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Chapter 1 
What Would I Say?￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
The Hardest Question
What would I say someone asked the hardest question a person could answer? I found myself there many years ago, packing my video camera after filming an emotional funeral for a 21 year old young man who died of alcohol poisoning. Matthew’s service was touching, as many stories painted a boy growing up with quirks that made you laugh out loud. One portrait was of Matthew in a car seat, watching for the signs of Disneyland for their family vacation. But police lights lit up their rear-view mirror and soon his father was rolling down the window to the officer. Matthew shouted from his car seat, “Back off!”. Somehow I think we would’ve been friends. 
As I zipped up my camera bag after the service I noticed that everyone had left except for his father, so I walked out with him. He confided in me, saying, “I don’t know what to do now.”
I was flat footed. I had no idea what to say. My countenance showed my empathy, but as I drove home I promised myself that I would never be unprepared like that again. 
So here we are today, and I’ve gathered some powerful insights to reach into the lives of people you will meet someday via divine appointment. Perhaps that person is you, and you’re wrestling with the toughest crisis of your life. This series will minister to you just as much. As you find your way out of hell you gain the expertise to light the path for the grieving.
For many years I prayed at Planned Parenthood sidewalks, seeking to persuade expecting mothers to keep the precious life growing within them. We were not allowed by law to set foot onto the parking lot, which really confused those we were trying to reach. But they did come over. We knew they were there to abort, as they wore sweatpants and carried a water bottle. Over the years we learned that though we wanted to talk about the baby, that was the last thing they wanted to talk about. They were hyper-focused on themselves in order to block out what they were about to have done to the life within them, let alone what God would say to them. 
Their methodology was anthropological. They are obsessed with self-protection, which ironically leaves them completely unprotected. If you obsess with self-protection, you become unprotected.
God’s alternative to navigating trauma is through theology-proper, the study of God and His attributes. We seek the face of God which to me is about the expression on His face, which reveals a piece of what He might be saying to me. 
Our perspective is limited. God’s perspective is unlimited. So if I view my current trauma anthropologically I’m trapped by my inability to save myself. But if I can realize this and drop the self-protection business to look for God’s perspective, I shift from being self-led to Spirit-led.
When it comes to grief, these methodologies determine if our grief is constructive or destructive. 
 
Initial Conversations
It really is true though. Where the rubber meets the road is how we discern and adopt God’s perspective. It’s tough to remember any scripture when your world is turned upside down, but that’s where you come in.
First, be slow to speak and quick to listen. This helps you as well, as it gives you time to prepare something truly helpful. There’s no need to feel helpless while waiting for them to be ready to talk, though, as physical needs pile up quickly. They will never forget you making meals, folding clothes or doing the dishes. These practical needs may seem trivial, but they have a huge negative psychological effect as they build up.
It might be intimidating ministering to someone carrying so much hurt, but remember that you’re going into this with a clear head. You come to the table not only with a clearer head, but with a care for them, plus some of the insight from your preparation that you’re doing as we speak. Those three things are fishes and loaves that Jesus can multiply - and trust He will!
As you go into the meeting, you’ll want to carefully observe their disposition. It may be as simple as asking what they are feeling. You might ask, “How is your family working through this?” Their answer may give insight of outside influences to their own grieving process. For example, some of the family might be in denial, which might trigger others to be more realistic, or blunt. 
If you’re with the whole family, you won’t be able to solve all their deep rooted family problems. Your first order of business is to build trust, which is established by validating their feelings. 
They might be embarrassed by their emotions or behavior. You might point out that it would be more concerning if they reacted as-if they weren’t affected by the passing of their loved-one. This might shift the behavior of those in denial, which may likely be a good thing. 
When a football player takes an especially hard hit, it is normal for them to be slow getting up. I’m more concerned about the guy who acts like nothing happened than the guy who takes his time making sure that getting up quickly is not going to injure himself more.
Say we take a hard fall on our knee. What do we do? We put our hands on that knee. Normal response. But what happens when we put our hands on our knee is fascinating. We are sending information to the brain as-to the state of our knee. Is it swollen? Is it cut? Where exactly is the pain? How should the brain respond? Our hand stimulates the nerves in that area, which are also sending information to the brain. Every area being touched gives a status update. 
Losing a loved one triggers circumstantial depression which is healthy and appropriate. We depress ourselves. Our head is down. We are slow getting up. We’re not up for going out on the town. We are caring for ourselves, healing what we can. This is normal stuff. 
When Jezebel threatened Elijah he depressed himself. He took the threat very seriously and went into a grieving process.
1 Kings 19:33 says, “Elijah was afraid and ran for his life….while he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He came to a broom bush, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the bush and fell asleep.”
God supernaturally provided him food and led him on a 40 day journey to חֹרֵב Chôrêb, kho-rabe’, which comes from the primitive root חָרַב chârab, khaw-rab' which means to parch through drought, to make desolate. So God recognizes Elijah’s need for some time off in his grieving and desolation. He also asks Elijah to talk to Him about it multiple times. But like a magnet flipping over God is done with it. In verse five The Lord said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram.” 
What we don’t want to see is that circumstantial depression turns into clinical depression or what is known as complicated grief. There’s a time for tender care and there’s a time to get up and get back to work. Both are part of the process.
Psychologists look for about six months of non-improvement before recommending professional treatment involving therapy and possibly medication if absolutely needed. The problem with the six month litmus test is that grief peaks in intensity generally at three months and the one year anniversary where the pain is literally on the same level as the initial loss. This is complicated in-that most everyone else has moved on or even forgotten about it. Whether they receive care from a professional or a friend, the care process is not a simple curve, so we should not expect otherwise.1
Whether you are working with a family or an individual, relative personal stories help both establishing trust and introducing fellowship. A person with an argument is never at the mercy of a person with an experience. The things we go through transform our theology into biography. In fact that’s a phrase that can help the survivor connect their pain with purpose. That purpose is deep fellowship with our Designer and Savior.
They need to understand that it’s okay not to be okay, even if you are the only person to recognize that.
On the same token, caring is not trying to relate, because the point is that it’s impossible to relate. The glory of a survivor is that their resurrected Savior is their only true peer. It’s a high honor standing alone with God, and you don’t want to diminish that.
Relative personal stories help both establishing trust and introducing fellowship. As they work through their complaint toward God, you may feel unnecessary. I’ve certainly felt that way, especially when they say what I might consider blasphemy. But if all I’ve been to them is a squirrel in their world, I’m confident that I was more entertaining than that ceiling tile they stare at day and night. 
 
Prepared to Receive from God
My aunt killed herself five months before I turned from serving Satan to serving God. Death brings the most tender, wonderful opportunity to make a life change because we come up against something profoundly larger than ourselves.
Years ago I was a counselor at a youth ranch of highly at-risk young men. Many of them were court-appointed with the hope that their lives could change in a fresh environment. But the dynamic that brought about the most change was taking these angry young gang-bangers to the horse stable. There they worked with these massive creatures that had a way of looking into their soul. The young men were overwhelmed with respect and reverence for these horses, and it brought them to a place where they were better prepared to surrender to Christ. I led worship, and I cannot tell you the power of watching them worship with intensity and respect. 
The dynamic of death has a similar power to those massive horses. It’s humbling even to the hardest atheist. 
If you’re zealous to win the lost to Christ, the funeral industry is where you’ll find the whitest harvest fields. It may be a side job. It may be volunteering as a funeral attendant or counselor. It may even be a full time job as a Funeral Director. 
You will learn much along the way. My aunt Gwen had a tragedy in her life where three generations of her immediate family all drowned at the same time. Obviously she was broken, but something she said stuck with me. She said, “I’m just focusing on what I know is true about God.”
 
Gwen didn’t get a chance to study for this test. She was by no means a theologian, but she knew some things. We’ve all have that; we have our knower. Sometimes I’m weak. Sometimes I’m strong. But at all times I can look to my knower. It steadies me. l catch things here and there, and if I prove them out they become convictions. 
When working with someone in bereavement you are highlighting what they have in their knower and building upon it. Someone suffering loss is encouraged to hear that something good is coming from their pain. It is indeed building something good and healthy within them. Sensing that may be the only thing that keeps them going, and is a beautiful way to start.
 
Prepared for Hard Questions
Before my aunt killed herself I was one of those hard atheists. I was angry and intimidating, and drank away my pain. I was shaken by her death, though, and five months later I woke up hungover at a party house where my heavy metal band played the night before. A man named Russ came out who lived there but didn’t party with us. He told us that Jesus is alive and speaks to people today. I promised him and the band that I would come to his church and confront the pastor during the sermon for lying to the people. When I turned into the parking lot I felt a force resisting me, which just made me angrier. I listened to the sermon, but didn’t hear any lies. I came back the next week and gave my life to the Lord. I’m convinced that God had been working in me from my aunt’s suicide. Her inheritance money was the exact cost of tuition for CLST. Imagine that!
Loss points us to our greatest need.2 God wants us to see how we need Him. This is where our theology becomes our biography. Ultimately that biography becomes so deeply personal and individualized that literally nobody else on the planet could possibly relate besides Jesus. It’s a profound and beautiful place to be, as He is the One with whom we spend eternity. He is our afterlife. 
It’s easy to become a shell of our former existence, to become a lifeless empty suit. I have a friend like that. We can choose that path. Fine. The problem is that it denies that we’re still living. God is still providing air, food, shelter and clothing. We haven’t utilized all of our resources. For my friend, every day is a protest that God didn’t kill him too, and he wants everyone to know it. He is right and God is wrong. God is going to pay the price. That is the fruit of anthropolistic thinking. If the anthropos, the human being, is the center of our focus, where is the resolve? Where is the salvation?
When I think that way I deceive myself and have no clue how I’m hurting those I love. 
 
Considering the Children Involved
This is especially true with children. They look up watching all the strange behavior of the adults at a funeral. The child is also grieving in their own way. They’re also trying to process things they hear. 
They need an environment where their practical needs are met which includes a stable routine to minimize additional uncertainty in their lives. They need to have faith in adults, so they need to see responsibility and reliability. It’s a busy time, but carve out time to pay attention to them and play with them.
In play mode you can teach them how to ask for a hug and how to express when they’re feeling lonely. In the process you’ll be giving them a lot of hugs which they absolutely need.  A hug is much easier to understand - especially in a transition that us grown-ups don’t understand.  
If they’re having fun in play mode it’s an escape for them in between adult concepts. But if they want to talk, you’ll find out quickly the philosophy that they’ve adopted. They may feel like it’s their fault. That’s important information to address. They might not be pondering Arminianism vs Calvinism, but without sophistication children can often take blame by default, if simply to help them make sense of what happened.3 Along with care in what you say to them, note what others say.
An adult might see them crying and say something like, “Don’t worry. It’s going to be alright.” From that they are taught that crying is not okay, when in fact they were grieving just fine without the interruption. Also the blind optimism that it’s going to be alright likewise interrupts grieving on the notion that this is temporary.  The reality is that death is permanent. 
A child at one of these funerals heard someone throw out the unbiblical phrase, “God must have needed her.” The child burst into tears and asked, “What if God needs Daddy too?”
Acts 17:24-25 says The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples made by human hands. Nor is He served by human hands, as if He needed anything, because He Himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else. 
Back to theology-proper I would say this, though, that God is omni-benevolent which means all-loving. He cannot be all-loving without an object of that love. This is why He created us. In a sense He met His own need by creating us. 
But to the notion that ‘God must have needed him or her’, why can’t He be with him or her on earth, in this life. The notion implies that God is not with us, that He lives in heaven away from us. What kind of limited God do they think He is? This might meet the definition of a pagan feckless Greek god, but not the Creator of all things. Our low esteem of His power both hurts us and those we love.
 
Loss
Yes, evil has stolen from us. The truth is we suffer loss every day of our lives. We don’t just find ourselves in bereavement someday - rather we’re well-versed in it! We’ve practiced this! We’ve got skills! Such statements might even bring a smile to someone in deep grief. 
Have you grieved a loss - doesn’t have to be a person - and found yourself short of breath, taking long inhales? What is happening is that our shallow breathing is not filling our lungs as they need to be filled. A good laugh can restore that. 
I attend multiple funerals every week, and at first it seemed odd to hear laughter. I thought it flippant or irreverent. But I realized over time that people are stabilizing their emotions. They’ve undergone emotional surgery and are reacclimatizing to life without their loved one. 
Isn’t that the story of our lives? - God putting us in this situation and that situation. Our whole lives is one of acclimating to new places. This world is not our home, as  Hebrews 13:14 says. Our way is a Lazy Boy chair and our favorite show. That’s just not God’s way. 
 
Eternity
Warren Zevon coined the phrase, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” God help me if I haven’t tried all that God has put into my heart before I die. But even if that’s the case 50 years plus eternity equals eternity. 75 years plus eternity equals eternity. 15 years plus eternity equals eternity. 
We just completed a funeral for a three year-old little girl. We hurt because she missed out on so much of life. But did she? Is her three years plus eternity less than 80 years plus eternity? Not for her. Definitely for those who miss her. 
My good friend lost his toddler a few months ago to drowning. Before the funeral I had a dream of a funeral service at a smaller church. It was very sad, but there was a lot of ministry, care and respect for the family. But then we were allowed to enter a massive, heavenly service for Loukas. I remember seeing larger than life doors, and crypts of incredible size to show honor. They were where earth met heaven. We were awkward because we were just humans going into this heavenly place. I saw friends that I never expected to see again. Reunions and big hugs. I began to realize there were multitudes of people as we began to enter in. There was a children's choir that nobody could see, but the voices were coming from everywhere. My assumption was that they were angels.
As we came closer I saw the musicians - very young toddlers driving perfect, little white cars hand-painted with the Cardinal’s logo. Absolutely perfect. In the back seat was an instrument. They parked their cars, got out, and began to play their instruments. I got the sense that they were not angels, but children who had also passed. I also got the sense that they were close friends of Loukas, even though they couldn’t have known him on earth. The precision of their skill and competency was amazing. They knew exactly what to do in contrast to us clumsy adults. There were countless child-musicians, and they loved and honored Loukas immensely. He had so many friends there.
I was so overwhelmed by the scene that my eyes were a pool of tears, and I woke up wiping all these tears from my eyes for what I was allowed to see at Loukas’ homecoming.
Just as Elisha’s servant was depressed before Elisha asked God to show him the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha, so also we are depressed when we don’t see the greatness of what God can do. Of course God can restore us. The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.4 Is there anything survivors need more than wisdom?
 
Disassociation
Disassociation can be both healthy and harmful. Jesus often got away in order to hear God’s voice, pray, and see what His Father was doing. But He came back and brought to His community what He had learned on the mountain. 
For survivors this can be a fearful thing, especially when the community offers their bad advice and painfully awkward conversations. I don’t fault the survivor for their seclusion. But there comes a time when social interaction is healthy and even vital, as life goes on. On the same token our friends and family need us. This was the motivation for the Apostle Paul to keep going.
In Philippians 1:22-24 NASB he says, “But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. But I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better; yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sakes.”
I remember driving to church in despair and needy. I longed to worship, but the worship was cut short so we could pray to send out a missionary couple. I was irritated-off. I could care less about their mission as they were interrupting my worship time. I certainly did not want to pray for them, but God told me to extend my hand and pray. I had nothing else going on, so I obeyed. Soon I was pouring my heart into prayer for this couple, and when we were done praying I noticed that my despair had lifted. 
The scripture came alive to me that, “The generous man will be prosperous, And he who waters will himself be watered.” Proverbs 11:25 We think that we’re the one watering - that we’re the one who is blessing. No; it’s God working through us. 
I found that I can feel completely dead, like a shell of my former self. Yet God can absolutely minister through me. 
One of my favorite things to do is a drive-by blessing. I see some dude walking down the sidewalk and I pray like crazy over him. He has no idea. I love that. God’s presence reaching into someone’s life can change everything. He did that for me, totally undeserved. Why not this guy who I happen to be driving by? Or is it a coincidence? God has so much to give, and I have so much self-serving to turn away from, why not ask God to visit people like He visited me. I pray that someone you drive by on your way home gets blasted by the riches of our Savior through an utterly selfless drive-by blessing.
 
Never the Same
Carol Fallow, teaches an excellent CLST5 class on bereavement and shows how time does not heal all wounds. She is silent for ten seconds, then points out that we are no more healed than when she began. 
I constantly hear this at funerals, the notion that “time heals all wounds.” It’s simply not true. Another great CLST professor Drew Rousse taught me that emotionally charged memories lie dormant within us, and I observed this watching a documentary on the dust bowl during the great depression. The people they interviewed about it 70 years after the fact were crying as if it happened yesterday.
It is true, however, that we will never be the same. We never could be, in light of our loss. I would posit that we would never want to be, as maturing is beautiful. If you look at the chief desire of both Jesus and Paul, it was that we would mature. It brings God joy when we endure - when we grow. Yes, we had joy, we had fun, we had seasons in the sun, but as we age we lean more on the spirit than our youthful lusts. The good work that God began in us gets closer and closer to completion. If Heaven is Christmas our senior years are the countdown. When a part of us dies, that’s less dying we will have to endure in the future. 
My grandma used to say that growing old isn’t for sissies. Well hopefully that means that someday I won’t be such a sissy! In due season I will reap a harvest and on that great day will enter into His rest, but I’ve got a whole lot of growing to do first.
 
A Light in the Darkness
We walk through grief constructively by walking through grief efficiently, meaning that we do what we are bid to do and the Great Physician does His work. We are coworkers in our own care. In a doctor/patient relationship the doctor gives us a path, wise counsel, and  powerful treatment. The Father gave us a path, as Jesus only did what He saw His Father doing. The Son gives us power, as Jesus commissioned His beloved. The Holy Spirit is the Wonderful Counselor, as Jesus promised for after His ascension and delivered at Pentecost. 
I don’t believe that knowing any of the things I’m teaching will have a bit of effect on my emotional response the next time I find myself in a deep state of grief. I do believe it will help me find peace more quickly and that I’ll be more effective in healing those around me.
An experienced pilot knows how to fly using the gauges. Visually they may be completely disoriented, but the gauges will tell the truth. I don’t expect my visuals to be anything but chaos, but I will have experience with the gauges, the Scriptures to guide me through.
Your Word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.6 These are two different things. The lamp נִיר nîyr, ne-er, lights the place in front of it. The light אוֹר ʼôwr, ore, lights up the day. So if you’re using a lamp to walk at night or contemplating your future, the Word of God is your answer. We can provide that light, to light the path for the grieving.
In walking with those navigating the bereavement process, the breakthroughs come when values shift. God’s leading helps us lift vital values and lower distracting values. This is true of religion, politics, or any subject you can think of. Every one of us has values. Some reflect God’s agenda, while some reflect Satan’s agenda. We don’t influence people by shooting at one of their values, but rather by showing the present superiority of other values via their relevance for today.
Situational ethics, like moral relativism, insinuates that our world today is a survival of the fittest - that God may have once cared, but has since drop-kicked us out into space where we fend for ourselves. Frankly if Jesus was not alive and with us today, I, too, would cast away civility and serve myself over anyone else. 
But the moral relativists ascribe to their own moral relativism? No - they won’t go that far. 
 
Therapeutic Alliance
If you’re seeking a therapeutic alliance you’ll need to withhold evaluation while gathering evidence and accumulating affirmative answers. You’re seeking to understand their subjective experience. In doing so you establish both credibility with them and competence in navigating their world alongside them. 
Whether you are a pastor or simply someone who cares, the primary goal should be to establish a sense of belonging above and before “addressing” the ways they might be acting out. Obviously you want to protect those who might be hurt by the person acting out, but emotions run deep. If the goal is to cap the emotion to stop the sin, you’ll miss the treasure trove of self-talk feeding the emotion. *That* is the root of the weed.
So without a sense of belonging there is no way you’ll ever reach the self-talk that feeds sin, and without the self-talk evidence there is no way to discern the voice of the self-talk. If it’s Satan, that voice tips the hand of his strategy and possibly more importantly the identity of the spirit doing the talking.
Just remember that if Jesus partied with sinners without losing holiness and without a Savior to wash Him, you can hear some pretty awful things and come out unscathed. If we’re trying to lead them away from self-protection and model self-protection by wincing at their profanity…well you can see the hypocrisy there.
So you want to recognize when to step in to protect others, but also when you detect trauma requiring an experienced trauma counselor. Providing a referral doesn’t negate your role; in fact your knowledge and initial perceptions can help the trauma counselor by information gathered by the invaluable rapport you’ve already established.
As a minister, you are representing the body of Christ, and attending the spiritual condition of those who need help. As a warning, they will often gravitate toward the hard questions of sovereignty. 
 
Setting Expectations
While representing the body of Christ, be careful to set expectations. The greatest enemy of faith is presumption, so do not tell them God will heal their trauma. Optimism is not faith, and hope deferred makes the heart sick. More importantly, do not tell them God will heal their grief. 
Grief does not go away. When we lose someone, there is no replacing them. We forever live around that gap in this world. That gap takes a part of us into the afterlife. A part of our heaven is gone. What we gain is the fellowship of His sufferings, of which nobody by Jesus can understand.
Representing the body of Christ you may believe that healing is exclusively Christian, and may believe that the Bible teaches that. But again, be wary of presumption. Does a man with a broken leg need Christianity to be healed? No. What of the man who is mentally broken? No. They, too, can be healed, though I would say that faith is a definite advantage toward that end.
I’m always suspicious that quick healings are a false flag, and I’m often right. I’m a man of faith, but I live in Realsville. If healing is to faith what care is to hope, I’ll take caring with hope any day of the week. Again, survivors are recovering from emotional surgery. They need the stabilization of hope, not a well-intentioned yet false prophecy. I believe in prophecy and occasionally prophesy, but we’re a people who see in part and prophesy in part. We look into the mirror dimly. That just doesn’t cut it around those recovering from such intense pain. 
With intense pain comes gut-level honesty from the hurting, and they deserve the right to say what they need to say theologically, even if it’s off-base. I have the advantage of substantial education in theology. I can’t and don’t expect people to have a systematic theology, much less a single working system. 
God allowed Job to speak with gut-level honesty. God allowed Jacob to wrestle an angel. God allowed Solomon to write the brutally honest book of Ecclesiastes.
God uses broken people. 
It takes broken soil to produce a crop, broken clouds to give rain, broken grain to give bread, broken bread to give strength.7 Therefore we can both maintain meaningful dialogue with God and realize purpose even in the midst of our pain and brokenness.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 
Resurrected for Relationship￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
Relational Pitfalls
For many the death of a loved one is not only the end of a key relationship, but the collapse of a belief-system. Their loved one may have taken with them the brightest light of faith in the family. If that belief system collapses their belief in any belief system might collapse. Then we have nihilism - the rejection of all religious and moral principles, in the belief that life is meaningless. Not to be flippant, but the rejection of moral principles is a moral principle and a belief that life is meaningless is what brings meaning to the nihilist.
Slightly less angry is atheism - a rejection of the belief that any deities exist.
Then we have deism - a belief in the existence of a supreme being, specifically of a creator who does not intervene in the universe.
Next we have agnosticism - the doctrine that humans cannot know of the existence of anything beyond the phenomena of their experience.
Finally we have theism, the only non-cynical approach of the five.  
Yet cynicism is extremely tempting to the broken. If our belief-system lacks the maturity to factor loss, the whole thing can collapse, as loss brings an intense stress test to our faith. This is why well intentioned pat answers cause a surprising amount of damage to a previously unswerving faith; if a survivor can’t quickly replace a pat answer with a seasoned doctrinal response, doubt can crack the core of the foundation as our mind falsely detects cognitive dissonance. We could give one thousand reasons why Jesus is our Lord, but one perception-twisting pat-answer embarrasses our ego and sends our fragile emotions over the edge. 
We rarely are forced to invoke 1 Peter 3:15 which charges us to give an answer to every man who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you. Our day-to-day lives don’t often see intense spiritual warfare, if we’re honest, so a tactic of the enemy is to use that to hit us all at once.
Cynicism does have its place, as it is a defense mechanism. The danger is when we’re tempted to direct that cynicism toward the major organs of our spiritual health. It’s one thing to lose faith in church functions, and quite another to lose faith in God-established doctrine.
 
 
Working Through the Darkness
The fog of war is the uncertainty in situational awareness experienced by participants in military operations. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fog_of_war 
By definition this is the fog of war and the dark night of the soul wrapped into one. So when I see Christians enduring this every week my respect for them is immense. 
Jordan Peterson says, “The solution to the problem of tragedy and malevolence is the willingness to face them.”8
You confront it and grow and confront it and grow until your stature overshadows the tragedy. *That* is a noble goal that a cynic can’t touch. 
But how do you confront it without incurring damage? Stop relying on the instructions God gave you yesterday and start listening to His new instructions for today. 
You might ask, “Isn’t that just situational ethics?” Well all ethics are situational because they reflect values that change as contrasted to self-centered creative accounting. Yes, our values change because we are perpetually discovering God’s values. God doesn’t change, but His freedom to bless or curse comes from His personality - not a computer algorithm. For example, why did He forgive the adulterous woman in John 8? Even better, why did He forgive you? It wasn’t an algorithm, but His personality - more specifically His freedom to express it.
We fail when we draw from religion over the Living God. We fail when we draw from algorithms over His expressed personality. We fail when we draw presumptions over His spoken rhema word from God.
 
We grow from immaturity to maturity. We grow from grace to grace. We grow as we work out our salvation. The folly of situational ethics is the source of its ethic, not the reality that we face uncharted waters. So we consider which ethics to apply, specifically puritan and not hedonist ethics. That is where God speaks to us if we’re listening. That’s where we exercise the values of listening, waiting and trusting. 
If the Word isn’t living and active you’re not listening - a strong indication of cynicism. So the greatest enemy of constructive grieving is cynicism. It will rob you blind.
The unanswered questions of the broken are God’s to answer. He has the absolute right to answer at will as opposed to when we demand. 
Job was a righteous man. Very, very devoted. He strongly feared the Lord. But over the course of working through his grief we begin to see some cynicism develop in him like barnacles. Note that God had not said a word to him. (I usually consider it strategic when God doesn’t talk to me). 
But finally God speaks to this man of whom he cared for deeply. Job was deep in the midst of his grief, yet God addresses him very aggressively.
Job 38:1-5 Then the LORD answered Job from the whirlwind and said,
"Who is this who darkens the divine plan By words without knowledge?
"Now tighten the belt on your waist like a man, And I shall ask you, and you inform Me!
"Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding,
Who set its measurements? Since you know. 
Can you hear the anger in God’s response? His words are a direct attack - not at Job himself, but the barnacles of cynicism growing on his heart. If we fast-forward we see that God adeptly destroyed those barnacles. 
 
Original Intent of Scripture
James 1:5-6 But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But he must ask in faith without any doubting[G1252], for the one who doubts[G1252] is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.
διακρίνω diakrínō 1252- to separate thoroughly, i.e. (literally and reflexively) to withdraw from, or (by implication) oppose.
Contrast this with opposition to faith with ap-is-tee'-ah the word for unbelief:
ἀπιστία apistía - want of faith and trust.
Unbelief is not opposing God’s word, but simply lacking faith. The disciples worked through their unbelief, their ap-is-tee'-ah, but they never expressed dee-ak-ree'-no, which implies a judgmental rejection of faith.
I say this to illustrate that there are levels of unbelief, but if you find yourself judging and opposing God’s logos or rhema Word, you’ve reached a dangerous level of cynicism that can quickly lead to nihilism, atheism, deism, and agnosticism. 
This judgement, dee-ak-ree'-no, is a judgment between listening to God’s voice and Satan’s voice. That may sound overly dramatic, but it is a reality. 
John 8:39, 43-44 They answered and said to (Jesus), "Abraham is our father." Jesus said to them, "If you are Abraham's children, do the deeds of Abraham.”
“Why do you not understand what I am saying? It is because you cannot listen to My word. "You are of [your] father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he tells a lie, he speaks from his own [nature,] because he is a liar and the father of lies.”
 
The Battle of Philosophies
So this isn’t something I would often share with someone grieving, but it’s important to recognize that Satan sees wounded faith and wants to destroy it completely. He is going to be speaking more often than usual to the survivor, trying to escalate unbelief to judgmental opposition.
This is a good time to remind them of the virtue they’re considering forfeiting, and the faith they’ve built over years. They’re about to dismiss the gratitude they’ve given to God for His help and blessings. 
If they’re threatening deism or agnosticism they’re taking the side of the accuser of the brethren. If atheism or nihilism they’re declaring themselves to be God at a time when they need God’s help more than ever. Remind them that God considers death an enemy in 1 Co 15:26. God is not the killer of their loved one, and they would only be joining the side of the killer. 
More often than not it’s appropriate to be silent and listen, but when you detect dee-ak-ree'-no it’s time to speak up in the spirit of Psalms 24:11 which says, Deliver those who are being taken away to death, And those who are staggering to slaughter, Oh hold them back.
God gives us wisdom. I speak from experience that raising teenagers is a good reflection. Everything changes, which sometimes includes a pushback to parental authority. Teenagers, myself included, hit established standards hard. They step over them. They step back. With everything changing in their lives they need their boundaries to steady themselves. The boulders of a jetty are to set a standard for the ocean - thus far and no more. Parents represent those boulders as those standards are hit over and over with every crashing wave. The role of a boulder is to hold the line in spite of it all. 
You may have a similar experience with a survivor. The waves are fine. The emotions are fine. Just hold the line.
I’ve noticed that when people threaten or adopt nihilism, atheism, or deism they simply want to feel some power. A survivor feels powerless, so any power feels good, just like an infant given a piece of paper; what do they do? They overpower that piece of paper. They crumple it and tear it. It’s therapeutic. 
It’s not God’s objective to see us powerless unless it’s for a future payoff. In fact the be-attitudes given at the Olivet Discourse were empowering - every last one of them. The typical king takes power away from the people. The King of Kings gives power to the people. 
 
Virtues, Principles and Benefits
It’s time to look at the rewards of the fellowship of His sufferings: The virtue we’ve attained, the faith, the inheritance, the nobility, the fruit of the Spirit, the virtue, the endurance. I’m going to prove to you that you *can* take it with you. On that note we’re going to explore the doctrine of resurrection, and what it means not only to the deceased, but to the survivor. 
All doctrine comes from proper exegesis. When we find the subject matter we look for the authority of this verse or that verse to qualify as applicable to develop the doctrine. This comes from several established principles:
The Grammatical Principle - Definitions indicate purpose. In Greek especially, one word can give you a paragraph or more of meaning and purpose. 
The Literal Principle - Is it literal or a figure of speech? There are many ways to discern the difference.
The Historical Principle, or Audience Relevance - Yes, the Bible speaks to us here today, but it is not written to us. For example the letters of Paul were written to specific people of a specific culture with prerequisite knowledge that we may or may not share.
The Synthesis Principle - Synthesis is from suntithenai ‘place together’. Scripture interprets Scripture according to 2 Tim 3:16-17 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. 
The Practical Principle - Scripture shapes us. We don’t shape Scripture. Exegesis assures that result.
 
Paul’s Seed Analogy
A sound doctrine is the collection of relative verses that pass these tests. The doctrine of resurrection includes an entire passage, which is a gold mine of authority.
Now if Christ is preached, that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?
But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised;
and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain, your faith also is in vain.
Moreover, we are even found [to be] false witnesses of God, because we testified against God that He raised Christ, whom He did not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised.
For if the dead are not raised, then not even Christ has been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins.
Then also those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.
If we have hoped in Christ only in this life, we are of all people most to be pitied.
But the fact is, Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.
For since by a man death [came,] by a man also [came] the resurrection of the dead.
For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.
But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ's at His coming,
then [comes] the end, when He hands over the kingdom to [our] God and Father, when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power.
For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. The last enemy that will be abolished is death.9
 
So this not only provides corroborating evidence and causal relationship of Christ’s resurrection, it provides the context for Paul’s seed analogy that provides a preview of our glorified bodies. 
His audience was those holding to faith after Christ’s resurrection, so in this context it likewise applies to you and me today, as it speaks of principle.
The passage and chapter synthesizes with everything else we know of the resurrection, but moreover due to its volume it becomes the standard to which all resurrection verses synthesize.
 
But someone will say, "How are the dead raised? And with what kind of body do they come?"
You fool! That which you sow does not come to life unless it dies; and that which you sow, you do not sow the body which is to be, but a bare grain, perhaps of wheat or of something else.
But God gives it a body just as He wished, and to each of the seeds a body of its own.
All flesh is not the same flesh, but there is one [flesh] of mankind, another flesh of animals, another flesh of birds, and another of fish. There are also heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of the heavenly is one, and the [glory] of the earthly is another. There is one glory of the sun, another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star in glory.
So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown a perishable [body,] it is raised an imperishable [body;]
it is sown in dishonor, 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. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual [body.]
So also it is written: "The first MAN, Adam, BECAME A LIVING PERSON." The last Adam [was] a life-giving spirit.
However, the spiritual is not first, but the natural; then the spiritual. The first man is from the earth, earthy; the second man is from heaven. As is the earthy one, so also are those who are earthy; and as is the heavenly one, so also are those who are heavenly.
Just as we have borne the image of the earthy, we will also bear the image of the heavenly.
Now I say this, brothers [and sisters,] that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.
 
Our Glorified Bodies
Our glorified bodies are spirit. We don’t become like birds with wings. We don’t become like super-humans with stronger muscles. We don’t swim the oceans like fish. Rather we dwell in a spiritual body no longer restricted by the limitations of time. God is spirit, and we shall be like Him. We see God at the beginning of time and yet with us today. 
Our life-span is limited from birth to death. We step beyond that when we die. This is the promise to those who believe. We become part of the great cloud of witnesses. This cannot be a literal cloud but a spiritual one, meaning we can be with our loved ones completely unlimited by time. 
We will also step beyond our geographical limitation. That means we can be anywhere. We will have the best seat in the house, past, present and future. We will see every wedding and celebration as our lineage expands. We won’t miss a thing. 
 
So obviously our glorified bodies will increase in knowledge, just as 1 Cor 13:12 and many other verses indicate. Today we know in part…then we will know fully. 
Far beyond some pie in the sky pat answer we’ve discovered by the authority of Scripture and proper exegesis that our deceased loved ones have no problem finding us, watching us, spending unlimited time with us and knowing fully. 
Furthermore, there is no purgatory - no waiting. Purgatory is an entirely unbiblical concept.
There is no break in fellowship with our loved ones. Therein death has no sting. Our fellowship is unbroken and our longing to be with them draws us from the natural to the spiritual which is so, so good for us. Add to that the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings that draws us closer to our Savior.
Jewish wedding tradition that we see to this day is that the bride is escorted by her father to the groom and she is handed to him. That means that she is never without provision and protection. She is never alone. In a fallen world we don’t always experience that reality, as there is a difference between “on earth as it is in Heaven”.  But that provision and protection is always true in Heaven. Unbroken fellowship.
doxa δόξα [dox'-ah]- literally means the appearance of a person or thing which causes it to be recognized for what it is. We glorify God because we recognize Him - σῶμα sōma, so'-mah means a body of wide application.
So our glorified body, our doxa sōma is recognized for what it is. The thing that makes you unique - we’re all going to recognize you, and I believe with great joy.
I believe this pours over from the afterlife into today. We lose somebody special and it hurts, but we see their spirit in the most curious of ways. I say this experientially, not exegetically. I believe our departed loved ones recognize that we are still on the field. This is our time at bat. They are of the cloud of witnesses to watch what we do with our lives. That is our glory in the here and now.
 
The Purpose of This Life 
Have you ever strolled into a McDonalds and beheld a glorious cheeseburger displayed in pristine grandeur, seemingly calling your name with its scrumptious, mouth-watering appeal? 
When you ordered one, did it look like it was run over by a truck? I thought so. 
We, as Christians, have the opposite problem as McDonalds. They offer a bargain basement product that they advertise as this magnificent, marvelous, awe-inspiring, breathtaking, spectacular thing that everyone needs. We offer a magnificent, marvelous, awe-inspiring, breathtaking, spectacular Almighty God that everyone needs, and present Him to the world with a bargain basement price. 
God is perfect. Scripture says God is perfect. So why is the world so awful if a perfect God created it?
The answer will raise your expectations of Paradise substantially. I know it’s bad practice to raise expectations. In business you’re supposed to lower expectations so people don’t complain. But frankly we can’t raise expectations high-enough because our God is that good.
The answer is that this world was not designed to be Paradise. Yes, Adam and Eve enjoyed that for a season, but even that was purposeful. God gave us a glimpse of our destination so we could have an idea how good life could be for us.
 
Boot Camp
If you are contracted by the US Marine Corps to design an obstacle course fit to train America’s toughest forces, the unveiling might not go very well if your design consisted of a lazy river, massage tables, and smooth jazz music. Your design may very-well encapsulate a wonderful place, but that was not the purpose of the design.
The Marine Corps would have some words for you about what makes a person strong. They would expect something rigorous with mud, brutal walls to scale, and general hostile conditions. If you were to design it to that spec, you just might create a perfect world, that is for training. 
God did not fail in His design. Our bodies are a collection of wonder and miracles. Our bodies are also filled with design flaws. The two are polar opposites: one represents a master designer, and one represents what I might come up with. Our limitations are purposeful.
Of course that joins with the philosophy that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger from the "Maxims and Arrows" section of Friedrich Nietzsche's Twilight of the Idols in 1888. While the philosophy holds some truth, it is not universally true by any means. What doesn’t kill you can deal you a life-long injury. What doesn’t kill you can lead you to drug addiction. What doesn’t kill you can kill someone you love. What doesn’t kill you can destroy even your faith in God.
This is the principle of live fire. Multiple studies going back to the 18th century found that as many as 75% of men in combat would not fire their weapons.10 
War is serious business. If you want to train soldiers to fire their weapons, you need to acclimate them to real-life scenarios. They use belt fed M60 machine guns firing tracers about four feet over the heads of troops as they crawl on the ground navigating real razor wire. Soldiers die in the process, but others gain understanding and mental experience necessary to survive real combat. 
But as a principle, we do see friendly live fire. We also see malevolent live fire from the enemy. So as a whole, telling someone what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger is short-sighted. The survivor likely isn’t delusional in their self-assessment. Rather the optimist counseling them may be the delusional one for feeding them false hope. The survivor vitally needs accurate information, which will in-turn build trust. 
 
The Goal of Counseling
Your goal is not to make them happy. That ship has sailed. 
“In a crisis, the inevitable suffering that life entails can rapidly make a mockery of the idea that happiness is the proper pursuit of the individual. On the radio show, I suggested, instead, a deeper meaning was required. I noted that the nature of such meaning was constantly re-presented in the great stories of the past, and that it had more to do with developing character in the face of suffering than with happiness.”11 
Developing character is your goal, because you are building something. What do ants do when their ant hill is destroyed? They start building, because that’s their purpose. That’s what ants do.
I attended a team building business summit, and when I arrived there was a pile of Legos at each table setting. Brilliant. We were laughing, creating and interacting in no time. Building is what we’re doing here. Building is what you will be doing with those under your care. We are wired to build. 
This is the purpose for why we were created. This is why this world was designed as it is.
As Nietzsche noted “He whose life has a why can bear almost any how.” 
How you can get through this stems from why you are designed to get through this. This is why design and purpose are such a huge deal. Nobody taught this better than the late, great Myles Munroe. 
 
Why Would God Train 
as if There Wasn't a War?
The era of the Greek gods was God’s way of illustrating theology proper, the unchanging attributes of God. The Greek gods were legendary, yet imperfect. God’s attributes are beyond legendary and absolutely perfect. 
Modern skeptics say God cannot be omnipotent and benevolent at the same time. If God is all powerful, omnipotent, and all good, benevolent, and just, then this has to be a perfect world *unless* mankind violates God’s justice. If God didn’t visit the world with affliction, then the sceptic could fairly say that God is not just. God is not morally responsible to give nothing but blessing to the sinner - rather He is morally responsible to administer justice to the guilty.
So the sceptic is forced to move on, and the next stop is the blood of Jesus. If the blood of Jesus has perfect efficacy, why do we not have perfect blessing again. Well did we stop sinning? If we did, the sceptic might have a case.
The next stop is whether our sin caused our loved one to die. That’s where the tears start flowing. Is there something we did? What if there was? What if we drove recklessly, and our recklessness caused the crash which killed our loved one? What if we got mad and shot our loved one? Let’s take it to the worst-case scenario so that Satan can’t escalate it on us. I myself will escalate the scenario. Is there a road ahead for us that leads to peace? Yes. 
How can we return what we never could earn? If salvation is based on our performance we couldn’t have earned it in the first place. This is why the Lord Himself died on the cross and not some sorry sucker pulled from the crowd. It had to be the Lord. 
Adam was found lacking. 
Moses was found lacking. 
Noah was found lacking. 
Abraham was found lacking. 
David was found lacking. 
Every last covenant based on man was insufficient for our desperate need.
 
Assigning Blame
If someone caused the death of your loved one you can come to the conclusion that they should die for this. If you cause the death of your loved one you can come to the conclusion that you should die for this. Both are partially true; someone *should* die for this. 
If, say, Osama Bin Laden had been caught and stood trial, how could he possibly have made it right? Say they gave him the death penalty - How would even that suffice?
Evil will always live among us, especially in a world redesigned as a training course in light of our sin. Nobody in the Bible including Jesus ever killed a demon, as spirits are eternal beings. They aren’t carbon-based like you and me.
If we played a part, we know from our grief that we wouldn’t have done it that way if we could go back in time. That’s not who we are. It’s logical to be shaken up, but we have to find a way to bring our guilt, shame, and anger to the cross. We simply cannot harness the destructive forces of any of it. I’ve tried it.
I was on my knees once going back and forth from repenting to manifesting self-hate. I felt like I needed to abuse myself to get God’s attention and find a “place of repentance”.  I banged my head into the floor until I ended up in the emergency room with a neck injury. I was completely missing the point of Calvary. I actually then needed forgiveness for self righteousness on top of everything else. The point is that it doesn’t matter how much sin you have - it’s what you do with it. If by the Spirit we put to death the deeds of the body, we will live. 
We could face a situation where many people were guilty, others were negligent and blame is thrown in every direction. Outside the legal ramifications the guilt and blame all has to go to the same place - the fully innocent Lamb of God who received the full wrath of God. 
 
Breakdown of a Philosophy
[grammatical construct]
pre/cept - before/thought
con/cept - one/thought - to come together (bringing together thoughts)
Ideology - belief system
theo/logy - God/know - study of God
philo/sophy - love/thought - way of thinking
 
If the source is corrupt, then your ideas are corrupt.
The source of philosophy is your precept. If that precept is corrupt, it distorts the way you interpret everything else.
Here are three possible sources of suffering:
	Death and suffering has its source in the fall. The concept appears true because we read of the fall and connect the dots. The curse given to humanity was death. But we discover it’s only partially true by looking at other Scripture.

	Death and suffering has its source in Lucifer. The concept appears true as we see multiple scriptures that implicate Lucifer. Paul says that death is an enemy to Jesus. Since Lucifer was instrumental in the fall that builds an ideology around the concept. Yet this is also only partially true.

	Death and suffering has its source in God, who is intimately involved in suffering, which is a calling. Unlike the first two, this precept is a full philosophy from inception. Romans 8:28 is unique in that it is presented as a philosophy with the exhortation to think this way. We see a twin precept of Romans 8:28 in James 1:2-4, which is also a philosophy with exhortation. 

 
So the source of death and suffering is not a quick and simple answer, but for the survivor the answer they believe has a massive effect on both their philosophy and mental state.
 
	If death and suffering has its source in the fall, the accusation might surface that Jesus’ salvation was insufficient in some way. Satan will exploit this relentlessly. The counselors might make a statement such as, “We live in a fallen world,” and not realize how this might be taken.

	If death and suffering has its source in Lucifer a similar accusation might surface. Additionally a spirit of fear can cause the survivor to feel at risk across the board from a provenly dangerous and invisible enemy. For the counselor, placing blame at Satan may seem like the safest choice psychologically, as Satan is already our adversary and easy to blame.

	If death and suffering has its source in God the accusation might sound like, “If God loves me, why would He allow this?” Few people give a pat-answer blaming God unless it’s something like, “God must have needed them,” which we’ve shown to be untrue. I’ve asked God, “Why me?” and He answers, “Why not you?” 

 
Seriously, why wouldn’t you be faced with something overwhelming while other people face similar pain? It’s tricky to say to someone who is in anguish that they are acting elitist, so you’ll have to find a tactful way to say it. No, God is not a respecter of persons. He causes the rain to fall on the righteous and the unrighteous. 
Therefore mankind’s sin made suffering possible, but it’s Satan’s fault, though God transforms the mess into a calling. If you want to give hope to the survivor you can go into the weeds or keep it simple and point to the God of purpose who takes them past the blame game to the road ahead. 
If anyone but God took your loved one away, then talking to God would be talking to the wrong person. 
So the best psychological approach and theological philosophy is to keep Satan, Adam and Eve out of it and help the survivor work through their anger one on one with God, who is certainly big enough to endure some bitter words. Myles Munroe said, “You will never believe something until you doubt it. Until your belief is tested, you don’t really believe it.”
We may try to understand it, but we can’t unless we’ve experienced the grace that accompanies this kind of pain. Then we begin to understand - to stand under. The Greek for understand is γινώσκω ginṓskō, ghin-oce'-ko, which implies knowledge as the effect of experience. Curiously ginṓskō is a Jewish idiom for sexual intercourse. It’s amazing that we can experience intimacy and deep pain simultaneously.  
You might be tempted to say, “God knew you could handle this,” but don’t. They might not be able to handle it. We cannot presume that tragedy and trauma are a test. We don’t know that. A test is when my trainer adds five more pounds when I’m ready for it. The death of a loved one is like 500 pounds. 
A common verse I hear mentioned is Romans 8:28, “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to His purpose.” But we might consider verse 26 instead, “In the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words.” It can mean so much to know that God is groaning over your pain just like a parent hurts when their child hurts.
At the most painful times in my life I couldn’t even pray with words, but God spoke to me that my tears were all I needed to tell God all about it. Deep calls unto deep.12 There is a reason Job’s counselors didn’t say anything at all for seven days and seven nights amidst Job’s suffering.
 
God Incomprehensible 
Everyone who faces suffering works out a philosophy for it, including the anti-philosophy that God works in mysterious ways. I’m a spirit-filled believer strong in faith, but I have to side with the agnostics sometimes, as they are partially right. David wrote:
 
You scrutinize my path and my lying down, And are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before there is a word on my tongue, Behold, LORD, You know it all.
You have encircled me behind and in front, And placed Your hand upon me.
[Such] knowledge is too wonderful for me; It is [too] high, I cannot comprehend it.13
 
The Hebrew for ‘too wonderful’ is פִּלְאִי pilʼîy, pil-ee' which means remarkable:—secret, wonderful. The only other time we see the word is Judges 13:18, “But the angel of the LORD said to him, "Why do you ask my name, for it is wonderful?””
So the word that David used to describe the things he could not comprehend is the name God ascribes to Himself, as the term ‘angel of the Lord’ is synonymous with Jesus. Curiously Jesus refers to knowledge withheld when He famously said, “I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them at the present time.”14
This implies that God is not telling me all He knows, which is true. However that does not mean there is more to know, and further that there is more He wants you to know. Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.
My separation from agnostics is that when Jesus does reveal more they want nothing of it. The Navajo proverb describes this disingenuous state of mind, “You can't wake a person that is pretending to be asleep.” 
You cannot reach them. They have a closed system, as their philosophy has become tradition. Their heart has become stone. 
Jesus, speaking to the Pharisees says, “…you have invalidated the word of God for the sake of your tradition.”15 The corrupt philosophy of the Pharisees has created tradition powerful enough to invalidate the word of God in their world. If your traditions don’t bow before the word of God they will invalidate everything you know is true.
Tradition is lifeless and inanimate like the demons of old. Like the Aaron golden calf formed to be worshipped, tradition invalidates and replaces the word of God, who is Jesus Himself. 
This is why I fear the Lord, as my choices and focus can turn my heart to stone, invalidating my Savior. God help me. 
I mentioned that the precept that woke me from my rebellion was simply this, “God still speaks to people today.” Why do you think that a single precept could make me so angry? Because my whole life was invested in my rebellion philosophy. All my time. All my money. All my pride. Not only that, this man was suggesting that everything I stood for was wrong. 
That’s a threat!
Since philosophy is a combination of the words love and thoughts, or thoughts that you love, it makes perfect sense why I was so angry. We become our thoughts,16 and everything that I had become and everything I loved in my philosophy was under fire. God was birthing a new philosophy by-which to establish new theology.
 
Suffering is a Calling
Suffering is a calling and the reason for it is altogether good.
“If when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.”17
Since Scripture says we will suffer and suffering is an honorable calling, should we be surprised if we meet with suffering?
A season of peace is beautiful and it’s natural for us to want it to last forever, but we know that every one of us will experience grief in the future. If a thing can’t go on forever, someday it will end. But that doesn’t mean that life is over for you. Though weeping endures for the night, joy comes in the morning. 
All blessings are tragedies for the one who does not repent.
All tragedies are ultimately blessings for those who believe.
God is not not involved with death, and the resulting suffering is not meaningless.
To say this without double negatives:
God is intimately involved with death, and the results of suffering are meaningful. 
This is where we can deliver Romans 8:28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.
 
God redeems everything for His beloved bride.
Death is an enemy that has been defeated. That is not a future event. If death has been defeated then calling the service a celebration of life is entirely appropriate.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 
Redemption￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
Willingness and 
the Curious Scientist
If you find yourself in hell, don’t stay there. You’ll hear many philosophies that promote relocating to hell, such as ‘Life’s a *bleep* and then you die’. What’s that about? It’s about disassociating with hope while embracing self-loathing. Another philosophy is if it can go wrong it will go wrong, AKA Murphy’s Law, which is curiously associated with the second law of thermodynamics (the law of entropy) as they both predict a tendency to a more disorganized state, or chaos.18
It’s tempting to agree with the philosophy as it is based on science. But “science” doesn’t account for God’s Spirit in a person, nor their relationship with their creator. If either Murphy’s Law or the law of thermodynamics went the distance, human beings would cease to exist. Our world has constantly experienced the threat of extinction from the beginning of time, yet somehow we’re still here. Perhaps the explanation is not “somehow” but “Someone”.
If we see Jesus without distortion, our philosophy and theology find restoration, but if we see God as He isn’t, we have problems. 
One of the big distortions in our day is that God is an abusive trainer, throwing on the 500lb weights. Perhaps He is somewhat sadistic and enjoys our pain. Perhaps He is releasing some vengeance upon us. Perhaps we feel we deserve it.
This is the problem with an undeveloped demonology - we mistake a false flag that distorts our perception of God’s work in our lives. Everything gets complicated and the fog of war sets in.
This distortion leads to catastrophizing - to imagine the worst possible outcome of an action or event.19 It’s a coping mechanism that we use in order to prevent it. It goes like this: God is going to hit me with 500lbs, so I am going to hit myself with 600lbs, and the barbell is going to choke me, there’s going to be blood everywhere, I’m going to die, and maybe then God will back off.
Do you think it might be possible that Satan has had his hand in this thinking? Absolutely. 
Satan’s catastrophizing tactic invites depression and anxiety., and when we drink this cocktail of chemicals our brain center is forced to take it literally. Our brain responds to threats with a very real fear response. At the end of the day we’re exhausted trying to release the adrenalin. My wife and I call it ‘over-revving’. We know what each other means when we apologize for it.
I remind her when we struggle that it’s not just our sinfulness causing struggle; Satan has his thumb on the scale too. He distorts the things we do for each other and magnifies our shortcomings. We have to factor him in - not as an excuse for sin, but to see the situation clearly. It takes just as much humility to admit Satan has duped us than to admit we sinned. In the process we help each other notice the exaggeration behind catastrophizing and learn to acclimate better to the uncertainties in life.20
What we’re doing is equalizing to each other. Two equal people can have intimacy. If one is superior we are unequally yoked. 
So we find ourselves catastrophizing toward each other, but also toward God.
 
Jesus Visits at our Lowest Point
One of the lies behind catastrophizing goes like this: “Jesus is up there and has left you down here. It appears He isn’t going to lift you out of this hole.” Can’t you imagine the serpent throwing that line? It’s so subtle. A good lie is 90% true. Satan reminds us what we’re seeing while simultaneously holding up the distorted lens we’re seeing it with.
Let’s shake off this lie; the goal of Jesus was not equality with God.
 
Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose. Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.21
 
Jesus doesn’t have love; He is love. Therefore Jesus came to us to be of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose. That is: seeking relationships through equality. This may sound controversial, but He regarded you and me as more important than Himself. Why? Because He is all loving. 
Why would Jesus wash the disciples' feet days before dying for them and us? Was He pulling them up to Heaven? Not in this world. He reanimated people, but never ascended anyone into their glorified bodies. Not yet. Instead He turned the world upside down.
The disciples were expecting this hierarchical king/priest combo meal. They expected Him to reach for the golden ring, equality with God Himself. He gave them the slip. The last thing they expected was for Him to go to the depths of hell.22
This is such a shocking contrast. Here is an example of how this grace works:
 
For I testify that according to their ability, and beyond their ability, [they gave] voluntarily,
But just as you excel in everything, in faith, speaking, knowledge, and in all earnestness and in the love we inspired in you, [see] that you also excel in this gracious work.
I am not saying [this] as a command, but as proving, through the earnestness of others, the sincerity of your love as well.
For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich.23
 
Paul notes that a particular gift is both voluntary not a command. So the grace of Jesus is egalitarian in nature. Just as the cross represents our vertical relationship with God and the horizontal relationship with our brothers and sisters, grace is horizontally oriented.
Jesus is not looking down at the survivor waiting for a time to pull them up to a greater hierarchical level. Rather, Jesus went to the lowest depths to fellowship with us where we are. Since Jesus embraced suffering, we should as well.  In doing so we enjoy the fellowship of His sufferings through the intimacy that is found through equality.
The word ‘equality’ has been hijacked and distorted by the communist community. The problem with communist perspective is that they seek to achieve this equality by force, as a hierarchical authority that presses down the people to make them equally desperate.
God’s approach is to offer equality to everyone, yet not by force. Romans 10:13 says,“Whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved”. This is a voluntary proposition. Whoever is πᾶς pâs, pas, meaning all, any, every, the whole. Anyone can have it, but it’s not a command. This is why countless people miss the grace of God. We can get mad at Him all we want - the grace, equality, and intimacy remains extended to us.
For reasons He has no obligation to reveal to us, we find ourselves in this reality.
Our reality is that our loved one didn’t pass away - they died. This is your reality going forward, which is a painful realization and emotion. How do we get there from here? We want to become the mayor of Realsville. What steps can we take? This is a big one.
The key is that we *want* to be mayor of Realsville - not that we enjoy the process. Jesus modeled that by enduring the cross, despising the pain, for the joy set before Him. Enjoying the pain is not required. In fact, go ahead and despise the pain. Hate it. But want it more than you hate it.
We’ve discussed that you never get over grief, but you can absolutely get your life back. 
You may think, “I know all of this.” Maybe you do. But time spent reminding you what is true is powerful. I’ve read the Bible many times. I read it because I catch new things every time as God shows me. If the survivor denies divine revelation tell them that their brilliance will pick up on new things.
The word remember is used over 200 times in Scripture. Remembering a principle strengthens our philosophy, and strengthening our philosophy strengthens our mentality or mental state.
 
Perspective Therapy
Faith is an ethic that we can only understand through God’s perspective. Someone in grief is hyper focused on the pain that their heart is feeling. They need to be able to zoom out from our own limited perspective to see the big picture of what life looks like even without their loved one.
All of our lives we acclimate to different situations and scenarios. This is good for us! Ultimately we all detach from this world like a velcro strip, so when we feel that ripping sound it’s a time to acclimate to His new place for us. Remember that as the bride of Christ we are escorted along the way. He sees to it.
God has a new purpose for us every day wherever we find ourselves. He made the fish swim, the birds to fly, and you to live. He gives you every breath that you breathe for a purpose. 
When someone loses a loved one there can be a crisis in not knowing what to do. In God’s economy that is not a problem because you are a human being, not a human doing. He takes great joy simply that you are.
God will help you with the doing part, just as he helped Elijah in his grief by giving him specific assignments.
We’ve zoomed out to look at this world from a distance to say that God put you specifically and purposefully for this year and span of life. He is a God of purpose and therefore he even had your location in mind as part of a greater story. What is your assignment now? Your assignment may be to discern your assignment. Now matter what it is, He equipped you specifically for your assignment with full knowledge of your limitations. 
The very One who created you is with you in your broken state. He knows what you dislike about yourself. He knows what you cannot do well. But the whole of you is specifically designed for your assignment. Your eye color. Your smile. The way you perceive things. It’s for your assignment, and not only that, it brings joy to your Creator.
Purpose is a big deal to someone suffering loss. If they don’t sense a purpose their own mental and physical health can take a turn for the worse. 
 
Care in the Kingdom of God
The Kingdom of God is not getting people to become born again, as evangelicals believe.
The Kingdom of God is not supernatural signs and wonders, as charismatics believe.
The Kingdom of God is God’s Spirit-led philosophy that we get to experience which may or may not include supernatural manifestation. That’s my definition.
Paul defined the Kingdom of God to the church in Rome, saying, "For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”
So the Kingdom of God is righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. It’s not the church or any group of people. It’s the philosophy that believers hear and apply.
The word philosophy may sound worldly, and perhaps that’s because every person adheres to a philosophy. They philo/love their sophy/thought. But our philosophy is more important than our theology because we wouldn’t have a theology without a fertile philosophy.
That’s why it’s unfruitful to cast your seed on the walkway, the rocks or amidst thorns. Rather we look for fertile soil. 
What if there was a place to preach the Kingdom to the young and old, to poor and rich, and to every ethnos imaginable? What if they were a captive audience, and in a mode of searching for truth. As a celebrant you have that option. 
The funeral industry needs people who can articulate the philosophy of the Kingdom. 
In the beginning was the Word - the logos.24 The spoken thought of God, from precept to concept to ideology to philosophy to theology and hopefully to biography of a faith showing great works that glorify God.
If the Word is the philosophy of the Kingdom of God, and that Word became flesh, namely Jesus Christ - then Jesus Christ is the personification of the Kingdom of God! 
 
Restoration and Redemption
So some people are said to fall into sin. That sounds so innocent. I don’t fall into sin, I cannonball into sin. There’s nothing accidental about it, so there’s no use minimizing my bad decisions. 
David sinned on a grand scale. He let it all slip away from him with Bathsheba and paid dearly for it. He writes, “Restore to me the joy of Your salvation,”25
שׁוּב shûwb, shoob - to restore, refresh, repair. David’s joy needed restoration.
If God is going to restore a person He is going to put them back where they were and minister to what broke them. That is why it is healthy to keep photos of them around the house. Someone may see that and say you need to move on. That person doesn’t understand the process of restoration. 
Restoration after a loss is making sense of how the world can work once again without them here physically. When you restore something you bring back the value of it. 
If I bought a beat-up 68 Camaro SS I would own a valuable car. I could then modify it as I fixed it, adding 10” slicks, a custom paint job, racing stickers, and much more. I could spend a lot of money doing so. On the other hand I could spend the same amount of money restoring it to its original specs, including some of the design ideas that date the car. Which would be more valuable?
The original designer of the car had a coherent design for the car. It was one vision. If I go in a different direction I risk devaluing the car. In the same way, when God restores you He’s not going to remove your quirks in the process. Could it be that He designed you with those quirks and limitations on purpose? I think that has to be the case. 
Is a person with down syndrome illegitimate? By no means - even though their limitations are woven into their entire person. Remember that this is a perfect God designing them. 
A person who questions the legitimacy of anyone with imperfections should ask themselves if the “mistake” is not in God’s design, but in their own perception.
What does it matter if we walk with a limp for the rest of our lives? What does it matter if our grief leaves a permanent mark? The important part is God’s visitation and His calling to suffer.
Later in life David reminds himself to court the Lord’s presence, singing, 
 
Bless the LORD, my soul,
And do not forget any of His benefits;
גְּמוּל gᵉmûwl, ghem-ool'; from the primitive root גָּמַל gâmal, gaw-mal' - to treat a person; treatment
 
Who pardons all your guilt, Who heals all your diseases;
Who redeems your life from the pit, Who crowns you with favor and compassion;
גָּאַל gâʼal, gaw-al' - Jesus gave His life as  a ransom to buy you back. He restores you by His grace. 
 
…Who satisfies your years with good things, [So that] your youth is renewed like the eagle.
The LORD performs righteous deeds And judgments for all who are oppressed.26
 
The Benefit of the Memories
Before I was married I would be driving alone and would reach to the passenger seat and take the hand of someone who wasn’t there. “Someday,” I would say.
I was making sense of my loneliness. When I built a friendship with my wife I would drive her around here and there. One day I asked if I could hold her hand. She told me that I warmed her heart by asking and she said yes.
There’s a chance I will be driving someday and she will have gone to be with Jesus. I’ll again reach out my weathered hand and say, “Someday...”
If she outlives me she may be the one saying that, but either way, God will restore. I survived before I met her. I experienced joy before I met her. I had a purpose before I met her.
What changed between before and afterward?  I danced. I married. I learned. I shared. I held. I matured. My spirit is forever changed from the experience. My spirit is forever changed.
 
And now I'm glad I didn't know
The way it all would end, the way it all would go
Our lives are better left to chance
I could have missed the pain
But I'd have had to miss the dance27
 
For me the experience of having loved and lost transcends whatever I may have learned from it. I have something special in my spirit that nobody can ever take away from me. 
 
Four Ways of Forgiveness
Cherishing the memories can have additional therapeutic value of helping us forgive the sins of the deceased that hurt us - possibly sins that preceded their death.
Unforgiveness has no place in the heart of a forgiven believer for just that reason - we were forgiven. We need to equalize here and do what we see the Father doing. He forgave us.
When I’m in unforgiveness I know full well that I have business to do with God. Those to whom you counsel know this too. Our voice is simply a confirmation. In fact everything we say teaches them accurate self-talk. We can expect our words will reverberate within them long after we’re gone.
 
When processing grief we have four main considerations:
	The sins of the deceased

	The sins of those who mis-treated us or the deceased

	The imagined “sins” of God

	Our sins toward the deceased, including perceived lack of sufficient prayer, care, etc.

 
Could anything be more complicated than loving someone deeply, weeping at their death, then discovering something about them that hurts to the core. It’s not something that you could confront, nor will they have a way to make things right. They’re dead. It’s over, but it still festers.
We’re most likely dealing with iniquity here. Iniquity comes from Latin, combining the prefix in, which means “not,” and aequus, which means “equal”. Do you see the theme here? So to account for what is not equal we have to make it equal.
This is impossible by earthly standards. We would have to deny reality. 
We need God to help us with this because we’re absolutely at an impasse, and one that could fester for the rest of our lives. That’s not a good feeling, but we’re driving into Realsville as a curious scientist and will reach a place of resolve, where the hurt doesn’t hurt like it once hurt. 
Dr. Cottle taught me a two-step formula for forgiveness that you can keep in your back pocket to address not only the sins of the deceased, but likewise our sins toward the deceased, the sins of those who mistreated us, or the imagined “sins” of God.28
First is to remember the sin or iniquity that hurts you directly or indirectly. We’re not forgiving yet, but we are now in Realsville. We’re not forgetting anything - in fact we want to call to mind the pain and anguish you experienced and write it out in detail. Be thorough. This is sensitive stuff, so take your time and be courageous. This is your opportunity to get it out without vengeance.
Once you’re done it might be tempting to leave it alone, but like a snake bite you have to treat it. Its nature is to damage you physically, spiritually, mentally and emotionally. But, “You’ve got to get it up to get it out.”29
The third step is to write out the sins and iniquities against Him of which He has forgiven you. Again, take your time in doing this. This is an equalizer. Freely you have received. Freely give. 
This injustice was an opportunity to experience the power of God. However insidious or diabolical God’s power is greater. How can something as immensely complicated as unforgiveness be addressed with two steps? Joseph had a very uncomplicated answer for his wicked brothers: “You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good.”30
Note that Joseph didn’t shy away from naming God as the source of his crisis, but if God initiated the crisis, he could have confidence that God would resolve the crisis. Bad people can do this, and Satan can do that, if your eyes are on God in all things, He can be glorified in all things.
Finally, we have been delegated the authority to forgive sins. After His resurrection, Jesus said to the disciples, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained”.31 We are the body of Christ, and the atonement for sin has already been accomplished for the survivor. We are commissioned for this as ambassadors.32
We can encourage them substantially by the words we use, stating realities they may have not yet accepted, such as:
Every second of prayer counted. Nothing was a waste. We just don’t know how He used it. It’s common for Satan to accuse the survivor of not praying enough, which we can catastrophize. Don’t catastrophize. You never were given responsibility to save them from death. God is not cruel. In fact Jesus already died for however you feel you came up short. We get to play a part in salvation, healing etc., but God is the one who does it. If He decided ‘no’ - it’s a ‘no’. 
We all die, and He alone makes that call. It seems godly to bask in guilt to get God’s attention, but He paid attention all along. It’s your decision to carry guilt, but it’s not your responsibility. 
Simon Peter says “Cast all your anxiety on Him because he cares for us”.33 Just throw it on him, and let him carry your burdens. This is the same Simon who cast his net at the peak of his discouragement. 
The NIV says to cast your cares. You weren’t done caring for your loved-one when they died. That care needs a place. Cast them upon the Lord. Look at God. Give Him those cares, then just hold Him and give Him the love you can no longer give your loved-one.
No matter how awful the death, God was there. He will judge and use that judgment to turn hearts. Just as David’s vigil for his son ‘failed’, our efforts are appropriate.34 
In this forgive yourself on earth as it is in Heaven. Amen.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 
When a Spouse Dies￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
The Bond of Love  
The trauma resulting from loss often introduces brain fog, which is very real and we see it all the time. But the trauma of losing a spouse is especially profound to the point that I consider it angelic intervention when a widow or widower can navigate through the funeral service. God’s grace is profoundly displayed. Grace is a person. He carried the cross. He can carry you.
For you who have lost your spouse and had fought hard for your marriage - you highly valued that commitment. It seems counterintuitive to walk away from a value so high, even though your spouse has passed. 
For as long as a person is married, their chief concern is whether they are doing all they can do to please their spouse. This is confirmed in 1 Corinthians 7:33.35 When my wife Melana is concerned about something her eyebrow muscles contract. I tell her it’s going to be okay and I literally massage her eyebrow muscles until she laughs. 
If your spouse has passed I want to give you two statements, and I want you to consider receiving them. First, “A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong to the Lord.” This is 1 Corinthians 7:39. It is possible and common for a person to feel bound to their spouse even after they die, but God has unbound you. You are free, as strange as that may feel. 
2 Samuel 23:10a reads, “but Eleazar stood his ground and struck down the Philistines till his hand grew tired and froze to the sword.” Our commitment can take us to the point that they have to pry our hand off of it. It’s honorable that you went the distance, and honorable that you have trouble imagining life without that commitment. 
There are many watching this, but the second statement I want to say just to you as God helps me. You have fulfilled your commitment. God has unbound you from it, and I unbind you from it. You are free from it. 
It’s important to note that your love for them is forever, unquestionably. But you can, as many do, both love and commit to someone new. You are free before God to do so.
Before we had our second child I wondered how it would be possible to love a second child as much as my first child, but I discovered with joy that our hearts were designed to grow. Your heart can do wondrous things. 
“When the Sadducees asked Jesus about marriage after death He replied, “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God. At the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. But about the resurrection of the dead—have you not read what God said to you, ‘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.””36
Jesus tells them that the afterlife does not include marriage, and that thinking that way underestimates the power of God. 
1 Corinthians 13:12 implies that we will know one another in Heaven, which is also confirmed by the story of the rich man and Lazarus.37 I can also reference the transfiguration in Luke 9:28-36. 
 
Heaven is a social place.38
✦Heaven is the CHRISTIAN’S HOME in 2 Corinthians 5:6, not just a house. In a home you know each other.
✦Heaven is the FATHER’S HOUSE in John 14:2. Can you imagine children inside their Father’s House not able to recognize one another?
✦Heaven is a FAMILY CIRCLE in Ephesians 3:15. Families interact and know each other.
✦Heaven is a KINGDOM. The King will be there. We shall see and recognize Him in all His beauty. Isaiah 33:17 says that we shall be like Him. Also 1 John 3:2. 
✦Our NAMES are written in Heaven in Luke 10:20. Our names represent our character and authority by definition, so we are already known there. Do you suppose that the cloud of witnesses know our names, yet don’t recognize us? 
✦Heaven is spoken of as a “BETTER COUNTRY” in Hebrews 11:16. I would contrast that in a worse country we are all strangers to each other. 
 
So yes, you will see your spouse again, but with a different purpose than marriage, procreation, child rearing, and date night. In short, our relationships will be far more wonderful.
Looking back to our earthly journey we return to the struggles of bereavement and forgiveness.
Forgiveness is similar to bereavement. Very similar. Bereavement comes from an Old English word that means “rob,” “deprive,” and “seize.” When a loved one is taken, usually through death, those who remain are often left in a state of bereavement.39
We see bereavement as a process, so why do we see forgiveness as a checklist item?
Both are about letting go of something you previously defended, whether it was a relational commitment or an injustice protested to God. 
I encourage you to be gentle with yourself in both, because the length of time you take with either is not a reflection of your character or lack thereof. Be gentle with yourself. Let the Holy Spirit be the one to bring conviction at the right time for you. Be gentle with yourself, as you are loved by a God who cherishes His beloved.
 
Nostalgia
When you look back, know that nostalgia is not just an activity. It’s reaching back to the past to bring to mind meaning for today. Talking about your deceased loved-one is therapeutic in that sense. It’s a vital relationship that remains vital today. 
Nostalgia is not a denial of reality or a resistance to acceptance. On the contrary, it’s a forward momentum; it’s a way to employ meaning from the past toward our present identity. 
There is absolutely nothing wrong with keeping memories alive and with keeping photographs on the wall - especially when you can ascribe additional meaning in realizing how God provided for you. It's a legacy. It’s where we came from, which has a curious ability to help us with where we’re going. 
A substantial aspect of my appeal to my wife is that I was made for her and vice-versa. Take away that and she wouldn’t have married me. So we get each other for a season, but that’s all. I had a childhood. It gives me substance, even today - even though I’m totally done with it.
Whoever survives between us will keep the nostalgia of our marriage just like the nostalgia of childhood. For better or for worse, those memories are part of us that we need not part with - ever - even if we remarry. Why would we? 
 
Don’t be afraid of sensory triggers. It’s a positive thing to bring to mind a warm memory. In fact, a study found that survivors indulging in nostalgia estimate the room temperature to be warmer than those not indulging in nostalgia.40
According to the research by Dr. Clay Routledge, not only does nostalgia reduce negativity, loneliness, and anxiety, but it increases positive emotions, optimism, and inspiration. Those increases counter depression.41
So a simple phone call to a sibling or friend who shares in your loss can lead to highly therapeutic story-telling, which not only meets our need for nostalgia, but it creates new memories of connection with those on the other end of the line. The beauty of this - especially with family - is that it may be the only point of agreement in some cases.
We did not choose our family, so it’s more likely to encounter philosophical and theological incompatibilities. Yet we likely have many more years of shared memories than with our friends. Nostalgia largely bypasses the philosophical and theological, so those stories are pure gold. So what if we don’t remember them accurately. They formed our identity. 
The best funerals, in my opinion, feature a simple, looping slideshow without music and a lot of story-telling, which is essentially group therapy. If you live-stream, you offer interaction and closure to everyone - not just to those with the logistical means to be there in person. The live-stream is recorded and can be revisited to combat loneliness. 
Families need not stress over the logistics of getting everyone there, nor the stress of a cinematic slideshow. It’s too much. Grab the best photos you can find and put them in a folder. Copy it to a thumb drive and give it to the funeral home. Done. If you come across more photos later, post them online, for more nostalgia, more interaction and even group therapy. 
 
How I Let Go of My Runaway Bride
I was once engaged, and one month before my wedding she gave me back my ring unexpectedly. My bereavement was held up by forgiveness, strangely enough. After months of fervent prayer God said, “If I brought her back to you would you want her back?” I shocked myself by saying, “No.” I wanted her back until I realized that I would not want her back. My value of dignity rose higher than my willingness to forgive anything and everything. That value ultimately delivered me from grief. I was revaluing myself in the mix, and my value no longer included her.
It’s common for a widow or widower to hold unconscious unforgiveness toward their spouse for leaving them via death. Others are quite conscious of their unforgiveness. Releasing the departed might be easier if protesting wasn’t so therapeutic. Their urn sits over here, then over there…then you try to clean and don’t know what to do with it.42 But either way, there comes a point when you recognize your own value in the mix and proactively affirm, actualize, and reinforce it in your world.
Part of releasing my runaway bride was in recognizing my own sins and mistakes, as minor as they were. I knew I was maturing when I began to see and accept those. God’s forgiveness toward me made it possible to release her without justifying or even understanding her departure. If God can be so radically forgiving toward me, I can imitate that. 
I have no idea where she is today, nor the son of whom I was prepared to stepfather. Without bitterness I can say I don’t care. My value is that she is free to learn and grow, and that all of God’s children are in God’s hands, and He alone knows their destiny. The miracle I experienced far surpasses any musings of the past - He didn’t heal my pulverized heart but rather replaced it with a new one. One year later I began falling in love with my wife of 16 years now.
If you understood the wonders that your loved one is presently experiencing, would you want them to come back? Would you want for them to be free? If God literally gave you the choice, what would you choose?
 
Complicated Grief
If grief doesn’t go away, that’s the sign of the impact they made in your life. It’s like a wedding ring - they look pristine in the beginning. The nicks and scratches are the mark of adventure.
Complicated grief is like being in an ongoing, heightened state of mourning that keeps you from healing. Signs and symptoms of complicated grief may include: Intense sorrow, pain and rumination over the loss of your loved one.
The Mayo Clinic recommends that you contact your doctor or a mental health professional if you have intense grief and problems functioning that don't improve at least one year after the passing of your loved one.43 I would say fourteen months, as the one year anniversary is intensely painful for everyone I’ve known.
We may find ourselves alone, but are not to grieve alone. On the same token, we are not to let others grieve alone. We may just be a squirrel in their world, but we’re certainly more entertaining than the paint texture on their bedroom wall.
 
Healed people heal people
The cynical version of that is that hurt people hurt people.
You say it’s true that hurt people hurt people, so you look at hurt people with suspicion adding another layer of discouragement on them, depressing any hope they have of social acceptance.
Hurt people do act out. 
Hurt animals will bite you.
That is why hurt is an enemy.
But what of grief? It’s a lifelong condition. People are never the same, and never could be. 
If maturity was Jesus’ dream for us, as we see throughout the New Testament, what if that maturity is the healing? When a wound is stabilized and wrapped the wound goes through a process of maturity. Once it completes this process it is said to be healed, but the scar is still there - it is simply a wound that matured. 
We’re not supposed to enter Paradise without scar or blemish. Jesus didn’t!
I always picture the holocaust victims entering Paradise with torn-up, burned, mangled bodies. Looking closer I see the look of their countenance - utter horror. Abandonment. They had to feel incredulous and confused. Uncommon pain in common, forgotten faces. I wonder about their thoughts. “Didn’t my life matter?” “How could they just kill us?” “How could they be so cruel?” “Why couldn’t we be saved?” I just think of that hurt - that freshly wounded spirit, still in shock. Adrenaline still in their veins. What an awkward homecoming.
How does Jesus resolve their injustice? Their indignity? It’s easy to be offended on their behalf. Plus, it’s not just the holocaust, but the countless millions killed by communism, totalitarianism and abortion. The utterly pure lives of the unborn with their perfect bodies torn apart by forceps. They didn’t have words to use - only muffled cries. They were received into this world by their murderer and go on to the afterlife received by their Savior. What happened in between? 
To consider these scenarios so frankly challenges the depth of Jesus. Yes, He endured as much, and horrifically so, but wasn’t He supposed to endure that so that we didn’t have to experience it? Is Jesus’ salvation limited? Before you take offense on their behalf, consider the purpose of His words to take up our cross and follow Him. The martyrs throughout history who did just that died awful deaths. Should we be offended on their behalf as well?
We could be offended like Israel fleeing Egypt, where they had food, clothing, shelter, and not much else. By following they took on risk, threat and a manna diet. Which was better? What kind of salvation was it? It was to create in us a spirit that would be unstoppable.
I bring up the hard stories because we need to be prepared for them. We just helped with a funeral of a three year-old little girl. We have suicides, murders and all kinds of painful scenarios. One of my mentor ministers almost renounced his faith while helping a family, unable to comprehend how a loving God could allow that kind of pain. 
Yes, God allows that kind of pain, but we don’t experience the supernatural grace God gives to survivors. God takes people to places they thought they could never go, both good places and bad places.
The key for us as ministers is not to steal their problems. A counselor can worry and lose sleep about every scenario, but God has not given us the grace. It’s like trying to lift a barbell that we are not trained to lift. We are trained to help people *navigate* these situations, and it’s crucial that we factor in the power of God’s grace.
God will meet you there. Every victim of injustice and those who loved them are met with God’s grace to work through it. It’s their grace, which is why we can’t understand it. 
When I hear someone worrying about the future, you can agree with them that, yes, the worst can happen. We can develop contingency plans, but in terms of fear, we’ve got to realize that God gives us grace when it’s needed. If I worry outside of that I’m lifting what I’m not trained to lift, and the strain can give me something real to worry about.
If you need more worry, it’s easy to find. A much better focus is the grace of God. Paul says, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good - (agathos - a good, useful, joyful nature).” Agathos is a primary word, so translators are very clear in what good means.  
On that token, God knows the difference between good and evil, blessing and cursing. I say that because we can adopt the thinking that God is sadistic and can’t relate to our needs. He knows us because He designed us, including our tastes and loves. Weeping may endure for the night, but joy comes in the morning. God gives us seasons.
 
The Romans 7:18 Principle: 
Nothing Good Lives in Me  
“I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.”44 Here Paul reveals our total inability meets God’s power, passion, and willingness to help us, because we are often able to pull-off doing good.
The story of Job proves that God has a vested interest in your success with a passion that we don’t miss His will. In Jeremiah God says, “Oh, do not do this abominable thing that I hate!”45
Jesus was never the same after the cross. Before He had been the Creator of all things. But because He not only has love, but is love, He humbled Himself and became one of us. In a sense He died to Himself by being born. That was a huge sacrifice. But to be mocked, stripped naked and crucified forever changed Him even more. Even His ascension, where He received the joy set before Him and took His bride, He also took on all of our sin and debt.
The cross wasn’t the end of His suffering for us. In Acts 9:4 He visits Saul, who would become Paul. He asks, “Why are you persecuting me?” Persecuting, the Greek verb διώκω diṓkō, dee-o'-ko, is a present Active Indicative. This is long after the crucifixion and ascension and yet He is still presently receiving persecution. Why? Because His bride is suffering. If you’re a husband and your bride is suffering, you hurt. You cry out for her. You long to find a solution. 
If you’re not convinced that Jesus doesn’t feel our pain, consider Romans 8:34 that tells us that Jesus presently intercedes for us.  Intercedes, ἐντυγχάνω entynchánō, en-toong-khan’-o., is also is a present Active Indicative. Jesus is actively appealing to His Father on our behalf. Romans 8:27 and Hebrews 7:25 confirm this as well. Three times He confirms this to let us know we are serving an active, loving, living Savior. This is a legal appeal, like that of Act 25:24, but also an emotional appeal like that of Hebrews 5:7-9, which adds that He became the source of eternal salvation for all those who obey Him. All means us too. That passage is a nail in the coffin of nihilism and deism.
It doesn’t matter if you’re a futurist, preterist or pantheist. Acts 2:39 says that the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off. That. Means. Us. We are the ‘all who are far off’. We are not contemporaries of Luke, the author of Acts. We are far off, but we are absolutely included in the promise, the love, and the intercession. If that is not so, then God is a liar, and I would strongly advise against that wager. 
People flippantly do it all the time. They decide for God that He doesn’t love them. Think of how utterly offensive this feels to a Savior who not only poured His life out to make intercession for us, but who continues to do so both legally and emotionally. He married us - do you think He got the better end of the deal? He cut a covenant with us, legally and permanently declaring that what is mine is yours and what is yours is mine. 
At the risk of insulting God, that is a really, really bad deal from my perspective.  All that’s Yours is mine and all that’s mine is Yours? What do I have to give God? My toothbrush? Yes, God, you may have my toothbrush. It’s kind of nasty and worn out, but it’s all yours.
I know that the covenant includes all that I am, but I’m illustrating absurdity with absurdity. Who am I that God would grant me the kingdom? He adopted me. I am now actually a son of the King of Kings. I am given a robe of white. I have a new name - one that He Himself gave me. I’m now an ambassador of Christ Himself. Could anything be more humbling?
 
Distinguishing Your Trainer 
From Your Enemy
How do you separate intimate cooperation and partnership with malevolent disaster? Logically there should be no interruption. It should be either continual disaster or perpetual blessing. The pat-answer that we live in a fallen world is insufficient to me. A fallen world rings of imperfection, which doesn’t reflect a perfect God. A perfect training course is closer, but incomplete as it doesn't account for the depth of evil that can hit us.
A good trainer gives you just enough resistance to build muscle through mild discomfort. A bad trainer adds too much resistance and injures the athlete. A good trainer sends you to a perfect obstacle course. A bad trainer just wants to inflict pain. 
But if we have a good trainer and are hit by a devastating catastrophe, the good trainer failed to protect us and is therefore not a good trainer. Many would rather have the bad trainer so at least they know what to expect. Their logic is not bad based on their experience. 
What they miss is the adversarial dynamic of Satan. I don’t like mentioning him, as it can make me look paranoid, and since we can’t see Satan, the mention of him can ring of conspiracy. But ultimately we have to look at reality. We have evidence of malicious evil, often unconnected with people. Cancer is a good example. Nobody inflicted us with it, yet it’s evil. We know that Jesus didn’t send it, as He is interceding for us. For Jesus to send malicious evil would make Him double-minded, and James tells us that’s not the case.46
Satan is the antithesis to a loving God, which is easy enough to understand. The hard part is why He is allowed access to us. The reality is that we allowed access. This doesn’t necessarily mean that you or I allowed that access. The access was given in the Garden of Eden, but we can’t really punish them. 
 
Let Yourself Be Led
So our goal should be to balance the objective and subjective in order that we could become lead-able. Paul describes it as learning this secret in order to be able to do all things through Christ who strengthens us.
God knows what is a blessing and what is a curse. Paul learned the secret of both - I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. The secret, my take, includes suffering and pain. 
You hear a survivor say, “I never thought I could feel this much pain.” The best answer is, “But here you are doing it; and you’re surviving.” Those words can give a sense of accomplishment - of gain - to someone feeling painful loss. 
This is a good place to observe the reaction of the survivor to see if they embrace or resist. It’s interesting that three similar greek words describe unbelief:
The adjective ἄπιστος [apistos], a compound of the negative prefix and pistos [faithful, reliable], refers to that which is “incredible, unbelieving”.
The noun version is ἀπιστία [apistia], and is famous for the phrase, “I do believe. Help me with my unbelief.” 
But the verb ἀπιστέω [apisteō], also derives from apistos, means “to disbelieve, be faithless”. A Greek–English Lexicon defines it as “,refuse to believe;”47
So we can simply lack faith, have unbelief we need to work through, or have an active refusal to believe, implying resistance and cynicism.
Cynicism says that certainly God just wants to give us pain, and enjoys inflicting us. Of course this cognitive dissonance surfaces by observing how many blessings God also gives. To list them out is ridiculous as there are so many, but sometimes we illustrate the absurd with absurdity, as Rush Limbaugh always said.     
This is a debate tactic dating back to the Roman era called "Reductio ad absurdum" (Latin) or "reduction to absurdity" (English). It illustrates that a statement is false by showing that a false, untenable, or absurd conclusion follows from its acceptance.
But the cynic may say something like, “I suffer loss because I enjoyed love. I had someone taken because I received someone. I hurt because I was happy.” It would follow, then, that the cynic would be better off worshiping Satan, who would probably be nicer according to that logic. I probably wouldn’t say that because these expressions are not rationally based, but are expressions of emotional desperation warranting compassion. Yes, you may have an answer, but I believe the most effective question is simply, “What were they like?”
You can refer to the pictures for the slideshow to point out some things. First, the memories are treasures. Second, we are a better person because we loved. Third, their spirit will always be with me, both in this life and the afterlife. Fourth, even the pain of loss is a benefit in-that it adds to the list of all things I can do through Christ who strengthens me.
Giving them your time and compassion as an ambassador of Christ is an illustration that God’s nature is not to give His son a stone when he asks for bread, or a snake when he asks for fish.48 God is not vindictive toward us, but it can absolutely feel that way when He is after a greater purpose.
 
God Allows and Uses Suffering
Nobody - Christian or atheist - thinks that suffering is nothing. It’s a common thread. We all viscerally react to human or animal suffering. I would venture to say that most people would even be willing to risk injuring themselves if it meant that a suffering creature could be set free. People are awesome on this point, because we all have experienced suffering ourselves.
Amidst a seeker-sensitive church culture, suffering is a weapon of scoffers to “prove” the non-existence of God, or at least argue for deism. As Christians, we might make the same argument in our thoughts, or even turn away from the Lord.
I understand turning away from God in anger and offense, but to say it disproves God’s existence is foolish since it implies both a judgment and a standard. The judgment is that God’s alleged immorality nullifies the possibility of Him existing. Further, how could you determine a standard without God? 
So we cannot logically nullify God’s existence due to suffering, and we cannot judge God’s standards without our own subjective standard. 
Then the very most we could say regarding the horror we see is that we don’t like it. That is a fair statement. I don’t like it either. There is our common thread. We have no standing to judge God, but we can certainly complain.
The scoffer will be happy to know that many heroes of the Bible made big complaints toward God, in fact they were truly artisans as they fashioned their complaints without fear of angering God. 
Healthy marriage relationships include carefully fashioned complaints about each other. The trick is to make your case without diminishing the dignity of one other.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5 
Splashes of Heaven￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
Refuse to be Deterred by Pain
We should consider that we can withstand far more pain than we realize, and perhaps God wants to show us that potential within us. We want to rescue our loved-ones from a long, painful illness, but what if they are discovering God’s grace in the midst of it?
Do you remember Kerri Strug and the 1996 Olympics? In order for the USA team to beat the Russians she needed a 9.2, well within her ability. But on her first attempt she under-rotated, fell and heard a snap in her ankle. Everybody knew she was injured and there was a controversy on whether a young girl should make a second attempt on an injured ankle.
Some said coach Károlyi should call it off, or her parents should do something to stop her. She had previously been injured in a fall, and had endured a long recovery.49
Still, she was the last to vault for team USA and the only hope for a gold medal. She made the decision herself, risking permanent injury.
She won gold for her and her team. Today Strug is a marathon runner and professional ice skater, so the pain turned out to be temporary. 
What does a nihilist do with Kerri’s decision? What does a nihilist do with the concept of glory itself? If life is meaningless then so is enduring through pain. So is any goal that makes life more meaningful and rewarding.
Believers navigate suffering far better than atheists psychologically, and clearly logically as well. We believe God sets things right, as God is just. He is also good in spite of suffering.
Finally, once she completed her goal, coach Károlyi picked her up and held her. Touch is essential, be-it hugs,￼[image: Image] being held, or receiving a professional massage. Grief produces a pain-like state. Tactile contact is a mediation for pain and grief. The neurosystems of social pain are built on the same framework as physical pain. In short, touch ministers.50
Splashes of Heaven
You probably have also heard of Joni Eareckson Tada. Her ministry stems from successfully working through life of quadriplegia, overwhelming pain and breast cancer. 
Her husband was driving her home from chemotherapy. They started discussing how suffering is like a little splash of hell kind to get you thinking about the real hell God has rescued us from. Joni asked, “Well then what are splashes in heaven? Are they the days when there is no pain? The sun is coming up and the birds are singing. The sky is bright, everything is rosy?”
She said, “No. No, I think that a splash of heaven is finding Jesus in your splashes of hell. There's nothing more sweet than finding Jesus with you right in the middle of your hell.”51
This was an emotional turning point for Joni - an epiphany that echoed her experience when she initially accepted her paralysis. Her depression lifted because she had a renewed perspective on happiness.
It’s true. Happiness is relational. If you ask the average person to describe paradise, they will likely tell you it’s sitting on a secluded beach with an alcoholic beverage. 
My friend tried this. She flew to the Virgin Islands to a remote place and found a spot on the beach. She was absolutely miserable and could not explain why. 
Relationship is paradise, which is why grieving is so, so painful. 
When you lose someone, it makes absolute sense that you feel the pain you are feeling. There is nothing wrong with you. You should feel pain at the loss of that relationship. It is right and appropriate.
Why would saying something like this make someone feel better? Because it takes them to the center of their pain. Why is it therapeutic for a grieving widow to go from the phrase, “My husband passed on,” to, “My husband is dead.”? Because it takes them to the center of their pain, and in the center of their pain they see a splash of heaven. They experience Jesus' comfort. In the spirit they are watching Jesus actively, presently washing their feet.
“And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His power.”52 The word nature is ὑπόστασις hupŏstasis, hoop-os'-tas-is - a setting or placing under; thing put under, substructure, foundation. A very common greek word, it comes from ὑπό hupŏ, hoop-o'. The picture is this - God is not up there waiting for us to get our act together to reach Him. The purpose of Emanuel, God with us, is that He comes down to us and even lower that He can lift us up from ‘under’ as a Savior who casts aside the mud and rock that buries our lifeless existence dead in sin, but then His arm digs underneath us to lift. Then He cleans us.53 We’re no longer slipping amidst the mud and rocks. He gives us a new foundation on which to stand.
 
Praying with Authenticity
Please don’t kidnap people with long prayers. You’ll almost always have more zeal than the person you’re praying for. Let them go, or at least set expectations if you think your prayer will last longer than a minute. 
You can always pray later.  
Some will be okay talking with you about their grief, but still have bitterness toward God for their loss. Even a short prayer might be hard for them. Always get their permission before an intense prayer or if you have an impartation for them.
My favorite style is whatI call the May prayer. You’re talking to them, then seamlessly transition into your hopes for them. May you learn how to pray in this way. May these prayers always hit the mark. May God speak to you while you are praying this way. In Jesus name, Amen. 
That is an example of a May prayer. Our conversation was not interrupted, we simply brought God into the conversation without even closing your eyes. Sometimes they don’t even realize that you just prayed for them! 
If you feel a word for them you can likewise share it with them seamlessly as well. You don’t have to bow your head and sheepishly come into God’s presence. He instructed us to boldly come before the throne of grace. You’re pulling your Daddy into the conversation.
The eyes are the window to the soul, so if you’re talking to them while you’re praying, they’re far more apt to receive because there’s no variation between the conversation you just shared and the prayer. That consistency is authenticity to them. Plus you’re less likely to massively overuse the words ‘just’ and ‘Father God’.
To the recipient it’s like some weird hesitant person took over the person who was so easy to talk to a second ago.
Personally I don’t like prayer on someone else’s terms. I don’t like not knowing when they’re going to wrap it up. It’s like a phobia with me, and I doubt I’m alone in this. With the May prayer the recipient has the opportunity to interject conversationally. That will give you a huge indication of where they want to go with this. If they close their eyes, go ahead into deeper prayer and impartation. If they say something like, “I appreciate your time,” I would take that as a cue to wrap it up. 
If you were pouring a glass of water for them they would give you similar feedback. They are the recipients. If they said, “Thank you, that’s good,” and you continued to fill the glass to the top, you would cease to be helpful.
 
Racking up Wins
When someone grieves, they appreciate any victories they can manage. Everything they do is accomplished through a foggy mind, so having someone helping them who can also relate to them is meaningful ministry.
It’s important to note that the reason that grief doesn’t “go away” is because in order to stay connected with your loved one, a part of you has joined them in the spirit. I can’t explain the mechanics of that statement, so take it for what it’s worth. 
It’s like the boy with a desk next to a window at school. It’s hard to concentrate when you just want to  be on that playground. 
A help for this is realized connection, an awareness of the presence of their spirit - biblically speaking, their glorified body. There is power in knowing that a special person is there. 
A perennial (longstanding) narrative gives us comfort because we know what to expect from the other person. Losing that is scary, and one of the more painful aspects of loss. That perennial narrative is not lost in a carbon-based sense, which I don’t want to diminish in any way. 
Part of the purpose of our latter years is to shift from our carbon-based reality to our spiritual reality where our perennial narrative and all our memories are very well chronicled. 
The fact that you’ll never be the same is a good thing. Life demands that. But one of the gifts that remain following the death of a spouse is time. We can invest that to establish new relationships and bolster old ones. We are continually adjusting to our surroundings and need vital relationships with those who encourage the newer version of you to come forward. 
 
To Live is Christ
We’re not rookies at acclimating to new environments. I once lived in a womb where everything was perfect. If I knew then what I know now I would’ve never left that place! But that’s not the point. 
This world is a womb of sorts that we’re ultimately growing out of. Every newborn is at some point half in and half out, working their way into God’s destiny. For this reason, our destiny is just as glorious at 80 as 21. If you add however many years we have left on earth to eternity and the answer is eternity.
So we come to terms with the fact that God hasn’t taken us yet, so we’re staying here for now. Why are we staying? Paul writes to the Philippians in 1:22 But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. But I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better; yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sakes.
The more important reason is that God hasn’t bid us to go. We are not God; we don’t control Him as to our span of life. Rather He leads us.
What sense does it make for us to kill ourselves to see the one who commands us not to hurt ourselves. Do we think He’ll be excited to see us early? No - rather we live for others like Paul chose life to live for the Philippians.
The spirit of suicide may be seeking to take others in that family. Some do so in an event, and others accommodate suicide on the installment plan via addiction self-abuse. The first step away from this tempting draw is the commitment to fight. Perhaps that includes the accountability of sharing with someone what this temptation looks like. 
Communication is essential. Of course the enemy is going to be constantly speaking lies, but he is hatching full schemes to draw you away from the Truth. No, Satan won’t even let us grieve. He is evil in every way, but our God has equipped us for the fight. Having been in many fights I can tell you that the most important part of any fight is to realize you’re in a fight. Once you have that, of course you will win. 
Along the way we do miss the vulnerability we had with our loved-one. They had shortcomings, but that was okay because they knew our shortcomings too. Vulnerability is a connection point.
They helped us see who we are, and now they’re gone. What now? Like it or not we’re committed to growth. We’re committed to finding other people to show us who we are through - you guessed it - vulnerability. This is why group therapy is so powerful and essential.
 
God’s Perennial Narrative 
With Us
To get an intimate read of the Bible you look at the exegetical principle of audience relevance. You learn all you can about the world at the time it was written, and particularly to those receiving those words.
God reads us in the same way. He knows our surroundings. He knows the clock radio we look at in the middle of the night and the walls in our room that we gaze at in sadness. By knowing us He can relate to us - and He is willing. Matthew 8:3a says, “Jesus reached out with His hand and touched him, saying, “I am willing…””
Consider God in the Old Testament as well, and some of the things He said that show us His heart as a person:
So the LORD relented of the harm which He said He would do to His people.54
And God sent an angel to Jerusalem to destroy it; but as he was about to destroy it, the LORD saw and was sorry about the catastrophe, and said to the destroying angel, “It is enough; now relax your hand.”55
The LORD regretted that he had made human beings on the earth, and his heart was deeply troubled.56
If I needed anything I would not tell you.57
These are what a poker player would call a tell. Yes, God can separate Himself from us and be perfectly fine, except that an all-loving God needs a recipient of that love. Just as Jesus said that the very rocks would cry out if we didn’t, the eyes of the Lord search the world for people, not rocks. 
The desire of His heart is relationship. He Himself longs for us. Furthermore, we’re not in our passionate responses to the pain of lost relationships. Truly - what a friend we have in Jesus. He knows us.
 
What it Means to Seek His Face
We seek His face to know Him. 
 
Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of the Law, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is holy to the Lord your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law.
 
Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.”
 
The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a holy day. Do not grieve.”
 
Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to them.58
 
The face of God was joy, and the people were weeping. They were missing the moment, so Nehemiah and the Levites lifted their chin.59
We can feel in the spirit when it’s time to grieve and when it’s time to laugh. In grief God gives us peace - we need to receive that, as it’s His leading we need to follow.
One thing that gets to me when we’re doing a funeral is arriving before everyone else and seeing the open casket with nobody else in the room. In natural interpretation they are all alone, but the spiritual reality is that Jesus is welcoming them into paradise. His face is inviting, but you could miss that by simply noticing a dead person alone in a room. 
Over the years I’ve heard many people comment at an open casket that it’s like they aren’t in the body, and they’re right. They’re no longer constrained to their carbon-based body. They are completely free. The last enemy to be defeated is death, and they have indeed finished the race and received the crown that Jesus has prepared for them. Jesus has given them a name that they have never known and He speaks it over them in affectionate tones. Ps 116 says, “Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his saints…you have freed me from my chains. I will sacrifice a thank offering to you and call on the name of the LORD.”
Our loved one no longer lives in a human tent constrained to certain times and certain spaces. That was their carbon-based existence. Today eternity has opened up to them. Forever. Paradise. It's a sweet fellowship with the Father. Jesus. The Holy Spirit. The angel Gabriel. Elijah. Moses. The disciples. The Virgin Mary. John the Baptist. Noah. Mary Magdalene. Abraham. Jacob. Esther. Isaiah. David. The angels that fought for us. The Cherubim. The Seraphim. Countless loved ones - and each one of them finally has their theology straight! It’s Thanksgiving with perfect love. It’s Christmas without stress. It’s dancing without fatigue. It’s beholding face to face vividly. Warmly. Peacefully. Joyfully. It’s on Heaven as it is in Heaven. It’s realized resurrection power. It’s the deepest intimacy that never goes away.
 
But Why?
Even so, our heart wants to know why we couldn’t have had more time with them. So the reality is that we hurt for ourselves far more than for them, and that isn’t bad. Self-interest is not self-centeredness. We care for friends and family, but we are called to govern ourselves. It may seem that God wants us to get the focus off of ourselves, but that’s not an ideal. Otherwise He would create a world where we had no personal needs so we could solely focus on others. 
God has designed a big chunk of our lives to be self-focused, and there is nothing wrong with that. But looking introspectively often stirs questions about God’s sovereignty vs ours. How much control do we really have over our lives?
In grief counseling this is a Pandora's box. We reach the boundaries where our systematic theology ends and mystery begins. For me I have to remind myself that I’m there to listen, not to have an answer to every question. That’s not to say answering questions isn’t fruitful.
Answering questions provides structure amidst the brain fog of trauma, so I’ve done my best to keep up - especially when these questions can mean the difference between a healthy or destructive recovery.
For a Christian with a mentality that all things work together for good, there is no such thing as a tragedy. True - but questions about sovereignty confront that mentality hard. 
I remember having theological questions at church camp as a young teen. They seemed trivial to my counselors and went unanswered. I left the faith as a result. There was nothing trivial about the warfare over my soul. It led to six years of rage and bad decisions. 
Questions of sovereignty are questions of God’s competence. If God is found incompetent, I become God by default. Not good.
 
Sovereignty
The hard questions of predestination regarding the death of a loved-one are:
	Is God truly sovereign?

	Is God complicit in evil?

	Is God subject to our will?

I’ve heard ministers try to console the family by saying that God was just as surprised as we are that this happened. The motive is pure - defending God from culpability in the death of a loved-one so that the family isn’t mad at God. I can identify with why the minister would teach this, but he was wrong.
When I’m hit by evil, I don’t care if God was complicit or not. That doesn’t heal. What heals is knowing God’s sovereign attributes are unwavering. So the question of sovereignty is more important to the survivor. 
Charles Spurgeon says, “There is no attribute more comforting to His children than that of God’s sovereignty.”60
Bill Evans says, “There is only one thing more frightening than the belief that God sovereignly controls evil - the belief that He doesn’t.”61
The well-intentioned minister defending God should consider the vacuum he creates by dethroning God to make Him innocent. 
1. If God had nothing to do with it, He was powerless to stop it. 
2. If God had nothing to do with it, He feasibly wasn’t even there.
3. If God had nothing to do with it, we have no hope of intervention.
We know that 100% of us will die, so who are we to question the timing of it? If we want an innocent God, then He is powerless in the death of every one of us.
Not only death, an innocent God is powerless against everything we call evil in this world. Even a single mosquito bests God if that’s the case. Was God involved in Paul’s thorn in the flesh? Yes. Is God involved in every trivial roll of the dice? Yes. Was God involved in the crucifixion? Yes.
So the greater question is because God is involved with all manner good and evil, how is He not culpable?
Before we look at that, we should consider the ramifications of God being so thoroughly involved in our world. That gives me comfort. 
Would God be justified to be culpable? According to our perception - no. But our perception discounts the evil that we entertain and feed. We discount the purpose of this world as a boot camp. 
The Four Prevailing Systems of Sovereignty are Calvinism, Arminianism, Molinism, and Open Theism. Each of these are their own can of worms, and each leads into mystery.
So a part of that mystery is the lack of culpability of the God who not only created evil, but allows it. I equate it to the father who warns his child not to play with matches. But then the child sees his dad not only buy matches, but using them to light the wood stove. The child has questions. I have questions. Neither of us understands the perspective of the father. It's a mystery.
My problem with Calvinism is the idea that because of the systematic 5-points there is, alas, no more mystery. That's where *some* Calvinists become dogmatic and call everyone else heretics, while waist-high in this mystery.
Part of this is the idea that God doesn't share His sovereignty with us, which means we're powerless. So Pentecost is a real problem to many Calvinists. Last night I was listening to the late RC Sproul, who I love, call us charismatics apostates and heretics.62 God can indeed be touched by us. At times God will not be touched by us. God’s sovereignty is not threatened by anything.
John Calvin himself was a tyrant, as chronicled by his contemporaries. Durant writes:
 
Two things are especially to be noticed in the holy reign of terror which Calvin established and left behind him as a legacy to Geneva: first, the vast extension given to the idea of crime, and next, the worse than Draconian severity of the punishments inflicted. Adultery was repeatedly punished with death. A child was beheaded for having struck (her) father and mother. Banishment, imprisonment, in some cases drowning, were penalties inflicted on unchastity.63
 
In spite of these abuses6465, Calvinism own the space regarding predestination. But in my opinion, mystery is beautiful. I speak in tongues - I can't explain it, but I certainly did not manufacture it. God speaks to me. That doesn't mean I'm better than anyone. It means I needed some instruction. I'll own that. ;o)
 
Emotionally-Charged Questions
I could’ve composed this course with a collection of memes, but healing needs to go a lot deeper than a quote. I’ve been hit with some of the following emotionally-charged questions, and I want you to be better prepared than I was. These are rarely rational questions, and have rarely been scrutinized, yet they are questions that are often make or break. They may determine the future of a person’s faith. 
In the example of a death of a son, people will ask if the gospel is implying:
…that my son died because I didn’t pray hard enough? (Arminianism)
Would God put an overwhelming yoke like that on our shoulders when Jesus said His yoke is easy and His burden is light? Do we know all the variables involved? Is this an opportunity to trust through pain just as Jesus did?
…that God killed my son? (Calvinism)
We all die via the curse from the forbidden fruit, so technically you are correct, but it is the snake, Adam and Eve who are ultimately culpable.
…that God allowed Satan to kill my son in spite of my prayers? (Any)
God is love. Would love act vindictively? God hears our prayers, but they don’t factor the same, just as a child’s plea to their parents. Often our parents know things that we wouldn’t understand yet.
…that God was there when my son died and did nothing? (Calvinism)
God is omnipresent (everywhere). That is a well-substantiated doctrine. If a philosophy counters that, the philosophy is wrong on that point. The philosophy would have to disprove the canon of Scripture to win that point. We posit the existence of God through the impossibility of the contrary and always invite a response to the evidence.
…that God was so powerless that He couldn’t save my son? (Any)
Besides cynicism, what would suggest that God was powerless? Yes, He had the power to physically save. Is He immoral if He doesn’t explain why He didn’t? Is it possible that it’s better for you not to know? Is it possible that there are variables that would hurt you more to know? Is it possible that you might discover these variables in time?
…that my most heartfelt prayer wasn’t important enough for God to answer? (Arminianism)
All of your prayers are important to God - not just your most desperate ones. Our human parents don’t love to the level of God. They/we sometimes ignore or disregard. God is love, and created you with purpose. You may feel helpless, but always know that you are heard.
…that God can help me heal when He couldn’t help my son heal? (Any)
This is based on the presupposition that God couldn’t help your son heal, which isn’t true. So the question is, “Can God help me heal?’ Historically we see it throughout the Bible. I myself have been healed, so you’ll need to consider that evidence.
…that God is cruel? (Any)
God is love, and Scripture cannot be broken, so to prove He is cruel you’ll need to disprove the Bible which will leave you a nihilist, which will make the question itself pointless to ask. I don’t deny the pain behind the question. Simon shared your pain in John 6:66-68 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” Simon is basically saying, “Don’t think I haven’t considered leaving, but…” Life is cruel, but God is good. That’s where our faith is stretched and strengthened. 
These questions are best answered by theology proper, not the theo-philosophical constructs of Calvinism, Arminianism, Molinism, or Open Theism Theology proper is the most substantially validated collection of doctrines of the Bible. So why start with the theo-philosophical?
“The state of fallen man is such that he readily listens to any theory which makes him even partly independent of God.”66 If we are going to be dogmatic about anything it should be theology proper - the attributes that are on display throughout Scripture.
If you get caught in a conundrum, a circular argument that goes nowhere, the attributes will give you the perspective to find your way out. For example you have the classic conundrum that if God can do anything, can He create a rock too heavy for him to lift. The answer is in His attributes. 
My snarky answer is that yes, He could not lift the rock to stone the woman caught in adultery. His character prevented Him. In the same way, His character prevents Him from being cruel, from withholding power without a reason, from disregarding our pain, from creating a world in-which He is powerless, from not even being there while our loved-one dies, from killing someone close to us, and from laying blame on us for not praying hard enough.
 
His yoke is easy, but we’ve got to trust in that!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6 
Escape from Escapism￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
The Dark Side of Bad Prophecy
If it’s painful to look back on our prayers, we should look for presumption. Did we put words in God’s mouth? That’s a hard, hard question to ask. Was the prophetic word that we received from brother wonderful a word of prophecy or optimism?  
I’m not saying that we should disregard the prophetic. I’m saying that sometimes it smells in the nursery, but we don’t throw out the baby with the bathwater. The problem with the prophetic is that it’s managed by well-meaning but fallible people. 
I have a love/hate relationship with the prophetic because I’ve seen how badly it can wound someone’s faith. We mean well. We want to empower the hurting, but we’ve got to shut our mouth if we’re not deadly serious that God wants to speak through us. 
Many don’t know the painful history of the church in regard to the end of the world. Like prophecies of healing, I believe them to be well-meaning in nature. Others were those seeking fame, fortune or just attention in general. 
The following list is painful to read, but it highlights how destructive “missing it” can be, and shows how subservient any one of us can be when someone says, “Thus says the Lord.” I want to validate your God-given right to be skeptical. As I read these, imagine the pain and confusion these false prophecies left behind, and imagine how Jesus might have felt watching these disasters unfold:
Documented predictions of Christ’s coming include 44 (AD), 53, 80, 100, 130, 381, 400, 435, 470, 500, 950, 964, 965, 968, 969, 979, 983, 987, 989, 990, 992, 994, 999, 1000, 1002-3-4-5-6, 1009-10-11-12, 1018, 1022, 1024, 1025-26-27-28-29-30-31, 1033, The Crusader’s 1099 apocalyptic-fueled bloodbath in taking Jerusalem, then more predictions in 1114, 1135, and 1186.
Then we have the apocalyptic Taborite battle of 1415, 1420, the apocalyptic Muntzer battle of 1524, 1533, the second apocalyptic Muntzer battle of 1534, predictions in 1572, Martin Luther’s 1600 prediction, 1621, 1650, Christopher Columbus’ 1656 prediction…
Then in 1666 in Russia, Christians were told that the antichrist had come. Tens of thousands filled with fear and killed themselves - mostly by burning their homes and staying inside (children too). Others fasted to death or killed themselves in other awful ways. 
Then 1715, 1809, 1814.
During the Second Great Awakening in 1831 Mormonism founder Joseph Smith prophesied that the righteous would meet in Independence, Missouri to witness the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.67
In 1844 America’s total population was 19.6 million people. The Christian faith was thriving until William Miller founded an end-times movement that called Millerism, predicting an 1843-1844 return. The buildup reached fever pitch on March 21, 1844, when Miller’s time-table ran out. 
An estimated one million had put their faith in the Lord’s return.68 Their hope was deferred, so their hearts became sick.
One follower described the days after the failed predictions, “The world made merry over the old Prophet’s predicament. The taunts and jeers of the ‘scoffers’ were well-nigh unbearable.”
Less than 15 years later, Charles Darwin published Origin of Species, and the massive anti-theistic evolution movement began.
Twenty years later Margaret Sanger, founder of Planned Parenthood was born. In 1883, Francis Galton coined the term eugenics as a “moral philosophy” which would lead to worldwide outbreaks of genocide and eventually be adopted by Adolph Hitler.
Francis Galton’s disciple was Havelock Ellis, the mentor and lover of Margaret Sanger.69 It’s all connected. So the Great Disappointment began a chain of dominoes that continues to affect us today. 
In 1874 Charles Taze Russell predicted the Rapture and would form the Jehovah’s Witnesses, a cult utterly consumed by predicting the end. Mormonism wasn’t as consumed in date setting.
Nearly every year since then pied pipers are date-setting and prophesying.
It’s no surprise, then, that Adolf Hitler was widely considered a prophet fashioned by God to usher in the millennial reign of Revelations 20, and sold much of strongly Christian Germany on apocalyptic propaganda to escape the influence of the Jews. The Third Reich was strongly religious, including leadership, and Hitler himself declared that the Nazi movement was wholly Christian - though they gradually rejected the Gospels because Jesus was Jewish, and substituted Christ for stereotypical “Aryan” incorporating the theme of “rebirth.”70
In 1978 Jim Jones prophesied of an apocalyptic race war and had his 918 followers drink an off-brand Kool-Aid mixed with cyanide.
Then you have the Harmonic Convergence of the New Age movement in 1987, the deadly Branch Davidian apocalypse cult in 1992. Then Louis Farrakhan, John Hinkle, Harold Camping and more.
The world says that Christianity is the opiate of the masses. It’s not Christianity - it’s escapism. We don’t want to embrace the call to suffering. Newspaper theology is as titillating as the forbidden fruit. It’s the crystal ball of knowing the future. 
Proverbs 13:12 tells us, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick.” I, personally, was very sick. I remember as a baby Christian I put aside the Bible and read every book I could find on the rapture. I was so convinced that I was ready to quit my job and max-out my credit card. I clearly remember telling a fellow zealot that I believed more that Jesus was coming imminently that I believed in Jesus Himself. We sat in silence and I realized how badly I had erred. 
I had been successfully evangelized via rapture theology, but I came to see my need to discover why God had saved me. Instead of escapism, I wish my conversion had been from the evangelism of purpose that won over the Ethiopian Eunuch.
After I finally broke free from my rapture fixation I began to think of my future. I heard a sermon on Josiah and decided I would name my firstborn son Josiah. I was receiving a generational vision, and I remember watching old people on TBN celebrating that they were the terminal generation and dancing all around. I thought, “I don’t want my life to be cut short. I want to live out my life.” That night escapism broke off of me. I wanted to live. Fifteen years later Josiah was born. 
Escapism has tried to come back in various forms, but I’ve denied it. Depression. Alcohol. Addictive video games. Self harm. I can’t tell you it’s easy to keep your hip against that door, but I tell you it’s fighting the good fight of the faith.
I pray for you and for all you would counsel, that when God gives you the choice you will choose to embrace life and not to escape it. 
 
The Bright Side of Bad Prophecy
Obviously prophetic counsel or even just bad counsel can have extremely harmful effects. Personally, I’m filled with fear that my own counsel to others would harm them. I believe that is an appropriate fear.
I was thinking about Job’s crisis wondering why God let Job have such awful counselors. They were really bad. But we know that God was watching and listening the whole time and did not intervene. Then I saw something.
The whole time Job was defending his right to breathe oxygen he was processing, and we get to see that processing. Yes, he was given bad counsel, but it took him down a path of discovery. Job turned out to be far more of a counselor to himself than his so-called friends. What Job heard was one thing, but what he did with it was healing. He really cut his teeth on their bad counsel. It brought to the surface what Job knew in his knower. 
Throughout the conversation Job would grow in his convictions, and what could be more stabilizing than that? His spirit discerned his situation in spite of what he could not understand. But before he could do that the dust had to settle.
The first thing Job’s counselors did was give him seven days of silence.
Jordan Pederson notes that, “Sometimes there's a crisis and well-meaning mental health professionals rush in to discuss the trauma while it's still happening; that's a really bad idea. People are generally traumatized because something actually horrible happened and dwelling on it in the moment just makes it worse.”71
The self-coping mechanisms during a crisis are different than those after a crisis. During the crisis you might have a God-given state of shock.  It’s not a time for sage advice on how we should understand what happened. 
It’s only after the event that we ask, “Okay - now what happened here.” This is good because we’re ready to begin processing it. We can begin doing what we do best in organizing and appropriating the data we have.
In talking about it something special happens - we’re no longer alone with our thoughts. Someone is comprehending them. Understanding them. Identifying them.
Even the worst counselor is capable of helping in this major way. It’s like the person going from doctor to doctor over their sickness. It’s a tremendous psychological resolve to be given a diagnosis, because that diagnosis is credible evidence that a pathway exists.
When you’re lost in the wilderness you look for that. Is there some sort of line amongst the weeds where someone has gone before me? It gives hope because that line represents a system, which represents a way, which represents a resolve.
One of the wonders of being there when someone dies is the release when they actually do. Up until that point we’re praying and problem-solving and managing fear and visualizing possible outcomes - all while trying to be of some solace to those around you. That’s a lot of stress! 
But once they die, you yourself are a different person. You no longer fear the worst because the worst became manifest and you survived it. 
Jordan Pederson continues, saying, “What your brain wants from you in relation to a traumatic memory is indication that you're no longer vulnerable to the same problem.”72
What has happened cannot be changed, but knowing God’s grace for me, what would I do differently? What actually happened? What part of it that I don’t know could I know? Who should I talk to to clarify what happened? Do I need forgiveness? Do I need to forgive someone? 
There’s a lot to unpack, but it’s worthwhile to do so and there’s grace to do so. It’s not for nothing. We have clear objectives. First, to identify what part of our experience is solely in God’s hands. Second, to clarify our interpretation of what happened. Third, to recognize contributing behaviors to the situation by ourselves and others. Fourth, to forgive. Fifth, to recognize that you’re a different person now, with a path to peace and a functional map to guide others through, so they can avoid the bad and duplicate the good. 
If there was malevolence involved in the death, you need a theory of malevolence to explain how a person could do such a thing either to themselves or to someone else. You may need to further develop that philosophy to speak to your mind in the middle of the night to back off.
If you have emotionally charged memories about an event over 12-18 months, you may have complicated grief. Yes, it was something from your past, but if it’s bothering you today it’s not really in your past. It needs to decompose so that you can move past it.
This life is not a race. It’s an experience, and you have time to go back.
 
Taking My Time
by Ashton Becker Dente
(Chorus)73
I won’t worry cause there’s no hurry
The world’s not passing me by
 
For the Lord He knows 
Just where each day goes 
I know He won’t leave me behind
 
And I won’t be bringing a single thing
That my heart can’t carry inside
 
Cause I’m going home and I’m 
Only taking my time
 
Transfiguration
The word transformation is nearly identical to transfiguration, but transfiguration implies the glory of God. It comes from the Latin roots trans- (“across”) and figura (“form, shape”). It’s a change of form or appearance.
In the gospel account, Jesus spoke with Moses and Elijah. Moses represented the law and Elijah represented the prophets. 
They, “spoke of his departure, which he was to accomplish at Jerusalem”.  So we can surmise that they spoke of suffering. The connection, the conversation and the glory was a splash of heaven in the midst of Jesus’ hell - the passion week. It’s no wonder why Peter wanted to build tents and maintain the glory.
The transfiguration foreshadowed the post-resurrection revelation on the road to Emmaus that the suffering was prophetic. The suffering had everything to do with the glory.74 The transfiguration wasn’t just an event - it was a principle. Suffering begets glory. Suffering is never for nothing.75
Suffering is coming to terms with the second law of thermodynamics - the law of entropy - the law of decay. Jim Elliot spoke this before his martyrdom: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose." 
We trade one for the other because we cannot retain the former. Could any of us keep our loved one forever? Of course not. Did we clearly know this? Yes. It's coming to terms with it that is hard. But it comes with a promise.
He makes a covenant with His beloved which goes like this: what is mine is yours, and what is yours is mine. I think, “What do I have to give to God? I get eternity in Paradise plus a relationship with the One who created me and He gets, what, my toothbrush? Deal!“
Why would God make such an awful deal for Himself? Of what value is my heart? Apparently our heart is of greater value than we think. That gives me peace, and I hope it does the same for you.
So we transform - but it’s more than that. We transfigure. We exchange the old for the new. We want that for our loved one and are excited for them. But we’re left down here with our toothbrush. Oh how we want to trade it for glory. 
But Jesus was emphatic that the suffering comes first.
 
Inviting Glory
So what do we do amidst our suffering?
In 1820 a six-week-old baby was blinded for life by a doctor trying to reduce inflammation in her eyes.
At nine years old, she wrote:
"Oh what a happy soul am I, although I cannot see.
I resolved that, in this world, contented I shall be.
So many blessings I enjoy that other people don't.
To weep inside because I'm blind I cannot nor I won't."
That little girl, Fanny Crosby, would write 8,000 cherished hymns. She poured out her life in pen and ink for God’s glory.
Corey Ten Boom was known for her residual joy, despite her awful surroundings at the Nazi concentration camps. She was transfigured through surrendering her legitimate complaint. She absolutely had a legitimate complaint. She surrendered it, and that transfiguration benefited everyone around her.
Here is the meat and potatoes of the principle of transfiguration from Isaiah 58:10b-11:
 
…if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday.
The LORD will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land and will strengthen your frame. You will be like a well-watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail. 
 
We can’t keep our earthly treasures - we’ve got to come to terms with it. But we can keep His precepts, principles and promises. We hide them in our heart. We work them into our spirit until our theology becomes our biography. Our theology is perishable - our biography is eternal. It’s where all these concepts become real. Tangible. Who cares about our theology once we die. It’s about what our theology works into us.
 
The Supernatural vs Normalcy
If you’re traveling to, say, Seattle; you don’t expect to see signs for Seattle when you’re in Arizona. As you drive you might see a sign that tells you Seattle is 351 miles away. Any more would be confusing. But then as you get closer you see a sign here, there, and pretty soon everything you see is about Seattle. Signs everywhere. But if you drive past Seattle you stop seeing signs. You might see a Seattle t-shirt, or meet someone who knows all about Seattle.
We need to understand that the frequency of signs and wonders in the first century pertained to the prophetic significance of those events. 
I’ve experienced many miracles, healings and prophetic fulfillment in my life, but nothing like Jesus’ day, of which John wrote that the world could not contain the books that could be written.76
It’s appropriate that signs and wonders were more frequent then than today. A lower frequency of miracles is not a symptom of a dead church, or that we lack faith in some way. It should not discourage us if our world isn’t continually interrupted by the supernatural. Nor should we see a lack of supernatural activity as evidence that God is not with us. 
Normalcy, like supernatural intervention, is a gift. I relish that I can wake in the morning to see God’s principles working. The laws of nature are functioning as normal. I derive a lot of peace from that. 
Hopefully what I’ve taught about suffering shows that our unanswered prayers for the healing of our loved ones is zero evidence of the absence of God. Zero.  Suffering is a calling - a supernatural calling.
 
Realism: The Antonym of Escapism
I want to contrast man-made suffering with God’s leading. We must not initiate our own suffering. Only God does that. But when He does, ours is to navigate those times with God’s grace.
Look at the countenance of Corrie Ten Boom. Stuff that would bury us she was able to take to the cross and she was transfigured. - countenances at nursing homes
Was Corey obsessing over the return of Christ?
What are we missing that we won’t be missing when Christ returns?
Obsessing over the second coming is cutting off your nose despite your face. Actress Jennifer Grey of Dirty Dancing literally did this. She wanted something she didn’t have and thought it would make her better. In the meantime she felt inadequate, not realizing that her nose was a part of what made her special. So she had plastic surgery and today calls it, “The nose job from hell”.77
The church is so, so beautiful. We think something is wrong with us because we haven’t seen Him in the clouds. So we spend our lives feeling inadequate and our evangelism is weak at best.
What we’ve got to give is beautiful beyond compare. Jesus gave us the great commission knowing that His flesh and blood would not be going with us. 
So your spouse is no longer with you and you feel like half a person. But when you were married you left the house just fine. You represented your spouse everywhere you went. No problem. Why? Because their spirit was with you. 
Nothing has changed - you exude the spirit of your spouse just like when they lived in flesh and blood. Someday you’ll also put away your flesh and blood and your spirit will live on.  God has not called us to do that yet, regardless of how much we want it. 
Our longing is understandable, but it’s also an anthropologic perspective. You are God’s building. He is competent over death, so it’s not like He forgot to kill you. No - we need to practice living in the spirit retaining the spirit of our spouse just as we retain the spirit of Jesus by keeping His Spirit and words in our heart. 
That is our assignment. Our commission. Every time we take a breath, it’s from God, so we can know the commission still stands. The assignment is ours and no one else’s.
Have you ever heard of a hiker who gets trapped in the wilderness and literally cuts off their arm to get away - to live. Have you ever wondered if you would be able to be that brave? In the stories I’ve heard, they had to walk away from an important part of them. 
We don’t want to diminish the reality of the pain they feel. We don’t want to take any dignity or anything at all away from them. They’ve lost enough. 
Plus, the antonym of escapism is realism, and that’s where we want to go. We’re going to live there. We’re going to acclimate to this new environment.
Billy Graham said, “Heaven is real; it’s even more real than the world you see around you. Someday this world in its present form will come to an end — but Heaven will never end!”78
I wrote in my first book, the Afterlife79, that every seven years a person occupies an almost completely different body consisting of almost completely new atoms. Flesh and blood is certainly not our true identity, so the better investment is in that which lasts forever.80
 
Do Yourself No Harm
Acts 16:25-30 But at midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone’s chains were loosed. And the keeper of the prison, awaking from sleep and seeing the prison doors open, supposing the prisoners had fled, drew his sword and was about to kill himself. But Paul called with a loud voice, saying, “Do yourself no harm, for we are all here.”
Then he called for a light, ran in, and fell down trembling before Paul and Silas. And he brought them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”
God is glorified in that the prisoners did not leave when they had the opportunity. I’m convinced that was God’s leading to all the prisoners. Paul’s gospel to the guard spoke to the worth of a man who God had made worthless according to Roman law. 
Why should this man not kill himself? Because God had made a way that he could keep both his livelihood and his very life. 
Jesus is the Way. He is our path. 
I purposefully left out one of the events in the apocalypse timeline so I could share it with you now. It highlights a movement that still exists to this day called the Flagellants.
Joachim of Flora prophesied the end of the world in 1260, but this time the people responded by self abuse, whipping themselves with leather thongs tipped in iron spikes and encouraging others to do the same, with some groups growing to thousands of people from age seven and up. Their goal was God’s mercy as they toured from town to town. They would march for 33 1/2 days, and feared that if they failed, God would destroy the world. 
When Black Death broke out in 1347 the practice re-emerged. Ironically the pope declared them heretics and many were tortured as a result.81
This is a hard one because how do you respond to Black Death? What do you do? If I felt like I could stop God from delivering so much pain by abusing myself, I would be tremendously tempted to do so. 
Asceticism is a false theology teaching that God needs us to get His attention lest we die. It makes logical sense - but only based on the premise that God is not paying attention. Black Death killed some 20 million people, so how do you avoid that temptation?82
We have the advantage through our perspective in history of knowing that it wasn’t a sign of the end of the world. We also know the foolishness in their practice of traveling from town to town and providing their blood for the people to rub in their eyes for protection. It was as foolish, unbiblical and immoral then as it is today.
We can avoid presumption, escapism, asceticism and many other deceptions along with their deadly ramifications by one simple principle: Let God lead.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 7 
Questions About Sovereignty￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
Prepared for Questions 
About God’s Sovereignty 
The argument between free-will and predestination is divisive because they connect to some of God’s most vital attributes, so detaching from one is followed by a great sense of loss.
First, predestination is largely theories of metaphysics, so ascribing to theories, or even just parts of theories, should not divide us. 
Many have been martyred for their theories, when all they were doing is what Paul commended the Bereans for - searching the Scriptures to draw their own conclusions. 
Second, we are a young church. Two thousand years is not a long time, but we have worked out many issues by exercising the Berean principle.
Third, God knows the answers, and we can rest in that.
Finally, we need to have thought through these things to help navigate for those who are in grief. The four prevailing soteriology systems are Open Theism, Calvinism, Molinism, and Arminianism.
 
Open Theism 
Fourth Century AD
 
Because God loves us and wants us to freely choose to reciprocate His love, Open Theism holds that God's knowledge of the future and plans for it are conditional on our actions. God, despite being omniscient, has no way of knowing what humans would choose to do in the future.
So the open theist celebrant might say at a funeral that God was just as surprised as we were of the passing. Although that statement might avoid the notion of His culpability, it attacks both His omniscience and omnipotence as a result. 
Calcidius, a fourth-century translator of Plato, wrote the first known post-biblical Christian texts espousing views similar to open theism on the subject of foreknowledge.83
 
Calvinism (John Calvin) 
Sixteenth Century AD
 
Calvinism is a theological system that stems from a conviction that God's glory is the objective of all things, and that His sovereignty and freedom are vital to his deity. God is wonderfully free to be kind to us because he is free, sovereign, and glorious. He does not need to be served by anybody to meet his wants.
 
Molinism (Luis de Molina) 
Sixteenth Century AD
 
Between God's natural knowledge (knowledge of necessary truths) and free knowledge (knowledge of what ‘could’ happen in any setting), Molina believed, was God's knowledge of what people ‘would’ do in every situation. Molina discovered what he called ‘middle knowledge’ that explains how God can be both sovereign and offer humanity free will.84 Molina’s works include his celebrated Concordia liberi arbitrii cum gratiae donis (1588–89; “The Harmony of Free Will with Gifts of Grace”).
 
Arminianism (Jacobus Arminius)
Seventeenth Century AD
 
Arminianism was a reaction to Calvin's idea of predestination. Early in the 17th century, the movement maintained that God's sovereignty and human free choice are compatible.85
According to Arminius, predestination is not the predetermination of who will believe, but rather the predetermination of the believer's future inheritance. So Arminius held a limited view of predestination and a maximized view of free-will. Arminius sought to promote God's goodness and mercy, and felt that Calvinist teachings made God the author of sin.86
 
Anacronyms: TULIP and ROSES 
Just as John Calvin’s TULIP was not authored by Calvin but explained his beliefs, Timothy George, a contemporary Calvinist, introduced the acronym ROSES to explain Luis de Molina’s beliefs. We don’t know if either would agree with the acronyms ascribed to them. It’s up to us to work out our salvation in this regard.
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T	- Total depravity			
U	- Unconditional election
L	- Limited atonement
I	- Irresistible grace
P	- Perseverance of the saints
 
 
￼[image: Image]
 
R - Radical Depravity (instead of total depravity): emphasizes that every aspect of our being is affected by the fall and rendered incapable of saving ourselves (instead of the calvinist impression that fallen humanity is as bad as it possibly can be).
O - Overcoming Grace (instead of irresistible grace): The new term highlights that it is God’s persistent beckoning that overcomes our wicked obstinacy (instead of the calvinist term which seems to imply that God saves a person against his will).
S - Sovereign Election (instead of unconditional election): affirms that God desires the salvation of all, yet accentuates that our salvation is not based on us choosing God but on God choosing us. Calvin’s Unconditional Election is that those who die without receiving Christ did so because God never desired their salvation in the first place. 
E - Eternal life (instead of perseverance of saints): stresses that believers enjoy a transformed life that is preserved and we are given a faith that will remain. Calvinism suggests that a believer’s assurance is based on his ability to persevere rather than on the fact that he is declared righteous in Christ.
S - Singular Redemption (instead of limited atonement): emphasizes that Christ died sufficiently for every person, although efficiently only for those who believe. Calvinism teaches that Christ died only for the elect and not anyone else in spite of His longing for all to believe.87
 
The preeminent question to ask is which of these ten total concepts reflects the attributes of God. Secondly, which has the most effective ministerial healing values?
When you compare Calvin’s sovereign God to Arminius’ God of free-will, God’s sovereignty wins. Free will doesn’t minister like God’s sovereignty, as the latter gives peace of mind that God is still in control despite every obstacle we face. 
Yet sovereignty comes in multiple flavors. King Xerxes, for example, was a sovereign king. His edicts were sovereign to the point that he himself couldn’t void them. Calvin’s sovereignty was of determinism, that every detail in life is controlled by God. Molin’s sovereignty was sovereignty through God’s Omniscience, that God considered every possible scenario considering His perfect knowledge of His creation. Therefore, in order to provide us free-will, His sovereignty stemmed from the birth of time, including predetermined interventions.
The concept is that God carries us like a pregnant mother carries her child. The child belongs to her, but is not her body. The child has its own blood type, so the child cannot be discarded like an unwanted appendage. The child has its own will. He kicks. He moves around. He experiences joy and sorrow. The mother doesn’t manipulate any of this. It’s the miracle of life.
Around the same time, Calvin was developing his theory of how controlling God justified the resulting evil. He developed Total Depravity to show that humanity deserved that resulting evil. It minimized the horror of his teaching on eternal conscious torment by accentuating the degree to which we deserve it.
With our lack of free will, our salvation had to come about by His authoritative command as opposed to Molina’s Salvation by courting His bride. This could be interpreted either as a strength or weakness on God’s part.
A major drawback of determinism is that it creates the image of a hyper-manipulative God. When Calvinist pastors seek to be like their Father, they can become little dictators. I experienced this for eleven years. My pastor decided where I would live, who my friends would be, what job I would take, who I would date and much more. He also wanted to know which of my friends were not listening to his edicts. It was as-if I was a Mormon.
That is not to say that Calvinism is cultic, but when determinism is actualized we lose the right to will for ourselves, and a dictator will gladly take that role.
In a strange irony, determinism represented the opposite of the protestant reformation. When the commoner began to read the Bible for themselves, power shifted away from religious dictators. Determinism, then, became a means to persuade those newly empowered commoners that the Bible itself told them their will was not free. In the end, are we merely robots or is there something more?
Arminianism touts free will as an alternative, but denies the crucial aspect of God’s sovereignty. In the end, we need a strong God to help us navigate the chaos around us. We just need Him to be fully benevolent. 
When someone loses a loved-one, God’s benevolence may come in to question. They need God’s sovereignty to absorb the blow, but ultimately they need to actualize their free will as they themselves seek to reinvent themselves without their loved-one.
One of the great joys of fatherhood is seeing what my boys create, and what inventive games they develop. When they’re in the back yard, I don’t care what they do. That’s my will for them. I will that they exercise free will. I reserve the right to intervene when danger emerges, but their growth will be stunted if I dictate to them. 
Scripturally, Calvinism holds far more proof texts than Arminianism, which is unnerving considering the fruit. 
When it comes to Unconditional Election, Calvin makes a come back, boldly stating that God chooses us as opposed to the Arminian view that we choose God. While being chosen by God can lead to elitism, it ascribes sovereignty to God in the most important function - our salvation. 
But with that comes the problem that God chooses some, but wants all. So whereas we just ascribed the strength of sovereignty to God, it appears that it only goes so far. He can only choose some. Many verses indicate that He wanted all. For example:
"And all people will see God's salvation." Luke 3:6
"since thou hast given him power over all flesh, to give eternal life to all whom thou hast given him." John 17:2
"He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world." 1 John 2:2
"For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe." 1 Timothy 4:10
"Then as one man's trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man's act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men." Romans 5:18
"For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all." Romans 11:32
Molina’s emphasis that Christ died sufficiently for every person, stands in contrast to Calvin. Curiously, Molinism is not necessarily promoting universalism, in fact like Molinism, Calvinism teaches hell for the unbeliever including Eternal Conscious Torment.
So none of the four seem to explain God’s longing for all of creation.
Universalism argues that true irresistible grace would have a perfect work in eventually bringing all of humanity to salvation. 
 
Why Contemporary Universalism 
is Disgusting and Heretical
Nothing in the universe is more precious to God’s beloved as the precious blood of Christ. It’s not only the evidence of His forgiveness to me - it has the residual power to resurrect my mortal flesh and blood unto immortality. So I don’t look kindly on universalists implying that it’s unnecessary. The sacrifice and the passion of Christ to pay my ransom is humbling beyond compare.
Both Calvinism and Molinism corrected the notion that we chose Him for the reality that Christ chose us - therefore we ought not boast about it. Are we the elite? No. We are the grateful. We are initially witnesses to the power of His salvation in our individual lives. 
But then we hear of others who have experienced that revelation for themselves, and we gain fellowship. That fellowship grows in number to the realization that over two billion Christians alive today have experienced that revelation. So God’s intention was much greater than me, but somehow that doesn’t diminish the individual intimacy I have with Jesus. Nobody shares the same relationship I have with Him. He has told me things that are for me alone, and vice-versa.
But then corporate worship is powerful too, in that His blood is so powerful that multitudes can sing the same song together and it can be true for all of us. Glory to God! He is glorified that multitudes believe as well as me.
Here’s an excerpt from his Charles Wesley’s journal:
Monday July 10 - I preached to the ten malefactors under sentence of death, but with a heavy heart. My old prejudices against a death bed repentance still hung upon me; and I could hardly hope there was mercy for those whose time was so short. But in the midst of my languid discourse, a sudden spirit of faith came upon me, and I promised them all pardon in the name of Jesus Christ, if they would then, as at the last hour, repent and believe the gospel. Nay, I did believe they would accept of the proffered mercy, and could not help telling them, “I had no doubt but God would give me every soul of them.
Wednesday July 12- I preached at Newgate to the condemned felons, and visited one of them in his cell, sick of a fever; a poor Black that had robbed his master. I told him of One who came down from Heaven to save lost sinners, and him in particular; described the sufferings of the Son of God, his sorrows, agony, and death. He listened with all the signs of eager astonishment; the tears trickled down his cheeks while he cried. “What! Was it for me? Did God suffer all this for so poor a creature as me?” I left him waiting for the salvation of the Lord.
Saturday July 15 - I preached there again with an enlarged heart; and rejoiced with my poor happy Black; who now believes the Son of God loved Him, and gave himself for him.
Tuesday July 18 - At night I was locked with Bray in one of the cells. We wrestled in mighty prayer. All the criminals were present; and all delightfully cheerful. Joy was visible in all their faces.
Wednesday July 19 - At half-hour past nine their irons were knocked off, and their hands tied…tThe Black had spied me coming out of the coach, and saluted me with his looks. As often as his eyes met mine, he smiled with the most composed, delightful countenance I ever saw…None showed any natural terror of death; no fear, or crying, or tears. I never saw such calm triumph. such incredible indifference to dying. 
Mr Broughton bade them not be surprised when the cart should draw away. They cheerfully replied they should not; expressed some concern how we should get back to our coach. When the cart drew off, not one stirred or struggled for life, but meekly gave up their spirits…That hour under the gallows was the most blessed hour of my life.88
I myself was irresistibly courted by the Lord, but as-was John Wesley. Yet I can relate to Him in his initial loathing of deathbed conversions. It’s true that we surrender many joys in this world to serve the Lord, and it seems unfair that someone would jump into the race at the finish line and also receive a reward. But the reality is that, only God judges the oppressed.89
Jesus spoke in the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard of the relatable indignation of workers watching last minute workers receive the same pay as them for very unequal amounts of work.
Jesus responded, “Friend, I am not being unfair to you….Do I not have the right to do as I please with what is mine? Or are you envious because I am generous?”90 Our sin nature must be exposed when it manifests, and God will put us in situations to burn away our seemingly rational envy. 
So is it possible that we could grieve at the notion that our unbelieving loved-ones might not be with us in Paradise, then later be jealous to find out they made it? What do you think? Would we think less of God for letting those heathens in? Would we have the reaction of the prodigal son’s brother? …as the disciples receiving Christian-killing Saul as Paul, a new brother…as the first century Jews that the uncircumcised gentiles were prophesying?
 
Addressing Final Redemption 
and Postmortem Salvation
In the context of the Kingdom of God Jesus says, "Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. "For the gate is narrow and the way is constricted that leads to life, and there are few who find it.”91
 
We know that the Kingdom of God is not Heaven itself, but is ‘on earth as it is in Heaven’. So this verse is not speaking of immortality but God’s principle for realizing Heaven on earth. Context is essential, and many have misinterpreted this verse as a tell of how many will be saved. Without it we have a gospel of works.
How many will God allow into Heaven? If God let in more than we expected, would it diminish our personal salvation? No. So with these principles in mind I have to wonder if I’ve fairly included all viable theories, or if there might be a form of universalism that isn’t utterly blasphemous. So I looked and actually found one form that deserves consideration and scrutiny. It’s called Final Redemption - Postmortem Salvation.
First and foremost, it is the only form that does not mock the blood and passion of Christ, does not omit the flames of judgment, and does not diminish our salvation. It’s called Final Redemption (including Postmortem Salvation), and suggests that all of mankind experience fiery judgment, which is in keeping with Mark 9:49, that, “everyone will be salted with fire.” The context is spiritual and not literal. Fire is for purification, and we can all relate. Married men can especially relate to that look our wives give us that burns away our foolish constructs, and similarly we all know the look the Holy Spirit gives us when we need to repent. 
So it appears to be a tell that the fire unbelievers will experience is not a carbon-based, physical, nervous-system burning, but a humbling, refining burning. Fire is redemptive, and there is nothing redemptive about our modern concept of hell, so Final Redemption judgement is neither perpetual nor torturous. At the same time it is complete, so God suits the punishment to the crime. Measured punishment is justice, which is an aspect of our modern hell concept that does not match His attributes.
Hell is vital as it satisfies God’s justified vengeance. Moreover, it satisfies our need to be avenged. For some, this need is psychologically profound. Romans 12:9 says, “for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. So we are restrained, which creates a debt of vengeance. One could argue that Jesus received that vengeance, yet Paul describes a future vengeance not connected to the cross. If Final Redemption failed to complete that vengeance in full, it would fail on that point.
Yet there is a point of failure for Final Redemption: the mere existence of hell. Whether hell reflects His attributes or not, it’s an unavoidable reality of Scripture. If all are ultimately saved from hell, then hell lacks purpose, which doesn’t work.
While Final Redemption is stymied by hell, postmortem salvation remains unchallenged in Scripture, in fact there is sufficient evidence of viability there - that physical death is not necessarily our last chance. While death represents our last chance to evangelize, it doesn’t represent God’s last chance. 
Evidence of Postmortem Salvation begins with Scriptural evidence of life after death, of which we immediately consider Lazarus, Jesus and others raised from the dead. Death was not the end of their decision-making. Any decision made after death is evidence of the ability to alter a person’s eternal trajectory. 
This would be an exciting twist, but how often are loved-ones raised from the dead to receive Christ? So it’s viable, but rare to the point of impossibility. However universalists counter that this doesn’t account for the resurrection of all flesh unto judgment. 
1 Corinthians 15:22 "For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive." Paul says in Acts 24:15, "There shall certainly be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked." John 5:28-29 echoes, "For an hour is coming, in which all who are in the tombs shall hear His voice, and shall come forth; those who did the good deeds to a resurrection of life, those who committed the evil deeds to a resurrection of judgment." 
I’m trying to picture this and can see where an unbeliever would very-much want to surrender to the Lord at this point. 
The question is whether a line has been crossed to where it is too late to escape hell. An indication that they could escape hell is in God’s will for them:
2 Peter 3:9 "The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance."
1 Timothy 2:3–6 "This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men—the testimony given in its proper time."
Postmortem Salvation appears to be viable, which can offer timely hope to loved-ones. Yet like Final Redemption it cannot account for all of creation, as again hell would lack purpose.
 
The Early Church 
Roots of Soteriology 
(The Doctrine of Salvation)
Universalism comes in many flavors. Most of them fall into unbiblical camps such as:
 
Arians – those believing Jesus is not equal with Father
 
Modalists – those believing no Trinitarian equality of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
 
Antinomians - those believing God’s laws no longer matter, anti-law or grace has eliminated the law
 
Pelagians – those believing man can save himself 
 
Pagans – those not believing in Jesus and his Kingdom
 
Most Christians today are aware of the intense battles of the early church to keep Christianity pure of heresy. Yet because most Christians today unaware that Christian Universalism has played an important role in the Christian tradition from the post-apostolic period to the present, it is prudent to review the early history of salvation beliefs throughout the church's first 600 years. 
During the first five hundred years of the Christian church, the eventual and universal redemption of all people via Jesus Christ was "the prevailing doctrine," mainstream teaching, and popular belief."92 
The early church was driven by Universalists, according to most historians.93  The majority of the early church fathers believed, taught, and wrote about this theory such as Clement of Alexandria (150 AD - 220 AD), who was “the first Christian scholar” in the post-biblical period. He also taught and wrote that departed souls could be cleaned after death, and that Hades punishment is remedial and restorative. There, spiritual fire cleanses these afflicted souls, and God's punishments are saving, disciplined, and lead to conversion. 
Clement's student at the school in Alexandria, Origen (185 AD - 254 AD), was Clement's successor and a distinguished Universalist. “Origen was the greatest scholar of his age and the most learned and genial of all the ante-Nicene fathers…one of the greatest theologians and saints the church ever possessed…[who] loved the truth so as to suffer for it.” In his writings, the notion of Universal Salvation was “a fundamental and essential element.” Origen was defended as orthodox by St. Athanasius (293 AD - 373 AD).
Gregory Nazianzum (328 AD - 391 AD) was a Universalist who presided over the Council of Constantinople that finally created the Nicene Creed (A.D. 381). Another Gregory, Gregory of Nyssa (332 AD - 395 AD), was, “only second to Origen as an advocate of universal restoration.”
Of the Six Theological/Catechetical Schools in the second and third centuries, four of them taught universalist, one taught eternal punishment.
The church never condemned any of the early church fathers for believing in Universal Salvation or postmortem purification and conversion. None of the church's four great General Councils held over these five centuries ever addressed, labeled, or condemned this view as erroneous, despite the fact that they did so for many other prevalent heresies at the time. 
During the same time period, no Christian credo or proclamation contained anything contradictory to, incompatible with, or condemnatory of the teaching of Universal Salvation. None of these creeds contain a single statement or hint of eternal punishment and/or agony for anyone in the afterlife.94
So the early church grew for over 500 years with no opposition to Universal Salvation, yet with fierce opposition to anything else that threatened the founding principles of Christianity.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 8 
Questions About Hell￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
Prepared for Questions About Hell
We then need to become knowledgable about hell to answer emotional questions from grieving families. For Christians, this life is the only time in eternity that we will experience hell, but oh my do we experience it!
I believe in hell. I believe that our eternal destination of either Heaven or hell is determined by our response to the Lord Jesus Christ. There is no other religion or way. We can take the perception that hell is nothing (that Epicurus was right and we should live for today) or we could take the Jonathan Edwards perspective imagining the worst possible eternal conscious torment.
Wherever we end up, it must be unbiblical. Truth is the greatest therapy. That’s why we let the Word change us.
 
Classical and Contemporary 
Beliefs Regarding Hell 
Society understands hell as a blend of pagan beliefs  which is vastly different from the Bible’s teaching. History provides for us an exposé of religious leaders exploiting this pagan version of hell throughout the ages in order to leverage fear, submission, and ultimately to control their subjects. As a Christian leader you can have faith or you can have control, but you can’t have both.
To understand the truth about hell requires us to start at the beginning. Here we witness the dawning of all that is good along with all that is evil. Curiously, we find Eve dealing with the same fear highlighted in the Great Reformation. Instead of an insatiable Pope, we find a reptile with a slick pick-up line. To win her over, the serpent had to make the case that God is evil.95 With Adam giving full endorsement, the two expressed with their actions a secretive mistrust of God. 
In horror, Adam realized that his suspicion was laid bare before God. Fear, the serpent’s ulterior motive, entered the garden. In the next scene Adam is found hiding like a fugitive. God calls to him, to whom he responds, saying, “I heard Your voice in the garden and was afraid and hid myself.”96
We need to ask ourselves, was God leveling fear against Adam? Had God abused him, or had fear made him a refugee? Truly, God would punish their actions, but what had severed the relationship?
The serpent had initially slithered on the scene subservient to Adam and Eve with an attempt to sell them the lie; but once they sinned, he enslaved them with fear, no longer subservient to humanity. Evil had corrupted, and the serpent took power. From that point on the serpent would control humanity whenever weakness gave opportunity. 
It is my contention that most religions have chosen the serpent’s path, employing fear to control and exploit the weaknesses of their subjects. Yet considering the attributes of Jesus, shouldn’t Christianity stand out from the rest? 
Let’s take the subject of hell. The Hindu, Persian, Egyptian, Islamic and Christian theologians all hold essentially the same concept.
Is it possible that our concept of hell is tainted by pagan philosophy in the same way that the serpent tainted Adam’s concept of God? Here are some examples: 
Centuries before the law of God came to Moses, the Egyptians had established a system of religious doctrine concerning life after death. For them, the Osiris was the god of the underworld and the living. When one died, the person’s heart was weighed on a balance to decide if he/she was worthy or unworthy. If found unworthy, he, (or she), was cast into a pit where the Hippopotamus god was waiting to torment them.97 
Persian Zoroastrianism founder Zarathustra taught that the wicked fell from a judge’s bridge into a world of evil thoughts, deeds and torment perpetually.98 
For the Greeks, Pluto was the ruler of hell, sitting upon a throne of sulfur with a pitchfork and the keys to his abode. With him stood his trusty three-headed dog! 
In Islam, the sinner wears a cloak of fire, drinking scalding water and puss, and is confined to a place of torment where one can neither perish nor escape. 
Chinese Buddhism’s hell has 136 regions below the earth. The lowest is a burning hell.99
Is it possible that fear behind these concepts has been the key ingredient in perpetuating subservient behavior? Is Christianity guilty of the same spiritual intimidation as the pagan religions? If so, how did we arrive there? Is God behind it? 
In the Latin world, the Roman Catholic Church and papal system sought to combine all these fearful images into one doctrine in order to more successfully evangelize and introduce Christianity. They worked from the premise that those unfamiliar with Christianity could already relate to the concept of hell. Augustine himself reasoned that humans underwent a temporary purging of the soul in a place called purgatory, borrowing his teaching from pagan philosophers. 
The concept of hell had become so confusing that Dante, (1265-1321 AD), wrote a poem called the Divine Comedy, openly mocking these belief systems with one so outrageous that perhaps religion, he reasoned, would come to its senses. Dante’s work, based on Virgil and Plato (pagan philosophers), described an elaborate picture of the seven layers of hell -- each with its own brand of torture. Unfortunately, his political statement backfired when the church adopted it as having “a measure of divine truth.”100 
So we come to the question: What is the penalty for the wicked? Is it anything like these? Again, we return to the Bible. 
 
The Purpose of Hell 
in the Old Covenant
 Because sheol merely meant "the place where the dead go" in Old Testament times and implied no moral distinctions, the word "hell" as we know it today is not a good translation.101 Its original Old English meaning was to conceal, to hide or cover. It referred to a hole in the ground that was covered up, or a grave. When the Jews roofed a house, they helled it, and when they cooked potatoes underground, they put them into hell.102
The Hebrew word for hell is sheol. Though used 65 times in the Old Covenant, it is only translated as hell 31 times, compared to 31 times being translated grave and three times as a pit. Why the difference? Based on pagan presuppositions, translators used the word hell when it referred to wicked people, and grave or pit when it applied to righteous people. Therefore in the Old Covenant, sheol applied the same fate to both the righteous and the wicked.
Hades is the Septuagint Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Sheol and appears ten times in the New Testament. To distinguish it from "hell," most current translations, such as the NIV, NASB, ASV, and YLT, appropriately leave it untranslated as "hades" or render it as "the grave."
Our word was first applied to Jacob, who declared, “For I will go down into my grave (sheol) mourning for my son.” Did Jacob expect to go to hell? Bible translators might have sent him there, but Jacob was a Patriarch. This wouldn’t do.103
In Deuteronomy, hell is introduced in a derogatory sense, as God is angry in the context, referring to a fire burning to the lowest hell. He says: “For a fire is kindled in My anger, and shall burn to the lowest hell (sheol); It shall consume the earth with her increase, and set on fire the foundations of the mountains.”104
Next we find Job asking God that he could go to hell to hide from God’s wrath in Job 14:13: “Oh, that You would hide me in the grave (sheol), That You would conceal me until Your wrath is past, That You would appoint me a set time, and remember me!” 
Notice the disparity. 
Then in Ecclesiastes, Solomon exhorts us saying, “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might; for there is no activity or planning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol where you are going.” Here he encourages us as a son to work hard and vigorously. He then calmly informs us that we are going to hell!105 
This reference speaks volumes concerning the Hebrew understanding of hell. Solomon indicates not only that both sinners and saints go there, but also that there is no activity, planning, knowledge or wisdom. Yet how do we reconcile this with characterizations of cords of death reaching up, seemingly grabbing at our ankles106, or departed spirits trembling?107 Are these word pictures literal, or is the author animating the inanimate? 
The Psalms say, “What man can live and not see death? Can he deliver his soul from the power of Sheol? Selah.”108 This verse again speaks of all mankind going to Sheol. Even Bible legend Jonah found himself in hell as he said, “I called out of my distress to the LORD, And He answered me. I cried for help from the depth of Sheol; You heard my voice.”109 So while Sheol simply means the grave, there is a allegorical tone of sorrow to it in some references.
This hell I personally have experienced, and I know many people who believe that they themselves have been there. I don’t want to diminish that testimony in the least, as it is such a sobering place, you don’t leave there the same as when you went in.
Finally the Apostle's Creed incorrectly states, "He [Christ] descended into hell"—a translation and phrasing that provides a false impression. Christ descended into hades, which is morally neutral according to the Bible (as opposed to Gehenna).
Sheol/hades was not a place of torment, but a place of waiting for the Resurrection.
 
Curious Early Perspectives 
Annihilationists suggest that the Old Covenant, on its own merits, teaches nothing about eternal, conscious torment and that to the Old Covenant Jew, “The soul who sins shall die.”110 In their understanding, hell simply referred to the grave or a pit. 
The magnitude of this premise is striking; the Old Covenant includes Creation, the Patriarchs, Mosaic Law, the Ten Commandments, the Former Prophets, wisdom writings, poetic writings, the Major Prophets, the Minor Prophets – all with no teaching, doctrine, or even a clear description of eternal conscious torment. If God wanted to level fear against the wicked, why would He not even tell the first 4,000+ years of humanity? It’s a very good point.
What we do find are glimpses to a belief in a resurrection which is found in various Old Covenant writings. David, for example, wrote of his dead son from Bathsheba, saying, “I shall go to him, but he shall not return to me.”111 This seems to imply that David expected something more than death. He also writes that, “I will be satisfied with Your likeness when I awake,”112 – an amazing early understanding of the resurrection. 
David’s Psalm 49:15 and 73:24 both likewise express an understanding and anticipation of a resurrection. Job also believed that after death he would see God for himself.113
The writer of Ecclesiastes, another son of David, teaches that, “the dust will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to the God who gave it.”114 What we have here is the body returning to dust, and the spirit returning to God. Curiously, the soul is omitted, though it stands to reason that it too would be included. It’s important to note that man does not have a soul, (nephesh), but is a soul.115 Nephesh is the same word for soul as possessed by animals.116
In Second Kings, a dead man was thrown onto Elisha’s bones.117 How did his bones raise a man from the dead? In this case I don’t think Elisha’s spirit, soul or body were disturbed or proactive in any way, but that the anointing of God was never removed from him. The only similar miracle I can think of is when power left Jesus after a sick woman touched His cloak.118
Finally, we find Saul’s appointment with the Witch of En-dor119 – another great mystery. In the Old Covenant, Samuel was awakened from death only to prophesy Saul’s death!120 This all happened in a necromantic§ vision, but how? Samuel reports in the vision that he is disturbed, but why would he be disturbed if the event transpired as a vision? Was his spirit, soul or body disturbed? 
In the passage, Samuel comes up from out of the earth as an old man. Saul could not see Samuel, but could hear his voice, as opposed to an Elisha-style raising of the dead. The witch was most likely doing the talking as a medium of Samuel’s spirit, yet Samuel clearly stated he was “disturbed”.121
What does this tell us? It gets pretty complicated here. The witch definitely tapped into the spiritual realm. She obviously communicated with Samuel, and/or channeled his spirit. There’s no questioning her accuracy, as Saul died shortly after, exactly as prophesied. 
This all transpired as a spiritual event, as with many other Old and New Covenant examples. Yet none of these, unfortunately, give us a literal picture or even system of life beyond the grave before the resurrection. 
Through the years, fewer and fewer translations translate Sheol as hell in the Old Testament. It is simply seen as a holding place until the Revelation 20:13 emptying of Sheol. 
 
The Purpose of New Covenant Hell
Why did Jesus name His message the gospel if the Old Testament had no mention of eternal conscious torment? That’s what I would call really bad news. The annihilationists have another solid point here. Why would He introduce such an awful concept to them and call it good news? Why would He validate the drama of pagan culture? It’s not just the annihilationists who ask these questions.
Hades is the New Covenant (Greek) word for Sheol, both according to the Septuagint122 and New Covenant quotation of Old Covenant scripture; Acts 2:27 quotes Psalm 16:10: “because You will not abandon my soul to hades, not allow your holy one to see decay.” It likewise means nothing more than a grave or pit. 
Yet we come to passages like Luke 16:19-31, which describes a horrific judgment, yet excludes the word hell to describe it. Verse 22 simply says that the rich man was buried. Even so, many connect hell with this passage, which seems to imply torture by fire: 
"Now there was a rich man, and he habitually dressed in purple and fine linen, enjoying himself in splendor every day. "And a poor man named Lazarus was laid at his gate, covered with sores, and longing to be fed from the scraps which fell from the rich man's table; not only that, the dogs also were coming and licking his sores. 
"Now it happened that the poor man died and was carried away by the angels to Abraham's arms; and the rich man also died and was buried. "And in Hades he raised his eyes, being in torment, and saw Abraham far away and Lazarus in his arms. "And he cried out and said, 'Father Abraham, have mercy on me and send Lazarus, so that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool off my tongue, for I am in agony in this flame.' 
"But Abraham said, 'Child, remember that during your life you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus bad things; but now he is being comforted here, and you are in agony. 'And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been set, so that those who want to go over from here to you will not be able, nor will [any people] cross over from there to us.' 
"And he said, 'Then I request of you, father, that you send him to my father's house-- for I have five brothers--in order that he may warn them, so that they will not come to this place of torment as well.' "But Abraham said, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.' 
"But he said, 'No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent!' "But he said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be persuaded even if someone rises from the dead.'"123
Context plays a significant role in the interpretation of this parable. Luke 15:1-2 provides that context; the Pharisees are grumbling that Jesus is spending time with sinners. Jesus then launches into a series of parables, all relating to one another. This first parable pertains to the lost sheep. The second is the lost coin. The third is the lost son. The fourth is lost employment. In the fifth, verses 19-31 we read of a lost inheritance wherein torture is described. 
Contextually the rich man represented the unbelieving Jewish generation, as Abraham called him “child”, and the poor man represented the publicans and sinners with whom Jesus was spending time. This is a picture of the torment of judgment for the Jewish nation in losing their exclusive place of God’s favor.124 The flame represents judgment, which is the most common typology for the Word. The great chasm is the separation of the Old and New Covenants. 
Abraham’s bosom represents a personal, residual existence of faith – something of which the unbelieving Jewish nation of the time knew nothing. Ethnic Jews are deeply loved by God as the apple of His eye125. Romans 11:1-36 shows that God purposefully moved ethnic Jews to jealousy for the ultimate purpose of their fulfillment, (verse 12), their salvation, (verse 14), their resurrection from the dead, (verse 15), the reconciliation of the world, (verse 15), acceptance, (verse 15), and mercy, (verse 31). 
Furthermore, He permanently freed ethnic Jews from the bondage of localized Judaism along with all her traditions and observances, enabling them to likewise live by faith alone, (verse 23), for the purpose that, “all Israel will be saved.” (verse 25-29).
Lambs and bulls could no longer atone for sin. Therefore we can conclude that Abraham’s bosom is not a compartment of hades or Gehenna. It simply marked those chosen for resurrection.126
It’s important to note that this parable is the foremost proof text of those who teach eternal, conscious torment. This passage should not bear weight doctrinally because no major doctrine should stem from parabolic or ambiguous scripture. 
Proponents of eternal, conscious torment deny that this passage is a parable, citing that Jesus never used names when giving a parable.127 They believe the passage is literal, of which I respectfully disagree, especially within the context of related parables. Therefore it’s not a connecting point between hades and Gehenna.128
This is why: Jesus used the name “Lazarus” instead of “a certain man”. His friend, Lazarus of Bethany, lived by faith. It is conceivable that Jesus foreknew He would later raise Lazarus from the dead and used his name to further illustrate the parable with a miracle. Bethany was a stones throw from Jerusalem and certainly news of Lazarus’ raising would reach their ears. 
Jesus knew, of course, that once an unbeliever dies, they are not available for an interview. Here He is simply giving the Pharisees a parabolic picture of the sting of death, and what it must be like to have rejected the cornerstone and lose standing as God’s chosen. He was not talking about eternal conscious torment, as we will further discover.
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Chapter 9 
Hell’s True Purpose￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
The Valley of Hinnom - Hell is Literal
The Anchor Bible Dictionary infers that, “Gehenna may have naturally lent its name to the underworld realm of the god Molech who was worshipped there. Other reasons given for the association are the fact that the Valley of Hinnom was noted for the fires of the Molech cult.129
Gei Ben-Hinnom, which means the Valley of the Son of Hinnom, or simply Gei-Hinnom, was the Hebrew name for this valley in both the Old and New Testaments. The word Gehenna is derived from a transliteration of this compound word, as well as a small corruption and contraction. Curiously the word "hell" in Islam is derived from a similar perversion and contraction of the same Hebrew compound word Gei-Hinnom or gehinnom. The related and transliterated Arabic word in the Qur'an is Jahannam or Jehennam.130 
When Josiah overthrew the idolatry of his day, he defiled the valley by casting dead bodies into it, and from that time it became the common toilet of Jerusalem, into which all the city's refuse was cast, and where the combustible portions of that refuse were consumed by perpetual fire. The “Field of Blood” where Judas hung himself, is located at the edge of Gehenna.131
Gehenna was not mythological, but a real place that you can visit today. It was The Valley of Hinnom, just outside of the southwest wall of Jerusalem by the refuse gate. Gehenna was likewise the city dump for Jerusalem. Fires were kept continually burning in it to assure that everything and everyone thrown there was totally destroyed. It’s both symbolic and interesting that the dead bodies of criminals whom the Jews judged unworthy of resurrection were thrown there.132
Jesus provides an ominous warning: 
9:43 “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life crippled, than, having your two hands, to go into hell, into the unquenchable fire...” 
9:45 “If your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame, than, having your two feet, to be cast into hell...” 
9:47 “If your eye causes you to stumble, throw it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye, than, having two eyes, to be cast into hell...” 
An accurate paraphrase would be, “It is better for you to enter life with one eye, than to have two eyes and be cast into the fires of the Valley of Hinnom.” 
Death via sin was a horrifying thought, even more-so then than now. Jesus knew that the mental picture of the burning garbage dump would inspire a passion to not end up there. Both Jesus and Paul employed strong language like this to emphasize their message. 
Jesus taught no other definition of Gehenna. Eleven of the twelve instances of Gehenna are written in red, quoting Jesus as He warns His listeners. The other instance is found in James 3:6, where he uses the name in a parabolic statement: 
“and the tongue [is] a fire, the world of the unrighteousness, so the tongue is set in our members, which is spotting our whole body, and is setting on fire the course of nature, and is set on fire by the Gehenna.” (YLT) 
Here Gehenna is employed with a spiritual connotation. His contemporaries had physically seen Gehenna, which made a perfect word picture for them – dishonor. Gehenna does not represent eternal conscious torture, but a dishonorable death (inferring the destruction of a person’s legacy). To the Jew, the latter was very, very important. 
In Greek, both eternal and everlasting have essentially the same meaning. Both aionios and aionion often represent an age lasting duration – not an eternal period of time. With this in mind, we can better understand the eternal/everlasting fire at the Valley of Hinnom. Workers tended and kept the everlasting fire until the end of the age, when Jerusalem was destroyed. 
Both Matthew and Mark reiterate Jesus’ hyperbolic admonition that, “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off...” Yet while Matthew warns of everlasting, or aionios fire, Mark warns of unquenchable, or asbestos fire.133 Thus the two also appear to be synonymous. When criminals were thrown into the Valley of Hinnom, every corpse was consumed by (unquenchable) fire. An “unquenchable fire” refers to a fire that is not quenched until it has consumed all that can be consumed. A good example of this is where Jesus equates the unquenchable fire due to sinners to chaff burned outside of the barn. 
The farmer wants the chaff to burn completely. God also brought this unquenchable fire against Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis.134 But are the cities still burning today? No. Everything that could be burned in Sodom and Gomorrah was burned, so the term unquenchable fire was rightly used. 
Unbelievers, then, are not sentenced to eternal destructing, (drawn out for the sake of sadistic torment), but eternal destruction – a one-time event of cessation. It appears, them that the soul is not subject to everlasting judgments, but a one-time judgment with everlasting consequences. God is not sadistic; He is just.135
 
Tartarus
The Greek word Tartarus is our fourth and last biblical word that is commonly translated as "hell." It is not a noun, but a participle (a word formed from a verb), and appears in the Bible only once. "Tartarus," according to Young's Literal Translation translates it "Tartarus.” It is a location where fallen angels and demons (not human spirits) are imprisoned awaiting God's judgment. "For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but cast them into dreary prisons (into chains of darkness) to await judgment;" James writes in the context of “the day of slaughter” (5:5) - a day of the first century.136
According to John McRay, the Greek text literally says that God “delivered them to pits of gloomy dungeons having tartarized them . . . .” What isn’t known is whether a final state of punishment or an interim state of punishment is indicated here.137 
So those are the four words that provide us all we know about hell. Does the literal, national judgment of the Jews who would kill the Christ have a dual-purpose? When Jesus threatened those to whom He spoke, was intended as a threat to us today? Did God pour out His wrath as a prophetic conclusion of the Old Covenant? Did the blood of Christ appease His wrath once and for all? What are the ramifications of the unrepentant even unto death? These are huge questions, but a good question is the door to a great revelation.
 
The Lake of Fire
In Revelation, John speaks of the Lake of Fire: “And they came up on the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, and fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil who deceived them was thrown into the Lake of Fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet [are] also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.”138
Curiously he mentions the beloved city (Jerusalem) next to a broad plain (which seems to describe the Valley of Hinnon (Gehenna). Fire came down from heaven to that place and devoured them into which the devil was also thrown. If indeed the Lake of Fire was none other that Gehenna (as it appears) this provides a metaphor of the second death, of which the resurrection of all flesh is initially required. 
Revelations 20:6 tells us that we are blessed if we have a part in the first resurrection, as the second death has no power. This gives us a glimpse of the judgment awaiting unbelievers.
The Lake of Fire is only found in Revelation, so our first tell is that we’re within a context of symbolism, so unlike Gehenna we can consider it spiritual or symbolic. Depending on your eschatology, Hades/sheol and death are either now or will be someday be thrown into this "Lake of Fire," as revealed in Revelation 20:14-15 and 21:8.139 So the Lake of Fire is a big deal. 
With the physical impossibilities of fire with darkness, or freezing in a fire, we’re not looking for practicality, but representation. So a lake depicts a vast amount of water. In this case, then, it’s a vast amount of fire. But contrary to pop culture, fire is not Satan’s domain, but God’s - just as God is the one holding the winnowing fork. Satan, demons, etc. are not the tormentors, but the tormented. 
“Our God is a consuming fire” in Hebrews 12:29. God was in the fire of the burning bush, and was in the fiery furnace as well. This sight appears in Daniel's vision of God's throne in heaven. “His throne was flaming with fire and its wheels were all ablaze. A river of fire was flowing coming out from before him” (Dan. 7:9b-10a). So fire is God’s domain. This is not Satan’s lake.
Next we have brimstone (Rev. 20:10; 21:8; also see 14:10). Theion is the Greek word for brimstone or sulfur, which may indicate the fire's nature or character. It comes from the Greek words theos, which means "God," and theios, which means "godlike; divine." As a result of the biblical comparison, the "Lake of Fire" is most likely a symbol for God and by context His judgment.140 
Surprisingly, this is not a location of separation from or absence from God, but rather a place where God is actively present. Perhaps this is why the third angel in Revelation 14 reveals that “the wine of the wrath of God, which is poured out without mixture into the cup of his indignation,” further reveals that “he shall be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels, and in the presence of the Lamb,” Who is Jesus.141
Yet hell is presented the opposite way here: “They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power”.142
 
Which is Hell?
Most translations translate 2 Thessalonians 1:9 as "They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of this power," but the literal Greek actually reads, “who [the] penalty will pay destruction eternal (aionios) from (apo) [the] face of the Lord and from the glory of the strength of him”. The word apo can mean "coming from." This would align with Revelation 14:10, which states that, "anyone [who] worships the beast and his image and receives his mark" will be "tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and the Lamb.”143
Is your unbelieving loved-one going to be isolated from God in the afterlife? Not according to this passage. Furthermore, they are not the only ones who experience this fire. Mark 9:49 says that, “Everyone will be salted with fire.” This verse is a blow to the ‘holier than thou’ elitism that reeks of hypocrisy to unbelievers; it’s not that they are going to burn and we get a pass. We all are salted with fire. That’s both why and how we can relationally evangelize anyone on the planet.
Paul tells Peter, “In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, [being] more precious than gold which perishes though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise, glory, and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ;”144
The fire-insurance gospel doesn’t seem to cover that. As with all of Revelation, there is a mystery to it. The takeaway is that God alone is competent to test us and judge us, and fairly so. We can trust that. A verse that I shared with my friend regarding her brother’s suicide is, “The LORD works vindication and justice for all who are oppressed.”145
The New English Translation reads, “The LORD does what is fair, and executes justice for all the oppressed.”
The other takeaway is that our eternal state is not black or white, Heaven or hell, turn or burn, etc. Rather, believers get the opportunity to be salted with fire this side of eternity so that we can build the things of Heaven - the things we can take with us.
John writes, “Do not fear what you are about to suffer.”146  The fire is not meant to produce fear, but a confidence in God’s sovereignty. It is meant to fulfill the prophecy over us, that, “He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.”147
Contrary to common belief, Jesus was referring to the emptying of Hades and its casting into the Lake of Fire when He said and prophesied during his earthly career that "the gates of Hades shall not conquer it (his church)" (Matt. 16:18). He wasn't referring about evil powers working in our physical world, as is commonly understood. The church wasn’t meant for Hades - we are immediately resurrected upon death. Praise God! The Lake of Fire is God’s lake for the purpose of resurrection.
Could this explain what Paul was talking about when he prophesied that “the last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Corinthians. 15:26)? In Scripture, the word “death” means “separation.” Death is defined as “the separation of the soul . . . from the body . . . . the separation of man from God” and also notes that death “never denotes non-existence.”148
The Lake of Fire therefore represents change. One of the most important changes was that of the nation of Israel. Whereas God’s chosen had been locational in the Old Covenant (Israel, Jerusalem and the temple), the Lake of Fire produced a worldwide family of formerly excluded Gentiles (in the New Covenant). With its God-given purpose to create change, The Lake of Fire has resulted in a transformation of God’s chosen from locational to relational. 
 
Biblical Metaphors 
Since we’ve established that hell can be experienced in this life, we can better make sense of metaphors of weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
The gnashing of teeth in Job 16:9 refers to an opponent prepared to murder his victim. God gnashes his teeth in Psalm 35:16, 37:12, Lam. 2:16, and Acts 7:54. In Psalm 112:10, the Psalmist used it from the perspective of the victim.
‘Weeping and gnashing’ was used several times by Jesus (Matt. 8:12; 13:42, 50, 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 13:28). However, this terminology is only employed in the Old Testament to describe current national events. In Isaiah 22:12, for example, weeping refers to Babylon destroying Jerusalem as part of a national judgment.
It is used in James 5:1 to represent the rich weeping in terror of God's imminent national punishment on Jerusalem in the years A.D. 66-73.149 John uses comparable wailing language in Revelation 18:9 to talk of a coming national judgment and impending devastation.
If the wrath against the Jews was the purpose of Jesus’ threats, does that mean that mean for modern Jews? Does God harbor wrath toward modern Jews, or does He love them as the apple of His eye? The answer is in the often neglected hermeneutical principle of audience relevance. Just as we find value in learning that those hearing Jesus knew exactly where Gehenna was, and what it was about, they witnessed first hand the wrath of God that would hit them for killing Jesus. The wrath was very real and would destroy location-based Judaism with its animal sacrifices. 
Today we see the prevailing form of Judaism hostile toward Christ - which is amazingly the only major world religion engaging in that hostility.150 But what is God’s countenance toward modern Jews? 
In Romans 11:28 Paul says, From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but from the standpoint of God’s choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers.
Here we have Jews and Christians at odds with each other in many ways, yet with a Father who loves them both. It’s tempting for either to conclude that certainly the Father loves us over our brother. But Paul addresses this directly:
I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall, did they? Far from it! But by their wrongdoing salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous. 
Now if their wrongdoing proves to be riches for the world, and their failure, riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their fulfillment be! But I am speaking to you who are Gentiles. Therefore insofar as I am an apostle of Gentiles, I magnify my ministry if somehow I may move my own people to jealousy and save some of them. For if their rejection proves to be the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? If the first piece of dough is holy, the lump is also; and if the root is holy, the branches are as well. But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and became partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree, do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, but the root supports you. You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in." Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but you stand by your faith. 
Do not be conceited, but fear; for if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you, either. See then the kindness and severity of God: to those who fell, severity, but to you, God's kindness, if you continue in His kindness; for otherwise you too will be cut off. And they also, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in; for God is able to graft them in again. 
For if you were cut off from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these who are the natural branches be grafted into their own olive tree? For I do not want you, brothers and sisters, to be uninformed of this mystery--so that you will not be wise in your own estimation--that a partial hardening has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in; and so all Israel will be saved; just as it is written: "THE DELIVERER WILL COME FROM ZION, HE WILL REMOVE UNGODLINESS FROM JACOB."151
If we, like most Christians, presume that Jesus’ threat was not to those to which He spoke, then modern Jews are under that threat to this day. Perhaps that’s a reason why our evangelism toward Jews fails. I believe God’s countenance toward modern Jews is as the father of the prodigal son, who instead of threatening hellfire sought reconciliation - sought a tearful embrace, and a celebration unlike any celebration.
Finally, only one verse in the Bible couples the two phrases “Eternal Punishment” and “Eternal Life” together. “Then they will walk away to eternal torment, but the righteous to eternal life," Jesus cautioned his audience.152 The word for eternal, aionios, expresses an age of unspecified  duration. 
 
The Gehenna Scandal
Why would Jesus confuse his original audience by introducing yet another other-worldly holding pen for the dead when God had previously revealed Sheol/Hades as the other-worldly holding place for the dead back then? Why didn’t the early church speak of it? Why wasn’t it in the creeds?153
Logic would have the two as the same place, but that’s not what Jesus taught, and nobody else in the New Testament was teaching about this new hell. (Sheol is translated as Hades in the Septuagint, not Gehenna.) Even more perplexing, why would He do so by referring to a recognizable name and specific noun of a this-world location in close proximity to Jerusalem?
This is where the early Catholic church bring us a massive scandal of translation: Is there any legitimate textual imperative that we are missing for translating Gehenna, differently, as “hell?” It’s a proper name. Translating it as anything other than a proper name distorts the purpose of that proper name. Did Jesus ever indicate that He was using this word differently? Why would the Catholics do this?154
Maybe we should ask them why they sought to function like Muslim culture, adopting their imagery of hell? Why did they keep scripture out of the hands of the people for so many centuries? Why did they introduce patron saints, Mary worship, infallibility of the Pope, Purgatory, infant baptism and indulgences. It was all about control from early on. 
Catholic translators hid Gehenna because the literal location was slowly changing from a hellish spectacle to a beautiful hillside - as prophesied by Jeremiah155 - as the fires finally destroyed all they were to destroy. There was no fear to be leveraged from a beautiful hillside. Islam entered the cultural landscape in 610 AD and thrived through fear and force. How could the Catholic church survive through faith and grace? When translators transformed Gehenna to hell, were they pressured to trade accuracy for tradition?
Jesus’ mission was to establish the fact that prophecy was being fulfilled in their generation, but the Catholic church was slowly loosing sight of this. Jeremiah's three Gehenna predictions were specifically cited by Jesus.156 The proper name Gehenna was chosen for these reasons and in this context. These prophecies came to pass surrounding the transfer from the Old Covenant to the New, with the cross as the centerpiece.
But the cross was not just to save us from hell - it was to save us from sin, and the torment therein. The implicated Jews of the first century were warned. Sadly they cast off that warning. They sinned terribly. They died a bloody death. Their bodies were dishonorably tossed into the fires of Gehenna. Had they only believed, they would’ve saved themself from all of these woes.
Our lack of morality and the pervasiveness of our sin is paramount here. The glory of His salvation ought not be shadowed in any way by Satan, demons, torture and hopelessness. The glory of His salvation is about the redemption that His fire produces - not the impotence of that fire’s redemption - and sorry Mormonism: Jesus and Lucifer were not brothers. Why would we ascribe such glory and grandeur to anyone but Jesus? 
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More and more translations employ the word ‘hell’:
 
	1611 AD: hell occurs 54 times in the King James Version

	1833 AD: hell occurs 49 times in the Noah Webster Version

	1862 AD: hell occurs 0 times in the Young’s Literal Translation 

	1982 AD: hell occurs 32 times in the New King James Version 

	2001 AD: hell occurs 16 times in the New English Translation 

	2002 AD: hell occurs 14 times in the English Standard Version

	2020 AD: hell occurs 13 times in the New American Standard Bible

	2020 AD: hell occurs 11 times in the Christian Standard Bible

 
The age-old bullet point that Jesus talked more about hell than heaven is not true even if Gehenna is translated as hell. Jesus talked more about heaven.
The danger of this trend is that the ugly side of universalism could gain traction. The eleven remaining usages of hell could also disappear as in the Young’s Literal Translation, as all but one are the proper name Gehenna. This could raise many questions that we will need to be ready to answer. 
 
Each of Jesus’ References to Hell
Matthew 23:15 - twice as much a son of Gehenna as yourselves. 
Audience relevance is crucial here. Jesus only spoke to Jews about Gehenna, and Jews knew exactly what Gehenna was about. It was the city garbage dump where a fire was kept continually burning. It also burned criminals and those wickedly sacrificed to Molech and Baal (including child sacrifice). For a Jew, being uncovered after death was a horrific dishonor, so mentioning Gehenna would’ve evoked strong emotions. Being called a son of Gehenna would be a fierce verbal slap.
Gehenna also held historical value to the Jews: Isaiah predicted and later documented the mass dumping into Gehenna of 185,000 Assyrian warriors who had been dispatched to attack and capture Jerusalem. They died as a result of a plague sent by the Lord. At the end of the eighth century B.C., this happened (circa 701-691 B.C.).157
Matthew 23:33: You snakes! How will you escape being condemned to Gehenna?
Jesus escalates from insult to threat. The teachers of the law and Pharisees knew the unfulfilled Gehenna prophecies of Jeremiah, and Jesus was directly threatening them with those judgments.
According to first-century historian Josephus, Gehenna was literally heaped with dead, unburied bodies of Jews who were cast into its fires during and after the Jewish-Roman War of A.D. 66-70.
Matthew 5:21-22 …But anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of Gehenna.”
Again, the Jews to whom He spoke knew of the prophecies held over them. They knew that Jesus was threatening “this generation” with their fulfillment.
Several other Jewish prophets158 predicted the same future coming time and judgment event. John the Baptist likewise prophesied, “The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire . . . . His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor, gathering the wheat into his barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire”.159
An interesting side-note is that it’s God who holds the winnowing fork - not the Devil. It’s Islam who adopted the winnowing fork (pitch fork) image.
Like the other prophets, Jesus is warning them not to misinterpret or ignore these prophecies, and His reference to Gehenna was right there in plain sight on the hillside opposite Mount Olive. Even by night they could see the perpetual fire burning.160
Matthew 5:29-30 “If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into Gehenna. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into Gehenna.”
Matthew 18:8-9 “If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gorge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of Gehenna.”
Mark 9:42-49  “It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into Gehenna, where the fire never goes out. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than to have two feet and be thrown into Gehenna. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into Gehenna, where ‘their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.’
In these severity comparisons Jesus was emphatic that the literal judgment against them would be worse than whatever they did to stop sinning. The law of sowing and reaping was and will ever be in effect.
Intervention is the most intense expression of redemptive love. The bravest people I’ve ever met were the homeless alcoholics of the Union Gospel Mission in Spokane Washington. Working there I witnessed men facing demons with not only a stronghold, but often a death-hold. They endured constant recidivism and had to accept small rewards in exchange for substantial effort and honesty. 
One of the most powerful moments came when those who truly loved presented an affective forecast of where their choices are leading them, and since self-centeredness is a core attribute, part of that forecast includes how those choices could affect those around them. The largest blind spot in self-centered decisions are the affect they inflict on others. 
Here Jesus is in full intervention highlighting the ramifications with the innocent being God Himself. They were not okay before God. All was not well. But specifically, Jesus was speaking to them directly and emphatically that they themselves would be dishonorably thrown into Gehenna and fully consumed in the flames.
The difference between this intervention and the concept of eternal conscious torment for not saying the sinner’s prayer is redemption. The Pharisees had substantially misrepresented God and spent their lives presenting God as cruel as Pharaoh to the Israel. Love stands in sharp contrast to an un-redemptive vindictive hell.
Matthew 10:28 “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 soul and body in Gehenna.”
Romans soldiers killed the body - many bodies - but never the soul. God alone does that. But again the intervention warning was that God was about to do just that. It wasn’t about just the body - Jesus was ascribing value to the soul by contrast.
This verse implies that both Jesus and the Jews shared the understanding that the soul lived on even when the body died, which the Jews possibly derived from Abel’s blood crying from the ground in Genesis. So the Romans could cause the body to cease. Jesus did them one better with the teaching that God could cause the soul to cease as well.
Luke 12:4-5 “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more. But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into Gehenna.”
We don’t have the perspective of the Jews to whom Jesus spoke face to face. They likely had literally watched people and animals being thrown into Gehenna. Without that point of reference we’re tempted to invent and other-worldly place like the one Dante invented.
Later in that chapter Jesus continues, “How is it that you don’t know how to interpret this present time?”161 This is another tell as a time stamp. This was literal, and for their “present time”. Another tell is that in every single mention of what many translators call hell is actually the proper name Gehenna. Universalists claim that Jesus was pointing to a specific judgment to a specific generation - not a universal judgment. 
Finally, James 3:9-12 is the only other mention of “hell” in the New Testament, as we discussed earlier. To the gentiles, neither Jesus nor any other Christian apostle, teacher, disciple, or Christian in the Bible mentions Gehenna. Why? For that matter, why did Paul appeal to unbelievers instead of threatening them?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 10 
Final R￼edemption[image: Line Line]
 
 
God’s Refining Fire
Brimstone (or sulfur) is defined as divine incense, because burning brimstone was considered to have the power to both purify and ward off disease. Sulfur was also considered to the Greeks to be a cleansing agent. This is probably because it expands the pores of the skin, allowing it to be cleansed. 
Brimstone is also the neuter form of theios (divinity, or the Godhead). The significance here is that it’s not Satan’s fire that burns us. Mark 9:49 says, “For everyone will be salted with fire.” Again, we all go through the fire, as it purifies us. Hebrews 12:29 also shows us, “Our God is a consuming fire.” Fire thus represents God Himself. 
Consider Jesus’ admonishment: 
...no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any man builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, each man’s work will become evident; for the day will show it because it is to be revealed with fire, and the fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work. If any man’s work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be saved, yet so as through fire. Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple of God is holy, and that is what you are.162
The purpose of fire is for purging, for completely destroying the chaff in our lives. Both sinners and saints experience this fire in this life, and more than once.163 For the believer, it destroys that which is harmful to them. For those without faith, it eventually destroys everything. 
This can be an encouragement to us that when God brings fire into our lives we are actually experiencing the very “fire and brimstone” of the Bible in the same way that all of God’s people experience hell. For me this is good news, as the most encouraging thought I can muster when experiencing the fire is that, “it couldn’t get much worse.” Here I can see that I was right. And not only that; I can know that the trial is not overseen by Satan, but the God who loves me. 
Furthermore it helps me to welcome the fire when I realize that if God destroys the weeds in my life early on, the garden of my life will grow beautiful things that will even choke out future weeds. God wants our lives to flourish like a garden of paradise. 
God may employ Satan as in the book of Job, but God is fully sovereign and cannot be surprised or overcome by Satan. In terms of hierarchy, God and Satan are not even on the same level. At best, Satan may battle an arch-angel such as Gabriel, but as we will explore in later chapters, angels have merely a pittance of the residual transcendent powers of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
 
Unscathed by Death? 
John the Beloved, while exiled in Patmos, writes, “Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the second death has no power…”164 Here the second death, also referred to as the Lake of Fire: 
“But for the cowardly and unbelieving and abominable and murderers and immoral persons and sorcerers and idolaters and all liars, their part will be in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death.”165
Yet curiously, the second death is not harmful to the faithful: 
“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.”166
How can a person not be hurt by death? It suggests that this dying is not of our person, but of something else. The Greek word for hurt in this verse means “to do wrong; act wickedly; (be) treated unjustly”.167 John is saying that we will not be cheated at our final judgment. Our enduring faith will be rewarded. 
These scriptures all imply that we, too, will encounter the Lake of Fire in some way, though it doesn’t speak specifically of full immersion. In 1 Corinthians 3:13-15 we are promised that our faith will be revealed by fire, and that some will suffer loss. Could this be the same fire?168
Revelation elaborates: 
“And the devil who deceived them was thrown into the Lake of Fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.”169
“Then death and Hades were thrown into the Lake of Fire. This is the second death, the Lake of Fire.”170 While the second death is synonymous with the Lake of Fire171, neither is synonymous with Gehenna; they are not describing a grave. It is where those who have overcome are/were promised just treatment – the judgment of the Great White Throne.172 John continues:
Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them. 
And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written in the books, according to their deeds. 
And the sea gave up the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds. 
Then death and Hades were thrown into the Lake of Fire This is the second death, the Lake of Fire. And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the Lake of Fire. 
From what we discovered about the Lake of Fire, it seems that everything experiences the second death: sin, hell, the grave, evil men173, sinners, a deceiving devil, the beast, the false prophet, heavens / earth and death.174
 
Punishment:
Measured or Unmeasured?
God puts limits on how punishment is to be measured out. When God instituted the civil justice system He commanded,
“If anyone injures his neighbor, whatever he has done must be done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. As he has injured the other, so he is to be injured.175
Since God doesn’t change, how would it follow that the sin of not accepting Jesus carries an unlimited punishment? I believe we’re missing something here, especially in light of Matthew 12:32, which says, "And whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man, it shall be forgiven him; but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit, it shall not be forgiven him, either in this age or in the [age] to come.”
Jesus clearly differentiates the punishment of sinning against Himself vs the Holy Spirit. 
Some attempt to explain it by saying, “You underestimate just how evil sin is to a holy God.” We could go that route, but I believe Jesus was implying that He’s big enough to take the criticisms of our small perspective, and that we can give Him our complaint as David often did. 
So we come to the question, “Is God’s punishment for rejecting the Christ measured or unmeasured?” It’s a fair question. Throughout the Old Testament we see a God who is very specific about scales and measurements. Why would God, who does not change, decide to torment without measurement. 
Is God needy? Does God need to take His angst out on unbelievers after they die? Is that angst a permanent state for God? If we are to imitate that, should we reflect that in our lives?
If there is a conceivability that eternal conscious torment has an alternative in the resurrection and subsequent ministry by Christ Himself unto salvation, we should consider it. We’ve all heard stories where CPR fails, the person dies, yet the first responder doesn’t give up in trying every feasible means to resuscitate; then somehow the dead impossibly comes back to life.
Grieving families need to know if the man or woman of God knows of a feasible means that their loved-one could receive that salvation. The strength of that conviction is not the imperative - just if there is a chance. The hyper-Calvinist would say, “No. They’re in hell and you’ll go there too if you don’t repent.” They dutifully say this thinking they’re glorifying God in their elitism.
When we evangelize, is it us who ministers salvation or is it Christ working through us? We know that Christ resurrects all of humanity; does it stand to reason that Christ is able to reach those who we failed to reach?
For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit, by whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison, who formerly were disobedient, when once the Divine longsuffering waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being prepared, in which a few, that is, eight souls, were saved through water. There is also an antitype which now saves us--baptism (not the removal of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God), through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, angels and authorities and powers having been made subject to Him.176
To whom Christ preaching? The passage speaks of the disobedient, referencing those who scoffed while the Ark was being built. Christ is preaching to people. Specifically dead people, as He Himself was physically dead. They were spiritually imprisoned as in Revelation 18:2.
Also within this context we see angels and authorities and powers having been made subject to Him - meaning His preaching was effective reminiscent of Isaiah 45:23 , “I have sworn by Myself; The word has gone out of My mouth [in] righteousness, And shall not return, That to Me every knee shall bow, Every tongue shall take an oath.” This prophecy is fulfilled in the New Testament: It is written: " 'As surely as I live,' says the Lord, 'every knee will bow before me; every tongue will acknowledge God.' "177
This fulfilled prophecy is given even more specificity, again by Paul, in Philippians 2:8-11: And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death--even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
This further confirms that in chronology Christ was dead, then preached, resulting every knee bowing and every tongue acknowledging not just God in a general sense, but the lordship of Jesus Christ Himself. 
We count it salvation when every head is bowed and every eye is closed and someone slips their hand up. Would we not count it as salvation when they bow before Jesus Himself declaring His lordship over them?
Paul exhorts us to encourage one another.178 We were looking for just a chance to offer a grieving family that their loved on isn’t presently being tortured. I think we found much more than that! The exclusivists think God is glorified that His blood was effective for those he could win over - how much more is He glorified by winning over all of them, forever breaking their arrogant pride and rage against Him?
Think of the Hitlers, the Bin Ladens of the world; is God more glorified by their torture or by God breaking the hateful part of them that led to their acting out? 
The weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh. We don’t pay back evil for evil - why should God do it. What if His vengeance resolved with the power of love?
On two different occasions I’ve come across young men performing satanic rituals and both times I interrupted and ended those rituals by telling the young men, “I want you to know that I love you.” Satan’s power is broken by love. It cannot thrive there. The power of love is the most effective weapon against Satan I’ve ever personally experienced. If ultimately angels and authorities and powers having been made subject to Christ179 it seems that love would be the dominating factor. 
Isaiah prophesies, “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost.”180
Revelation reflects and fulfills it, as Jesus says: 
”Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life and may go through the gates into the city. Outside are the dogs, those who practice magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone who loves and practices falsehood. "I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star." The Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And let the one who hears say, "Come!" Let the one who is thirsty come; and let the one who wishes take the free gift of the water of life.181
 
Who wears the washed robes? Believers who have been salted with fire. 
Who are those outside? Unbelievers with unforgiven sins.
Who is the angel Jesus sent? A theophany of Himself.182
If the believers are already in the city, who is the Spirit and the bride speaking to? Those outside. Why would he tell them to come if they couldn’t come? Why would he tell them to drink if they couldn’t drink, if they were languishing in the Lake of Fire. 
Of course this is Revelation, so this is not the context for a proof text, but it is evidence toward His intention of final redemption.
 
The Forgiven 
For centuries the theory of eternal, conscious torment has leveled fear against humanity. As this theory continues to unravel, I am also aware that victims of cruelty take solace in the though that their tormentor(s) will suffer eternally. I want to be sensitive to those who have been victims of horrific crimes, where forgiveness is a deep and often painful process. 
Yes, God executes vengeance,183 and it is complete. We can also rest easy because He knows all things.184 Our part is to trust Him with it – to forgive, even though our hearts cry for justice. 
Jesus said of Judas that it would have been good for that man if he had not been born.185 This is very serious for Judas, and I don’t regard this as hyperbole. What Jesus is saying is that the punishment for his sins would overshadow anything he ever had going for him. Consider also that not only he suffered, but his family and friends likewise dealt with his sin. He was the only disciple Jesus ever called “friend”, and Jesus Himself suffered greatly. 
It is important to likewise acknowledge spiritual involvement concerning demon-possessed men like Bin Laden, Saddam and Hitler. I think that many people give them too much credit for the evil they released upon us. Yes, they themselves were wicked to the core, but in these and others there are demonic spirits and even principalities working through them – of which we are not commanded to forgive. 
It is not the sin of bitterness to hate the demonic. There is nothing unhealthy about hating with what David phrased “a perfect hatred”.186 I cannot hate someone who, say, steals my car. God just won’t let me do it. I get stomach problems, digestive problems, sinus problems, headaches, etc. It’s not mine to hate. Yet the demonic is a different story. 
God will never redeem the demonic, whose motive is 100% evil. Nobody knows what has happened in the life of the car thief leading up to his crime. I can guarantee that there is some room for empathy even in the most heinous of criminals. 
Years ago I took a job as a live-in community protection counselor for pedophiles with mental illness. My job was to take these men into places like McDonald’s, supermarkets, shopping malls, etc., and make sure they didn’t engage children. 
For a man with a father’s heart, this was a difficult job. Every time one of our clients was blatantly lusting after a child, it was all I could do to not punch his lights out. It was a job of constantly redirecting and diffusing situations. 
At the same time, I understood the mental chaos these men experienced on a daily basis. I did feel empathy, yet I would not hesitate to put any one of them behind bars should they offend. I forgave them continually in my heart. I endorsed the consequences they often received. And to this day, I hate the demonic realm for preying on the weak. 
Ephesians tells us, “For we are not contending against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”187 This is a continually relevant principle. 
There is not a person alive against whom I can afford to hold unforgiveness. It is the most crushing and humbling thing to do, yet I’ve found that God is consistent in keeping this relational boundary. The Bible tells us that Jesus sweat drops of blood. Why? Was He afraid of death? Pain? No; the intensity of His prayer came from forgiving sin.188
 
Here is the test: 
1. Is there anyone against whom you harbor unforgiveness? Spend some time here. Ask God to help you. 
2. Though you may feel emotionally charged memories, forgive them out loud. Don’t let emotion steal your words. 
3. The next day, talk to someone about the person (without slander). Do you still feel animosity? Repeat step 2 daily.189
 
Forgiveness is a divine act, if you will. It isn’t you that is bearing their sin, but Christ.190
Forgiveness is literally expunging sin from the universe!191 It takes the venom out of an offense and renders it powerless.192 Unforgiveness swallows the venom to get back at someone else. Keep at it! 
In all this I am saying that forgiveness is required because vengeance is His. Fire is painful and judgment is just and complete. Therefore we can trust God that the fire of judgment is enough and let it go completely. 
Please take a few moments to reflect on your world. We all want Heaven, but is there someone, or even several people, that you would give over to torment if given the opportunity? Unforgiveness can hide even in the most holy of people. 
“For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. “But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions.”193
Let verse 14 describe your experience. We’re about to touch Heaven, but if you have business to do with God, take some time on this. He will speak to you. 
“Few Americans doubt that God will judge every individual. Almost nine out of ten people (86%) contend that eventually, all people will be judged by God.”194 
To say that hell is anything more than death implies that the soul is immortal. It isn’t true. Some oriental philosophies taught that departed souls reincarnate in other bodies. Other ancient philosophies taught that departed souls rise to the physical universe, and yet others to a heavenly universe. 
Plato’s work, Phædo, had taught the immortality of the soul. This, like many concepts of hell, came from Babylonian, Greek and Egyptian philosophy.195 He wrote, “Death is merely the separation of the soul from the body.” Another of his books, the Phædrus, explains the soul’s immortality, citing the self-generating motion of the gods. He writes, “All soul is immortal; for what is always in motion is immortal.” His theory included that humanity existed before time, and that like the gods, we, “can neither be destroyed nor come into being.”
The early church fathers were divided on the subject:196 
Origen, 185-254AD, introduced Neo-Platonism into the Christian debate of eschatology, considering himself a Neo-Platonist and teaching the immortality of the soul. 
Tertullian, 155-220AD, writes, “For some things are known even by nature. The immortality of the soul, for instance, is held by many. I may use therefore the opinion of Plato when he declares that every soul is immortal.” 
Justin Martyr, however, rejected Neo-Platonism, along with others like Arnobias, of 284-305AD. He spoke against theologians that the soul is only conditionally mortal, saying that contemporary teachers were, “carried away with an extravagant opinion of themselves, (saying) that the soul is immortal.” 
Augustine, 354-430AD, in “The City of God”197, sided with Tertullian, further establishing the concept of the immortal soul into the church world. 
In the middle ages, those who rejected the idea were branded a heretic. In 1513, the Fifth Lateran Council of 1513 issued a decree: 
“Whereas, in our days some have dared to assert, concerning the nature of the reasonable soul, that it is mortal, or one and the same in all men; and some, rashly philosophizing, declare this to be true, at least according to philosophy: We, with the approbation of the sacred council, do condemn and reprobate all those who assert that the intellectual soul is mortal, or one and the same in all men, and those who call these things in question; seeing that the soul is not only truly, and of itself, and essentially the form of the human body, as is expressed in the canon of Pope Clement V, published in the general council of Vienne, but likewise immortal...and we strictly inhibit all from dogmatizing otherwise, and we decree that all who adhere to the like assertions shall be shunned and punished as heretics.” 
Among the punishments for teaching conditional immortality was death! How’s that for fear tactics? 
Martin Luther declared that the Bible taught conditional immortality of the soul. Luther held that the soul died with the body, and that God would raise first the one, then the other: 
“It is probable, in my opinion, that with very few exceptions indeed, the dead sleep in utter insensibility until the day of judgment. On what authority can it be said that the souls of the dead may not sleep? In the same way that the living pass in profound slumber between their down-lying at night to their up-rising in the morning.” 
William Tyndale agreed with Luther: “In putting departed souls in heaven, hell or purgatory, you destroy the arguments wherewith Christ and Paul proved the resurrection. The true faith putteth the resurrection, which we be warned to look for every hour. The heathen philosophers denying that, did put that souls did ever live.”198 
Tyndale raises an interesting point; how can a person rise from the dead if they aren’t dead, or even in the grave? The soul indeed does die, and only the resurrection grants us life after death. 
The final nail in the coffin of a conscious, eternal hell is simply the fact of the dead being raised from it. This takes us to the conclusion that God meets out an appropriate punishment for every person who chooses to reject the Messiah. It could be argued that a person who loathes the presence of God would find eternity in His presence as torturous. 
What is the appropriate judgment? While the answer may seem moot this side of heaven, what we believe about the answer affects both our peace of mind toward those we love and our sense of vindication toward our enemies. 
He alone decides what is just and what His vengeance will be, and we can safely conclude from His attributes that it will perfectly fit the individual. It is our enemy who inflicts pain without conscience. Satan is the one who afflicts children with pain and sickness with every ounce of severity that he can muster. Whatever pain he has inflicted into our heart, he would thrust even deeper if he had the chance. He is the Accuser of the Brethren. God is not. 
 
Practical Arguments 
for the Need for Hell
Provided we have accepted the premise that there is no hell (which we have not done) here are the prevailing arguments for the need for hell:

	If there is no eternal punishment, then there can be no eternal life.

Where does this punishment take place? This verse does not say, nor does Daniel 12:2 or 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9, which present similar scenarios. What then prevents this punishment from taking place in the Lake of Fire, which as we have seen above may be in God Himself and not in a place of separation from Him called “hell?”
 
	First century Jews believed in hell

No systematic eschatological statement has, however, been preserved for us from Jewish times, much less on which may be said to represent a general consensus of opinion.”199
 
	If there is no hell, then there was no need for the cross. And if there was no need for the cross, there is no need for Jesus.

There is a great deal to be preserved. And this shift in perspective does not negate the importance of Jesus and his work on the cross. It also doesn't downplay the importance of Christian morality in everyday life or imply that moral ideals should be ignored.200
Consider Paul’s rhetorical question, “shall we continue in sin that grace might increase.201 May it never be!” Grace can be seen as a threat to justice, but with God introducing both, that cannot be the case. Rather, grace serves as a witness that the law comes from God and not man. The law is for man and not man for the law. 
The same is true of justice. Justice means that God is satisfied - a theme we see throughout the Old Testament. If God is satisfied by the blood of Christ, who am I to judge and punish myself? Paul didn’t do that or teach that - He waited on God to convict him, which always comes packaged with mercy and grace. Our goal in justice is that God is satisfied, as there is nothing greater than God.
4.	Whatever eternal means for life, it must equally mean for punishment.”
As mentioned earlier, the word for eternal, aionios, expresses an age of unspecified  duration.
 
Annihilation Concepts
If partial annihilationism is true and man is mortal unless born-again, then what is a just judgment? First, we don’t get to decide that, but we have to assume the answer lies in theology-proper, the attributes of God.
If all man is eternal and eternal conscious torment is proven true, God is fully just to do so, as He alone defines morality. We don’t define our own morality and we have never had that right.
If partial annihilationism is proven true, Epicurus was still wrong as we are all resurrected for judgment. We can be anti, partial, or fully annihilationist, we all see that judgment. How long does it last? We have no indication. How severe can it be? Well Jesus employs the most awful symbolism imaginable. 
Consider these scriptures: 
 
Genesis 2:16-17 - The LORD God commanded the man, saying, "From any tree of the garden you may freely eat; but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for on the day that you eat from it you will certainly die."
 
Genesis 3:22 - Then the LORD God said, "Behold, the man has become like one of Us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might reach out with his hand, and take [fruit] also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever" (God did not want man to partake of the tree of life and thus make himself immortal). 
 
Genesis 3:19 - “…For you are dust, And to dust you shall return."
 
Ezekiel 18:4b - The soul who sins will die.
 
Job 4:17 - 'Can mankind be righteous before God? Can a man be pure before his Maker?
 
Psalm 146:3 - Do not trust in noblemen, In mortal man, in whom there is no salvation.
 
Ecclesiastes 9:5a - For the living know that they will die; but the dead do not know anything…
 
Ezekiel 18:20a - The person who sins will die. 
 
Romans 6:23 - “For the wages of sin is death, but the gracious gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
 
Luke 13:3 - "No, I tell you, but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.”
 
John 3:16 - "For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, so that everyone who believes in Him will not perish (just perish?), but have eternal life.”
 
John 5:24 - "Truly, truly, I say to you, the one who hears My word, and believes Him who sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into judgment, but has passed out of death into life.”
 
1 Corinthians 15:53-54 - “For this perishable must put on the imperishable, and this mortal [must] put on immortality. But when this perishable puts on the imperishable, and this mortal puts on immortality, then will come about the saying that is written: "DEATH HAS BEEN SWALLOWED UP in victory.”
 
1 John 5:12 - The one who has the Son has the life; the one who does not have the Son of God does not have the life.
 
1 Timothy 6:16 - who alone possesses immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see. To Him [be] honor and eternal dominion! Amen.
 
Romans 2:7 - to those who by perseverance in doing good seek glory, honor, and immortality, [He will give] eternal life;
 
We can safely conclude that humans are mortal, with the conditional promise of immortality. This means that we need not fear eternal, conscious torment. It also means that without faith, we will cease to exist when our life is over. 
 
Unethical Tactics
One of the tactics in auto sales goes like this: The customer wants, say, a red four-door sedan. The dealership advertises a new inventory of red four door sedans. So the customer drives out and the salesman says, “Aaw, we just sold out, but let me show you a red car you might like.” He proceeds to show every red car on the lot. Then every four-door sedan. After he has spent as much time “working hard” for his customer the customer decides to go elsewhere. Then the salesman looks at his phone and says, “Oh my! I just found out we do have a red four-door sedan in the back.”
The salesman knew all along about the many red four-door sedans in the back. His deception was to exhaust the customer who needed to buy a car, create a demand that made the car look more valuable, and become the hero by finding the diamond in the rough.
I began this course telling my story of entering the church with the full intention of disrupting the service and confronting the pastor about his lies. What I didn’t say is that the word I was waiting for was ‘hell’. The threat of hell was the #1 reason I hated God because it made him a hypocrite. 
Evangelism was lost on me. Nobody was ever going to reach me. I knew little about the Bible, but I knew what love is.
Quite frankly, the accuracy of our doctrines would attract far, far more people than threats and belittlement toward unbelievers. We are part of the problem, but we get to be part of the solution. 
With the doctrine of hell we use manipulative tactics to interject not good news but fear in a destructive way. Rather, it’s the kindness of God that leads us to repentance, not eternal conscious torment.
We’ve perpetuated this sales manipulation tool for 1500 years. It’s so heavily propagated that it has the appearance of being part of the structure of Christianity itself - a load bearing wall. 
There’s a big difference between healing and winning
When the world says to Coexist - they mean comply to their agenda. That spirit was alive and well in the early Catholic church. Whenever the Word of God was kept from the church, the church was blind, and led by men prone to corruption. 
The three wicked teachings: indulgences, patron saints and discrediting fulfilled prophecy.
The liberal, sacred tradition, isogetical approach to Gehenna utilizes the inclusion of Dante’s Inferno, the Muslim Quran, and Greek Mythology.
The conservative, sola scriptura, exegetical approach to Gehenna rejects extra-biblical conjecture and the coexist methodology. We are not to compromise to the culture.202
 
In Conclusion
So with a better understanding of hell both Final Redemption and Postmortem Salvation gain validity. Unlike the error of Open Theism where we have a hapless God surprised by death, instead we have a triumphant Savior fulfilling John’s prophecy that “every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” Does that mean universal salvation? Only God knows; it’s not ours to presume His conclusions. 
The viability of Final Redemption is surprising to discover among the forms of universalism, but Final Redemption is not a Co-exist movement. Jesus Christ is the only way to salvation, but as God, He is the one who resurrects. He is the Resurrection. He is the one who evangelizes those who get away from our efforts. If Final Redemption is as it appears, He is glorified by winning every last soul.
According to the Final Redemption teaching, He is the last Adam, and is glorified by completely redeeming the complete depravity that the first Adam gave us.
So also it is written, “The first MAN, Adam, BECAME A LIVING SOUL.” The last Adam became a life-giving spirit.”203
Also, “…how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself unblemished to God, purify our consciences from works of death, so that we may serve the living God!”204
Jesus is so much greater than Adam. Just as Jesus spoke to us with authority, saying, “Follow Me,” He has that same authority to command every knee to bow. It could just be that He created every last one of us to ultimately respond to his call. 
Perhaps the annihilationists are correct and that not all mortal man is given immortality, and unbelievers simply cease to exist. Whatever we conclude is theoretical, but only one of these views will prove correct.
If we affirm Final Redemption, we have a lot of distancing to do from common pagan universalism. Wherever our seeker-sensitive churches eclipse God’s glory and purpose, we need to restore them with a God-sensitive mission. 
Our evangelism needs to shift from governing the masses by threatening hell to exposing the hell to which most currently reside and providing the perspective to light their way home. 
As we trust that God continues with the seeds we sow, the thrust of our evangelism becomes working with Daddy instead of fretting that the assembly line is too fast - that the conveyor belt of lost souls is piling up due to our failure. 
There is a big difference between winning souls and healing souls. The one who heals souls is less concerned with numbers and more concerned with maturing the whole of the church. My friend’s church preaches the same series of messages every year in order to win new converts while ignoring the need to nourish the young Christians who lack maturity. It’s a revolving door.
Rather, the thing that changes me is revelation from Scripture. It changes me, which changes them.
When I served under a controlling pastor we were assigned forced outreach. Our weekly homework was to meet with a new person and write a report. But when that new person became a member, they too had to meet and write reports. They realized that they had been nothing more than a project assigned to the person they thought organically cared for them. There was nothing organic about it. It was a processing plant “for the sake of the gospel”. 
We can do so much better. God’s attributes alone are going to help us reach people without force, but with the attraction of the perfect love of Christ through revelation.
So may God send us out with a renewed understanding of His sovereignty and intention in co-working with us. We want genuine friendships - not projects. We want to hear their interesting stories without wringing our hands in worry, knowing that their story before Christ is every bit as important as what I want to say. But then help me to be ready when I can say the words that can change things.
Help us understand that fear mongering and counting heads does not initiate these friendships, but that creating an environment of healthy conversation does. Lead our gospel to accuracy even if that means breaking with tradition and the dead fruit of our false presumptions. Wash us again and make all things new that we could represent the Kingdom of God in the midst of the city. Amen.
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Further Terminology 
for the Curious…
”The Fury of Fire Which Will Consume” 
 
The book of Hebrews introduces a personality to the fire, admonishing, “...and all the more as you see the day drawing near. For if we go on sinning willfully after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a terrifying expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire which will consume the adversaries.”205
 
“Eternal Destruction” 
 
The term “Eternal Destruction” occurs only one time in the Bible, giving us the only reference to the unbeliever’s state after the Lake of Fire. It reads: 
 
For after all it is only just for God to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.
These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power, when He comes to be glorified in His saints on that day, and to be marveled at among all who have believed--for our testimony to you was believed.206
 
Destruction is the only appropriate word to describe the final punishment for the resurrected unbeliever. How bad is it? How long is it? How painful is it? These things we will likely never know. 
Paul talks at length about the seed analogy relating to our own death, and that our flesh is as the shell of a seed. Inside that seed God has clothed us with an incorruptible body for living in His presence. The resurrection, therefore, is likened to the sprouting of a new plant – far more glorious than the seed. 
So we are buried as seeds, both the believer and the unbeliever. At the resurrection, the believer, via faith in Christ, sheds the dead seed and takes on a new body altogether, while the unbeliever is unearthed as a seed that wouldn’t sprout. The seed, which represents death, is simply destroyed in a single event. The only remnant of that person is the legacy they left behind. 
The wicked are indeed resurrected for judgment, a judgment in the Lake of Fire alone, followed by their final destruction and expulsion from the presence of God. 
 
“Damnation” 
 
As we’ve seen, especially in the King James Version, translators have misrepresented the afterlife in an attempt to increase fear in the church. This leaves us to question why God would give us promises like, “There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love,”207 along with, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and love and sound mind,”208 and “...love covers a multitude of sins.”209
So we should not be surprised when the King James tells us, “And shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation.”210 Damnation, (krisis in the Greek), denotes a curse or judgment. Therefore the wicked are resurrected simply for the sake of judgment.
 
Thrown into the Furnace of Fire
 
37  And He said, “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man, 
38  “and the field is the world; and as for the good seed, these are the sons of the kingdom; and the tares are the sons of the evil one; 
39  “and the enemy who sowed them is the devil, and the harvest is the end of the age; and the reapers are angels. 
40  “So just as the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the end of the age. 
41  “The Son of Man will send forth His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, 
42  “and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”211

As the tares (weeds) were gathered at the end of the age212, the furnace of fire213 was specifically and exclusively used to describe the punishment to the Jewish scribes, Pharisees and hypocrites who crucified Christ.214 In 70AD these religious leaders endured this torment when the temple in Jerusalem was sacked and burned. It is estimated that over one million Jews died in the attack, while 95,000 were taken as prisoners.215 It was in that place only where there was to be “weeping and gnashing of teeth,” and every parable that uses this phrase is describing these events.216
 
”Immortal Worms” 
 
In describing hell, Jesus mentions that, “Their worm does not die.”217 Jesus was not teaching that people are worms. (as Jacob was called a worm in the Old Covenant218). Jesus was talking about their worm, the worm that continually feeds on the flesh of people. We can see this better by looking at the scripture from which he quoted: “Then they will go forth and look on the corpses of the men who have transgressed against Me. For their worm will not die and their fire will not be quenched; and they will be an abhorrence to all mankind.”219
Isaiah identifies the worm (literally maggot) as belonging to a corpse. These maggots are not spiritual creatures who continually eat those sentenced to eternal conscious torment. They are physical maggots who eat dead people. These dead people are no longer conscious and no longer in torment. Only the maggot is eternal (literally “age-lasting” in Greek). 
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