily death?

Not quite. It is important to realize that what is true of one of the parts of
a person is also true of the person him/herself. Take the eye as an example. It
would just as correct to say, “I see 20-20,” as it would be to say, “My eyes see
20-20” This does not mean that there is no distinction between our bodily
parts, such as the eyes, and the person composed of those parts. Yet, what is
true of the body is true of the person because the body in question belongs to
that person.

Now, let us consider how this works specifically in relationship to the
immaterial part of the person, which is properly called the person’s spirit.
While the person (or soul) is alive on this earth, he or she is a two-part
person (or soul), consisting of a body (material part) and a spirit (immaterial
part). However, as I shall demonstrate in the answer to Question 6, at death
the spirit separates from the body and consciously survives bodily death,
even as the body decomposes in the earth. So when the person was alive on
earth, he/she was a two-part soul or person (body and spirit), whereas after

14. See also, for example, Matthew 27:50; Luke 8:55; John 19:30; and Acts 7:59.
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he/she dies, we now have a one-part soul or person, consisting only of the
person’s spirit. Remember that the spirit includes not only the biological life
that animates the body (e.g., so that the lungs breathe air and the heart beats
and circulates blood), but the spirit also is the seat of the intellect, emotions,
will, reason, self-consciousness, and all of the other mental functions of the
person. It is the root of the personal life in which all of these capacities are
grounded. Although the spirit no longer can keep the body alive once it has
separated from it, it still continues its other mental kinds of functions. And
it is these higher intellectual functions (such as reason, self-consciousness,
and the like) that are essential to personhood; they are what humans have
that animals do not. Simply stated, the essential elements of personhood
survive bodily death because it is the spirit that “carries” the personhood, so
to speak, and not the body.

Therefore, when we have a “disembodied soul,” what we have is an in-
complete human person, whom we may rightly call a “soul” (person) in an
incomplete state, possessing only his or her spirit and no longer a body. Thus,
when we have examples of Scripture referring to people who have died as
“souls” (Rev. 6:9) or “spirits” (Heb. 12:23), both words refer to incomplete
people awaiting resurrection. In the first case, the stress is on the person (i.e.,
soul) who no longer has a body. In the latter case, the passage refers to the
incomplete person by naming the part of him or her that has survived bodily
death (i.e., the spirit).

The Special Use of the Adjectives “Soulish” and “Spiritual” in the
New Testament

Thus far, we have looked at the biblical words translated “soul” and “spirit”
and examined their use in describing the makeup of the human person.
However, certain New Testament writers, particularly Paul, employ the cor-
responding adjectives “soulish” (psychikos) and “spiritual” (pneumatikos) in
related though somewhat different senses from what we have seen above.

Paul speaks of the “soulish” man (psychikos anthropos), who “does not ac-
cept the things of the Spirit of God . . . because they are spiritually discerned
(pneumatikos anakrinetai)” (1 Cor. 2:14). He also characterizes our present,
weak, and frail body as psychikos, in contrast to our future resurrection body,
which he terms a “spiritual body” (soma pneumatikon) (1 Cor. 15:44).

Most modern translations render psychikos as “natural” This refers to
human beings in their natural state and condition, apart from any special
empowerment by God’s Spirit. This term applies not only to humans as origi-
nally created and endowed with a natural or animal principle of life (as Adam
was in the garden), but also to humankind as we find ourselves now, which
is to say ravaged by the degrading effects of sin. In contrast, the adjective
pneumatikos, or “spiritual,” refers to the energy by which God specially em-
powers human beings. Here, the reference is not to our own human spirit or
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pneuma (as we considered earlier) but rather to God’s own Spirit as an ener-
gizing principle of life, whether operating on our physical bodies or on own
personal spirits. As Laidlaw summarizes:

The contrast or antithesis . . . is plainly one between human
nature in its own native elements and human nature under
the higher power which has entered it in the New Birth. The
former is psychic, the latter is pneumatic. The psychical or
“soulish” man is man as nature now constitutes him, and as
sin has infected him. . . . The pneumatic or spiritual man.. . . is
man as grace has re-constituted him, and as God’s Spirit dwells
in him and bestows gifts upon him (1 Cor. 2:15)."°

This Pauline use of psychikos and pneumatikos in 1 Corinthians 15 will be
most important for our examination of the nature of the resurrection body in
Question 19. When I unpack this text later, we shall see that Paul contrasts
the purely “animal” principle of life that enlivens the “natural” or “soulish”
body over and against the coming “spiritual” body that we will receive in the
resurrection. This latter body, every bit as physical as the former, nevertheless
is one specially empowered by God’s own Spirit, with all the glory that this
will entail.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. This chapter began by making the general observation that the Bible takes
a “holistic” view of the human person. What does this mean, and why is it
significant?

2. What is the Hebrew word most commonly translated “soul” in the Old
Testament? How does this relate to the previous point, i.e., that the Bible
takes a holistic view?

3. What is the Hebrew word most commonly translated “spirit”? Compare
the meaning of “soul” and “spirit” in the Old Testament passages discussed
in this chapter.

4. What are the New Testament words translated “soul” and “spirit”? What is
the sense of each of these words and how do they relate to one another, as
well as to their Old Testament counter