Pastor Jeff Williams: January 4, 2009

Life After Life, Part I: “What Happens When You Die?”

Just like there are seasons and there is the life, death and back to life again in nature, those seasons are inevitable; and so in our lives, there are seasons. They, too, are inevitable. What if you could capture your life on kind of a time-lapse photography like that? What if you could watch yourself from birth into the transformation of a toddler, to a child, to a preteen, to a teenager, to a young adult, to a maturing adult, to middle-aged, to an older person? You’d watch all of these changes. You’d watch your body do this, and then you’d watch it do this. Then you’d watch it do this and then maybe do this and then maybe do this again and maybe that again. Ladies, you’d watch your hair do this and that and this. Guys, you’d just watch it leave. Both sexes would watch it change colors. We’d see the wrinkles come, and [we’d] start to hunch over a little bit. Maybe the appearance of a cane and a walker or wheelchair [would transpire]. Eventually, we’d be gone.
I don’t mean to be doom and gloomy on you today, but the truth of the matter is we’re aging here. If we’re to look through your family photo album, we would see that you are changing. You don’t look the same as you did 10 years ago or 20 years ago. You won’t look the same 10 years from now or 20 years from now as you do today. The age process has begun. Unless the Lord comes, you and I will one day die. It will be the end of our physical life on this planet. So it’s really important we talk about what happens when we die. Do you have a soul? What is that like? What happens to our souls after we die? There are a lot of theories on that. 

Death: we really need to start with the foundation and talk about what death is. The word death-Thanatos-in the Bible is the word separation. It means to separate. So, if we talk about physical death, we’re talking about the separation of the Spirit from the body. 
I don’t know if you’ve ever seen somebody shortly after they’re deceased, but in years of ministry, there have been times when I’ve been called into hospital rooms in situations where somebody’s passed. It’s just amazing the difference you see in that person when life is gone. We’ve all heard stories about the person who leaves their body and sees the light and the tunnel, [hears] the voice and feels the presence of God. A couple of those stories have really hit home for me. 

One is from my wife; she is an intensive care nurse, so over the years she’s told me some really amazing stories. I consider her a credible and reliable source. One of them was really something. The man that they were working on coded-died-and they called the code blue team; so they came from all over the hospital, and they’re specialists. While they were working there, they were working on him, one of the nurses said, “There is no shot with this guy. He’s not going to make it. He’s not going to resuscitate,” and she quit. She gave up. The code blue team kept working, and they finally got the guy back to life. Later on in that day, he was talking to my wife; and he named the nurse-described the nurse-and he said, “I don’t want her in my room anymore.” 

She says, “Why?”

He says, “Because she gave up on me.”

Brenda goes, “How would you even know that? You were dead.” 

He described the situation. He’d seen the whole thing; he saw his body, he saw the team working on him. He’d heard what she said; he described what she was wearing-the color of her hair and so forth. He said, “I don’t want her in my room anymore.” That’s kind of creepy. 

Then there is somebody in our church who’d been coming to our church for about 15 years-a very godly woman, a very level-headed woman. I don’t see her here this weekend, so I’ll go ahead and talk about her. When she was a little girl-not real little-but a young girl, she had a respiratory condition that took her life. She described being in this breathing chamber tent-kind of a thing and dying. [She saw herself] coming up out of her body, seeing her body, seeing her mom crying and experiencing this peace, this light and this presence of God. Seeing her mother crying and being conflicted, she said, “I don’t want my mom to be sad. I don’t want her to cry. I want to go back.” 
She heard a voice saying to her-not audibly-but saying to her, “I will let you go back, but it’s going to hurt if you go back.” She had a decision to make and chose to go back. It was like in our video this morning. He didn’t make the choice, but she went back. She says that today she has no fear of death at all-none whatsoever. 

So, a separation had taken place in those people-the beginning of that separation process. So what does that look like? Are we still us? I’m going to ask a philosophical question: are we still us when we die? Your personality, those memories, all the stuff that makes you, you: does that survive death? 

Some say that the spirits exist here as an energy. Some say they’re reincarnated. There are Christians who believe in purgatory, where we go to this intermediate state. There are some Christians who believe that the souls are dormant in what’s called soul sleep, that the next conscious thought you have after you die is judgment and resurrection at the end of time. There are other believers who believe that when you die, your spirit goes to be in God’s presence. So, who is right? What does the preponderance of Biblical evidence support? Which argument does it support?
Now in the Old Testament, the preponderance of evidence would seem to indicate a soul sleep. It talks a lot about the grave, the sheol, the place of the dead, the land of shadows. There is no life there; however, we know that there is something a principal in theology called Progressive Revelation.  That tells us that as God reveals Himself over time-as He revealed Himself through the law and Moses; as He revealed Himself through the Prophets; that He revealed Himself through the Son; He revealed Himself further through the writings of the Apostles that were inspired by the Spirit-that we know more about Heaven and understand more about the afterlife now than they would have under the old covenant because God has progressively revealed Himself in His Word. We have a greater understanding of the nature of God and the things of God in Revelation-the last book of the Bible-than we do in the Book of Genesis. God slowly begins to reveal Himself. He reveals Himself in Exodus as the “I Am.” He reveals Himself through Isaiah, through all the Prophets, through Jesus and through the Apostles. Though the Bible doesn’t say tons about what happens after we die and tons about Heaven and hell, it does give us some clues, some glimpses, some windows that we can see into the afterlife and try to draw some conclusions from. 
I’ll share with you some of my thoughts on that, and I want to explore that question about “Are we still us? Is there such a thing as soul sleep or do we go in the presence of the Lord?”

One of the first clues I’d like you to look at is in the Book of Matthew 17. What we’re going to do this morning is a hybrid. It’s kind of like a message/Bible study, so we’re going to be flipping around a lot today. Normally we stay in one passage and we go through it. We’re going to be kind of flipping around to a lot of different verses. You can read along in your Bibles or watch it on the screen, whichever you’d prefer. In Matthew 17, there is what’s called the transfiguration. Some believe it’s the fulfillment to the prophesy Jesus utters in Matthew 16 that “Many here will not taste death until they see the Kingdom of God.” Be that as it may, our purpose is not to discuss the transfiguration, per se, but we’re going to discuss an event that happened in the transfiguration since that’s our subject matter. Matthew 17:1 (page 973 of pew Bibles) says, “After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. There He was transfigured before them,” metamorphosized-changed, a literal physical change. 

Then he tries to use metaphors to describe what they were seeing. “His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. Then there appeared…” and here’s our key… “…appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus.” 
[There are] a couple observations there. Now you don’t have to be a Bible scholar to know that Moses and Elijah are long gone, right? They’re dead. They’re physically dead and have been so for hundreds of years. Yet, there they are. It’s still them; it’s still Moses and Elijah. How do we know? They didn’t look at a photograph, obviously. It could be from Jesus identifying them as such or from dialogue that is not given to us in the Scripture, but they were able to ascertain who it was; so they were still very much them and without saying if they were having a conversation with Jesus, they were very much alive.  
In that same vein in Matthew 22, a group of men by the name of Sadducees-they were trying to trick Jesus with a question. Sadducees believed in no afterlife-no soul survived death, no Heaven, no hell. Jesus is addressing their question about marriage and Heaven and so forth, but again, that’s not our topic. Our topic is the afterlife, so as we look at Verse 31 (page 980 of pew Bibles), Jesus addresses head on their view of the afterlife-the fact that there’s no resurrection. He says, “‘But about the resurrection of the dead-have you not read what God said to you, “I am”…’” and that’s the key verse-I am, the verb to be… “‘…“I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? He is not the God of the dead but of the living.’” 
That speaks strongly to me that the continuation of the soul, not in the sense of a soul sleep, but of being very much aware of personhood, of identity, of personality and of being alive. He doesn’t say, “I was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob when they were alive.” He says, “I am now. They’re dead physically, but they are alive in the presence of God.”

There is one more, and that’s in the Book of Luke 23. Even though it’s not Easter, we’re going to read it anyway. At the Crucifixion, there are two criminals there. One is hurling abuse. In Luke 23:40, the other criminal has a change of heart. It says, “‘Don’t you fear God,’ He said, ‘since you are under the same sentence?’” You’re going to die too. “‘We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.’
“Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when You come into Your kingdom.’”

We don’t think of this as the typical sinner’s prayer, but it really is. When you boil this down to its essence, it is a sinner’s prayer. The sinner’s prayer says it acknowledges God, it acknowledges what the Lord did on the cross-His resurrection, His death; he confesses our sin and our need for Him. That’s what this man did. He confessed his sin. He said, “I know what I’ve done. I deserve [what I get]. I’m a bad man. I’m getting what’s due me.” 

The second thing is he acknowledges that Jesus is going into a Kingdom, that He’s a King. He acknowledges the Lordship of Christ; and thirdly, he acknowledges his desire to be with the Lord, to be with this King. There was a repentance there. There was faith there. [It’s] not your typical Lord’s prayer, but it worked. 

Jesus says to him in the next verse, this day, “‘I tell you the truth, today you will be with Me in paradise.’” Soul sleepers have a problem with this. They try to hop, skip and dance around “this day.” I looked up the word “day” in the Greek. Do you know what it means? Today. Today means today. Every time it’s used, it means today. So He says, “Today, you will be physically dead but spiritually very much alive and in My presence. You will still be you. I am still Me. Because of your decision today, you will be with Me in paradise.” 

The Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 5 talks about being at home with the Lord and away from the body. We’re away from the body; we’re at home with the Lord. We are either with the Lord or in the flesh. We are either in the physical or in the spiritual realm. He talks again about the continuation and continuity of life beyond the grave. 

That transitions nicely into our second form of death we want to talk about, which is spiritual death-spiritual death-spiritual separation from God because of sin. Spiritual death is a separation that I cannot have fellowship/relationship with God because of my sin. I am spiritually dead. So when did that take place? Well, if you read the Book of Genesis 2, it talks about these idyllic conditions. [It’s] not quite as splendorous as our friend in the “Ice Age” clip, but [it has] the absence of death, the absence of pain. Man has a free will, and with that free will comes this grave responsibility, this loaded gun with terrible consequences.  They are told they can partake of any tree in the garden but the one of the knowledge of good and evil. They shall not eat of it because when they do, “For when you eat of it, you will surely die.” You will surely die. So let me ask you the question. When the woman caused all the problems, joke (congregation laughing). When man fell, they didn’t die, did they? They didn’t like hold their heart, “Die.” They were very much alive. So did God lie or was God like parents who say, “If you do that, you’re in big trouble”? The kid does it, and they go, “Next time you do it, you’re in big trouble!” Was God like, “The day you eat it, you’re going to die”? 
“We don’t know what dying is; it doesn’t sound good, but boy that fruit looks good. We want to be like God, so we’ll eat it.” God seen what they did and He says, “Okay. Well, next time you’re going to die!” God very much kept His word, so when they partook of the fruit, death set in. From that moment on, Adam and Eve began to age. The aging process set in. The effects of the fall are going to be experienced in the world. An animal will be killed. In fact, two animals will be killed and their skin will be covering for mankind. 

Death had come to our planet, but another kind of death had come as well-another kind of separation had come. That was manifested in Chapter 3 when Adam and Eve were removed from the very presence of God; separation had taken place. God is holy, righteous and pure; and man is now sinful and rebellious. So a separation [had taken place]. Man had walked and talked with God and communed with God, and now man was banished from the presence of God; spiritual death-spiritual separation-had taken place that day. 
So how is it that we can have this situation made right? How can what is dead be brought back to life? One thing I know for sure is that dead people don’t resuscitate themselves. 

We saw an individual-it was a terrible thing this summer-whose heart stopped at a baseball game. We were all gathered around and prayed for him as they worked tirelessly for about a half hour to try to revive him. He couldn’t revive himself. What makes people think they can revive themselves, that they can bring to life that which is dead of their own efforts? You can. How does it happen?

Ephesians 2:1 tells us the answer. If you turn to Ephesians (page 1156), Paul says, “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the Kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.”

So he describes the people that are living out or manifesting their spiritual condition. They are separated from God, so they don’t care about the things of God, the virtues of God; so they’re living any way they want to live. You and I are seeking to live for God, and we still struggle with sin. It’s still a struggle, but it’s a struggle. If you’re running with the wind, the wind pushes you along. If you’re swimming against the current, it works against you; but if you’re swimming with the current or running with the wind, it pushes you along. Paul describes-he says, “You usually just kind of give in. But now that you’re living for God, you recognize that that road leads to destruction; so you fight with that sinful nature.” Here’s the problem: you’re spiritually dead, so what happens? 
Paul says in Verse 4, “But because of your great personality, God loves us and had mercy on you. Because of the great gift in the offering or because of the short-term missions trip or because of your impeccable church attendance…” Does it say that? “Because you put your name tag on every weekend… Because you read your bulletin… Because you shared the Lord…” No, [it says] none of those things. It says, “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-it is by grace you have been saved.” You have received what you did not deserve because God has chosen to have mercy on you. God has chosen to-just as He breathed life into man in Genesis 2:7, and man became an nephesh hayyah-a living soul-so, too, He chose to breathe life into spiritually dead human beings by His grace, the offer of salvation was made to us.
The Gospel of John brings this out further. In John 11, we find the story of Lazarus, Mary and Martha-his sisters. They’re distraught because Jesus does not come in a timely manner. They feel like if Jesus had come earlier, their brother would not have died; so they reprimand Jesus. Jesus assures them in Verse 23 (page 1063) that their brother will live again. Martha answers and says, “‘I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.’” Martha’s understanding of death is very much Old Testament-based. He’s in sheol right now. He is sleeping right now, but some day at the end of time, he will live again. Jesus speaks to that and addresses.
He says, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me will live, even though he dies…’”

Jesus speaks of a continuation, a continuity of life even after death. What kind of death does He speak about here in Verse 25 even though he dies? That is? Physical death. Then the next verse says, “‘…whoever lives and believes in Me will never die.”

Obviously, He’s not talking about physical death there because we’re all going to die. 

There was a church in Rockford that taught that the literal interpretation of that passage was if you went to that church and followed the pastor, you’d never die-physically. I don’t know what happened because that pastor died a few years ago. I’m not sure what happened there.
Obviously, He’s not talking about physical death. 

[We’re] a dark church, laughing at somebody’s death there. 

He’s talking about spiritual death, the continuation of our soul in the presence of God. So in the same two verses, the same word death has a different meaning in each verse, “You will pass from death into life.”

So God in His grace, His mercy and His knowledge has made a way of salvation to deliver us from death.

Now was that something that God thought of on the fly? Was that sort of like a Heavenly pun like God creates man; man falls; and God goes, “Now, what do I do?” Was that like a Katrina moment for God? You know [Hurricane] Katrina caught us off guard; we weren’t ready. People lost their lives; they went for long periods of time without being rescued, and it was a debacle. Locally, statewide, nationally-everybody looked at that and says, “That was terrible! We didn’t plan for this devastation! We should have had a plan in place. We should have worked the plan! Whatever plan we had, it was inadequate. Is this a Katrina moment for God?  When Adam and Eve fell and death entered into the world-sin entered in the world, did God kind of go, “Oh, no! This is not what I planned. This is not what intended! What am I going to do? Oh, I got it! I’ll send My Son!” Is that how it went down?

We often think it’s Creation, fall and redemption, right?  God comes up with a cure for sin and death. In actuality, there is more to the story than Genesis 1:1. Something happened before God said, “Let there be light.” It really is redemption, Creation, fall and the fulfillment of the plan of redemption. The Bible says in many places that the plan of salvation was brought into being before the foundation of the world. God is not a God who says, “Oops!” God is not a God who scratches his head and goes, “Oh, now what am I going to do?”
We don’t understand all the mysteries of life, death and the presence of evil, but we do know that God had a solution even before man sinned.

In 1 Peter 1:18 (page 1200), Peter writes and says, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers…” You can’t redeem yourself by what you buy. You can’t buy your way to redemption. You can’t earn your way to redemption. Some people think not only that they can resuscitate themselves spiritually, but they can earn their way to Heaven. I don’t want to ruin the movie for you, but there’s a movie… I won’t tell you the plot or the ending, but there’s a movie called “Seven Pounds” right now. It’s a story of redemption. How far will a person go to redeem themselves, to try to remove their guilt? But you can’t. Only the One that you’ve sinned against and have offended-He is the one who can redeem you. He is the One who determines the price of redemption. It says in Verse 19, “We have been redeemed with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen,” and listen to this phrase, “before the foundation of the world.” Before there was Creation, before there was fall, redemption was in the mind and heart of God “…but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Through Him you believe in God, who raised Him from the dead and glorified Him, and so your faith and hope are in God.” We’ll stop right there for today.
