The History and Destiny of the Human Race #5

“The Real Twilight Zone”

Luke 16:19-31
Perhaps no four notes played by themselves over and over are as hauntingly familiar as the theme to the television series, The Twilight Zone. I was interested to discover that the beginning to this program underwent several changes throughout its run, and the show’s opening lines for the first full season went like this:

There is a fifth dimension beyond that which is known to man. It is a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. It is the middle ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition, and it lies between the pit of man’s fears and the summit of his knowledge. This is the dimension of imagination—it is an area which we call “The Twilight Zone.”

Rod Serling’s gravelly voice introduced many into this “fifth dimension, beyond sight and sound” throughout the years. (The show itself was only produced for five years, from 1959-1964, but has run in syndication ever since!) The stories were sometimes comical, sometimes scary, and always intriguing to the mind.

Perhaps one reason The Twilight Zone is so popular is that it hints at what I am calling the real twilight zone—“a place beyond time and space, a place beyond sight and sound, a place between light and shadow.” I speak of the place beyond this life, where the spirits of human beings travel after this life is over.

Last week we considered how death entered the history of the human race. As a result of sin, death became the common destiny for all mankind. Death, as we saw, means separation; it never means extinction.
 It entails separation from God, from each other, from nature, and finally, the separation of the spirit and body of the person. Death takes place when the spirit leaves the body, according to James 2:26. But death is not the end; it is the beginning of a whole new existence in another world.

It is this “new existence in another world” that fascinates so many people. Professor Edwin Shneidman found that the first time he taught a course on death at Harvard, two hundred undergraduates from Harvard and Radcliffe showed up in a classroom that could seat only twenty.
 

From Genesis to Revelation the death knell sounds. The Bible is replete with reminders that we must die. There is one appointment that we all must keep—our appointment with death. We cannot escape death, so we want to know more about it so that we can prepare for it.

We know that we will all die, so the question before us is, “What happens to a person when they die?” A number of possibilities have been put forth over the years, including in recent history. But as Christians we ought to first look at God’s Word for the answer, and we will find that Scripture does indeed inform us on this matter.

Turn to Luke chapter sixteen. This teaching of Jesus in verses 19-31 presents the clearest picture of the question of the afterlife for both the righteous and the unrighteous.

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. 
﻿“The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried. ﻿﻿ In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. ﻿﻿ 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.’ 

﻿“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. ﻿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.’ 

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

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

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

﻿“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.’”
Commentators are split as to whether this is a parable or a true story. Those who believe it is a real account point to the fact that Jesus calls one of the characters by name (Lazarus)
 and also speaks of Abraham, who was a historical character.
 (Some translations refer to the rich man as Dives, the Latin word for “rich,” but this may not have been intended to be a personal name.
) Other scholars point out that some ancient Jewish parables named a character or two.
 Whether or not this is technically a parable or not, the account Jesus gives is consistent with the whole of Scriptural teaching.

The rich man is described as wearing purple, cloth dyed with a very costly dye. It would be used for the outer garment and the fine linen for the undergarment. The combination stands for the ultimate in luxury. Furthermore, the term translated “lived in luxury” is a Greek word from which we get “euphoria,” sounding the note of happiness.  This man had all he asked in life and lived a life of enjoyable ease.
 The one word that best describes his lifestyle is “flamboyant.” He was definitely among “the rich and famous,” and other people admired and envied him.

Lazarus, on the other hand, who is not the same Lazarus in John 11, who died at a later time, personified poverty to the extreme. The mention of bread crumbs, sores, and being licked by dogs all made this poor man appear odious in the eyes of the Pharisees. They were inclined to see all such things as proof of divine disfavor. They would have viewed such a person as not only unclean, but also despised by God.

These two men, as opposite as could be, did live in proximity to each other. Lazarus lived at the gate of the rich man’s mansion, though there appears to have been no contact between them. Although the rich man may have become wealthy by immoral means (as people often did), the only crime Jesus attributes to him is that he let Lazarus starve to death when he could have prevented it.

In this story, both Lazarus and the rich man die and their bodies are buried in the ground (though Lazarus did not have a formal burial as such). Their spirits go to another place, which is itself divided into two compartments. 

In the Old Testament, the Hebrew term Sheol was used for the place of the dead. Most often in the Old Testament this word is translated “grave,” but not in the sense of where a dead body is buried. Consciousness and identity are not destroyed in Sheol. What is seen there is not man’s soul or spirit but the rephaim, translated “shades” in the Revised Standard Version, the “dead” in the King James. “The shades below tremble, the waters and their inhabitants” (Job 26:5). The shades are unable to rise up and praise God (Psa. 88:10). “Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come, it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were kings of the nations” (Isa. 14:9). Sheol is seen as a state rather than a place. It is a state of existence removed from the blessings of God (Eccles. 9:10; Isa. 38:18; Psa. 115:17; 88:12). However, the Hebrew concept of death also witnesses to the conviction that life is bodily life. For the shades in Sheol, conscious fellowship with God has been lost; therefore descent to Sheol does not mean life.
 It is existence, but not life as God created it.

The Hebrews placed Sheol in the underworld,
 a place beneath the earth (Psa. 86:13; Prov. 15:24; Ezek. 26:20), or in the depths of the earth (Psa. 63:9; Ezek. 31:14; 32:18).
 This was consistent with the beliefs of other cultures around Israel, which pictured the souls of the dead as existing in a subterranean realm. 

In ancient Jewish thought, Sheol referred to the realm of the dead in general, without necessarily distinguishing between righteous or unrighteous souls.
 All men and women were destined to die, so all souls went to Sheol. As such, Sheol was not considered a place of punishment in the Old Testament. Hades is normally a colourless term, signifying the abode of all the departed whether good or bad. In the New Testament, however, it is never used of the saved.
 Not until later Jewish literature do we meet with divisions within Sheol for the wicked and the righteous, in which each experience a foretaste of his final destiny. The imagery Jesus used paralleled the common rabbinical idea that Sheol had two parts, one for the souls of the righteous and the other for the souls of the wicked—separated by an impassable gulf.

Don’t let the development of this doctrine over time bother you. God presented truth to mankind through “progressive revelation,” as Herbert Lockyer explains,

…as the Bible presents a progressive revelation, or a gradual unfolding of any doctrine, thus we expect in the full blaze of revelation the New Testament possesses a fuller conception of life after death than that to be found in the Old Testament.

The development of the theology of the afterlife actually began before the time of Christ. As Hebrew theology developed, this division within Sheol (or Hades) was adopted, though not with the same terminology. The righteous went to paradise, which in this story is referred to as “Abraham’s bosom” or “Abraham’s side.” The destiny of the unrighteous—a place of conscious torment—was sometimes referred to as Tartarus, sometimes as Gehenna, and sometimes simply as Hades. All three of these Greek words are found in the New Testament. How can we understand this? Do these words refer to one place or to three?

Unfortunately, the translators of both the King James Version and the New International Version both rendered the word Hades in Luke sixteen as “hell.” As we are about to see, this is not the case!

The key is actually found outside the Bible. Four hundred years passed between the close of the writing of the Old Testament and the birth of Christ. These are sometimes called “the silent years,” for no inspired Scripture was revealed during this time. But the intertestamental period was far from silent!

During these tumultuous years several groups within Judaism formed. What we might call the “religious liberals” formed a group called the Sadducees, which was more interested in political power than in religion. The “conservatives” were first known as the Chasidim (Hebrew for “pure”—similar to the Puritans of the seventeenth century) and later became known as the Pharisees.
 Another splinter group developed known as the Essenes; they were more like the Separatists of the seventeenth century.
 And finally a radical group formed known as the Zealots, who would use any means possible to revolt against the powers that occupied Judea—whether Syrian, Egyptian, or Roman.

As they developed, these groups would put into writing their teachings, to instruct their followers and to draw others into their camps. Some of these writings became known as apocrypha, which means “hidden,” or pseudopigraphal, which means “false name,” as these books were written in the name of someone else, usually a notable Jewish figure. While these books are not considered inspired and should not be treated as Scripture, they do provide a valuable look at the intertestamental period, the development of theology, and how first-century Jews would have understood the teachings of Jesus and the apostles.

Foremost of these books is the Book of Enoch, sometimes called “First Enoch.” The book alleges to be the writings of Enoch, who in Genesis 5 was so close to God that he did not experience death. In fact, a number of authors were responsible for this writing over a period of years. They represented the Pharisees and their theology.

R. H. Charles, renowned scholar on the intertestamental period and its writings, suggests that, “The Book of Enoch is for the history of theological development the most important pseudopigraph of the first two centuries B.C.” He goes on to add, “Nearly all the writers of the New Testament were familiar with it, and were more or less influenced by it in thought and diction,” concluding that, “The influence of 1 Enoch on the New Testament has been greater than that of all of the other apocryphal and pseudopigraphal books taken together.”

The Book of Enoch goes into great detail about the afterlife. In chapters 21-22, “Enoch” is shown three distinct places that he describes in detail. The first, found in 1 Enoch 21:1-6 is portrayed as “a place chaotic and horrible,” in which fallen angels are bound. This place, referred to in 2 Peter 2:4, is Tartarus, the prison of the fallen angels that sinned at the time of the flood (Gen 6:1–4; 1 Pet 3:19, 20; Jude 6).
 This is also the “abyss” referred to in Revelation 9:1-11, 11:7; 17:8; 20:1-3, as well as the place feared by the demons possessing the Gerasene man in Luke 8:31 (cf. 1 Enoch 10:4; 18:11; 54:5; 88:1; 90:24–27). Verse six indicates, though, that Tartarus is a temporary prison for these angels; not their final destination. 

Enoch moves on in verse 7, “And from thence I went to another place, which was still more horrible than the former, and I saw a horrible thing: a great fire which burnt and blazed.” This speaks of Gehenna, the “lake of fire and brimstone” of Revelation 19:20.
 As J. Vernon McGee points out, “God never intended the latter as an end for anyone of the human family. The lake of fire was made for the Devil and his angels.”
 But Jesus clearly and consistently taught that Gehenna was also the place of punishment for those people who reject God. 

Kenneth Wuest comments on this place:

The 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. [But] 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.

Finally, 1 Enoch 22:1-14 speaks of yet “another place…that the spirits of the souls of the dead should assemble therein…till the day of their judgment.” This relates to the Hebrew concept of Sheol, or its Greek counterpart Hades. This place was divided between the abode of the righteous dead and the unrighteous dead, though neither of these compartments is named by the writers of 1 Enoch.

Here, then, is the most ancient account of the doctrine of Hades/Sheol from the Pharisaic standpoint.
 Charles concludes,

Hades is no longer here, as in the Old Testament, a place mainly of a semi-conscious state of existence where the only distinctions that prevailed were social and not moral; but has already become essentially a place of conscious existence, where everything is determined by moral distinctions and moral distinctions alone.

As the pagan conception of Hades included two parts, so the Biblical idea divided it into two parts, the one called Paradise or Abraham’s bosom for the righteous dead, and the other part for the wicked dead having no specific designation except the general word Hades.
 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 a temporary place.
 Hades is the temporary realm of the dead as they await the judgment. The permanent place of punishment for the lost is the lake of fire, or Gehenna.
 

Two conclusions may be made from this story. First, this text refutes so-called “soul sleep,” for both the rich man and Lazarus were conscious, one enjoying comfort and the other suffering torment.
 Secondly, it is clear that people know each other after death. We do not lose our identities in eternity.

Let’s briefly consider three aspects of Sheol/Hades from Luke chapter nineteen.

A Place of Unimaginable Delight

Lazarus, when he died, was taken to a place Jesus calls “Abraham’s bosom” or “Abraham’s side.” This is the only place in Scripture where this title is used, though it was used in the Talmud as a picture of the reward for the righteous after this life had passed.

Abaraham’s Bosom is depicted as a place of delight, where feasting and rest were abundant. Though it is not Heaven in the strict sense of the word, it is a pleasant place for the righteous. In his 112th Sermon, we find John Wesley affirming that, “It is plain that paradise is not heaven. It is, indeed, if we may be allowed the expression, ‘the ante-chamber of.’”

Why did the souls of the righteous go to this place and not directly to Heaven? Hebrews chapter ten tells us, “It is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (4). The Old Testament sacrifices made the worshippers “outwardly clean” (Heb 9:13), but could not cleanse sins entirely. Only by the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, can we be “made holy” and thus acceptable in the presence of God (10:10). Until Jesus died and rose again, the souls of all believers went to the Paradise section of Sheol/Hades. Even Jesus went to this abode of the dead, which explains that sometimes misunderstood line of the Apostle’s Creed, “He descended into hell.” He did not go to Gehenna, the lake of fire, but to Hades, where all souls went before His resurrection. The moment Christ and the believing thief died they went to the section described by Christ as “Abraham’s Bosom.”

(Please understand that Abraham’s Bosom was the temporary place for the souls of the righteous when they died physically. With the resurrection of Jesus this changed dramatically, which we will see over the next two weeks!)

A Place of Unspeakable Doom

The rich man, on the other hand, found himself in a place of torment. As previously mentioned, our English translations do us no favors by translating Hades in this text as “hell.” Warren Wiersbe explains,

The King James Version [and the NIV] uses the word hell in Luke 16:23, but the Greek word is not “hell” but “Hades.” It is the temporary realm of the dead as they await the judgment. The permanent place of punishment for the lost is “hell,” the lake of fire [Gehenna]. One day, death will give up the bodies and Hades will give up the souls (Rev. 20:13, where “hell” should be “Hades”), and the lost will stand before Christ in judgment (Rev. 20:10–15).
 

While this should not be understood as Hell—at least not in the ultimate, eternal sense—there is striking similarity between the agony of this part of Hades and Hell itself. Christ pictured Hades as a place where the unspeakable torment of hell had already begun. Among the miseries featured here are unquenchable flame (Mat 25:46); an accusing conscience fed by undying memories of lost opportunity (25); and permanent, irreversible separation from God and everything good (26).
 As Wiersbe comments,

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 New Year’s Eve party at which sinners have a good time doing what they used to do on earth.
 

Those who enter eternity without Christ have nothing but agony, temporarily as they await judgment and then ultimately as they suffer their eternal punishment. “If [Gehenna] is the permanent prison of the damned, then Hades is the temporary jail, and the suffering in both is very real.”
 I liken Hades to “a death row for eternity,” where execution is certain and only a matter of time before the sentence is carried out. My father taught that Hades was positioned “just above the fire” of Gehenna, where the occupants could feel the heat though they were not yet immersed in the flames.

A Place of Unchanging Destiny

Finally in Sheol/Hades we see a permanence of destiny. In the course of dialogue between the rich man and Abraham, we discover that “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.” (16:26). This “fixed chasm” suggests a perpetual situation. In other words, it is impossible to change destinies or to escape one’s location after death.
 Such a final exclusion cuts out any thought of Purgatory from which ultimately the condemned can be transferred to Heaven.

Before we object that such a plight is unfair, remember that he had determined his own destiny by leaving God out of his life, and now neither his character nor his destiny could be changed.
 Some complain that the doctrine of eternal punishment is somehow unjust. In fact, the opposite is true; there would be no justice if there were not a Hell.

“But how could a God of love send anyone to Hell?” someone might ask. Remember that God created Hell not for mankind but for Satan and his fallen angels. God does not send people to Hell; they choose their final destination.

And this choice must be made while we are alive. As Lockyer notes, “Death seals our destiny to glory or despair.”
 We must make the decision in this life where we will go after your death. We will not get a second chance after death.

What choice will you make for your eternal destiny?
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