Death and the Bible—Lesson 4

Where Do We Go When We Die?

INTRODUCTION TO MATERIAL:  This is the fourth of six studies on the purpose, design, and ideas that are apart of death.   

TARGET AUDIENCE:  This lesson is geared primarily to an adult Sunday School class, or to be used as a Wednesday night study.
OBJECTIVE:  In this section, we will try to (1) understand the concept of Hades, (2) define Paradise and Tartarus, and (3) determine the purpose for each area and how they fit into God’s design.

PRIMARY SCRIPTURE REFFERENCES:

Luke 16:19-31
Acts 2:27, 31
Matthew 25:32-34
Matthew 3:11
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I  Introduction

If there is one question that haunts the mind about death, it would be where do we go when we pass from this physical life?  Is it Heaven or Hell?  Is it Purgatory?  Is it Hades?  Is there any difference in these areas?  It’s amazing how one question can lead to so many more!  The goal of this lesson is to help familiarize ourselves with the Biblical concept of Hades.  
Figure 1.  A Look at Hades
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II. What is Hades?

There is a great deal of confusion in using this term, because the first thing people think when they hear the term is “Hades=Hell.”  Why is this?  When Jesus is talking to Peter about the Church that will begin on the day of Pentecost, he said a very interesting phrase:  “The gates of Hades shall not prevail against it."  Hades is a Greek word which means "the unseen."  It simply means the unseen realm of disembodied spirits, the dwelling of all those who have departed from this earthly existence (Luke 16:23; Acts 2:27, 31).  Hades, also known as Sheol, is composed of three major parts—Paradise, Tartarus, and the gulf that separates the two. Jesus provides the clearest description ever of Hades in Luke 16:19-31.  While Paradise is a place of rest, Tartarus is embedded with torment and pain.  These two totally different plains are separated by a vast gulf that cannot be crossed.  
Paradise


Paradise is probably the best known of these locales.  Jesus told the thief on the cross that he would be joining Him in Paradise.  This is the area of Hades that Jesus also calls “Abraham’s Bosom” in Luke 16.  It is a place of rest for the souls of those who have been loyal to the Word of the Lord.  Old and New Testament souls are gathered there until the Great Judgment of the Lord takes place.  
Tartarus

If there was ever a place that caused more confusion for Biblical scholars, both past and present, it is this one.  Some referred to it as Hell, some Gehenna, but those who study the Greek refer to it as Tartarus, or torment.  So why all the confusion?  A number of people feel that you are judged into heaven or hell as soon as you die.  From one perspective this is true, but not in and of itself.  Before the final judgment, all souls are separated out, as in Matthew 25, by those who are evil, and those who are righteous.  After the judgment, those that are saved will enter into Heaven, and those that are lost will be condemned to Hell for eternity.  
Figure 2.  From Hades to Judgment to Eternity
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It is this place of torment that Jesus places the rich man in Luke 16.  The man suffers day and night, yearning just a drop of water for his tongue.  This is the first step to an eternity of suffering caused by our direct disobedience to the Gospel.  This is why it is important not to put off the call to salvation.  

III. Isn’t This Like Purgatory? 

The question then comes up—Isn’t this the same thing as the Catholic Purgatory.  NO!  Purgatory is a term that, when broken down, means, “to cleanse with fire.”  This means that EVERYONE will be burning—both the saved and unsaved.  This isn’t true at all, because our sins are washed away by the blood of Christ, and thus we do not need to be purified.  But, as John the Baptist preached, there would be a “Baptism of Fire” (Matthew 3:11).  This is the torment of fire and brimstone that comes through man’s denial of Christ.

Another problem lies with the idea of praying or buying someone out from Purgatory.  This doesn’t come from anywhere in the Bible, but through traditions and thoughts of men.  Remember when the rich man asked if he could warn his brothers of the future that awaited them?  Did God say, “Sure...just be sure to get back by dinner?”  ABSOLUTELY NOT!  He was stuck, and there wasn’t anything he could do for his family, and likewise, there wasn’t anything they could do for him.  The fixed gulf between serves two purposes, 1) to separate the condemned from the love of God, and 2) separate them from ever getting across to the other side and freedom.  In this place of torment, there is no escape—not even through Christ.  For once life is over and we find out the truth, there is no turning back and correcting it.
IV. Conclusion

The Bible makes it clear that we must seek Christ in this lifetime before we meet our physical death.  We are judged directly upon our last earthly breath and placed in our respective place to await the next step in our eternal lives.  If we chose to do nothing in this life, why should we think Christ will do anything for us in the next?  It is strictly a matter of commitment and love when it comes to seeking Christ.  Likewise, it was His commitment and love for us that allowed us an opportunity to know Paradise.  If His blood hadn’t washed our sins in the first place, we would all have a one-way ticket to Torment!  Unfortunately, many today don’t care whether they make the Eternal Life train or not.  It is up to us as Christians to share with as many people as we can about the saving grace of Jesus.  Otherwise, we are accountable to those souls we encounter that could have received Christ in this life.  I don’t know about you, but that is one thing I wouldn’t want on my shoulders going into judgment.  Remember to seek His will in our lives, and to seek those that seek Him.  When we do this, we will meet up with Him in Paradise and one day serve with Him in Heaven.  
LEARNING BY DOING
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What are some excuses you have heard when approaching people about their spiritual lives?

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
In today’s world, “Hell, fire, and brimstone” tend to push people away from the Church.  Are there other ways to evangelize without watering down the Gospel?

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
Life Application 101

Explore Luke 16:19-31.  How can you better prepare yourself and your family for what is to come after we die?

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

