Chapter One: Human Death

Of all the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, only one still stands: the pyramids of Egypt.  The pyramids are also the oldest and the most famous of the seven.  Astonishing feats of imagination, engineering and endeavour.  Well, they are tombs, monuments to mankind’s obsessive preoccupation with, and anxiety about, death.


Death is the one thing above all others about which we long for reassurance.  No wonder, then, that it is not easy to face this subject squarely and rationally.   As we shall see, however, the Bible is very realistic indeed about death and does not offer the easy reassurance we seek.  I suspect that this is why the biblical view has been evaded so persistently, even by Christians.  However, the Bible’s uncompromising realism concerning death is also one reason that the solution it does offer ultimately is so convincing.


This chapter presents an overview of the biblical approach to death, in contrast to other approaches.  Subsequent chapters will explore in more detail the biblical material concerning the death state.

THE PROBLEM OF DEATH


“Death takes place when the irreversible loss of all mental and intellectual functions of the brain is definitively established, along with the loss of all involuntary mechanisms such as spontaneous breathing, blood pressure, body temperature, and the movement of the heart.  In such a case, the recording on the electro-encephalogram is nil.”


A biological-medical-legal definition of death.  It seems conclusive enough and it coincides with common sense observation: death is the end of life.  But is this really all there is to it?


The problem is, not only must we undergo death, we human beings must also confront death consciously as persons.  We must suffer the loss of person-forming relationships when others die who are significant to us.  We must also cope with our own destiny to die.  For, unlike plants and animals, we consciously anticipate our death throughout our life.  The poet W. B. Yeats wrote:



Nor dread nor hope attend



A dying animal;



Man awaits his end



Dreading and hoping all…

As philosopher Martin Heidegger put it, a human being is a “Being-towards-death”.


Fear of death is not quite like other fears.  “Of all the feelings in the hearts of men, fear of death is the most tenacious.”
  Some leading modern philosophers suggest that it is our awareness of impending death which largely determines our lives, by inducing a persistent, deep-seated anxiety.  The Bible itself says that, apart from Jesus Christ, human beings are “all their lives…held in slavery by their fear of death” (Hebrews 2:15).  Death confronts us with our own nothingness, levels our individuality and deprives us of the final say about our lives.  The Bible describes death as “the shroud that is cast over all peoples” (Isaiah 25:7), the “king of terrors” (Job 18:14) and “the last enemy” (I Corinthians 15:26).


First, death means the end of even the most precious and necessary relationships.  Therefore it threatens our deepest values and commitments, our very integrity as persons.  Second, it means, at least it would seem to mean, the end of ourselves, confronting our whole existence with an absolute limit.  What, then, do we amount to?  Third, it undermines hope, stripping our confidence in the future and even our security in the present.  Fourth, it calls in question whether our lives can have any real meaning, since it shows our lives to be ultimately out of our own control.  No wonder, then, that throughout human history we have recognised death as a problem and have been preoccupied with finding a solution to it.  Many who find no solution either drift aimlessly or end their own lives in despair.

ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS TO DEATH


One common solution to death has always been: avoidance.  To suppress the knowledge of death, avoid dealing with it, escape from awareness of it.  Ours is a society which defies most traditional taboos, such as religion or sex.  Yet, perhaps even more than ever, “we start back from the final taboo of death and hide from it”.
 Often, the dying are avoided and institutionalised, while the disposal of the dead is left to professionals.  Today funerals often focus so much on commemorating and celebrating the life that is past, that the fact of death is minimised.


Another common solution is: compensation.  In order to deal with the prospect of death, to outface fear of it, or to compensate for it, we may push ourselves to the limit in life, take greater and greater risks, amass wealth or knowledge or culture, crave and exercise grandiose power, abandon ourselves to the pleasures of the moment, or turn to violence, all in search of a life worth dying for, or of a life that seems to triumph over death, however briefly.


Another approach is: accommodation.  We may well seek somehow to incorporate death positively into our total approach to life.  For example, one might anticipate one’s death as a kind of fulfilment, the fall of a fully ripened fruit.  Yet, is this not, as John Hick puts it, at best “an elitist doctrine for the fortunate few”?
  At least for the vast majority of mankind, life’s potential never has been and never can be fulfilled.  A report for the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment made the point: 
…the actual life of most of mankind has been cramped with back-breaking labour, exposed to deadly or debilitating disease, prey to wars and famines, haunted by the loss of children, filled with fear and the ignorance that breeds more fear.  At the end, for everyone, stands dreaded unknown death.  To long for joy, support and comfort, to react violently against fear and anguish is quite simply the human condition.

Furthermore, the question must be asked: is it ever good, or even possible, wholly to will one’s own death or another’s death, except perhaps as an end to an intolerable life?  Surely not.  In his novel Messiah, Gore Vidal invents a religious leader who wins a worldwide following by persuading people, both that death is extinction and that it is a good thing.  However, the result is a life-denying, life-destroying cult of suicide.


Martin Heidegger has advocated the view that it is possible to conquer death, and to give one’s life meaning in the face of death, by fully confronting, accepting and affirming our mortality.
  However, Jean-Paul Sartre argues that this is not merely difficult, but strictly impossible.  Since “death is not the free determination of our being”, it is “that which in principle removes all meaning from life”.
  One prominent Christian thinker sums up this way: “In reality, man must die, for it is not within his own power to fulfil himself, and he cannot bring his life to a peaceful end.”
  Death is the problem: it cannot be the solution as well!


However, strangely enough, the most common solution to the problem of death has always been: denial.  Even though death is a universally observed fact, it is very common for people to deny that death is what it seems to be, to deny that we really die.  The claim is, that the real person, or that which is ultimately important in us, does not die at all.


Frequently, the human person is supposed to be divisible into two quite separable parts.  One is disposable, or even perhaps unreal: the body, which dies.  The other, it is said, is deathless and it is this which really counts.  This is the position of many religions and philosophies.  For example, both Hinduism and Buddhism affirm the survival, and reincarnation, of what ultimately matters about us, whether it be the “soul” (jiva – Hinduism) or, more negatively, a “psychic factor” (vinnana – Buddhism).


In Western culture, the version of this solution which has largely prevailed is the Platonic doctrine of the immortality of the essential human self or “soul” (Greek psuche).  According to Plato, the soul (in his dialogue Phaedo), or the rational soul (in Timaeus), is quite separable from the body and is innately immortal and imperishable (e.g. Phaedo 105-106, Timaeus 41-45).  Only the “soul” is the real person (Alcibiades I, 129-130) and this soul is our share in the eternal, divine reality.  Death is “the separation of soul and body” (Phaedo 64), or “the release of the soul from the chains of the body” (Phaedo 67).
  Souls undergo “judgment” after death (Phaedo 107).  Salvation is by the cultivation of wisdom and virtue, above all through philosophy.  Unpurified souls must undergo various forms of suffering and further reincarnations, even sometimes as animals, until purified (e.g. Phaedo 81-82, Republic 608-620).


Under the immense influence of Greek philosophy of this kind, disseminated throughout the Mediterranean and the Near East following the conquests of Alexander the Great, some non-biblical Jewish writings of the period before Christ accepted the soul’s immortality (e.g. The Wisdom of Solomon 2:21 – 3:9).  Under the same influence, the doctrine eventually prevailed in Christian tradition.  It was entrenched as a required article of belief by the Fifth Lateran Council (1512 – 1517 A.D.) and, although the Protestant reformer Martin Luther ridiculed the dogma
 and many other Christian groups opposed it, “from Calvin onwards it was assumed in post-Reformation Protestantism to be a part of Christian doctrine”.


Yet, by denying the full reality of death in this way, are we not in danger of denying full value to life?  Where faith is placed in the immortality of the human soul, death comes to be seen, not as an enemy but as a friend, not as the end of life but as the gateway to a fuller life, something to be sought not shunned.  And life is seen as something to escape from, not to nurture.  So then, to the extent that we minimise the seriousness of death, we also cheapen life.  In fact, we begin to promote a tolerance, even a culture, of death.

THE BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVE ON DEATH


First, the Bible insists that death must be faced realistically.  Psalm 39:4 says:



LORD, let me know my end,



and what is the measure of my days;




let me know how fleeting my life is.

Unless we take full account of death, we may very well miss the whole point of life, including our dependence upon God (Ps. 49:13-14, 16-20; Luke 12:16-21; I Timothy 6:7; James 4:13-16):

What is your life?  For you are a mist that appears for a little time


and then vanishes.

To “number our days” is essential to wisdom (Ps. 90:12).  

Second, according to the Bible death is indeed total.  There is no denial of the reality of death here.  In full agreement with most modern anthropology, and with common sense, the Bible insists that human beings are indivisible units and that the whole person ceases to function at death.  Man in total is mortal, finite.


Does the Bible have a definition of death?  Indeed it does.  “You are dust and to dust you will return” (Genesis 3:19).  The Bible repeatedly confirms this view and it is never contradicted: “You [God] turn us back to dust, and say, ‘Turn back, you mortals’” (Psalm 90:3).  “When their breath departs, they return to the earth…” (Ps. 146:4; also Ps. 104:29, Job 10:9, Ecclesiastes 3:19-20).  This is not merely an earlier outlook superseded by the New Testament.  The Apostle Paul explicitly confirms its abiding validity: “The first man was from the earth, a man of dust” (I Corinthians 15:47).  It is often argued that this applies only to the body, not to the soul, but there is no such distinction in the text.  The only distinction Paul makes is between what a person is now, as a whole, a “man of dust”, and what we may hope to become in the future, through Jesus Christ, who is “the man from heaven” (15:47-49).

To be dead is to “sleep in the dust of the earth” (Daniel 12:2).  As we shall see, “sleep” is a regular biblical metaphor for death.  It confirms again that death is a state of totally unconscious inactivity (Job 12:10-12), even though in some contexts (e.g. John 11:11-15) there is a further connotation of hope that death will not last forever.


Not only does one’s body die, even one’s power to relate to God ceases.  “The dead do not praise the LORD”.  Rather, death is “silence” (Ps. 115:17).  “For in death there is no remembrance of you (God)” (Ps. 6:5).  “…death cannot praise you (God)” (Isaiah 38:18).  Eberhard Jungel explains: “The person who is dying does not return home to God; he returns to the dust from which he was created.
  The Bible says, “There is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol [the death state], to which you are going” (Ecclesiastes 9:10).  In fact, God has expressly denied to us the power to live forever, denied us access to the “tree of life”, according to Genesis 3:22-23.  In the Genesis account, it is the serpent, not God, who says, “You will not die” (3:4)!


This point will be explored much further in later chapters.  Let me simply reinforce it here by quoting three great modern Bible-based theologians.  Emil Brunner: “Not my body dies; I die.”
  Karl Barth: “…death means the radical negation of life and therefore of human existence.”
  Helmut Thielicke: “…the total person is extinguished in death.”


As for immortality, the Old Testament has no distinct word for it.  In the New Testament, three Greek words which correspond to the concept occur a total of 17 times: athanasia, “immortality”; aphtharsia, “incorruptibility”; apthartos, “incorruptible”.  In his monograph on the whole subject, Murray Harris observes: “…these words never occur [in the Bible] in connection with ‘soul’ or ‘spirit’”.
 In every case where they apply to humans (Romans 2:7, I Corinthians 15:42, 50, 52-54), the reference is to a future state.  Harris concludes: “The concept of the ‘immortality of the soul’ ill accords with the tenor of the New Testament teaching and therefore the expression deserves no place in Christian terminology.”
  And further:

Whereas Plato saw immortality as the natural property of all human souls, the New Testament regards it as a conditional as well as a future possession.  According to Paul…it is “those who belong to Christ”, not all who are in Adam, who at Christ’s coming will be made alive by a resurrection transformation that issues in immortality (I Cor. 15:22-23, 42, 52-54).


In contrast to humanity, God alone “has immortality” (I Timothy 6:16).  This contrast between the immortality of God and the mortality of human beings is fundamental to biblical understanding (Ps. 90:1-2, 102:25-27).  In fact, according to Paul, the primal sin of humanity is that we “exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles” and “worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:23-25).


According to the Bible, we have no hold or claim on life in ourselves: it is God’s to give and to take.  God is sovereign disposer of life and death: “I kill and I make alive” (Deuteronomy 32:39).
 


If he (God) should take back his spirit to himself


And gather to himself his breath,


All flesh would perish together


And all mortals return to dust.

And this tremendous biblical insight is vital to our whole theme, for it means that the “problem” we humans face is not really death at all: it is God!  The real issue, then, is not how to cope with, escape from, or rationalise death, but how to relate to God, upon whom in reality we all infinitely depend.


From this perspective, there is truth in the “accommodation” approach to death we referred to earlier.  In grateful submission to God, we might perhaps, with Job, quite properly accommodate to our death: “…the LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21).  However, there is more to be said.

The real “problem” of death is that human mortality signifies God’s judgment on human sin.  Rightly we sense that, as persons, we are not meant to die.  We are meant for life.  Yet the reality is, we die.  The truth is, that death is not merely natural: it also signifies judgment.  Accordingly, the Bible reveals that death is not merely a biological inevitability: it is a provisional judgment of God because of human sinfulness.  “Death spread to all because all have sinned” (Romans 5:12).
  Actually, God wills life for us: “…I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord GOD” (Ezekiel 18:32, 23).  Death is God’s Kingdom’s “last enemy” (I Corinthians 15:25-26).  In no sense is death to be regarded as a friend.  Yet death is what we have all incurred, through both general (collective, “original”) and personal sin.  The real issue, then, is how we may be reconciled to God, from whom we are alienated through sin.


We can see now why the Bible uses the term “death” in two particular ways.  Usually, “death” is meant quite literally.  This is certainly true also in Genesis 2:17, where the phrase “in the day” does not necessarily indicate the time the judgment of death will fall, but is a judicial expression indicating the inevitable certainty of that judgment should humanity disobey God.
  Genesis 3:19 defines very clearly what is meant by death in this context!  


…you are dust,



and to dust you shall return.

Second, however, “death” does sometimes refer to a spiritual reality in the Bible: that of being cut off from God relationally through sin, since such sin and separatedness lead to literal death.  Humanity’s actual mortality is symptomatic of humanity’s fallen, sinful state.  In this sense we are “dead through…trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1), since “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23).


God’s provisional judgment has fallen.  
Death in the biblical sense, is…our death as those who want to be divine and thus have to learn that we are only human.
 

In contrast to the “accommodation” solution to death, the Bible insists that death itself can never signify fulfilment: rather, it signifies estrangement from God.  Neither can we justifiably complain about our mortality.  Being creatures, we have no inherent right to immortality and being sinful, we deserve death (Ezekiel 18:4, Romans 1:32).  “The sting of death is sin” (I Corinthians 15:56).  What death teaches us, above all, is that our greatest need is for reconciliation with God:



And now, O LORD, what do I wait for?



My hope is in you.


By the grace of God, death is only provisional.  “…in death God alone is to be feared and He alone is our consolation.”
  God, the disposer of life and death, in sheer mercy has spoken to sinful humanity a second word besides Death.  In Jesus Christ, God’s Son and our Brother, who died for our sin and rose immortal, God has spoken Life.



For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son,



so that everyone who believes in him



may not perish but may have eternal life.


Death is real, but it is not the end, for anyone.  It is an interim, provisional judgment.  In the end, God will raise every person for final judgment, when the Son of God comes in glory.
  For those who have refused God’s word of life in Christ, the final judgment will justify, ratify and finalise the sentence of death, in “the second death” (Revelation 20:14).  For those who, through faith in that word, have “died to sin” in this life, the death sentence will be reversed, as it was for Jesus Christ Himself, in a resurrection to eternal life (Rom. 6:1-11; I Cor. 15:20-23, 42-57).  This is “conditional immortality”.  We do not have such life in ourselves, nor can we gain it for ourselves.  But we can receive it, as “the free gift of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23).


Meanwhile, temporal death remains, even for Christians, as a godly discipline.  For, in God’s providence, death has positive significance also.  (a) It limits the evil people may do!  (b) It recalls us from the besetting delusion that we are gods
 and reinforces the fundamental truth of our dependence on our Creator.  (c) It signifies to us our perilous condition before God apart from Christ.  (d) It shows us how precious life is.  (e) It teaches us to make the most of our time, as a real but limited opportunity to serve God and others.  (f) It is the end of conscious existence away from Christ (Philippians 1:23)!


For those who trust Christ, death is merely what the New Testament calls it some 17 times, with positive connotations of fearlessness and hopefulness: a “sleep”.  The fear of death is gone (Hebrews 2:15).  In the ultimate sense, Christ has “abolished death” (II Timothy 1:10).  Through Christ’s death for us, and our death in Him, we are alive to God even now, in the Holy Spirit, free to live authentically, neither in despair nor in recklessness, neither in illusion nor in worldliness, but for God’s Kingdom and His righteousness.  For the person who is not reconciled to God, death calls absolutely everything into question.  But the person who has already died to self, by faith in Christ, can “depart in peace” (Luke 2:29-32), having seen God’s salvation, awaiting the resurrection to eternal life.



One short sleep past, we wake eternally.



And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die.
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