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For our last summer service, I thought I’d go off lectionary again and this time 

close out our season with everyone’s favorite topic—death.   

Now before you go and accuse me of being provocative, let me first say, I 

blame my wife.  I’m sorry—I put that poorly.  Let me say my wife, uh, 

“inspired” me.   

She said, “You are doing a lot of funerals and meet with elderly or sick people 

who are wondering or are anxious as to what lies ahead—for them or for 

loved ones.  You should be prepared to answer them.”   

I naturally responded in a stereotypical male fashion with, “Uh-huh.” 

But it was at one our luncheons, I believe, when someone asked me, “What 

happens when we die?  I hadn’t thought about it until my husband 

passed.” 

That’s when I realized I should have listened to my wife.  I gave a lame 

response of, “Well, we don’t really know.”  I mumbled a few other things 

and we went on to other topics. 

To be honest, pastor training doesn’t include a lot about the life hereafter—at 

least not for Presbyterians.  In high school my buddies and I discussed it a 

bit, but it tended to be along the simple lines of “If you believe in Christ, 

you go to heaven when you die.  If you don’t, well, probably not good, but 

who knows?” 

One reason we don’t study it is because probably the most frequent complaint 

against Christians—besides them being hypocrites—is our focus on life 

after death.  We have been told:  

“You abandon the earth in favor of heaven.  You permit injustice here because 

you think heaven will solve it all. Your dreams of eternal life dull you to 

the wonders and challenges of this life.” 
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That is a fair criticism and yet it is right to be curious about what happens 

when we die. 

So, I decided I better dig a little deeper into the topic.  After some study and 

consultation, the good news is I learned a lot.  The bad news is, it boils 

down to, “Well, we don’t really know—but we do have a working construct, 

if you will.”   Let me expand on that, leaning heavily into a Presbyterian 

Mission article by Lewis Donelson, but also others. 

First, the bible says different things in different places that are in tension with 

one another.  This is, in part, because the Jewish theology was more 

focused on this life than heaven, and the New Testament writers for the 

most part thought Jesus’ return was imminent, so you didn’t have to worry 

too much between the time you died and the time of Jesus’ return. 

I have included in the bulletin some of the more common passages people cite 

in their beliefs about what happens after you die.  [Slide] I commend you 

to read them all on your own.  I will touch on a them a bit. 

The one set, Psalm 90, 1 Corinthians 15, 1 Thessalonians 4, and John 14 

discuss or allude to an intermediate state.  That is, after we die our souls 

are in some intermediate state while we wait for Christ return and the end 

of days. 

Psalm 90, which is often used at funerals, focuses on the eternal nature of 

God and short lifetime that we should value it.  Verses 2 and 3 say [slide], 

“Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the 

earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. You turn 

us back to dust, and say, “Turn back, you mortals.”  

Verses 10 and 12 say, in part [click], “The days of our life are…soon gone, and 

we fly away.  So teach us to count our days that we may gain a wise heart.” 
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1 Corinthians 15 focuses on the fact that the dead will be resurrected.  Verses 

12-14 say [slide], “Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, 

how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no 

resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has 

not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has 

been in vain.” 

It goes on to say that when we are resurrected it won’t be these current 

perishable bodies that return to dust, but new ones.  Verse 42 says [slide], 

“What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable.” 

Verses 51 and 52 say [click], “Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all 

die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at 

the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised 

imperishable, and we will be changed.” 

1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 explains further saying [slide], “For this we declare to 

you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the 

coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died.  

[slide], For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call 

and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the 

dead in Christ will rise first.  

[click], Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds 

together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the 

Lord forever.” 

So that’s a little comforting and confusing—we’re coming up from the earth, 

the Lord coming down from heaven and we meet in the middle? 

And then, of course, there is John 14 verses 2 and 3 [slide], “In my Father’s 

house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told 
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you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for 

you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, 

there you may be also.” 

Again, it sounds like there is some period between being dead and the 

resurrection. 

Then we have the other side that says we immediately with God when we die.  

2 Corinthians 5:6-8 that says [slide], “So we are always confident; even 

though we know that while we are at home in the body we are away from 

the Lord— for we walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we do have confidence, 

and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord.” 

And Paul confesses in Philippians 1:23 [slide], “I am hard pressed between the 

two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better.” 

And finally, John 5:25-29 [slide], “Very truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, 

and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and 

those who hear will live.  

[click] For just as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also 

to have life in himself; and he has given him authority to execute 

judgment, because he is the Son of Man.  

[slide] Do not be astonished at this; for the hour is coming when all who are 

in their graves will hear his voice and will come out—those who have done 

good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the 

resurrection of condemnation.” 

So what are we to make of all this, plus other scripture that I have not 

included?  One is that we all die [slide] —unless you happen to be alive 

when Jesus comes again.  Second [click] that we all will receive new 

imperishable bodies when Jesus comes again.  In between those two 
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events [click], you can believe that the souls are “sleeping,” if you will, or 

that they are in some intermediate state or even heaven waiting to receive 

new bodies. 

Personally, as Shakespeare’s Hamlet says, “There are more things in Heaven 

and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  And that is 

only underscored for me with my physics background dealing with 

quantum mechanics, relativity, and multi-dimensions of time and space.  

Maybe God lives outside of time in which case there is no “waiting period” 

in his world; just our own limitation. 

Still, the church has tried to interpret all these things as shown in our Book of 

Confessions. 

Our oldest confessions focus more on the future than the present. For 

example, the Nicene Creed reads [slide]: “He [Jesus] suffered and was 

buried, and the third day he rose again according to the Scriptures, and 

ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father. And he 

shall come again with glory to judge both the quick and the dead, whose 

kingdom shall have no end.”  

The Apostle’s Creed is almost identical, only changing the final imagery to 

“from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”  

The Jesus story is also our story. [slide] That Jesus died, was raised, ascended 

into heaven, and sits on God’s right hand prefigures our own story. We 

will follow him. This means our confessions often describe the future of 

individual Christians by how they tell the story of Jesus. In the earliest 

confessions it is understood that we are destined, when we die, to follow 

Jesus into God’s presence.  
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But after our death and ascension, Jesus will return as Judge. Life after death 

includes not only departure to be with God but a final judgment and 

establishment of God’s kingdom. If the first imagery is one of departure, of 

our leaving this earth, the second is one of arrival, of Jesus coming here.  

The confessions are echoing a tension in the Biblical passages. The Bible 

speaks both of our departure and of Jesus’ arrival. And more often than 

not, except perhaps in Paul, the two images are not systematically 

combined. The Bible does not explicitly work out an account of what 

happens when we die. Instead, it multiplies images of departure, arrival, 

judgment, spiritual bodies. Our confessions reflect this rather poetic cast 

of the Biblical imagery.  

The Scots Confession and the Westminster Confession of Faith do work out a 

consistent narrative that we Presbyterians tend to follow.   

Namely, our narrative is that [slide] when you die, [click] your soul goes to be 

with God, where it enjoys God’s glory and waits for the final judgment. 

[click] At the final judgment bodies are reunited with souls, and eternal 

rewards and punishments are handed out. [click] As the Scots Confession 

notes, final judgment is also “the time of refreshing and restitution of all 

things.” Both the Scots Confession and the Westminster Confession of 

Faith want to orient the present-day life of believers around this future.  

But the Bible spends more time focusing on new life here than on life after 

death. So do all our more recent confessions. Although the Confession of 

1967 mentions life after death, it does so only briefly. Its focus is on new 

life now and on the church’s ministry of reconciliation.  

Our most recent “Brief Statement of Faith“ has only one line explicitly 

mentioning eternal life. The rest of the confession is devoted to present life 
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on this earth. The focus of the Nicene Creed and the Apostles’ Creed on 

Jesus’ ascension and future return is missing. Instead, Jesus is the one 

who models our ministry here. We all seem to be concentrating on the 

enormous tasks of this life and letting God worry about heaven. 

That seems appropriate because focusing only on the after life is the wrong 

motivation.  Being a Christian is not transactional.  That would is just 

being a begrudging rule-follower: “I don’t really want to worship God and 

do good things, but I guess I will if I want to go to heaven.” 

No, God calls us to be changed in our lives.  Not to just change our behaviors 

to do good, but to be filled with the spirit so that all we do comes out 

organically as a child of Christ rather than just following rules. 

We are called simply to trust God that we are in Christ's care and keeping.  

It is that faith that calls us to trust that God holds answers that humanity 

cannot yet understand.  

As Hebrews 11:1 says [slide], “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, 

the conviction of things not seen.” While the Protestant tradition teaches 

us certain aspects of the afterlife, there is still much that remains held in 

the mystery of God that requires simple faith.  

The Biblical call is not to believe in one known scenario but to trust both the 

present and the future to God. Perhaps “A Brief Statement of Faith” says it 

well. [click] Each section begins with the declaration, “We trust …” We 

trust. This is, after all, the core meaning of the Greek word for faith; to 

have faith means to trust.  

God seeks for us a wholeness that derives from a loving God who is at the 

center of all things, whose way is peace and justice and righteousness, who 

nature is creative, forgiving and excessively generous and who made us in 
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the divine image in order to share in the enterprise of  an ongoing 

creation---the God whose ultimate demonstration of the holy purpose was 

its embodiment in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who was himself a 

living parable of God and God’s will and desire. As Christ’s trust in God 

was total, so we are called into community with each other as his body, the 

church, to encourage one another toward that total trust, a trust that 

leaves what lies beyond our life in the flesh to the loving purposes of God, 

as shown to us in the resurrection of Christ. 

We return to Paul’s pastoral words of comfort to his friends—as if to say, 

“Don’t worry about it. Trust in God. All will be well. 

It is with that kind of assurance from Paul’s letter to the Romans 8:38-39—a 

letter he wrote as he faced his own execution—that I bring to a close these 

musings about heaven, life after death, and all that mystery which we 

cannot know on this side. 

“I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 

God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

And that, my friends, is all we know on earth and all we need to know. 

In the name of the God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  

Amen.  

 


