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THE AFTERLIFE – DOES IT EXIST?

Introduction 

· The idea of life after death is often thought to be a distinguishing feature of religions and is probably as old as humanity.

· Archaeology suggests that humans have been deliberately burying their dead in an organised fashion for at least 23,000 years, and possibly as long as 200,000 years (evidence of burials at Sima de los Huesos, or Pit of Bones in Atapuerca, Spain). Such burials are thought to venerate the dead as those who have moved into the spirit world. 

· This evidence suggests (we can’t be sure) that humanity has always believed in some form of afterlife, either as spirit, or embodied. 

· However, atheists being materialists, deny that there is such a thing as an afterlife and controversy surrounds evidence for it. 

· Discussion of these subjects is also complicated by current debates within Christianity about the existence of the afterlife, especially of hell. Here we look at both Christian and Hindu alternative views of the afterlife. 

CHRISTIANITY

Terms Defined

· Christianity asserts that humans have a spirit and a soul and a body (1 Thess 5:23) 

· Spirit = Gk. pneuma, the wind, and hence that which is invisible and powerful. The word is used in the NT for (among other things);

· the immaterial, invisible part of man (Lu 8:55; Acts 7:59; 1 Cor 5:5; Jas 2:26; cp Ecc 12:7 LXX). 

· the disembodied man (unclothed or naked, 2 Cor 5:3,4) in Lu 24:37, 39; Heb 12:23; 1 Pet 4:6. 

· the sentient element in man, that by which he perceives, reflects, feels, desires (Matt 5:3, 26:41, Mk 2:28; Lu 1:47, 80; Jn 19:30; Acts 17:16, 20:22; 1 Cor 2;11; 5;3,4; 14:14, 15; 2 Cor 7:1; 12:18; Phil 1:27; Eph 4:23; Rev 19:10)

· the equivalent of a personal pronoun (1 Cor 16;18; 2 Tim 4:22; Philm 25; 2 Cor 7:13) 

· the Holy Spirit of God (Matt 4:1; Lu 4:18; Jn 4:24, etc)

· Soul = Gk. psuche, the breath, then that which breathes, the individual animated creature. The word is used in the NT for (among other things);

· the natural life of the body (Matt 2;20; Lu 12:22, Acts 20:10; Rev 8:9)

· the immaterial, invisible part of man (Matt 10:28; Acts 2:27)

· the disembodied man (2 Cor 5:3,4; Rev 6:9)

· the seat of personality (Lu 9:24; Heb 6:19, 10:39)

· the seat of the sentient element in man, that by which he perceives, reflects, feels, desires (Matt 11;29; Lu 1:46, 2:35; Acts 14:2,22)

· the seat of the will and purpose (Matt 222:37; Acts 4:32, Eph 6:6; Phil 1:27; Heb 12:3)

· the seat of the appetite (Rev 18:14)

· persons, individuals (Acts 2:41,43; Rom 2:9; Jas 5;20; 1 Pet 3:20; 2 pet 2:14)

· the equivalent of a personal pronoun (JN 10:24; Heb 10:38; 2 Cor 12:15; Heb 13:17: 1 Pet 4:19; 2 Pet 2:8, etc) 

· the animate creature, human or other (1 Cor 15:25; Rev 16:13)

· the inward man, the seat of new life (Lu 21:19; 1 Pet 2:11; 2Jn 2)

· Very Important, the language of Heb 4:12 suggests that it is difficult to distinguish between soul and spirit because of their similar nature and activities. Generally speaking, the spirit represents the ‘higher’ part of humanity, the soul the ‘lower’ part. The spirit can thought of as the life principle bestowed on humans, and the soul is the resulting life constituted in the individual, the body being the material organism animated by soul and spirit, by which alone connection can be made to the material world. 
· However, there is a great deal of overlap in the Bible between these two concepts. Thus, 
· Body and soul are constituents of man (Matt 6:25; 10:28; Lu 12:20; Acts 20:10) but

· Body and spirit according to Lu 8:55; 1 Cor 5:3; 7:34; Jas 2:26

· In Matt 26:38 the emotions are associated with the soul; in Jn 13:21 with the spirit. 

· Body = Gk. soma, the organism, the instrument of life. 

· In the Bible the body is called the sheath for the spirit (Dan 7:15, margin), an earthen vessel (2 Cor 4:7, an earthly house (2 Cor 5:1-4, 2 Pet 1:13, the outward man (2 Cor 4:16) in contrast to the inward man of the soul.  

· By the figure of speech called ‘synecdoche’, in which part is put for the whole, ‘body’ sometimes stands for the whole person (Matt 5:29). 

· But, the body is not the ‘man’ for as the Bible’s metaphors demonstrate, the person can exist outside of the body (2 Cor 12:2-4; Rev 6:9; 20:4) 

· However, the body is an essential part of the ‘man’. No-one in their final state will be without a body! (Dan 12:2; Rev 20:13). 

· Very Important, the separation of the soul (Acts 5:5) or spirit ((Mk 15:37, 39) from the body is called death. The body is said to be mortal, that is liable to death (1 Cor 15:53). The negative term ‘immortal’ is never applied to the soul or sprit in the Bible. The soul is not immortal in Christian theology. This is because death has a specific range of meaning not limited to the physical cessation of life.

· Death = Gk. thanatos is used in two senses – the separation of the soul from the body, and the separation of humans from God – spiritual death. Death, in whichever of the two senses it is used, is always seen as the penal consequence of sin. Adam died spiritually on the day he sinned (Gen2:17) and all humanity are born in the same spiritual condition (Rom 5:12, 14, 17, 21) from which those who believe in Christ are delivered (Jn 5:24, 1 Jn 3:14). Death is the opposite of life; it never denotes non-existence. As spiritual life is conscious existence in communion with God, so death is conscious existence in separation from God.

· Philosophically, the most well known exponents of a soul/body dualism are Plato (428- 347 BC) and Rene Descartes (1596-1650). Plato posited the immortality of the soul, whom many erroneously suggest is the originator of Christianity’s belief in the afterlife.  In addition, Emmanuel Kant (1724-1804) suggested that the afterlife was necessary on moral grounds in order to right the many wrongs that go unpunished in life. 

What happens to people after they die?

For all people

· Our bodies return to the earth – 

· 1 Thess 5:6, Gen 3:19, 

· Christians are said to sleep in Christ – Matt 9:24, Jn 11:12, 1 Cor 7:39; 11:30; 15:6,18,51; 2 Peter 3:4, 1 Thess 4: 13,14,15
· Our bodies lie in the earth awaiting the resurrection -- 1 Cor 15:35-44
· A general resurrection of the good and evil is mentioned in Dan 12:2 and expanded in the NT (details below).
· Our spirits return to God – Eccles 12:7

For Christians

· The soul, the seat of the personality 

· Departs to be with Christ – Phil 1:23

· They are said to be ‘at home with the Lord’ – 2 Cor 5:6-9

· Therefore, since Christ is in heaven, when Christians die they go to be with him 

· This doctrine of conscious existence after death denies the alternative of ‘soul sleep’, which says that when the body dies, the soul ‘sleeps’ until the resurrection. 

· When the term ‘sleep’ refers to the dead in the NT it always means only the body. 
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· BUT, since Christ won’t always be in heaven, neither will those who have gone to be with him. 

· “We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.” 1 Thess 4:14

· It is at Christ’s return that Christians (whether alive or dead) shall receive their resurrection bodies. 1 Cor 15:51-54

For the unbeliever

· Luke 16:19-31 contains the story (not the parable) of the rich man and Lazarus. Now the rich man was not in Hades because of his rejection of Christ and all we are told about Lazarus was that he lay at the rich man’s gate. So why did the rich man end up in Hades and the beggar at “Abraham’s side”? The force of the story depends on Jesus’ clever reversal of received wisdom. It was assumed at this time that rich men were virtuous because God had blessed them with material goods. This was promised in the Law (Deut 30:15) and was the source of the astonishment of the disciples at Jesus’ words that “it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God”. (Matt 19:24).  Conversely, it was assumed that if you were on skid row you must have done something bad to deserve it. Imagine the Pharisees’ shock when Jesus indicated that it was the beggar who went to be with Abraham!

· This story and other sayings of Jesus tell us a lot about Hades. It is a place of;

· Physical discomfort  - torments

· Mental depression  - weeping and grinding of teeth

· Moral depravity  - given up by God to lust

· Social desolation  - the rich man was all alone

· Spiritual death  - the man was God forsaken

· The story also denies error about eternal things. It denies;

· Annihilationism - the rich man was there!

· Soul sleep  - he was fully conscious

· Universalism - not everyone is saved!

· A second chance  - his destiny was fixed

· Spiritism  - Lazarus was not allowed to return

· A limited duration  - a great chasm fixed

· Purgatory  - there was no way out

Who can go to heaven?

· Nowhere in Scripture is anybody described as “going to heaven”. 

· The question is really asking who is saved. Salvation is equivalent to entering the coming Kingdom of the Messiah (Jn 3:3, 5) 

· Salvation is represented as a gift from God by grace through faith. It is not merited by an individual’s works or manner of life. (Eph 2:5, 8,9, Rom 6:23, etc)

· This prompts criticisms of unfairness & injustice by sceptics,

· What about people who have never heard of the gospel?

· What about the ‘death bed conversion’ of a hardened criminal?

· What about people who have led unblemished lives?

· It seems unfair for God to save people just because they are Christians. There are lots of rotten Christians and lots of good non-Christians.

· But sceptics and critics misunderstand the nature of things,

· Heaven is not a reward for doing good – even for having faith. 

· Mankind is thoroughly corrupt and only deserves punishment for disobedience; the natural mind cannot please God (1 Cor 2:14)

· Mankind is totally unable to save itself (Ps 49:7,8)

· There is no boasting in self accomplishments  -- salvation must be from God alone (Eph 2:8, 9)

· No-one can be saved other than by a personal knowledge of Christ – his claims to exclusivity (Jn 14:6). This relationship is begun and develops through faith. 

· People are transformed when they enter God’s presence (1 Cor 15:50) so that they become fit for heaven. 

THE RESURRECTION

· The resurrection of the body could be justly called the defining doctrine of the Christian faith. St Paul describes the faith as utterly pointless if Christ was not raised from the dead (1 Cor 15:14).  

· In this classic NT passage Paul gives the Christian apology for the resurrection. 

· The general resurrection is based on the historic resurrection of Christ (1 Cor 15:12, 13)

· Christ’s death, burial and resurrection was the fulfilment of prophecy, “according to the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3)

· Christ appeared as proof of the resurrection to various reliable witnesses (to Peter, to the twelve, to over 500 believers at once, to James (probably the Lord’s brother), to all the apostles, then last of all, to Paul himself (1 Cor 15:5-8)). 

· If Christ was not raised then (1 Cor 15:12-19; 30-32),

· Paul’s preaching is vain

· The Corinthian’s faith is vain

· The witnesses are in fact, liars

· Those who have ‘fallen asleep in Christ’ have perished – ruined

· Those who only have hope in Christ for this life are to be pitied above all men (presumably because the constant putting of their lives in danger is to no purpose). 

· Christ is called the ‘firstfruits’ of them that sleep. The firstfruits were a Jewish cultic term for the earliest and best part of the harvest. Christ is therefore the precursor of the general resurrection, which his own resurrection guarantees (1 Cor 15:23; Acts 17:31)

· The resurrection (harvest) will occur at Christ’s return to the earth (1 Cor 15:23). 

· The second coming of Christ is for the express purpose of ushering in God’s eternal kingdom, whose last enemy is death (1 Cor 15:26).

· Christ is the head of a new race of men, “for as in Adam al die, so in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Cor 15:22). He is the Last Adam (verse 45) and the Second Man (verse 47).  

· The resurrection is of the body, when the soul/spirit is reunited with a transformed body to live forever (1 Cor 15:35-58). 

· Paul anticipates objections which question by what means are the bodies raided, and what is their nature (1 Cor 15:35).

·  In answer, he uses the metaphor of the sown seed (1 Cor 15:38, 39; Jn 12:23). It cannot produce life unless it is planted (or sown) and dies. 
· He then refers four times to sowing in a series of couplets in which the parallelism of his thought is demonstrated, as follows (1 Cor 15:42-43)
· It is sown perishable; it is raised imperishable.

· It is sown in dishonour; it is raised in glory.

· It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power.

· It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body.

· It is clear then that for the Christian, it is the body which he now inhabits that will be transformed by the power of God. And it will be demonstrably their own bodies that will be resurrected, just as it was the body of Jesus himself that was transformed (Phil 3:21).

· “…as we have borne the image of the earthly, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly.” (1 Cor 15:49) 

· Paul also says that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God”, so a transformation is necessary in order to enter the new age. 

· Not all believers will “sleep” (die) but all will be changed instantaneously (1 Cor 15:51, 52) 

· First of all, the dead will be raised incorruptible, and then the living will be changed (1 Cor 15:52; 1 Thess 4:15-17). 

· “For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on immortality” (1 Cor 15:53). Death is swallowed up in victory. 

HELL

First Principles

· Judgement is an important theme of the Bible which flows from God’s character and is the necessary consequence of SIN.

· God is described as:

· The righteous judge of all the Earth (Gen. 18:25)

· A Just God and a Saviour (Isa 45:21 KJV)

· Therefore, God claims a creator’s right to judge humanity and it is as important a part of his character as being a loving Saviour. 

· In fact, it is because he is our judge that we need a Saviour at all.

· In Exodus 34:6-7 it says, “And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished;”
When is the Judgement?   

· Two answers to this. 

· First, there is a “Judgement Day” as the Scriptures make clear. (2 Pet 2:9 and 3:7). When Paul was in Athens he spoke of the Judgement, and since he was speaking to neither Jews nor Christians we must assume his words have a universal application. Acts 17:30, 31 says, “…now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead.” (See also Acts 10:42). 

· Second, there is also a past and present role for the judgement of God (see John 9:39 and Rom 1:18). 

What does the Bible say about Hell?

· There are four different words, which are claimed to be used in the Bible for Hell or eternal punishment.

· The first is Hades. This was the underworld of Greek mythology, the place of the departed dead. Is this Hell? No, it is not, since Rev 20:14 says that “death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire”. Hades is a waiting place for the dead until the final reckoning (the intermediate state). In its character it is just the same experience as the final thing. Jewish theology taught that Hades included two sections as hinted at in the story of the rich man and Lazarus in Lu16:19-31. This included a lower place for the unrighteous dead and Paradise for the righteous dead. Now, of course, all the believing dead go to be with Christ (Phil 1:23). 

· The second word is Tartarus. In mythology this was a place below Hades for those who were judged to be especially wicked. In Scripture it is used as the place God sent the fallen angels (2 Pet 2:4).

· The third word is the Hebrew word Sheol. This word occurs particularly in the Psalms and is the equivalent of Hades, which can be confirmed by reference to the 3C Greek translation of the OT (called the Septuagint or LXX).

· The last and most important word is Gehenna.  This comes from the Hebrew,”valley of Hinnom”. It is a real place located to south west of Jerusalem just outside the city walls. It was used as the city’s rubbish dump and before that as a place of human sacrifice. (See Jer 19:6). In Jesus’ day the bodies of criminals were disposed of on the dumps which were always burning. It is difficult to imagine a more grotesque image of desolation, which is of course, why Jesus used it. There are twelve references to Gehenna in the NT and all of them are uttered by Jesus. 

· Gehenna is “THE LAKE OF FIRE” mentioned in Revelation 20:15.  It is likened to a pit of burning sulphur, (Rev 19:20). Such things were well known to the Jews, because on the eastern side of the Dead Sea there were tar and sulphur pits from antiquity. People are cast alive into this awful place and Jesus says “where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched” (Mk 9:44 NIV margin). He refers to the worms that feed on men’s bodies (Gk. ‘skōlex’). It is an indication that the torment never ends. No wonder then, that Jesus says, “do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both body and soul in hell” (Matt 10:28). 

Can a God of love send people to an eternal Hell?

· Current controversy surrounds the traditional concept of Hell which is questioned for 

· Its crude imagery

· Its literal existence (“hell is other people” – Jean Paul Sartre) 

· Its deficient justice 

· How can a God of Love justify torturing men & women?

· How can God justify an eternal punishment for finite sins?

· How can God consign those who have never heard the gospel to an eternity of suffering?

· How can God disregard the many good things Non-Christian people have done?

· This has led to various solutions

· Hell is a metaphor – for separation from God

· Hell is mythical – hell is what we make of our lives in the here & now

· All bad people are annihilated at death (Annihilationism) or – the unrepentant are destroyed at the final judgement (Conditional Immortality) (Jn 3:16, Mk10:28). This is based on the following arguments

· Destruction – means total cessation of being

· Fire – emphasis is on that it destroys, not on pain it causes 

· Forever –  or ‘age long’ limited to duration of age

· Eternal punishment – the lasting effect, not its duration

· An everlasting punishment is irreconcilable with the love of God

· An everlasting punishment is not fair

· An everlasting punishment is not consistent with the total victory of God over all things, including sin. 

· All bad people are given a second chance  -- once they see what hell is like, they will repent

· All bad people pay a limited price and then are promoted to heaven

· The experience of Hell is reinterpreted to concentrate on the sense of loss that sinners experience rather than an eternity of torment. 

· Everyone will be saved – NT says that Jesus is the saviour of all (1 Tim 4:10) – Universalism 

How does orthodoxy respond? 

· Much popular imagery of hell is medieval and not Biblical. The NT contains nothing about devils with forked tails and cauldrons of boiling people!

· Hell is not imaginary; nor can we dismiss it for appearing in heavily symbolic parts of the Bible like Revelation. John Stott believes that since the beast and the false prophet and the harlot in Rev 19:20 & 20:14 are symbols, and death & Hades are thrown into the lake of fire, this cannot involve pain. However, if they are real people they will be able to experience pain. Similarly, if the harlot (a city) contains people and they suffer because of their identification with the city, then they too, will suffer pain.  The reference to death and Hades is to a similar figure of speech indicating those who are associated with them. John is pointing out the inclusive nature of the punishment of the second death. 
· The Scripture knows nothing of people being annihilated because there is a universal resurrection (Dan 12:2). Man does not have an immortal soul (this was a Platonic concept) but is fully mortal, i.e. will die, and will be raised again to unite the body with the soul and spirit for eternity, to be spent either in Heaven or Hell. Answering the conditional immortalists, Hell is characterised by the following 

· It is fire - a fire which is not quenched (Mk 9:48, Matt 18:8). Compare with Moses at the burning bush. “There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. So Moses thought, "I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up." Ex 3:2, 3. Fifteen times in the New Testament, Hell is described in terms of fire. “Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched” (Mark 9:44, 46, 48). Hell is described as “fire” (Mt. 5:22; 18:9), “everlasting fire” (Mt. 18:8; 25:41), “fire unquenchable” (Luke 3:17), “this flame” (Lk. 16:24), “furnace of fire” (Mt. 13:42,50), “eternal fire” (Jude 7), and “fire and brimstone” (Rev. 14:10; 20:10; 21:8) and “blazing fire” (2 Thess 1:7). Probably to be understood figuratively (e.g. fire and darkness existing together, Jude 7 &13) but none the less real. 
· It is a place of destruction. Gk ‘appolumi’. Jesus used the word “perish” or “destroy” to describe the lot of the wicked. Does this imply annihilation? The word Jesus used indicates quite clearly that it means “utter ruin” or unfitness. This is clear from a passage like Luke 5:37 (the old wineskin).

· It is a place where punishment goes on for ever. W. E. Vine says this of the Greek word ‘aion’.  “The force attaching to the word is not so much that of the actual length of a period, but that of a period marked by spiritual or moral characteristics. This is illustrated in the use of the adjective in the phrase "life eternal," in John 17: 3, in respect of the increasing knowledge of God. The phrases containing this word should not be rendered literally, but consistently with its sense of indefinite duration. Thus ‘eis ton aiōna’ does not mean "unto the age” but "for ever" (see, e.g., Heb. 5: 6). The Greeks contrasted that which came to an end with that which was expressed by this phrase, which shows that they conceived of it as expressing interminable duration.” (Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, page 46)

· W. E. Vine goes on to say, “Aionios, the adjective corresponding, denoting eternal, is set in contrast with proskairos, lit., ‘for a season,' 2 Cor. 4: 18. It is used of that which in nature is endless, as, e.g., of God, Rom. 16: 26, His power, I Tim. 6: 16, His glory, I Pet;5: 10, the Holy Spirit, Heb. 9: 14, redemption, Heb. 9: 12, salvation, 5: 9, life in Christ, John 3: 16, the resurrection body, 2 Cor. 5:1 the future rule of Christ, 2 Pet 1: 11, which is declared to be without end, Luke 1: 33; of sin that never has forgiveness, Mark 3 :29, the judgment of God, Heb. 6: 2, and of fire, one of its instruments, Matt 18: 8; 25:41.” (Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, page 47)

· Other problems 

· If the fire’s destruction lasts until all fuel is used up, why is it described as eternal?

· If the fire’s destruction is instantaneous, where are the degrees of punishment (e.g. Lu 12:47, 48)

· If people are annihilated then what of the eternal sins (Mk 3:29) 

· Appealing to God’s love proves too much; if God is only love, then why not be a Universalist?

· The language is made over-literal in meaning; e.g. fire must be literal fire which consumes fuel. This is unlikely. 

· Men actively seek oblivion as an end to existence. Why would it be a punishment under those circumstances?

· There are no second chances. Purgatory is the Roman Church tradition proclaimed as an article of faith in 1439 at the Council of Florence, and confirmed by Trent in 1548.  The Catholic Church teaches that even those "who die in the state of grace" (i.e., saved and sins forgiven) must still spend an indefinite time being purged/purified.  Technically, this "purging" can occur in this life rather than in purgatory itself, but as a practical matter, purgatory is the best the average Catholic can hope for. Some Catholics will admit that the doctrine of purgatory is not based on the Bible, but on Catholic tradition (which, by Catholic standards, is equally authoritative) (cf. John 5:24; Luke 23:43; 1 John 1:7, 9; Phil. 1:23). Others teach that it is based upon the interpretation of several Scriptural texts -- 1 Corinthians 3:15; 1 Peter 1:7; 3:19; Matt. 12:31. They teach that those in purgatory can be helped by the prayers and good works of those on earth which would include the "purchase" of masses and/or other indulgences, but they are not certain how these prayers and works are applied (cf. 2 Peter 1:9; Hebrews 1:3; John 3:18; 19:30; 2 Corinthians 5:6-8).

A kinder, gentler damnation

· Hell is sometimes reinterpreted to be a “kinder, gentler damnation”. This is based on an argument for the Love of God.

 “The Bible never defines God as anger, power or judgement – in fact it never defines him as anything other than love.” 
Steve Chalke, The Lost message of Jesus, Zondervan, 2003, p63 

“Let me say at the outset that I consider the concept of hell as endless torment in body and mind an outrageous doctrine, a theological and moral enormity…How can Christians possibly project a deity of such cruelty and vindictiveness whose ways include inflicting everlasting torture upon his creatures, however sinful they may have been? Surely, a God who would do such a thing is more nearly like Satan than like God, at least by any ordinary moral standards, and by the gospel itself…Does the one who told us to love our enemies intend to wreak vengeance on his own enemies for all eternity?  …There is a powerful moral revulsion against the traditional doctrine of the nature of hell. Everlasting torture is intolerable from a moral point of view because it pictures God acting like a bloodthirsty monster who maintains an everlasting Auschwitz for his enemies whom he does not even allow to die. How can one love a God like that?” 

Charles Pinnock, The Destruction of the Finally Impenitent, 

Criswell Theological Review 4:2 (1990):246,247, 253.
· What is the orthodox answer to a “kinder, gentler damnation”? 

· The reinterpretation of Hell emphasises only the Love of God. But the God of Love is God of Light as well “in whom there is no darkness at all” 1 Jn 1:5

· The reinterpretation of Hell separates God’s attributes. “God’s love is always holy love, and God’s holiness is always loving holiness. It follows that arguments for the superiority of one attribute over another are futile. Every attribute is equally essential in the divine Being.” Lewis and Demarest

· The reinterpretation of Hell makes light of God’s wrath, “…God’s wrath is not some minor and easily dismissed peripheral element to the Bible’s plot-line ... It is not going too far to say that the Bible would not have a plot-line at all if there were no wrath.” D. A. Carson

· The reinterpretation of Hell devalues the heinousness of sin – its essence is rebellion (1 Jn 3:4) and utterly sinful (Rom 7:13). There are over 213 words in the NT to describe sin! It is utterly repugnant to God in all its forms. Moreover, sin is what I am, not what I do. It is part of my fallen nature, which makes me blind to its heinousness to God. 

· The reinterpretation of Hell minimises the Atonement -- If everyone is going to heaven anyway or will be consigned to oblivion (something which many people would welcome) what value is there in the death of Christ?

· God is a God of justice who knows nothing of imperfection and failure. He cannot overlook or tolerate rebellion (Hab 1:13). God is a King and he has set standards of righteousness for people to adhere to. God has a well developed sense of what is right. (See Isa 59:12-20).  He has also graciously provided a way of salvation in the death of Christ. (See Heb 2:1-4). 

Universalism – everyone will be saved

· Universalism is mainly a liberal preserve but it has a long history. Among the Church Fathers Origen (185-254 AD) was a Universalist. He argued (in De Principiis) that the love of God, His Omnipotence, the reformative nature of God’s justice and His intention to bring everything back to conditions at the beginning, all pointed to all being saved, including Satan. Scriptures appealed to include those that speak of ‘all’ being saved. But all are not saved – Lu13:22-27, Rom 9:27, Matt 7:13,14, 2 Thess 1:7-9, etc. 

HINDUISM

· Hindu concepts of time are not linear as in western society or in Christianity (e.g. “Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgement” (Heb 9:27)) but CIRCULAR.

· The belief that after death the soul (or a person) is reborn in this world to live a new life is called REINCARNATION. This is called "sansara", the transmigration of souls.
· This is different from the Christian concepts of resurrection and new birth,
· Reincarnation (literally, in flesh again) is the idea of the same individual (jivatman) being born over and over again in a new physical existence, which is in a different body each time. Some Hindus believe they can reincarnate as many as 3,000 times! 
· Resurrection is the idea of the same person being raised from death in an outwardly identical form but which has a completely different nature to a natural body, capable of super-human feats, and of course, immortal. This happens only once. 
· New Birth is the spiritual transformation of a believer in Christ whilst still alive in their physical body. 
· Contrary to what you might think reincarnation for a Hindu is not something which is eagerly anticipated.  In fact, it is his greatest fear. The purpose of all the ascetic sacrifices, the yoga and puja practices, is to avoid reincarnation and to reach union with Brahman. This is the breaking of sansara by enlightenment, or moksha. 

· What determines the state of the jivatman in the next reincarnation is called karma. Karma is both action and reaction; it is the balance of good and evil acts in an individual’s life. Karma is an unalterable law of existence; one cannot avoid creating karma. All individuals then accumulate karma, both good and bad, not to influence one’s current life but the jivatman in the next existence. 

· A knowledge of karma is also important to an appreciation of the Hindu caste system. The origins of caste are lost in the mists of time, but today, there are four castes, 

· The Brahmins – priestly class

· The Rajanyas – ruling/warrior class

· The Ksatriyas – artisan/merchant class

· The Sudras – labouring class

· These classes are based on an ancient socio-economic division of Hindu society and are unalterable. One is born into one’s caste and may never change it even if one’s social, economic and educational attainments outstrip individuals from another class. Allied to this is the infamous outcastes; a vast number of people who are too low to qualify as a caste. Hindu society still shows much discrimination to these outcastes (untouchables, dalits) and tries to prevent social and economic mixing. One’s status in life is therefore determined purely by which group one was born into, which is a result one’s karma in past incarnations. 

· This produces a rigid demarcation in society that tends to make people quite callous to the needy if they are in a different class, particularly the outcastes. The thought is that bad karma has accumulated from previous lives; they are deserving of their predicament and must work their way out of it. Any improvements will only be seen in the next life; this one is fixed and circumstances cannot change. Action by pity is therefore a waste of time. 

· Also of relevance is the concept of dharma, or what is right. Accumulations of dharma affect karma for following existences. This is not like the western or Christian view of righteousness, which has historically been based on absolute standards of right and wrong. Dharma depends on what is right for the individual, for the family and caste. It is a cosmic norm that should be followed. And if that norm is the maintenance of discrimination and the promotion of one’s own interests at the expense of others, this counts as dharma. An individual’s dharma is dependent on the karma that one has accumulated. One’s dharmic path is that which is necessary to fulfil one’s past karma, and thus is right for the individual. In practice, this may mean acceptance of a low position in life without thought or expectation of improvement; to fatalistically accept one’s status in life without complaint. 

· The present life for a Hindu can therefore be a horror, a wheel of existence that rolls relentlessly on, in indefinite reincarnations, with each turning of the wheel to become more deeply involved in a senseless merry-go-around from which there is no escape.  Even suicide is not a solution, because this might result in reincarnation as a dog or an insect.  
· And the final aim of life, the ultimate dream of a Hindu, is "moksha", which is the final union of the soul with Brahman with no more reincarnations. This is the total non-existence as a person and a cessation of being because there is no Heaven for a Hindu, just the final hope of annihilation.
· Enlightenment and escape from the cycle of existence can be achieved by the hard and long exercises of Yoga or by selfless acts and thoughts as well as devotion to God. But it is the expectation of a long and arduous journey. 
· The differences between Hinduism and Christianity are major and several.
· Hinduism has no concept of a personal God. Brahman is an ‘it’; it is Absolute, an indescribable, unknowable, all-encompassing cosmic principle. Hindu gods are manifestations of Brahman, which is pantheistic (present in all things). 

· Hinduism has no concept of sin and punishment, but bad karma and dharma may be considered to be a form of such for practical purposes. 

· Hinduism has no redemption, no immediate hope of betterment. There is no salvation as such; only the fatalistic working out of past indiscretions and goodness. 

· Death is a journey into another reincarnation for a Hindu; there is no heaven, and hell could be your next life. 

· The ultimate aim of a Hindu’s existence is to be reabsorbed into the consciousness of Brahman; to cease to be as an individual, as opposed to the strong emphasis in Christianity of individual eternal bliss and happiness in communion with a personal God.  

· Nevertheless, Hinduism has many resonances for post modern western society. The emphasis on many ways to ultimate reality; the worship of many gods, all equally valid manifestations of ultimate reality; the individualistic concept pf rightness, are all things that please a pluralistic society. However, the fatalism and often callous disregard for others’ need, the tendency for rigid and regressive social policy, are all things that tend to offend a modern liberal democracy. 

EVIDENCES FOR THE AFTERLIFE

What are the evidences for the afterlife, if any?

· To the atheist or agnostic, there can be no evidence because existence after death is ruled out on a priori grounds. Materialistic worldviews do not accept the possibility of the supernatural and seek naturalistic explanations for supposed evidences of the afterlife. This view is held by the Logical Positivist School of philosophy who assert that since the afterlife cannot be verified, it is meaningless.   

· To the Christian, the biggest argument is the historical resurrection of Jesus. Christians have always been aware that the resurrection of Jesus could be their Achilles’ heel. Great stress is therefore laid on the veracity (truth) of the gospel accounts of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  This is too big a subject to go into in these notes; further independent study of the evidence for the first Easter might be profitable. 

· To the Hindu, no evidence is felt to be necessary; the state of the cosmos and of the nature of things is all that is necessary to show the cycle of life.. An oft cited objection to the Hindu concept of reincarnation is a constantly growing world population. If all souls are reincarnated on a regular basis, where are all the new souls coming from?

· Others look for evidence in the form of ghosts, which are popularly assumed to be the spirits of dead people. However, to date no valid scientific proof has been confirmed. 

· Others cite near death experiences (NDE’s). One form of NDE which might support reincarnation is the past life remembrances of children or adults who exhibit skills or knowledge that they couldn’t possibly have been able to know in this world. This observation goes back a long way. In the ‘Meno’ Plato speaks of a slave boy who gave Socrates the right answer to geometrical problems, despite having received no formal education in geometry. However, studies have shown historical inaccuracies of such ‘remembrances’, whilst if true, there would have been a lot of Egyptian princesses in the past! 

· Another form of NDE is the out-of-body experiences of certain hospital patients, who have ‘died’. One of the most famous cases was the late comedian, Peter Sellers.  A BBC report in October 2000 stated that scientists investigating 'near-death' experiences say they found evidence to suggest that consciousness can continue to exist after the brain has ceased to function. The researchers interviewed 63 patients who had survived heart attacks within a week of the experience. Of these, seven had memories, four of which counted as near-death experiences. They told of feelings of peace and joy, time speeded up, heightened senses, lost awareness of body, seeing a bright light, entering another world, encountering a mystical being and coming to "a point of no return". None of the patients were found to be receiving low oxygen levels, which some scientists believe may be responsible for NDE’s. However, sceptics point out that there was no evidence that such memories occurred after the brain had shut down. The experiences could have happened under anaesthetic, or just before cardiac arrest. And why is it only heart attack patients that have these experiences?

· So, the jury is still out on life after death. Make up your own mind. 


































FACT BOX


The metaphor of sleep is used in the gospels in the case of Jairus’ daughter (Matt 9:24) and for Lazarus (John 11: 12). In the Epistles it is used of the state of believers who have died (1 Thess 4: 13, 14, 15; 1 Cor 7:39; 11: 30; 15: 6, 18, 51; 2 Peter 3:4). 


The metaphorical use of the word sleep is appropriate because of the similarity in appearance between a sleeping body and a dead body; restfulness and peace normally characterise both. The object of the metaphor is to suggest that, as the sleeper does not cease to exist while his body sleeps, so the dead person continues to exist despite his absence from the region in which those who remain can communicate with him, and that as sleep is known to be temporary, so is the death of the body. 


Instead of using the normal Greek word ‘necropolis’ (meaning the city of the dead) the early Christians adopted the Greek word ‘koimeterion’ (meaning a rest-house for strangers) for the place of interment of the bodies of their departed; thence the English word cemetery,’ the sleeping place’, is derived.
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