A Teacher Like No Other #16

“After Death”

Luke 16:19-31
For many years I believed that the initials “bc” and “ad” used in historical dates stood for “Before Christ” and “After Death.” (From the looks I am receiving, some of you may still think that!) In fact, “ad” stands for Anno Domini, Latin for “the year of our Lord.”

The words “After Death,” though, have a significance of their own. Most people have a curiosity, a fascination with what happens to a person after they die. A number of options have emerged throughout time, from those who believe that a person simply ceases to exist to the belief in reincarnation—that the person comes back to this earth as another form of life, depending on how good or bad they were in this life—to the notion that upon death a person becomes “one with the universe,” losing all identity and unique personality. And then there is the traditional view of Heaven and Hell, a place for good and bad people to go, respectively. What each is like, who ends up in each, and even if either or both exist is a hotly debated topic…even among Christians. A poll several years ago revealed that 70% of those asked believe in Heaven while just 33% (of the same people) believe in Hell.

As we continue to consider Jesus, a Teacher like no other, we naturally ask, What did Jesus teach about one’s existence after death? Did He even address the subject? The answer to that is a very definite “yes,” and He taught about Heaven and Hell quite often. You may be surprised to know that Jesus spoke more about Hell than did anyone else in all the Bible,
 and that He had more to say about Hell than He did about Heaven.

It is impossible to cover everything Jesus said about our existence after death, so let’s turn to one teaching, found in Luke 16:19-31, that provides several basic truths about Heaven and Hell.

19 “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. 20 At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores 21 and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. 
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. 23 In hell [Greek Hades], where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 24 So 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. 26 And 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.’ 

27 “He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, 28 for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.’ 

29 “Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.’ 

30 “ ‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’ 

31 “He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”
Allow me first to introduce the parable itself. Found only in Luke’s gospel, some see this as an adaptation of a popular folk-tale, perhaps originating in Egypt, contrasting the eternal fates of a bad rich man and a virtuous poor man.
 Others
 believe this is not a parable at all, since actual names are given: Lazarus, from the Hebrew Eleazar meaning “God has helped”; Abraham, the recognized father of the Hebrew nation; and in some Bibles the rich man is named Dives, though this is simply the Latin for “rich man.”
 I agree with this assessment, that we have here a true story of two men…and their eternal destinies. Here two men are shown in life, then in death. One trusted in God, the other in himself and his wealth. There is quite a contrast between their lives here on earth. But the difference becomes much greater when each of them dies.

We must begin, then, with the affirmation that Heaven and Hell are real places that do exist. This is not some paranormal ex​perience reported by a man who saw lights and heard buzzing. Jesus’ story records an event, not a vision.
 To deny the existence of Heaven and/or Hell would be to deny the truthfulness of Jesus and the teaching of the Bible as a whole.

Now before we move into the passage in Luke, I need to point out that the words “heaven” and “hell” in the Scriptures each are used in reference to three distinct realities each. It is important to understand these distinctions in order to comprehend what the Bible teaches on these subjects. (For some of you, this will be review, but for others this may be the first you have heard of this.)

Paul refers to “the third heaven” in 2 Corinthians 12:2, and so we may reasonably conclude that there must be a first and a second as well. The “first heaven” is the aerial or atmospheric heaven, where birds fly and from which we breathe air.
 Some Scriptures speak of “the birds of heaven”—it is this first heaven that is intended. The “second heaven” is what we normally call outer space—where the sun, moon, stars, and planets exist. Again, when the Bible mentions “the stars of the heavens,” we should understand it is mean this second heaven. The “third heaven” as Paul names it refers to the dwelling place of God. Elsewhere in Scripture this is called the “heaven of heavens” (2 Chronicles 6:18; Nehemiah 9:6; Psalm 148:4). It was to this Heaven that Jesus Christ ascended after His resurrection, as Mark 16:9 records, “So then after the Lord had spoken unto them, He was received up into heaven, and sat on the right hand of God.” 
 If it were up to me, only this third heaven would be called Heaven; I would rather refer to the first heaven as the “sky” and the second as “space” or “outer space,” so that whenever the word “Heaven” is used, it would be understood as the eternal dwelling of God and the future home of the redeemed.

Similarly, there are three places called “hell” in our English Bibles. These are designated by three Greek terms in the New Testament: gehenna, hades, and tartarus. Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains,

There are three Greek words in the New Testament translated by the one English word “hell,” which fact results in some confusion in our thinking.

One of these is “Gehenna.” It is the Greek representative of the Hebrew “Ge-Hinnom,” or Valley of Hinnom, a deep narrow valley to the south of Jerusalem, where, after the introduction of the worship of the fire-gods by Ahaz, the idolatrous Jews sacrificed their children to the god Molech. After the time of Josiah, when this practice was stopped, it became the common refuse-place of the city, where the bodies of criminals, carcasses of animals, and all sorts of filth were cast. From its depth and narrowness, and its fire and ascending smoke, it became the symbol of the place of the future punishment of the wicked. The word is used in Matthew 5:22 in the phrase “the hell of fire,” (Greek), and thus refers to the final abode of the wicked dead which is called in Revelation 19:20 “the lake of fire burning with brimstone.” This lake of fire is in existence now, for the word “prepared” in the Greek of Matthew 25:41 is in the perfect tense which refers to a past completed action having present results. Hell had been already prepared and was in existence when Jesus spoke these words. There is no one there now. The first occupants of that dreadful place will be the Beast and the false prophet, Satan following them 1000 years afterwards. Then at the Great White Throne Judgment, which occurs at the close of the Millennium, all lost human beings, the fallen angels, and the demons will also be sent there for eternity. Our word “hell” is the correct rendering of the word “Gehenna,” and should be so translated in the following passages, Matthew 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mark 9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5; James 3:6.

The second of these words is “Hades,” which is a transliteration, not a translation, of the Greek word. The word itself means “The Unseen.” This was the technical Greek religious term used to designate the world of those who departed this life. The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, uses this word to translate the Hebrew “Sheol,” which has a similar general meaning.

The difference between the pagan and Biblical conceptions of Hades is that the former conceives of Hades as the final abode of the dead, whereas the latter teaches that it is the temporary place of confinement until the Great White Throne Judgment in the case of the wicked dead, and until the resurrection of Christ, in the case of the righteous dead, the latter since that event going at once to heaven at death (Phil. 1:23).

As the pagan conception of Hades included two parts, so the Biblical idea divided it into two parts, the one called Paradise in Luke 23:43 (but not in either 2 Corinthians 12:4 or Revelation 2:7), or Abraham’s Bosom in Luke 16:22, for the righteous dead, and the other part for the wicked dead having no specific designation except the general word “Hades” in Luke 16:23. This Greek word is found in the following passages, to be translated and interpreted generally as “Hades,” the place of the departed dead, and for the reason that the translators of the Septuagint use this word to express in the Greek language what is meant in the Hebrew by the word “Sheol,” the place of the departed dead.

In Matthew 11:23 and Luke 10:15, Capernaum is to be brought down to the realms of the dead, presumably here to that portion of Hades reserved for the wicked, because of its rejection of the attesting miracles of our Lord. In Luke 16:23, the rich man was in Hades, that part where the wicked dead are kept until the judgment of the Great White Throne. In Acts 2:27 and 31, our Lord at His death went to Hades, the passage in Acts being quoted from Psalm 16, where the Hebrew is “Sheol.” His soul was not left in Hades, the “paradise” portion, nor did His body in Joseph’s tomb see corruption, for He was raised from the dead on the third day. He as the Man Christ Jesus, possessing a human soul and spirit, as He possessed a human body, entered the abode of the righteous dead, having committed the keeping of His spirit to God the Father (Luke 23:46).

In Revelation 6:8, Death and Hades follow in the wake of war and famine, Hades ready to receive the dead of the Great Tribulation period. In Revelation 20:13-14, Death itself, and Hades with all the wicked dead are cast into the lake of fire.

The third word translated “hell” is in 2 Peter 2:4 where the Greek word is “Tartarus,” the prison of the fallen angels that sinned at the time of the flood, as seen in Genesis 6:1–4; 1 Peter 3:19-20; and Jude 6.

Of these three words, two are temporary “holding cells,” if you will, hades used for human spirits awaiting judgment and tartarus used for fallen angels awaiting judgment, while gehenna (“the lake of fire”) is the permanent punishment for Satan, all his fallen angels, and all humans who reject Christ.
 If it were up to me, only gehenna would be translated “Hell” in the Bible. No one is there at present, until all are judged at the end of time and sentenced to the lake of fire.

It may seem odd that I have chosen a teaching of Jesus that depicts hades rather than the final Heaven or Hell, but the basic truths about our eternal states are all captured in this one text. We see that Heaven and Hell are extreme in their differences, eternal in their duration, and equitable in their destination.

They Are Extreme in their Differences

First, they are extreme in their differences. True, both places mentioned in Luke 16 are temporary “waiting rooms” until the final judgments are given, but even in Hades (or Sheol in Hebrew) the differences are stark.

Jesus said that when Lazarus died, that angels carried him to Abraham’s bosom—the place nearest the heart of Abraham, in the place where Abraham was located at that time. Lazarus was comforted there, something that was certainly lacking during his life on earth. This was a part of Hades, but it was a place of comfort for the faithful. There is no suffering here, but the faithful at that time were waiting in anticipation of the promise yet to come.

“Abraham’s bosom” was a preview of Heaven, a “coming attraction” if you will. Heaven is an actual place. A prepared place, designed for God’s redeemed people, those who have accepted God’s free gift of His Son. Jesus told His disciples in John 14:1-3,

Let not your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me. In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.”
According to this and other New Testament verses, Heaven will be a place of beauty, peace, constant health, and happiness, filled with people from all the earthly ages who have one thing in common: faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.

The apostle John recorded his glimpse of our eternal home in Revelation 21:1-4,

And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He shall dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be among them, and He shall wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there shall no longer be any death; there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away.
 

One major difference between Abraham’s bosom and Heaven, as I understand the Scriptures, is that those in the former could interact with the unsaved souls in the lower part of Hades, whereas in Heaven, this will not be the case. I have often been asked, “How will I be able to enjoy Heaven if I know that some of my loved ones are in Hell?” My response to that is, “You won’t know. God will wipe their memory from your mind.”

Before I move on, this interaction between the rich man and Abraham (notice that Lazarus never speaks in this exchange) disproves the commonly held theory of “soul sleep.” Both the rich man and Lazarus were conscious, one enjoying comfort and the other suffering torment.
 While the Bible uses sleep as a euphemism for the body in the grave, the spirit remains conscious after death.

Now let’s turn to the condition of the rich man. First, there is agony. There is lit​eral pain. He is in torment. And somehow he catches a glimpse of those who are at peace. Second, as just mentioned, he is fully conscious. Observe that the man could reason. He could visualize his surround​ings. He had feeling. He could hear. He could taste. It was as if he still had a tongue. Third, he not only has his senses, he has his memory. Neither is obliterated by death.
 Abraham challenged him to remember the former states of himself and Lazarus on earth, and how now the tables have been turned. 

We are told that he was tormented “in this flame.” Does this mean that he is in the Lake of Fire, or Gehenna? No, for no one has been sentenced there yet. In fact, Revelation 20:14 states that Hades will be cast into the Lake of Fire, so these two cannot mean the same thing! So where do we find “flames” in Hades? Could it be that this lower level of Hades is situated right above Gehenna, so that the inhabitants are feeling the heat and an occasional flame rising from the Lake of Fire?
 The Bible seems to indicate that Hades is located “under the earth,” and if Gehenna is found at the earth’s core (as many scholars surmise), this would fit together.

Do not take this to mean, however, that the righteous in Abraham’s bosom are suffering in any way. Lazarus is said to be “comforted” in this passage, not languishing in some kind of Purgatory until their sins have been atoned and someone prays them into Heaven. The doctrine of Purgatory is never found in the Bible; in fact, Scripture teaches just the opposite. Atonement for sin was completed on the cross, and for those who have their sins forgiven by the blood of the Lamb, there is no form of punishment or payment necessary!

Returning to the state of the rich man, we see the torments of his existence as he awaits his final judgment at the Great White Throne, described in Revelation 20. While it is true he is not yet in Hell, what he is experiencing is just a taste of that awful place. Elsewhere in the Bible is described as 

 

· A place of weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matthew 8:12). 

· A place of unquenchable fire (Mark 9:48). 

· A place of darkness (Revelation 9:2). 

· A place of eternal damnation (Mark 3:29). 

· A place where God’s wrath is poured out (Revelation 14:10). 

· A place of everlasting destruction (2 Thessalonians 1:9).
 

 

One final point about Hades—and it will be true of Gehenna as well—that is often mistaken today. Occasionally you hear a lost person say, “Well, I don’t mind if I go to hell. I’ll have a lot of company!” But there is no friendship or “company” in hell! Hell is a place of torment and loneliness. It is not an eternal party where sinners have a good time doing what they used to do on earth.
 A. W. Tozer comments,

Man is a moral wanderer in this present world—but he becomes a moral fool when he has shut out the voice of God and flippantly consoles himself with the excuse: “Well, if I go to hell, I will have plenty of company.”

The moral fool who goes to hell will be surprised indeed to find that hell has its own ways of singling out a man, isolating him from everything that would be a comfort. I am convinced that the lost man who spurns the call of God in this life will suffer all alone in his lostness in hell—completely alone and unsupported and uncomforted!

There must have been many who were in hell, but you will notice that when the rich man went there he could not find any comfort. He was alone. As far as he was concerned, there was no one else there.

They Are Eternal in their Duration

Secondly, Heaven and Hell are eternal in their duration. We often speak of living in Heaven as eternal life, and that is true. But the Bible teaches that everybody has eternal life because everyone has an eternal soul. The issue is not “Do I have eternal life?” It is, rather, “Where will I spend my eternal life?”
 

Death is separation; it never means extinction.
 Death takes place when the spirit leaves the body. But death is not the end; it is the beginning of a whole new existence in another world. For the Christian, death means to be present with the Lord. For the unbeliever, death means to be separated from God’s presence and in torment.
 

One’s destiny is set at the time of physical death, and the eternal state of each person is immutably fixed. The words “eternal,” “everlasting,” “forever” and “forever and ever” ex​press endless duration. The New Testament use of these expressions denotes eternity.
 In this story, the “fixed chasm” suggests a perpetual situation. In other words, it is impossible to change destinies or to escape one’s location after death. Even if others wish for you to be released, they cannot come to your rescue.
 The construction of the Greek implies that this is the purpose and not simply the result of the great chasm.
 

We have little struggle believing that heaven will be for​ever, but for some reason, we ignore that hell will be equally everlasting. To deny the permanence of hell is impossible without also removing the permanence of heaven. Each is a reality, and each is ultimate finality. Many views try to explain away or bypass hell. One attempt is annihilation. This says that the righteous will live eternally, but the wicked will ultimately be judged and destroyed. Another attempt at bypassing hell is universalism, which teaches that all humanity will ultimately be saved. This position offers a comforting “redemptive mercy” that will eventually include all mankind. If this were true, what did Jesus mean when He talked about the very real possibility of being lost forever? “Should not perish” in John 3:16 implies that some will indeed perish. And how could His comment be taken seriously when He says to the unsaved, “Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire” (Matthew 25:41)? Count on it, friend, eternal means eternal.

They Are Equitable in their Destination

Finally, Heaven and Hell are equitable in their destination. After all the injustice and unfairness of this world, cursed as it is by sin, eternity will be marked by justice for all. Remember this: everything must be put in its place in God’s universe at last.
 No one will be wrongfully placed in either Heaven or Hell. God’s verdicts will be correct.

This is graphically portrayed here in the words of Abraham to the rich man’s request. He points to a reversal of fortunes. In life the rich man had had his good things. The adjective your is significant. He had had what he chose. He could have spent time with the things of God and delighted in the word of God. He could have engaged in almsgiving (Lazarus had been close enough!). For him good things had been purple and fine linen, daily partying and feasting. He had chosen what he wanted and now he must abide by his choice. Lazarus had received evil things. In this case there is no “his”; Lazarus had not been responsible for the evils he had suffered. Now, Abraham points out, a different set of values operates. Justice is done.

It is important to recognize that there is nothing here or elsewhere in the parable that condemns the rich man for being rich or praises the poor man for being poor. This is merely a description of two men: one rich, one poor. It is the way things were, and it is the way things are. There are always rich men, some of whom go to Hell and some of whom go to Heaven. There are always poor men, some of whom go to Heaven and some of whom go to Hell. But we are to focus on the spiritual distinction and not merely on the earthly one.

Jesus taught in John 5:28-29, “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.”  On the surface, this sounds as though one’s eternal destiny depends upon one’s works—those who do good will go to Heaven while those who do bad will go to Hell. The problem with that interpretation is that it flies in the face of other Scripture, namely Ephesians 2:8-9, where Paul clearly states that we are saved by grace through faith and not by works. So how are we to understand Jesus’ words?

Turn over to John 6:28-29, where Jesus answers a simple question. 

Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?”

Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 
Those who “do good” are those who live by faith in what Jesus has done for them. Lazarus did not go to Abraham’s bosom because he was Jewish or because he was poor, but because he trusted in God. The rich man was not lost because he was rich or because he was a terrible person, but because he did not place his faith in Christ. That is the bottom line on our eternal destiny.

No one in all of Scripture spoke more often of Heaven and Hell than did Jesus Christ Himself.  And He paid the ultimate price so that we might enter Heaven and avoid an eternity apart from Him in Hell.


The choice, however, is ours.  As Hubbard concludes,

Though death takes us all, it is not the great leveler.  It is the great divider.  It marks off those who have trusted Christ from those who have not.  It makes permanent the loyalty we have pledged to God or the rebellion we have mounted against Him.


As long as we have life, we have a choice.  That choice will determine our eternal destiny.  Hell is a reality we just can’t ignore.  We need to make a choice—a commitment—to Christ in order to avoid the horrors of Hell ourselves. 
There are two very important facts that everyone must face. The first: The only time to prepare for then is NOW. The sec​ond: There is no chance of change after death.
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