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	I. Physical Death

1. The Certainty and
Reality of Death

Death and the future state are by their very
nature mysteries incapable of solution apart from the revelation
that has been given in Scripture. There is a tendency on the part
of many people to avoid any serious discussion or even thought on
the subject of death. Yet every person knows that in the normal
course of events sooner or later that experience will happen to
him. Every community has its cemetery. Nothing is more certain
about life than the fact of death. It may be long delayed, but it
will surely come. All human history and experience point to that
conclusion. It has been demonstrated a thousand times in the lives
of those about us who have been called from among the living. Heart
attacks and other diseases, accidents, wars, fires, etc., have
taken their toll. Death is no respecter of persons. It may come to
any one, young or old, rich or poor, saint or sinner, at any time
or any place. And when God calls none can escape, nor excuse, nor
alibi that appointment.

Divine revelation solemnly states that, “It is
appointed unto men once to die, and after this cometh judgment,”
Heb. 9:27. Truly life is short, death is sure, and eternity is
long.

We set out on the journey of life with high
hopes and soaring ambitions. Life seems rosy and death seems far
away. Year after year life runs its accustomed course, smoothly and
serenely. We read of thousands dying from starvation in India, and
of other thousands that drown in China; but those places are far
away and the people are not known to us. A neighbor down the street
dies. That causes us to stop and think. We send flowers and feel
sorry for the family. But still it does not affect us directly, and
we soon continuue with our work and play. There develops within us
a sense of immunity to tragedy and death.

Then suddenly the bottom drops out of our world. Perhaps a mother or father, or some other
relative or friend, is taken, leaving an aching void. Many of us
have already had that experience. We have watched the changing face
and have listened helplessly to the shortening breath. We have
spoken or looked the last good-bye, and then, in an instant, the
departing one has passed out of sight and out of hearing, into the
world of the unknown. The body which, perhaps only yesterday, was
so full of life and animation now lies before us an insensate piece
of clay. A short time ago the one we loved was here, going about
his work or speaking to us; and now, perhaps in one moment, he is
gone—gone so very, very far away. What baffling thoughts rush in
upon the mind in those moments pressing for an answer! But there is
no answer in either reason or experience. The Bible alone has an
answer for the thoughts that come with such perplexity and
insistence.

At such a time it may be that, as has been said
in a recent helpful booklet, “The stricken father loses his faith,
or the broken-hearted mother cries out, ‘Why did this have to
happen to me?’ It is hard to answer such questions to the
satisfaction and comfort of those who ask it, for the simple reason
that at such a time those who ask it are not normal. It is
difficult for the mind that is shocked beyond comprehension to be
reasonable. The breaking heart wants none of your logic. It wants
comfort and peace. Above all, it wants to turn back the page, to
recall the life that has sped—and this cannot be. Death is so
permanent. There is no recall. It comes to you and yours as it has
come to millions of others—it is inevitable. It may come as a thief
in the night, or it may approach slowly after ample warning. It may
come early in life, or after years of happiness. But come it must.
The only way to escape it is never to be born.”

Vital statistics inform us that the world’s
population is about two and one-half billion (United Nations
statistical yearbook, 1954), and that of this number approximately
thirty million die every year. That means that on an average one
person somewhere in the world dies every second. Think of it! Every
time the clock ticks some one dies! 60 die every minute, 3600 every
hour, and 86,400 every day. And except for a very few each of those
leaves some heart torn and mourning. Your appointed time, and mine,
has not come yet. But it will be somewhere on that timetable.

The Apostle Peter expresses this general truth
with a melancholy eloquence: “For all flesh is as grass, and all
the glory thereof as the flower of grass. The grass withereth, and
the flower falleth: but the word of the Lord abideth for ever,” 1
Peter 1:24, 25. We would point out that not only individuals but
even nations and civilizations have their periods of growth and
dominance, and of decline and oblivion. History is quite clear in
showing that one nation after another has temporarily dominated the
world scene, and then disappeared. Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Egypt,
Greece, Rome, Napoleon’s French Empire, the Third Reich,—one by one
these have had their day of glory and then have become merely
historical names. Arnold Toynbee in his great work, A Study of History, points out that from the dawn of
history until the present time there have been twenty-one distinct
civilizations, only seven of which survive as world forces.

The poet Shelley, in one of his writings,
describes an oriental ruin bearing this inscription:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings;

Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair.”

But, continues the poet,

“Nothing besides remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare,

The lone and level sands stretch far away.”

2. The Penalty for
Sin

The essential truth that we should keep in mind
about death is that it is the penalty for sin. Repeatedly the Bible
drives home that teaching. It is not just the natural end of life.
It holds its awful sway over us and we are doomed to die because we
are sinners. When man was first created he was placed on a test of
pure obedience. He was commanded not to eat of the tree of
knowledge of good and evil, and the penalty for disobedience was
announced in these words: “In the day that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die,” Gen. 2:17.

Adam deliberately and wilfully disobeyed God’s
command, and in so doing he in effect transferred his allegiance
from God to the Devil. Having thereby shown that he was not a loyal
and obedient citizen, but a rebel, in the kingdom, there was no
alternative but that the threatened penalty should be executed. The
Bible thus makes it clear that death is a penal evil, that is, an
evil inflicted in accordance with law and as a penalty. This
teaching is repeated in the prophets: “The soul that sinneth, it
shall die,” Ezek. 18:4; and in the New Testament it is connected
with the fall in Adam: “As through one man sin entered into the
world, and death through sin; and so death passed unto all men, for
that all sinned,” Rom. 5:12; “In Adam all die,” 1 Cor. 15:22; and
again, “The wages of sin is death,” Rom. 6:23. Death therefore does
not come merely as a result of natural law, as the Unitarians and
Modernists would have us believe. Rather, had there been no sin,
there would have been no death.

How grateful we should be that God has given us
some revelation concerning the cause and effect of death. Not
everything is revealed that might be required to satisfy our
curiosity, but enough is revealed that the mysterious aspects
concerning it are largely cleared up and the dread in large measure
removed. We have read various explanations of death, but we are
convinced that there is none so true and accurate as that given in
the Bible.

The sentence imposed as a result of Adam’s sin
included much more than the dissolution of the body. The word
“death” as used in the Scriptures in reference to the effects of
sin includes every form of evil that is inflicted in its
punishment. It meant the opposite of the reward promised, which was
blessed and eternal life in heaven. It meant, therefore, the
eternal miseries of hell (which is also the fate of the fallen
angels or demons), together with the fore-taste of those miseries
which are felt in the evils that are suffered in this life. Its
nature can be seen in part in the effects of sin which actually
have fallen upon the human race. Its immediate and lasting effect
was to cause sin rather than holiness to become man’s natural
element so that in his unregenerate state he seeks to avoid even
the thought of God and holy things. The Scriptures declare him to
be “dead” in “trespasses and sins,” Eph. 2:1, in which state he is
as unable to understand and appreciate the offer of redemption
through faith in Christ as a physically dead man is to hear the
sounds of this world.

The whole Christian world, Protestant, Roman
Catholic and Greek Catholic alike, has believed that in the fall
Adam, as the divinely appointed head of the race, stood
representative of the entire race, and that he brought this evil
not only upon himself but upon all his posterity. Dr. Charles Hodge
has expressed this connection very clearly in the following words:
“In virtue of the union, federal and natural, between Adam and his
posterity, his sin, although not their act, is so imputed to them
that it is the judicial ground of the penalty threatened against
him coming also on them.… To impute sin, in Scriptural and
theological language, is to impute the guilt of sin. And by guilt
is meant not criminality, nor moral ill-desert, nor demerit, much
less moral pollution, but judicial obligation to satisfy
justice.”

Paul sets forth this doctrine of the imputation
of Adam’s sin and also the kindred doctrine of the imputation of
Christ’s righteousness to us when he says: “For as through one
man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, even so through the
obedience of the one shall the many be made righteous,” Rom. 5:19;
and again, “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be
made alive,” 1 Cor. 15:22.

In accordance with this we find that even
infants, who have no personal sin, nevertheless suffer pain and
death. Now the Scriptures uniformly represent suffering and death
as the wages of sin. God would be unjust if He executed the penalty
on those who are not guilty. Since the penalty falls on infants,
they must be guilty; and since they have not personally committed
sin, they must, as the Scripture says, be guilty of Adam’s sin. All
those who have inherited human nature from Adam, that is, all of
his descendants, were in him as the fruit is in the germ, and have,
as it were, grown up one person with him. In the system of
redemption that God has provided we are redeemed through Christ in
precisely the same way that we fell in Adam,—that is, through a
Substitute who stands as our federal head and representative and
who acts in our stead. It is utterly illogical to believe in
salvation through Christ without believing also in the fall through
Adam.

In regard to the connection between sin and
death Dr. Louis Berkhof, Professor Emeritus of Calvin Seminary, has
well said:

“Pelagians and Socinians teach that man was
created mortal, not merely in the sense that he could fall a prey
to death, but in the sense that he was, in virtue of his creation,
under the law of death, and in course of time was bound to die.
This means that Adam was not only susceptible to death, but was
actually subject to it before he fell. The advocates of this view
were prompted primarily by the desire to evade the proof for
original sin derived from the suffering and death of infants.
Present day science seems to support this position by stressing the
fact that death is the law of organized matter, since it carries
within it the seeds of decay and dissolution.… Suppose that science
had proved conclusively that death reigned in the vegetable and
animal world before the entrance of sin, then it would not
necessarily follow that it also prevailed in the world of rational
and moral beings. And even if it were established beyond the shadow
of a doubt that all physical organisms, the human included, now
carry within them the seeds of dissolution, this would not yet
prove that man was not an exception to the rule before the fall.
Shall we say that the almighty power of God, by which the universe
was created, was not sufficient to continue man in life
indefinitely? Moreover we ought to bear in mind the following
Scriptural data: (1) Man was created in the image of God and this,
in view of the perfect condition in which the image of God existed
originally, would seem to exclude the possibility of his carrying
within him the seeds of dissolution and mortality. (2) Physical
death is not represented in Scripture as the natural result of the
continuation of the original condition of man, due to his failure
to rise to the height of immortality by the path of obedience; but
as the result of his spiritual death, Rom. 6:23; 1 Cor. 15:56;
James 1:15. (3) Scriptural expressions certainly point to death as
something introduced into the world of humanity by sin, and as a
positive punishment for sin, Gen. 2:17; Rom. 5:12, 17; 6:23; 1 Cor.
15:21; James 1:15. (4) Death is not represented as something
natural to the life of man, a mere falling short of an ideal, but
very definitely as something foreign and hostile to human life; it
is an expression of divine anger, Ps. 90:7, 11, a judgment, Rom.
1:32, a condemnation, Rom. 5:16, and a curse, Gal. 3:13, and fills
the hearts of the children of men with dread and fear, just because
it is felt to be something unnatural. All this does not mean,
however, that there may not have been death in some sense of the
word in the lower creation apart from sin, but even there the
entrance of sin evidently brought a bondage of corruption that was
foreign to the creature, Rom. 8:20–22.”

That the penalty threatened upon Adam was not
primarily physical death is shown by the fact that he did not die
physically for some 930 years after the fall. But he did die
spiritually the very moment he fell. He died just as really as the
fish dies when taken from the water, or as the plant dies when
taken from the soil. He was immediately alienated from God, and was
cast out of the garden of Eden.

But even in regard to physical death, that also
in a sense was immediately executed. For though our first parents
lived many years, they immediately began to grow old. Since the
fall, life has been an unceasing march toward the grave.

3. Three Kinds of Death:
Spiritual—Physical—Eternal

1. Spiritual death
means the separation or alienation of the soul from God. It is in
principle the condition in which the Devil and the demons are, but
since in this world man’s descent into evil is restrained to some
extent by common grace, it has not yet proceeded to such a degree
of depravity as is found in them. This was the primary penalty
threatened against Adam in the Garden of Eden. Since man can only
truly live when in communion with God, spiritual death means his
complete undoing and the continual worsening of his condition. It
means that while man may still perform many acts which are good in
themselves, his works never merit salvation because they are not
done with right motives toward God. Spiritual death, like a
poisoned fountain, pollutes the whole stream of life, and were it
not for the restraining influence of common grace ordinary human
life would become a hell on earth.

The opposite of spiritual death is spiritual
life. It was this to which Jesus referred when He said to Martha:
“I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth on me,
though he die, yet shall he live; and whosoever liveth and
believeth on me shall never die,” John 11:25, 26. And again, “He
that heareth my word, and believeth him that sent me, hath eternal
life, and cometh not into judgment, but hath passed out of death
into life,” John 5:24.

2. Physical death means
the separation of the soul from the body. This, too, is a part of
the penalty for sin, although, as indicated in the preceding
section, it is not the most important part. In contrast with the
angels, man was created with a dual nature, a spirit united with a
body. He receives information through the avenues of sense. His
body is the organ through which he makes contact with other human
beings and with the world about him. When he dies he loses that
contact, and, so far as we know, the spirits of the departed have
no further contact with the living nor with the world about us. We
do not know what the process is by which angels, who are pure
spirits, communicate with each other, but presumably it is direct
communication without intervening means, similar to what we refer
to as thought transference or intuitive knowledge. At any rate the
Bible gives no reason to believe that the dead can communicate with
the living, but quite the contrary. (The alleged communications
through spiritualistic mediums will be discussed in a later
section.)

At death man’s body, which is composed of some
thirty different chemical elements, returns to the earth from which
it was taken. This phase of death, too, was conquered by Christ
when He made atonement for the sins of His people, for they
eventually receive a gloriously restored resurrection body.

3. Eternal death is
spiritual death made permanent. “This,” says Dr. Berkhof, “may be
regarded as the culmination and completion of spiritual death. The
restraints of the present fall away, and the corruption of sin has
its perfect work. The full weight of the wrath of God descends on
the condemned. Their separation from God, the source of life and
joy, is complete, and this means death in the most awful sense of
the word. Their outward condition is made to correspond with the
inward state of their evil souls. There are pangs of conscience and
physical pain. ‘And the smoke of their torment goeth up for ever
and ever.’ Rev. 14:11.”

The first death is physical, and it awaits
every human being. The second death is spiritual, and it awaits
only those who are outside of Christ. It is the eternal separation
of the individual from God, and it results in the eternal
punishment of those whose names are not written in the book of life
(Rev. 20:12–15). In another connection the Bible speaks of a new
birth, which in reality is a spiritual re-birth: “Ye must be born
anew,” John 3:3, 7. Those who are born only once, the physical
birth, die twice, a physical and a spiritual or eternal death.
Those who are born twice die only once, the physical death. These
latter are the Lord’s redeemed.

Looked at merely in itself and from the
standpoint of the world death is, as Dr. Hodge says, “the event of
all others the most to be dreaded.” He goes on to say that, “As the
love of life is natural and instinctive, so is the fear of death.
It is, however, not only instinctive, it is rational. It is the end
of the only kind of existence of which we have any consciousness or
experience. To the eye of sense, it is annihilation. The dead, to
all appearances, are as non-existent as the unborn. Death means the
loss of all our possessions, of all sources of enjoyment to which
we have been accustomed. It is the sundering of all social ties,
the final separation of parents and children.

“Though to the eye of sense death is
annihilation, it is not so to the eye of reason or of conscience.
Such is the intellectual and moral nature of man, that all men have
the apprehension or conviction of a state of conscious existence
after death. But what that state is, human reason cannot tell. The
torch of science and the lamp of philosophy are extinguished at the
grave. The soul at death enters upon the unknown, the dark, the
boundless, the endless.

“These, however, are not the considerations
which render death so terrible. The sting of death is sin. Sin, of
necessity, involves guilt, and guilt is a fearful looking for of
judgment. To the guilty, therefore, death is, must be, and ought to
be, the king of terrors. There are men so stupid that they die as
the ox dies. There are others so reckless that they fear not to
challenge God to do His worst. Multitudes are in such a state of
lethargy at the approach of death that they have no apprehension.
These facts do not alter the case. It remains true that for a
sinner un-reconciled to God, death is the most dreadful of all
events, and is so regarded just in proportion as the soul is duly
enlightened.”

The only possible way by which the terrors of
death can be diverted is for the person to be freed from his burden
of sin. But God cannot merely issue a pardon for sin and set it
aside as if it were of no consequence. In the beginning He made the
law that the penalty should be death. That was no idle threat. It
was rather a statement of the moral law, and was based on His own
nature. It is in fact a transcript of His nature, and is therefore
immutable and inexorable. The demands of His law are the demands of
His holy nature. But how, then, are those demands to be met? To
that end men have sought to earn their own salvation by sacrifices,
by asceticism, by good works and self discipline, by prayer and
fasting and church rituals, but to no avail. Man in himself simply
cannot pay the debt of sin.

But what we could not do for ourselves God has
done for us. As our Substitute and for our salvation Christ became
incarnate, took our human nature upon Himself, took our place as
the offender before His own law, and by His own suffering and death
upon the cross, bore the penalty for sin that was due to us. This
we call His “passive” obedience. Also as our Substitute and by His
perfect obedience to the moral law He lived a sinless life during
the thirty-three years that He was on earth and earned for us the
blessings of eternal life. This we call His “active” obedience.
Each of these phases of His work was necessary for our salvation.
And because He was Deity incarnate and therefore a person of
infinite value and dignity, His obedience to the law and His
suffering were of infinite value, and were therefore the means by
which God might save as vast a multitude as He saw fit to call to
Himself. The moral relationship between God and His people was thus
restored, and as a consequence His people are cleansed of their sin
and transformed by the Holy Spirit into His image.

As a result of the redemption accomplished by
Christ the death of the body becomes for His people the gateway to
heaven, a transition by which they move out of the body and into
the presence of the Lord. It has lost its sting. “Death is
swallowed up in victory,” 1 Cor. 15:54.

4. The Christian Still
Subject to Physical Death

A further problem arises concerning the
suffering and death of believers, and it is this: If their sins
have been atoned for, why is it still necessary for them to die?
Why is this part of the penalty still executed? Why are they not
transferred from earth to heaven in somewhat the same way that
Enoch and Elijah were taken up? It is perfectly evident that even
the best of God’s people do suffer and die, their sufferings
sometimes being far in excess of those which befall others who are
notoriously wicked.

The answer is that the suffering and death that
falls on believers is not, strictly speaking, penal,—that is, it is
not suffering inflicted as a punishment for sin. All true
punishment for their sins was borne by Christ. These sufferings are
rather disciplinary measures or chastisements, sufferings designed
for the moral and spiritual advancement of those who experience
them. The death of believers also serves as a warning to all those
still in this life that the time of their death is also
approaching. The death of the wicked, however, is truly penal, a
consequence of and a punishment for sin. The death of the believer
and that of the unbeliever may appear outwardly to be the same, but
from the divine viewpoint there is a great difference.

Dr. Robert L. Dabney, an outstanding Southern
theologian, has set forth this problem quite fully. Says he:

“Although believers are fully justified, yet
according to that plan of grace which God has seen fit to adopt,
bodily death is a necessary and wholesome chastisement for the good
of the believer’s soul. A chastisement, while God’s motive in it is
only benevolent, does not cease to be, to the believer, a real
natural evil in itself, and to be felt as such. God wisely and
kindly exercises in chastisements His divine prerogative of
bringing good out of evil. Hence chastisement is a means of
spiritual benefit appropriate only to the sinning children of God.
It would not be just, for instance, that God should adopt
chastisement as a means to advance Gabriel, who never had any
guilt, to some higher state of sanctified capabilities and
blessedness; because where there is no guilt there can be no
suffering.…

“A vicarious satisfaction [such as that made by
Christ for His people] is not a commercial equivalent for their
guilt, not a legal tender such as brings our Divine [...]
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