
Exploring the Biblical
After-Life
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Topics

• A tour of views on the After-life as portrayed in the 
Bible over time.

• A closer look at Hell.

• A closer look at Heaven.

• Jewish Resurrection.

• Christian Resurrection.

• How are we to interpret the judgement and 
punishment stories in the Bible?
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Introduction
There are certain general characteristics of the Bible that influence expressions 
of the after-life:

• The Bible was written from within an ancient culture.  This culture was 
completely unaware of the analytical reductionist methods we use today in 
attempting to determine very concrete facts and evidence about our world.  
They regarded the world in a more wholistic, intuitive, and mystical manner.  

• Stories were their primary mode of communication and interpretation; not 
facts, figures, details and data points.

• To get the most value from the Bible, it may be helpful to forgo reading the 
Bible with a very concrete analytical mind and engage the Scripture with an 
imaginative mind realizing the value of metaphor and symbolism.  

• The Bible is written from many viewpoints, developing as knowledge and 
experiences changed over time.  Also, the Bible is written to be open to on-
going new interpretations, meanings, and revelations.

• Thankfully, the Bible rarely gives direct answers to specific questions.  It is not 
a simple code of rules or a reference book of simple answers. The Bible is 
meant to be read with deliberation and contemplation in order to gain wisdom.  
Wisdom guides us to intimate conversation with God and allows us to partner with 
the Holy Spirit in discovering the ‘heart of God’.
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What Happens When We Die?
• What happens after we die?  Everyone asks that question at some point. 

However, neither Judaism or Christianity provide a definitive answer. 

• This is because the Bible is concerned about human transformation in this life
and not focused on a future realm.  The Bible is interested in how we can fully 
access the Kingdom of God in this life by loving God with our entire being and 
loving our neighbor as ourselves.  Then, the Kingdom to Come will be revealed 
without further effort or concern from us. 

• Empirically defining the after-life and finding the exact location of heaven and 
hell were irrelevant to people of biblical times.  These are post-enlightenment 
concerns.  They were more interested in the importance of maintaining a right 
relationship with God, and the significance of personal decision making.

• Most of our understandings of heaven, hell, resurrection, and the afterlife are 
derived from interpretations and speculations by post Biblical writers.  

• As we start this program, please erase any pre-conceptions from you mind!

• The goal of this class is to provide the history and traditions regarding the 
subject of the after-life as described in the Bible and post-biblical writers.  
Hopefully, this material will provide information for contemplation with the Holy 
Spirit in order to find the ‘heart of God’ in light of your experiences regarding 
this question of what happens when we die.
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Afterlife: Ancient Israel’s changing vision of the world beyond
By Bernhard Lang  (edited)

Biblical Archaeology Society  Bible Review, February 1988

• Spoiler alert!:  There is no Heaven in the Old Testament in terms of a place where 
good people go to be with God when they die.  The only possibilities for this 
happening are Elijah, Moses, and Enoch who tradition says may have gone to be 
with God.  All other people, good or bad, go to a place called Sheol.  “Sheol” in 
Hebrew is translated as “Hell” in English.  Sheol is not a place of punishment! 

• The earliest Hebrew understanding of the cosmos grew out of prevailing 
Mesopotamian and Canaanite mythology.

• Before the time of the Hebrews, ancient Semites pictured the world as a 
three-tiered structure: an upper realm of the gods (heaven), a middle world 
given by the gods to humans (earth) and a lower domain consisting of a great 
cave far below the surface of the earth (the netherworld or Sheol).  

• While the gods inhabited heaven, and humans during life inhabited earth, 
Sheol housed the dead.

• Although the ancients envisioned Sheol as a dark and silent place, we should 
not think of it in terms of our modern preconception of hell as eternal 
punishment. 
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Ancestor Worship - Origins of the Hebrew After-life
• Human beings living on earth, between heaven and Sheol, were affected and 

influenced by both the upper and lower worlds.  Human communication with the 
upper world, as well as with the lower world, was of paramount importance. 

• Ancestor worship—on behalf of genealogically related individuals—venerated 
forefathers and, perhaps, foremothers from whom the living expected personal 
protection and, more important, numerous offspring. Gradually, formalized rituals 
developed to express the veneration of ancestors.

• Ancestor worship did not involve the community at large; we may therefore refer to 
it as a private ritual.  Small groups of family members would venerate their 
ancestors in private worship without the participation of any larger political or 
ethnic grouping.

• When the gods of heaven were invoked, the entire community was involved.  
Priests in state temples offered regular sacrifices to the gods of heaven on behalf 
of the king, and, through him, on behalf of whole society.  These were public rituals 
that extended far beyond the confines of an individual family or family lineage.

• Both kinds of ritual—the public one addressed to the celestial gods and the private 
one directed to the ancestors in the netherworld—coexisted.  Indeed, they were 
practiced by the same people.  The types of rituals depended not on what the 
supplicant hoped to gain, but for whom the gain was intended.  If a family member 
would benefit, then a private ritual was performed.  If the community as a whole 
benefited, a public ritual was conducted.
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“To Die”
• In this cosmic conception, to die meant to change one’s place in the ritual 

universe.  But transfer to the netherworld required some earthly actions. The 
family was required to bury the body, thereby removing it from the sight of the 
celestial gods and bringing it into contact with the dead person’s new realm of 
being. 

• Although the flesh decayed and the bones dried out, a shadowy replica of the 
deceased became manifest and descended into the vast underground 
mausoleum where it would continue its existence. [Body & soul stay as one entity] 

• While life in the netherworld is less than appealing, the dead have the power 
to aid or to harm the living.  Therefore, treating the dead properly was 
important 

• What was life like there? The ancient Semites, unfortunately for us students of 
the past, have left us no speculations about life in Sheol.  The ancients were 
apparently uninterested in this question. 

• We know only of their belief that in the netherworld the dead would meet their 
own ancestors, a belief that may have prompted the biblical expression that a 
person who dies “goes to his fathers [ancestors]” (Genesis 15:15) or is “gathered 
to his people” (Genesis 25:8).
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Reforms by Kings Hezekiah & Josiah
• Ancestor worship was outlawed in the eighth century B.C. by King Hezekiah

[715—687 BC] who advocated the exclusive worship of one God, Yahweh.  The 
worship of all other gods and goddesses was to be abandoned. 

• Ancestor worship was perceived as a magical deviation from true worship that 
gave preference to kin and slighted national concerns. 

• [Unfortunately, his son Manasseh re-introduced several of the pagan practices 
Hezekiah had eliminated and the people of Judah returned to their idolatrous 
ways.] 

• In 623 B.C., the Judahite king Josiah got rid of all the mediums and 
necromancers (literally, those who called up the ghosts and spirits of the dead), 
of all household gods and idols, and all the ‘abominations” (2 Kings 23:24).

• Josiah drastically reduced private worship, and especially ritual activities relating 
to the dead. 

• The ritual was stripped of its cosmological significance.  The dead could be fed 
and thereby kept vital, but any other contact was forbidden by the reformers.  
This denied their exercise of influence over the living, the ancestors faded into 
the distance, into the eternal darkness of Sheol.
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Book of Job
• While King Josiah’s reform outlawed certain traditional practices concerning the 

dead, it did not create new beliefs to replace earlier traditions regarding life after 
death.  A more philosophical examination of the meaning of death and the 
afterlife appears, however, in the Book of Job, which dates from the fifth century 
B.C. [6th century?]

• Continuing the trend begun in the eighth century with King Hezekiah, the Book of 
Job devalues the role of the dead.  It recognizes that, when one’s earthly life 
ceases, one is cut off permanently from life on earth, without communication 
either way, and, perhaps worse, one is cut off from God himself. 

• The Book of Job proclaims that the dead have no knowledge of the living; they 
cannot influence those on earth.  Although a dead man’s descendants may honor 
him, he knows nothing of it (Job 14:21). The communication between ancestor 
and offspring, so vital in polytheistic thought and ritual, disappears.  The living 
and the dead are eternally separated.

• Despite this gloomy view of the land of the dead, at least death ends our earthly 
misery, as Job points out in a skillful eulogy (Job 3:17–19).

• Death also resolves the problem of social inequality by releasing us from 
servitude.  Since the dead cannot help the living, the dead are released from the 
burden of being involved in human troubles.  Sheol, if not a place of happiness, 
is at least free from the trials of earth.
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The Dead Lose Their Power
• Instead of being powerful and influential ancestors, the deceased became 

weak shadows of negligible vitality.  Not being able to praise the only God, they 
were doomed to a meaningless existence in the eternal silence of Sheol.

• Israelite theology focused on the practices of a this-worldly religion rather than 
on the futile speculations of the life of the dead.  The pious who meet with 
unfortunate circumstances on earth had to be promised rewards in this life.

• Job receives his blessing—“twice as much as he had before” - on earth and not 
in the afterlife (Job 42:10).  The Judaism of King Josiah’s reform held no promise 
for the dead.
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The Introduction of Bodily Resurrection
• The Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. brought the kingdom of 

Judah to an abrupt end.  Israel no longer existed on the political map of the Near 
East. [In 722 BC, the Assyrians conquered  the 10 tribes of Israel leaving only Judah and Benjamin.]

• In the centuries that followed, many Jews of course continued to dream of an 
independent Israel restored by divine intervention.

• Especially in times of political upheavals and turmoil, the fire of independence 
flared; whenever one superpower vanished, giving way to new rulers—the 
Babylonians to the Persians, the Persians to the Greeks, and, eventually, the 
Greeks to the Romans—the hope of a national restoration swelled.

• The most extreme version of this hope assumed that Yahweh not only intended 
to restore Israel as a state but would also permit the dead to live in the new 
Jewish commonwealth. 

• The belief in a “bodily resurrection” held that the dead must not be deprived of 
the blessings of the new age that was to come.  Restored fully to bodily life, they 
would live in the new world, enjoying a renewed life.

12



Ezekiel
• The idea of a bodily resurrection in Israel first appears in the prophecies of 

Ezekiel (c. 585–568 B.C.). 

• Ezekiel delivered a series of oracles of hope that included visions of a gloriously 
rebuilt Jerusalem with a magnificent temple. 

• In one of his visions, Ezekiel saw a vast plain covered with dry human bones, 
bleached by the sun (Ezekiel 37:1–15).  A plain with dried bones is reminiscent of 
a Persian funeral ground where the bodies of the dead remained unburied.  
According to Zoroastrian doctrine [Persian religion], at a later resurrection the 
creator would reassemble the scattered parts of the body.

• Similarly in Ezekiel, after the prophet is shown the plain covered with human 
bones, he is commanded to prophesy to the bones and announce their 
resurrection; immediately the skeletons reassemble themselves and form 
bodies. God then tells Ezekiel to order the winds to breathe into the bodies—
and the bodies come back to life. The resurrected people return to their 
homeland in Israel from their exile in Babylonia.  
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Resurrection and Nationalism 
• Ezekiel linked the idea of resurrection to national concerns rather than to 

universal cosmological expectations. 

• Ezekiel related resurrection to a miracle that would inaugurate a new era in 
Israel’s national life. 

• Ezekiel expected not a new universe, but a renewed Jewish commonwealth 
free from foreign oppression.

• In later centuries, in times of persecution or when the spirit of national pride 
was rekindled, religious leaders and political rebels alike would envision a 
national revival accompanied by a bodily resurrection.

• The Book of Daniel, written in the second century B.C. during a time of Greek 
persecution, anticipated a national revival when “many of those who sleep in 
the dust of the earth will awake” (Daniel 12:2).
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Books of Enoch

• The Books of Enoch were banned and kept out of the 
Bible, but were very popular with the people and therefore 
influenced the Old Testament and New Testaments.

• According to the Book of Enoch, the resurrected would 
live “five hundred years” or as “long life on earth as (their)
fathers lived.” Their “fathers” were not their immediate 
ancestors, but rather the biblical patriarchs who, 
according to Genesis, lived to ripe old ages. 

• After a long and peaceful second life on earth, which 
would more than make up for the difficulties encountered 
in their first life, the resurrected would eventually die.

• The expectation of resurrection, with its accompanying 
establishment of the divine kingdom, provided an answer 
to the question of why God did not intervene on behalf of 
his suffering people. 

• Far from being indifferent to Israel’s political fate, God 
was simply waiting for that special day that he, in his 
wisdom, had chosen. Then would the faithful be 
resurrected, fully restored to bodily life, and God’s 
universal kingdom on earth established.
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The Introduction of Individualism
Psalms 49 and 73

• Not all Jews, of course, shared this hope.  Many simply made their peace with 
their various overlords and accepted foreign rule.  As long as their overlords 
allowed them freely to exercise their religion, they saw no reason to be 
dissatisfied.

• Many such Jews, especially those with a more philosophical outlook, explored 
the fate of the dead in a way vastly different from that of the nationalists.

• For them, the idea of a glorious communal future with a restored Israelite nation 
faded into the background. They focused instead on the post-mortem future of 
individuals.

• The earliest effort to formulate a more philosophical, individualistic response to 
life after death may be found in Psalms 73 and 49.

• The authors of these psalms are troubled by the seeming prosperity of the 
wicked and the ease of the rich. 

• The rich, boastful and arrogant will be unable to bargain with God.  They will 
perish and be sent to Sheol, without their riches and denied any glimpse of light. 
As for the righteous psalmist, however, God “will take me from the power of 
Sheol … he will receive me” 
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Seeds of Personal Resurrection
• Both psalms reveal a strong personal element; they reflect personal concerns; 

they speak in the first person,“I.”

• The psalmists combined an ethical argument—that righteousness must be 
rewarded—with an argument—that God confers upon the righteous the privilege 
of residence in heaven instead of in Sheol. 

• By proclaiming that God will eventually “receive” them after their deaths, these 
individualistic poets are boldly reusing vocabulary traditionally associated with 
figures like Enoch (the sixth descendant after Adam) and the prophet Elijah.

• [Tradition interprets that] Enoch and Elijah did not die; God bodily assumed them 
into heaven (Genesis 5:24 and 2 Kings 2:11).

• Searching the Scriptures, the psalmists found the ancient idea of heavenly 
assumption and creatively expanded it. They translated the idea of heaven, once 
only possible for the special few like Enoch and Elijah, into a hope and 
expectation for the many.  (Note: Elijah went up in a whirlwind and not a chariot)
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The Personal Immortal Soul of the Greeks
• Wherever Diaspora Jews met Greek intellectuals, the idea of an immortal soul 

surfaced.  

• In cities like Alexandria, Jewish philosophers confronted the notion that an 
immortal and immaterial soul existed quite independently from the body.

• This soul was not subject to decay and eventual death. 

• Moreover, it was the soul that contained the essence of the individual.

• Unlike Jewish tradition, in which the person continued after death as a shadowy 
weak, emaciated replica of the individual, Greek tradition held that the soul, 
which was immortal, contained the most vital aspects of the person. 

• Once released from the restrictions of the body, the soul became not weaker 
but stronger and more powerful. It tended to ascend upwards, rather than to 
sink into the netherworld. 

• Under favorable circumstances, the individual soul not only survived death, it 
found its ultimate home in the transcendent, celestial realm of Platonic ideas.
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Plato’s ‘Heaven’
• The idea of an immortal soul separate from the body originates with Plato. 

Plato (427 BC) believed that man is primarily made up of soul, and that 
man’s soul is trapped in a body, much like being trapped in a prison.

• Plato asserted that what we see around us in our physical world is not 
actually real. Only the idea behind a thing is real.

• Because only ideas of things are perfect, Plato asserted that the realm of 
ideas was far superior to this physical world we live in.

• Plato wanted to set people free from their bondage of this world into a 
higher reality that exists beyond.  

• Plato’s heaven is one in which man is free from the imperfect physical, 
material world. The soul is then free to live in the realm of pure forms.

• Plato’s Cave:
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Plato’s Influence
• Platonic thought provided the system for transforming the weakened 

shadow trapped in Sheol into an immortal soul destined for the highest 
realms of existence. 

• For some Hellenistic Jews who retreated from the idea of overthrowing 
the seemingly endless stream of colonial rulers, an individualistic heaven 
appeared more appealing—and more realistic—than the promise of a 
renewed kingdom of Israel. 

• They rejected both the early Israelite idea of the futility of any afterlife and 
the nationalistic hope for a restored communal existence. 

• Instead, they answered their questions about life after death by a belief in 
the immortal individual soul freed from its bodily confines.
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Three Major Views on the After-life

• By the first century A.D., in the period before the Roman destruction of the 
Temple in 70 A.D., three Jewish responses to the question of afterlife competed 
with one another in the major Jewish sects or religious divisions.

• The first group originated with the Josianic reform movement of the seventh 
century B.C., whose heirs were the Sadducees. According to the Jewish 
historian Josephus (37–100 A.D.), the Sadducees held “that the soul perishes 
with the body.” 

• We can only speculate about how the Pharisees viewed the possibility of life 
after death.  The Jewish sect of Pharisees probably shared the view of some of 
the prophets who predicted a glorious reestablishment of a renewed state of 
Israel and the destruction of her enemies. This popular movement sought to 
reconstruct Judaism as a culture whose identity was shaped by meticulous 
observance of religious law, especially regulations concerning purity.

• According to Josephus, the Pharisees maintained that every soul was 
imperishable, “but the soul of the good alone passes into another body.”  Did the 
doctrine of the resurrection supplement the Pharisees’ expectation of a restored 
Jewish nation?  Our sources do not provide a clear answer.
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Three Major Views on the After-life
• A third Jewish movement adopted a more individualistic perspective on the 

afterlife. The philosophic view that at death the immortal soul ascended to 
heaven, appealed not only to cosmopolitan Hellenistic Jews. Some evidence 
indicates that the Essenes too hoped for freedom from bodily constraints and 
eventual rest in a heavenly kingdom. 

• The Essenes seem to have speculated about a new Jewish state under the 
leadership of a messianic king.  Yet, they withdrew from active anticolonial 
politics and led their lives in such secluded communities as Qumran, an isolated 
site in the Judean Wilderness near the Dead Sea. 

• The Essenes rejected the skepticism of the Sadducees as well as the crude, 
materialistic notions implied in the belief in a future resurrection.

• According to Josephus, the Essenes held that “the body is corruptible,” while the 
soul is “immortal and imperishable.” The Essenes believed that, at death, souls 
are released “from the prison house of the body … and are borne aloft.”  For the 
virtuous, “there is reserved an abode beyond the ocean, a place which is not 
oppressed by rain or snow or heat but is refreshed by the ever gentle breath of 
the west wind coming from the ocean.”  Like the philosophers, the Essenes 
looked forward to a calm and comfortable hereafter. 

Bernhard Lang
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A Closer Look at Hell
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Greek Hades
• Many people think of “Hades” of Greek mythology as the model for Hell. 

• However, the Greek Underworld was seen much like the Hebrew Sheol
where the dead rested after life.

• In Greek mythology, Hades is the god of the Underworld and the dead.  The 
Underworld was a place where all human souls went after death.  

• Hades, cared very little about what happened in the land of the living and 
focused his attention on his domain only.  While he was heavily feared, 
Hades was also altruistic in nature and defended the rights of the dead. 

• However, he did exercise his authority when heroes and gods entered his 
realm. Hades strictly forbade any soul from leaving his dominion.  His anger 
and wrath would come out when anyone attempted to leave or when 
someone, including other Greek gods, tried to steal souls and bring them 
back to the realm of the living.
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Greek and Roman Stories 
Employing the Myth of Hades

• The early Christian church was heavily influenced by the works of Plato.

• Plato’s Republic typifies Greek and Roman stories utilizing the Underworld of 
Hades for moral education.  One story depicts Er who was slain in battle, but 
came back to life on his funeral pyre to speak to the living about what he had 
seen while dead. 

• In short, he describes how moral people are rewarded and immoral people are 
punished.  Therefore, “Hades” is used as an instructive literary device for the 
reader to decide which kind of person they want to be.  

• Plato’s Gorgias introduces Tartaros or Tartarus which is a mythical location 
from a story within the story which describes a prison of vengeance and 
punishment. Tartaros is used only once in the New Testament as a metaphor 
in 2 Peter 2:4. 
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Early Church Fathers: Three Views of Hell
• Second century church leaders like Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp taught that 

the wicked are destroyed forever by fire with their punishment to be annihilation.  
Annihilationism is the belief that all unsaved people will be totally destroyed so 
as to not exist, with their consciousness being extinguished forever. 

• About AD 240 Tertullian of Carthage did believe in the immortal soul that could 
not be destroyed.  He believed in the endless torment of the immortal soul of the 
wicked and the eternal blessedness of the saved.

• The theologian Origen of Alexandria (185-254 AD) developed a different view.  He 
postulated that the wicked would be forgiven and restored by God and in the end 
all would be saved. There would be universal salvation. 

• Augustine was greatly influenced by Plato.  Augustine accepted Plato’s rhetoric 
of “punishment” and “reward” and systematized his theories in the 400s AD.  
Augustine’s view of hell became the standard as a punitive place where sinners 
are justly punished but not destroyed, and where repentance no longer does any 
good.  However, there was a “purgatory” where sins may be expiated through 
penance.
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Hell According to Jesus
• Jesus taught using parables because story is the universal language.  Jesus 

did not preach from a text book or carry around charts and statistics.  

• Jesus uses the Greek word “Gehenna” twelve times in the New Testament. 
In the Bible, Gehenna is translated as “Hell” in English.  

• The name is taken from the Hinnom Valley located just south of Jerusalem 
that became known as ‘The Tophet’, which seems to have meant “place of 
burning”. 

• It is pronounced “Gei Hinnom” in Hebrew and is the area once used for child 
sacrifice by the pagan nations of Canaan (II Kings 23:10). 

• In the Old Testament, the Hinnom Valley was thought to be cursed; a place 
of idolatrous practices, torture, burning corpses, “fire and brimstone”.  Some 
used the aphorism: “the place with the gnashing of teeth where the fire never 
dies”.  The original ‘garbage gate’ called the Dung Gate or Potsherd Gate of 
Jeremiah lead to the Hinnom Valley.

• At the time of Jesus, it may still have been the town dump with garbage, 
trash, fires constantly burning, and feral animals fighting over scraps of food.  
So, when Jesus uses the term “Gehenna” it was filled with provocative 
meaning that everybody understood.  Jesus was using a current landmark 
with a well-known reputation as a metaphor for how it feels to live separated 
from God.
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Hinnom Valley – Gehenna - Hell
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John Calvin’s Reformed View of Hell
• “Calvin and Luther both adhered to a strong view of hell, but Calvin at least 

was no literalist. He wrote: “Many persons … have entered into ingenious 
debates about the eternal fire by which the wicked will be tormented after 
judgment. But we may conclude from many passages of Scripture that it is a 
metaphorical expression … Let us lay aside the speculations, by which 
foolish men weary themselves to no purpose, and satisfy ourselves with 
believing that these forms of speech denote, in a manner suited to our feeble 
capacity, a dreadful torment, which no man can now comprehend and no 
language can express.” What Ever Happened to Hell? Alexa Smith PCUSA

• “In The Institutes Calvin takes these things as metaphors, as poetic images,” 
says Mark Achtemeier, assistant professor of systematic theology at 
Dubuque Theological Seminary, who dismisses medieval talk of primordial 
and sadistic dungeons. “Calvin takes pains to point out that this is not 
intended to soften the point. These powerful metaphors, if not literal, express 
something that is every bit as awful as they depict.”

• Since all creatures, human beings especially, are created to be in relationship 
with God, "to be cut off from all fellowship with God" is to be reduced to 
something less than human and to experience a form of mental/spiritual 
torment worse than any physical torment.  Matt Bruce 

• The one consistent theme tucked inside all these centuries of theories and 
Scriptural metaphors is that hell is separation from God, whether you think of 
it as an actual place or as a state of being.  Alexa Smith PCUSA
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The Metaphorical View
• The metaphorical view states that it was a common Jewish practice to use 

hyperbole to emphasize a message.  Hyperbole was a familiar rabbinic 
teaching tool.  This would include Jesus.  

• The metaphorical view of Hell interprets the imagery used to described the 
place and condition of the wicked following the final judgment as figurative. 

• They are hyperbolic vignettes meant to convey the serious nature of 
aligning one’s life appropriately.

• As N.T. Wright says: “The fact that the language is being used literally or 
metaphorically tells us nothing, in and of itself, about the sort of entities it is 
referring to.”  In other words, the truth exists whether described literally or 
through story, metaphor, poetry, or symbolism.
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Dante’s Medieval Hell
• When most people today think about hell, they envision Dante's Inferno (Italian 

for hell) which is the first part of the 14th Century poem Divine Comedy.  Divine 
Comedy is an allegory depicting the soul's eventual recognition and rejection of 
sin and its progression toward God. 

• Dante's Hell includes nine concentric circles of endless torment located within 
the Earth.  Once this image is in our mind, we take this view and project it onto 
the Bible. Therefore, when reading the Bible, a person can find passages that 
seem to support Dante's description of hell.  However, this can lead to 
interpretations different than that of the original context.

• “It’s just not there in the Scriptures,” says Eugene March, longtime professor of 
Old Testament at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, speaking of a 
Dante-esque hell ruled by Satan to punish the wicked. He argues that 
contemporary readers often impose concepts on Biblical texts. “A hell in the 
sense that we talk about hell is a concept of the Middle Ages. Once you have 
that notion of hell, you may read about the ‘lake of fire’ or Gehenna (a garbage 
dump outside Jerusalem that burned perpetually) and say, ‘Oh, that is what hell 
is.’ But the text does not support it.” Whatever Happened to Hell by Alexa Smith PCUSA

31



Hell as Separation From God
• Sheol – Hades - Hell as a pit in the interior of the Earth does not exist as 

modern geology reveals, and Gehenna has lost its cultural context.

• Over time, these concepts were replaced in Christian theology with 
interpretations of hell as a fiery harsh place where punishment was dished out 
consistent with sins people committed during their life-time.  

• Today, most modern theologians, main-line Christian Churches, and even 
Pope John Paul II agree that hell is less about fire and brimstone and more 
about our freedom to separate ourselves from God. 

• In this separation, we are condemning ourselves to the despair and isolation 
we call ‘hell’ by choosing to detach ourselves from the love, companionship, 
and grace of God; our life-source.  This can be done anytime and any place;  
not just in the afterlife in a physical place called hell. 

• Jesus taught a lot about not assuming who is “in” and who is “out”.  Remember 
we are all in the “sinner’s line” into Heaven.  The “non-sinner’s line” is empty.  
With Jesus, inclusion always supersedes exclusion.  Paradoxically, nothing 
can separate us from the love of God except our God-given free-will to refuse 
God’s love which is always present – no matter what.
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Are We are the Source of Sin, Evil, and Hell?
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A Closer Look at Heaven
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Heaven
Generally speaking, there are two or three distinct places or realms that the 
Bible refers to as heaven:

• The first of these is the “expanse”, roughly corresponding to Earth’s 
atmosphere – the sky. 

• The second is the “outer-reaches” beyond the sky.

• The expanse and outer-reaches are often referred to together as “the 
heavens,” a term which in such contexts simply means “everything above 
us.”

• The third is the spiritual realm that transcends all of physical creation, the 
place we most often think of today when we use the word “Heaven”.  It is 
the location of the holy angels and the throne of God. 
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Where is the New Testament Heaven
• The Bible describes Heaven as a real place.  However, there is no scripture that 

gives us a geographical location.

• Heaven is described in the Bible as:

a. God's dwelling place with a throne and army of angels. (2 Chronicles 18:18).

b. Where Christ is today. (Acts 1:11).

c. Where Christians go to be with Jesus. (Philippians 1:21-23).

d. The Father's house with many rooms. (John 14:2).

e. A better country and city designed and built by God. (Hebrews 11:10).

f. Paradise (Luke 23:43).

g. Bible verses indicating heaven to be “above” the earth” are numerous.

• Nineteen times, Jesus made reference to God the Father dwelling in Heaven, 
but provides no details as to where Heaven is located.

• Based on all this, possibly the plain answer to the location of Heaven is: “Heaven 
is where God is”.
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Things to Consider
• Greek gods were portrayed as removed from people and spending most of their 

time distanced from earth in some kind of celestial resort.  In the Bible, God is 
portrayed as the opposite of these disinterested gods.  

• The Bible expresses throughout that God in heaven is always near to us.  

• How far away from Earth could Heaven physically be?  If 2000 years ago Jesus 
ascended from earth at the speed of light to Heaven located in outer space, he’d 
still only be within our galaxy the Milky Way today.

• Since we are spirit connected to God who is spirit (John 4:24), it doesn’t seem that
Heaven would be a specific location far from us.

• Dallas Willard expresses in The Divine Conspiracy that “God is as near to us as 
the air we breathe.”

• It makes sense that when God is said to be in heaven, the thought is that God 
exists on a different plane from us, rather than in a different place. (Got Questions 
Ministries)

• Dallas Willard describes the after-life as “the dimension of the heavens where 
we will be doing things that are important to both God and us”.

• Quantum physics supports Dallas Willard’s idea of Heaven as a dimension as 
close to us as the air we breathe.
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Old Testament “Heaven” is Resurrection
• In the Old Testament, Heaven is the location of God and other heavenly beings.
• However, “Going to Heaven” is more of an action taking place on earth rather 

than the non-earthly location where God lives.
• For those Jews who believed in an afterlife (and many did not), they believed in 

"Olam Ha Ba" which literally means "the world to come" in Hebrew.  
• The World to Come meant the renewal of this world. 
• The concept of a resurrected universe is an overarching theme of the Bible. 
• They believed that the world which was previously declared by God to be good in 

Genesis had been subjected to entropy as the direct result of man’s Pride. 
• The Biblical hope in sending the Messiah was not only to liberate mankind from 

sin, but also restore God’s physical creation to its perfect state (the Garden of Eden).

• The earth will not be destroyed, but God will return and rule the world in 
perfection. 

• The Temple will be cleansed, God will be seated in the Temple again, Israel will 
become both a political and military power under a Messiah from the lineage of 
David and Solomon.

• Once this happens all the people in Sheol will be raised from the dead to enjoy it 
all.
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Plato and Early Church Fathers
• Prominent early church fathers were heavily influenced by Greek philosophy.

• Some actually believed that God had given Greek philosophy to the gentile world 
to prepare it for the coming Messiah in the same way that God used Moses to 
prepare the Jewish people. 

• They believed that the great philosophers had been recipients of the universal 
light of a divine revelation through the ‘Logos,’ and through human reason.

• Augustine was greatly influenced by Plato. He writes in his Confessions that he 
thanked God that he became familiar with Plato first, because had he not, he 
probably would never have been able to receive the Gospel.

• In Augustine’s view of the after-life, he accepted Plato’s conception of a “heaven” 
in which man is free from the imperfect material world to live in the realm of God, 
and also in a “purgatory” where sins may be expiated through penance. However, 
he rejected Plato’s views on reincarnation.  
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Christian Resurrection 
• The death and resurrection of Jesus as the Christ is the foundation of Christianity.

• 1 Corinthians 15:13-14 (NIV): 13 If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not 
even Christ has been raised. 14 And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching 
is useless and so is your faith. 

• Doctrinally, we believe in the Second Coming of Christ who will bring a re-created 
world in which the earth will not be destroyed, but be made new in the perfection 
of God’s rule. 

• In the book of Revelation, the writer describes a vision of a new, re-created earth.  
This does not portray escapism from earth or destruction of the planet.  Rather it 
is an affirmation of all that God created that will be healed and renewed.

• We will be participants in this final resurrection.  In the meantime, the Bible 
indicates that we go to paradise (Luke 23:43) where we reside with Christ 
(Philippians 1:23) waiting for the final resurrection.  

• Upon the final resurrection, according to the Apostle Paul, we may have bodies 
very similar to our earlier forms, but will be different in some trans-physical 
manner energized by the Spirit of God and immune to disease, decay or death. 
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What Is Final Judgement?
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What is Final Judgement? 
• Where do we get the idea of judgement and punishment bringing justice?

• The Bible includes many stories where the sinful will be punished and the 
righteous will be rewarded.  This is called the Retribution Principle.  The concept 
of “blessings and curses” most likely developed from the format of early legal 
covenants and treaties.  In the O.T., these blessing and curses occur in this life.

• An accountable afterlife does not appear common until the period between the 
Old and New Testaments (400BC-25AD).  The political, religious, and social 
atmosphere of Israel changed significantly during this time.  During this period 
the “Promised Land” shifted from Persian to Greek to Roman rule.  

• As a way of offering relief to people living in captivity, Persian tales of the cosmic 
clash in which goodness and light ultimately overwhelm evil and darkness were 
integrated into Jewish tradition

• Eschatology became popular.  This is the branch of Christian theology dealing 
with the end time prophecies and the events of the last days.  These are 
represented by books like Ezekiel, non-canonical Enoch, Daniel, and Revelation.  
Matthew is the most eschatological of the gospels. 

• Eschatological writers were hoping for ultimate divine justice as a response to 
their own history of injustice and suffering.
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How Are We to Interpret N.T. Judgement Scripture?

• How are we to interpret the scripture in the New Testament that seems to 
describe justice as personal punishment and an unpleasant final judgement?  

• Are we to analyze these texts to determine concrete facts about the after-life, or 
engage them as stories offering spiritual guidance within a dramatic format?

• Asking if the parables and eschatological stories are real is a post-enlightenment 
question.  It doesn’t matter.  It’s about getting the point across.  

• What’s important is the “who” and “why” in the story.  Who isn’t doing what they 
are supposed to do and why it’s important. 

• These parables and stories are to motivate us to get serious about doing 
Kingdom of God things.  The people who will inherit the Kingdom of God do 
things like feed the poor, heal the sick, welcome the stranger, visit the prisoner, 
and “care for the least of these”(Matthew 25 34-40).

• As Jesus says: “Not all who say ‘Lord’ to me shall reach the kingdom of heaven, 
but only those who do the will of my Father in heaven” (Matthew 7:21)
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Jesus Reveals the True Character of God
• Let’s put the stories of punishment and judgement within the framework of Jesus 

as the Christ that reveals the true character and personality of the invisible God.    
(2 Corinthians 4:4, Colossians 1:15). 

• Jesus is the standard by which we interpret all things concerning God, and the 
historical Jesus is the measure of the biblical Christ.  Consequently, the living 
Jesus of history asserts ascendancy over all other revelations in the Bible, and 
Scripture must be interpreted through the teachings and actions of Jesus.

• The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus do not convey the threat of a 
supernatural apocalypse with a vengeful God righting the wrongs of the world.  
As stated in John 3:17 “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him”. 

• The Parables of Jesus are not sweet children’s stories or witty sayings.  They 
deliver the serious teachings of Jesus which call for the transformation of our 
hearts, minds, and actions. 

• Parables are meant to satirize, provoke, and challenge, going beyond just 
teaching morality and presenting a world of radical reversal and paradox aimed 
at turning our usual understandings upside down. “The parables are designed to 
comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable.”

• So, for Jesus to use startling imagery in his parables is not surprising. Jesus 
often uses Rabbinic hyperbole, non-literal exaggeration, to convey the serious 
nature of making right choices and the difficulty in making hard choices.  
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In Light of Jesus
• Becoming enamored with an end-times including violent retribution and 

punishment seems to be a strong human desire, so these texts attract our 
attention.  We love to see others get what we think they deserve. 

• Robert Capon explains that the Gospel writers seem to hold a very human 
enthusiasm for punishment as judgement and may have brought eschatological 
meanings into their understanding of what Jesus said and did.

• However, as Lee C. Barrett writes in Presbyterians Today: “The theme of a “final 
judgment” of individuals underscores the eternal importance of the personal 
decisions that determine the course of our lives.  It is a graphic way of insisting 
that what we have done with our lives is not a matter of indifference to God.  Of 
course, the imagery of the separation of sheep and goats, of lurking demons, and 
of unquenchable fire does not mean that God will literally torment certain 
individuals forever.  We should be extremely loathe to put limitations on the extent 
and power of God’s reconciling love.”

• “The words of Jesus on the subject of judgment may be debatable.  But the action 
of Jesus in his passion says that the judgment, is precisely one of forgiveness; of 
a saving grace that works by death and resurrection.” (Robert Capon)

• “Any judgment is mediated through his power of reconciliation.  Therefore, 
judgment is an announcement of vindication and not vindictiveness.  In any 
judgement, grace and justice ultimately triumph.’ ” (Robert Capon)
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Jesus Perfects Our Image of God
• Because of our human desire for judgement as violence and punishment, we find the 

magnitude of God’s justice through Love challenging to comprehend and accept.  
• God tells us to love our enemies.  From a human perspective this seems ridiculous 

and impossible.  However, as John Dear writes: “Jesus commands us to love our 
enemies not just because it’s right; not just because it’s moral; and not just because 
it’s the only practical solution; but because God loves God’s enemies.  That’s the very 
nature of God …”.

• Greg Boyd points out that on the Cross, Jesus as the divine essence who became 
flesh demonstrated that God would rather die by violence than commit it.  Mr. Boyd 
calls this “the crucifixion of the warrior God.”  He states that on the cross, “the diabolic 
violent warrior God we have all too frequently pledged our allegiance to has been 
forever repudiated.”  “Jesus choses to affiliate with the victims of suffering rather than 
the powers that deliver it.”

• Literal stories that threaten punishment as justice do not create loving people but 
fearful people which is entirely outside God’s plan through Jesus.  The problem with 
threatening statements is that any call to change is aimed at the lowest level of 
motivation which is debilitating, unhealthy, and ineffective in the long-term.  

• As revealed in 1 John 4:16-18; 16 And so we know and rely on the love God has for 
us.  God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them. 17 This is how 
love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of 
judgment: In this world we are like Jesus. 18 There is no fear in love.  But perfect love 
drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment.  The one who fears is not 
made perfect in love. (NIV)
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The Power of a Good Story
• The best tools to educate, persuade, and present truth are metaphors and 

symbolism using images familiar to the audience. 

• Truth held in Scripture can’t be sufficiently revealed through a literal reading of 
the text, since the text points beyond itself to a reality which cannot adequately 
be expressed in words.  Reading the Bible in a concrete and absolute manner
provides the lowest level of meaning in understanding the infinite. 

• Afterlife stories and parables in the Bible focus on qualitative death rather than 
literal biological death.  They contemplate the choice of having ‘life’ through 
wisdom and relationship with God, or choosing ‘death’ through loneliness and 
despair without God.

• Most of the audience to the parables and stories didn’t read, so the stories 
needed to be remembered in order to be passed on.  

• Eschatological literature resonated with its listeners.  The dramatic imagery is 
compelling, memorable, and it fulfilled their need for the divine judgement they 
feel is justified as an oppressed people. 
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The After-life as a Literary Device
• Sometimes heaven and hell just make a good backdrop for a meaningful 

story.

• A minister and a lawyer meet St. Peter at the gates of Heaven …..

• A biblical example using “hell” is the Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man
(Luke 16: 19-31).  The Jewish Sheol, the land of the dead, is used as a 
captivating setting for the parable.  So, is the real message of this parable a 
description of the after-life, or is there more?  

• Concentrating on the setting of the story as the message minimizes the 
importance of the parable which is for us to reflect on how to live better here 
and now.  This parable shows us that life isn’t fair and bad things happen to 
good people.  It rejects the idea that the rich are blessed and the poor are 
unworthy sinners.  It shows that sin originates from not only what we do, but 
also by what we don’t do.  It also addresses the destructive results of pride 
and arrogance, demonstrates the need to share wealth which originates 
from God, and illustrates God’s desire for compassion and social justice –
and surely there is more …
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Parables Are Meant to be Open to Interpretation
• Parables are meant to evoke discussion and numerous interpretations.

• One of my favorite interpretations is from Barbara Brown Taylor who writes about 
a seemingly judgement parable, The Parable of the Sheep and Goats (Matthew 
25:31–46). 

• Taylor writes: “The criteria for telling them apart will have nothing to do with their 
beliefs or their allegiances and everything to do with how they have treated the 
least important people in their lives … it helps to remember that neither the 
sheep nor the goats in Matthew’s parable knew which one they were.

• The God I believe in does not send half the flock to slaughter for bad behavior 
(though the Jesus I believe in is not above telling a story like that to shock his 
listeners awake), which is why I like to ride the metaphor all the way.

• If the sheep and the goats in the story are really people, then can’t the people in 
the story be part sheep and part goat?  Does anyone behave the same way all 
the time?  Is anyone purely good or bad?”

• If you think you’re with the sheep and your neighbor is a goat – you’re probably 
thinking way too highly of yourself!
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Lessons from the Prodigal Son
• The destructive nature of sin, defined as thoughts and actions that separate 

us from God, creates its own punishment.  Examples would be loneliness, 
emptiness, and sadness.  God does not have to inflect this misery.  We do it 
to ourselves. (Note: just because a person is lonely etc. doesn’t mean they sinned!) 

• This is portrayed in the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  

• The younger son goes off and does everything possible to serve his own 
interests and desires; totally separating himself from his father and home.  

• The father doesn’t do anything but give the son his inheritance to spend as he 
wants, and then he waits.  

• Over time, sin provides its own penalties and punishment for the younger son 
who then realizes the mistakes he has made in choosing separation.

• In reuniting with his father, the father does not judge, chastise, or punish.  He 
simply welcomes back the son with open arms - and a feast.  
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So, What and Where is the After-life?
• The bottom line is that nobody really knows.  However, I think we get our most 

meaningful and even most logical answer through Jesus as the Christ.

• Doctrinally, we believe in the Second Coming of Christ who will bring a re-created 
world. Culturally, we believe in Plato’s eternal life where our bodies are left behind 
and our Spirit rejoins God who is also Spirit.  There is no return to a re-created earth. 

• I personally believe that at earthly death, our Spirit does unite with God who is Spirit.  
This takes place in what Dallas Willard describes as the dimension of the heavens 
where we will be doing things that are important to both God and us.  After that, I’m 
open to any and all new possibilities with God through Jesus.  

• In the meantime, we should focus on the fact that Christianity is about human 
transformation in this life, not just focusing on a future realm.  Jesus did not come 
just to teach us how we get to heaven in the future, but to teach us how to be fully 
alive human beings here on earth.  

• Jesus teaches us how to have a meaningful relationship with the mystery that is 
God, how to understand our true-selves, and how to have a meaningful relationship 
with each other.  This leads to a deeper more meaningful reality here and now.  

• If we follow the lead of Jesus, the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of the future life will naturally 
come without further effort or concern from us.  
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Resurrection
• Whatever the “Kingdom to Come” will bring, God’s judgement and justice 

will occur within the reconciling power of the death and resurrection of 
Jesus as the Christ.  

• Resurrection is not just for the chosen few who follow all the religious 
rules; it is for everyone.  

• As Jesus says in John 12:32: “I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
to myself”.  

• Jesus knows we can’t help but be sinners, yet he invites us all into the 
Kingdom.  He simply asks us to trust that invitation.  

• The ultimate action of God’s justice is precisely one of forgiveness, saving 
grace, and reconciliation through Jesus as the Christ.  

• After all, Jesus died forgiving while hanging on the cross (Luke 23:34). 
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