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COMMON FACTORS IN ESCHATOLOGY
1 

 

DEATH  

Death is a reality for every member of the human race (Heb. 9:27). When the Bible speaks of death, it refers to 

the physical death of the body, not the soul. The body may die, but the soul, the life-principle of man, lives on 

(Matt. 10:28; Luke 12:4–5). There are instances in which the Bible uses the Greek word psuche (soul-life) in 

describing death (John 12:25; 13:37–38), but even passages like these denote the death of the body, not the death 

of the immaterial nature of man. Death may be thus defined as the end of physical life through the separation of 

soul and body (cf. James 2:26). 

 

Because the body was made from the elements of the dust, at death the body returns to the dust (Gen. 3:19). 

Physical death results because of sin. Through the sin of Adam in the garden, death spread to the entire human 

race; no one is exempted (Rom. 5:12). Death is the “wages” of sin (Rom. 6:23; 1 Cor. 15:56). 

 

Death, however, should not be understood as annihilation. Life continues on for believer and unbeliever alike 

after the death of the body. Luke 16:19–31 graphically describes the continued existence of both Lazarus and the 

rich man after death. Lazarus, the poor beggar, continued in eternal bliss, described as “Abraham’s bosom” (Luke 

16:22), while the rich man was in eternal torment in Hades (Luke 16:23). For the believer, death means to “be 

absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8). Paul desired death so that he might “be with 

Christ” (Phil. 1:23). 

 

The impact of death upon the believers in Christ is cause for hope for many reasons.2 

 

1) Death is gain. Paul had no fear of death. If he was living, it meant living in fellowship and service for Christ; if 

he died, it was advantageous. He made a startling statement, “To die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). For Paul, death “could 

not in any way separate him from Christ (see Rom. 8:38-39) . . . . In death there was a continuing relationship with 

Christ. Life which is Christ is thus not destroyed by death; it is only increased and enriched by death.” 

  

2) Jesus nullified Satan’s power of death. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection He has destroyed the power of 

death. Through the incarnation, Jesus took on humanity, died an atoning death for the sins of the world, and 

thereby conquered the adversary who held the power of death. Hebrews 2:14 says, “He Himself likewise also 

partook of the same [humanity], that through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death, 

that is, the devil.” The term translated “render powerless” means “to render inoperative, to nullify, to make idle 

or ineffective, to render impotent as though no longer existing.” Those who were enslaved to the fear of death 

have been set free (Heb. 2:15). 

 

Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will live even if he dies, and everyone who 

lives and believes in Me will never die” (John 11:25-26). It seems like a contradictory statement; yet Jesus was 

referring to the distinction between the material and immaterial part of man. The first statement recognizes the 

death of the physical body; it goes into the grave. But the second statement speaks of the spiritual nature of man, 

the soul and spirit. They never die. The one who believes in Jesus Christ as his sin-bearer will never die spiritually. 

The body goes into the earth, awaiting the resurrection, but the soul and spirit – the real essence of the person – 

go home to the Father in heaven. Jesus states this in the strongest terms, using the double negative in the Greek 

text, “Everyone who is living and believing in me shall not ever – by no means [ou me], die” (my [author’s] 

translation). Solomon also recognized the continuance of the person in his spirit: “Then the dust will return to the 

earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it” (Eccl. 12:7). 
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3) Jesus conquered death. Through His death and resurrection, Christ indeed has conquered death (1 Cor. 15:25-

26). The Scripture says that death will be abolished, meaning He will bring death to an end. It will be no more. 

Through Christ’s victory believers become immortal (1 Cor. 15:53). That truth will be consummated when believers 

receive glorified bodies. Then the prophecy of Isaiah will be fulfilled, “Death is swallowed up in victory” (Isa. 25:8; 

cf. 1 Cor. 15:54). Death had power through sin, but Christ conquered sin and through sin, death. Hence, Paul 

exclaims, “O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15:55). This truth brings victory 

and steadfastness to believers (1 Cor. 15:57-58). 

 

4) Our tent is taken down. The imagery of death in Scripture is the collapsing of a tent. Paul says, “For we know 

that if the earthly tent which is our house is torn down, we have a building from God, a house not made with 

hands, eternal in the heavens” (2 Cor. 5:1). The figure of a tent suggests “impermanence and insecurity and is a 

common picture of earthly life and its setting in the body.” When we depart this earth for heaven, we leave behind 

our temporary dwelling and receive our permanent dwelling, “a building from God, a house not made with hands.” 

 

5) Our anchor is lifted.  Another picture of death is lifting the anchor of a ship. Paul had conflicting emotions; on 

the one hand, he sensed the necessity of staying and serving the Philippian believers (Phil. 1:24); but inwardly he 

felt a strong emotional “desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better” (Phil. 1:23). Depart 

(analuo) means “to unloose, to undo. It is used of loosening a ship from its moorings.” It means to life the anchor 

and travel to another destination. At death, the believer lifts anchor and leaves for the better destination – 

heaven. 

 

6) Christ welcomes us. When the Sanhedrin had Stephen stoned to death, Stephen “gazed intently into heaven 

and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:55). Jesus is seated at the right 

hand of the Father in heaven (Heb. 1:3). But at the believer’s death, Jesus rises from His seat and stands to 

welcome His servant into heaven! 

 

7) Believers will be with Christ. Jesus promised the thief on the cross, “Truly I say to you, today you shall be with 

Me in Paradise (Luke 23:43). Jesus’ words are potent. “Today” stands in the emphatic position in the Greek text. 

Today . . . this very day, the repentant thief would experience the bliss of heaven. His body would go into the 

grave, but spiritually, in his essence as a person, he would enter heaven. 

 

“With Me” is a beautiful phrase that emphasizes face-to-face fellowship. The one who had run with thieves and 

robbers would now have an eternity of companionship with the Savior Himself. Revelation 21:3 depicts the same 

picture. The same preposition (meta), translated “with” in this passage, is translated “among” in Revelation 21:3; 

“The tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His peoples, and God 

Himself will be among them.” God Himself will be in an eternity of close fellowship with His people forever. 

 

HEAVEN 

All orthodox Christian theologians agree on the existence of two eternal destinies for all angels and human beings: 

heaven and hell. 

 

The word heaven in the Old Testament (Heb. shamayim) means “high, lofty,” whereas the New Testament Greek 

ouranos simply means “heaven,” probably coming from a root meaning “to cover” or “encompass.” Simply stated, 

the word means “that which is above.”4 
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The word heaven is used in three ways in the Bible. 

 

1) The atmospheric heaven. Heaven may be used to describe the troposphere—the space surrounding the earth 

and extending to a height of about six miles. It is from the atmospheric heaven that the earth receives dew (Deut. 

33:13), frost (Job 38:29), rain and snow (Isa. 55:10), wind (Job 26:13), and thunder (1 Sam. 2:10). The clouds are 

in the atmospheric heaven (Ps. 147:8), and the birds fly in it (Gen. 1:20). Since the necessities for life on earth—

dew, rain, snow, wind—come from “heaven,” it is a reminder that they are the gracious gift of God (cf. Matt. 5:45). 

 

2) The celestial heaven. Heaven is also used to describe the celestial realm—the realm of sun, moon, stars, and 

planets. God created the universe (Gen. 1:1; Ps. 33:6), placing these lights in the heaven (Gen. 1:14). 

 

3) The dwelling place of God. This is probably what Paul referred to as the “third heaven” (2 Cor. 12:2). John (Rev. 

4:1ff.) was taken up to God’s heaven. This heaven is a specific place where God dwells, as salutation of Jesus’ 

model prayer indicates (“Our Father who art in heaven” Matt. 6:9). It is in heaven that God sits enthroned (Ps. 2:4; 

Isa. 66:1); from heaven God renders judgment (Gen. 19:24; Josh. 10:11); but God’s blessings also come from 

heaven (Exod. 16:4). From heaven God looks down upon His people (Deut. 26:15); from heaven He hears their 

prayer (Ps. 20:6); He comes down from heaven (Ps. 144:5). It is also in heaven that God’s sovereign plan is 

established (Ps. 119:89). 

 

The Bible speaks about the occupants of heaven. In the Old Testament the believer looked forward to the future 

reign of Messiah. For the Jews there were but two ages, the present age and the “age to come”—which was 

Messiah’s reign on earth. The prophets had much to say about Messiah’s future reign (cf. Isa. 9:6–7; 11:1–16; 

25:1–27:13). Although little is said specifically about heaven in the Old Testament, the Old Testament saints went 

to heaven upon death. A commonly occurring phrase in the Old Testament, “and he was gathered to his people” 

(cf. Gen. 25:8) suggests immortality. Old Testament believers did not wait until the ascension of Christ before they 

could enter God’s presence. This is seen in Matthew 17:1–8 inasmuch as Moses and Elijah came from God’s 

presence at the transfiguration of Christ. In this present church age, believers immediately go to God’s presence 

in heaven upon death (Luke 23:43; 2 Cor. 5:8; Phil. 1:23; 1 Thess. 4:14). 

 

The New Jerusalem. Of considerable importance in the discussion of heaven is the New Jerusalem of Revelation 

21–22. Although some suggest this passage refers to the millennium, it should be regarded as the eternal state 

because the chronology of Revelation 20 suggests this. 

 

In Revelation 21, the final eternal abode for believers is described as “a new heaven and a new earth” (21:1). The 

old heaven and old earth are renovated by fire (2 Pet. 3:10) because they were the domain of angelic and human 

rebellion against God. The redeemed believers of all ages will live in the New Jerusalem. Although the New 

Jerusalem is the home Christ has gone to prepare (John 14:2), it is also the heaven of the eternal state. 

 

An important aspect of heaven will be the intimate, personal fellowship of believers with God (Rev. 20:3–4). 

Earth’s sorrows will disappear in heaven; every single tear will be wiped away. 

 

Beauty of the New Jerusalem. Its brilliance (Rev. 21:9–11). Heaven reflects the brilliant glory of God because of 

His presence. The glory of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:11) denotes the Shekinah glory of God illuminating the city. 

Glory “refers to the shining radiance which comes from the presence and glory of God.” Its walls and gates (Rev. 

21:12–13). The high wall surrounding the city suggests security. Its foundation stones (Rev. 21:14). The foundation 

stones, with the names of the apostles—who are the foundation of the church—suggest the church is also in the 

New Jerusalem. Its measurement (Rev. 21:15–18). The New Jerusalem measures 1,500 miles long, wide, and high, 
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possibly in the shape of a cone or pyramid, with God’s throne at the top. Its adornment (Rev. 21:19–21). It is 

adorned with brilliant, costly stones, further reflecting the Shekinah glory of God. Its availability (Rev. 21:22). No 

longer is there a mediatorial priesthood because every inhabitant has immediate access to God. Its light (Rev. 

21:23). The city is illumined by the Shekinah glory, requiring no celestial lights. Its purpose (Rev. 21:24–26). The 

ultimate purpose of the eternal abiding place of believers is to bring glory to their Lord who has provided for their 

redemption. 

 

HELL 

There are several terms in the Hebrew and Greek used to describe eternal punishment. 

 

Sheol. In the Old Testament the word sheol occurs sixty-five times and is translated by words like “grave,” “hell,” 

“pit,” and “sheol.” A study of the occurrences indicates sheol is used in a variety of ways. It may refer to the grave 

(Job 17:13; Ps. 16:10; Isa. 38:10). It may refer to the place of the dead—where both good and bad people go upon 

death (Gen. 37:35; 42:38; 44:29, 31; Num. 16:33; Job 14:13; Ps. 55:15; Prov. 9:18). Believers will be rescued from 

sheol (Ps. 16:9–11; 17:15; 49:15). The wicked go to sheol upon death (Job 21:13; 24:19; Ps. 9:17; 31:17; 49:14; 

55:15). 

 

The dominant focus of the Old Testament seems to be on the place where the bodies of people go, not where 

their souls exist. Other words are used extensively in the Old Testament to emphasize that focus. The terms grave 

(Heb. qeber), used seventy-one times to describe the grave, pit (Heb. bor), and earth below (Heb. erets tahtit) all 

emphasize where the body goes upon death. Thus, the Old Testament “gives us a picture of a typical Palestinian 

tomb, dark, dusty, with mingled bones and where ‘this poor lisping stammering tongue lies silent in the grave.’ All 

the souls of men do not go to one place. But all people go to the grave. As to the destiny of the souls of men in 

the intermediate state, the OT says little.”11 

 

Hades. The New Testament term used to describe the afterlife is hades and is equivalent to the Hebrew term 

sheol. In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the word sheol is almost always translated 

by hades. Hades was originally a proper noun, the name of the god of the nether world who ruled over the dead. 

 

In the intertestamental period there developed a two-compartment theory (probably an influence from Persian 

Zoroastrianism), which taught that sheol and hades had two compartments, a place of bliss for the righteous and 

a place of torment for the wicked. The righteous were waiting for the resurrection of Christ who then delivered 

them from hades into God’s presence. This argument was based on Ephesians 4:9–10 and 1 Peter 3:19. However, 

it is doubtful that this is what these passages teach. Moreover, Moses’ and Elijah’s appearance at Christ’s 

transfiguration suggests they were already in God’s presence (Matt. 17:3), not in some intermediate holding place. 

 

The word hades is probably used in two different ways. It is used to describe a place when referring to punishment 

and simply the state of death where all must go upon termination of life. Of the ten occurrences16 of hades in the 

New Testament, it is used as a place of punishment three times (Matt. 11:23; Luke 10:15; 16:23) and as the state 

of death, which both believers and unbelievers enter, seven times (Matt. 16:18; Acts 2:27, 31; Rev. 1:18; 6:8; 

20:13, 14). 

 

Gehenna. This term, occurring twelve times in the New Testament, is a designation for eternal punishment taken 

from the Hebrew gehinnom, referring to the Valley of Hinnom that runs on the south and east sides of Jerusalem. 

The worship of Molech in which infants were sacrificed in fire to the god Molech also occurred in the Valley of 

Hinnom (2 Kings 16:3; 17:7; 21:6). Jeremiah announced the Valley of Hinnom would be the place of God’s 

judgment (Jer. 7:32; 19:6). The valley also became the place where refuse and dead bodies of animals and 



  A WORD ON DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE 

 

criminals were burned. As a result, gehenna became synonymous with eternal punishment, the fire of hell. It 

describes the punishment connected with the final judgment, a punishment that has eternal duration, not 

annihilation (Matt. 23:15, 33; 25:41, 46). 

 

Tartaroo. This term occurs only in 2 Peter 2:4. Tartarus is “the name in classical mythology for the subterranean 

abyss in which rebellious gods and other such beings as the Titans were punished. The word was, however, taken 

over into Hellenistic Judaism and used in the book of Enoch (Enoch 20:2) in connection with fallen angels.” 

 

Abyss. The abyss (Gk. abussos), meaning “bottomless” and translated “pit” or “abyss,” is the prison for demons 

(Luke 8:31; Rev. 9:1, 2, 11). Satan is the king over the demons in the abyss (Rev. 9:11) and releases the demons 

upon the earth during the Tribulation (Rev. 9:1ff.). At the Second Advent of Christ, Satan will be bound and 

confined to the abyss for a thousand years (Rev. 20:1–3). 

 

Other terms. Other terms such as “unquenchable fire” (Matt. 3:12; Mark 9:43, 48), “furnace of fire” (Matt. 13:42, 

50), “outer darkness” (Matt. 8:12; 22:13; 25:30), “eternal fire” (Matt. 25:41), “the lake that burns with fire and 

brimstone” (Rev. 21:8), and “lake of fire” (Rev. 19:20; 20:10, 14, 15) are used to describe eternal punishment. 

Unbelievers will be cast into the lake of fire at the great white throne judgment (Rev. 20:11–15) and there they 

will live in torment for eternity. 
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