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General Foreword 

The series Living Faith Studies was commenced in 
1975, under the title of Masters’ Classes which were 
intended as materials to be used by pastors and 
teachers. The idea was that I would gather together 
materials from available bibliography and add that 
dash of co-ordination and understanding that I 
possessed. The studies were put into note form, each 
one being bound. 
 Because the title Masters’ Classes scared some who 
might otherwise have read them, it was decided to call 
them Living Faith Studies. Over a period of five years, 
fifty studies were formed. They were put out in A4 
paper format, and hence difficult to display in 
bookshops. it was then decided to turn them into the 
present series. 
 For the most part the studies have not been greatly 
revised or reshaped, though doubtless they would 
benefit from revision and editing. I could not see 
myself having the time to do this in the light of other 
books I am presently writing. Our publishing company 
felt, nevertheless, that the materials available in this 
series have real value to readers who wished to have 
quick access to the themes they contain. 
 Thematic writing has its drawbacks simply because 
themes are abstracted from the Scriptures, where, in 
fact, they are not presented thematically. No one 
theme can be properly treated since its context is a 
holistic one. Even so, 
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much that is useful can be achieved by thematic 
research and presentation. 
 It is with the hope—and trust—that these books 
may be valuable to readers that we publish them. They 
require serious reading the looking up of the biblical 
references nominated and where possible, the use of 
books nominated in the Bibliographies. 

 
Geoffrey Bingham 
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Foreword 

We used to smile—perhaps a little patronisingly—at 
the Victorian and Edwardian periods for their so-called 
session with death. Much of the writing was in the 
mood of the melodramatic. We became more 
sophisticated in the mid-twenties, and onwards into 
this century. That nineteenth century mood, however, 
has passed. We are now into an obsession with death, 
Our stories, novels, radio and television scripts are into 
violence and death. A scenario without death seems to 
lack punch. We were barely tolerant of an age which 
demanded  children attend funerals, wear black 
clothing or crepe armbands, and look upon the ‘dear 
departed’ embalmed in the coffin. At least the 
Victorians and Edwardians faced death. 
 Today our preoccupation with death is mainly one of 
fear. The carnage on the roads keeps us in constant 
fear that we might be killed. Those in war-torn 
countries are less fastidious, but no less moved by 
death. Our entre-preneurial undertakers—er, I mean 
morticians—have the game sown up. We have artificial 
grass at the graveside to cover up the crude clay. No 
more fumbling with the coffin. It is now the casket, 
highly polished and wonderfully furnished with 
convenient handles. The lowering of the 
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casket is a modern marvel. Flower petals rather than 
rough sods are cast upon the deceased, and one turns 
away with a gentle sigh. Due reverence has been 
exercised. In the crematorium chapel there are soft 
lights and appropriate sacred music. The casket no 
longer disappears—either being rolled back into the 
furnace, or lowered. No abrupt movement offends the 
silent congregation. More music at the last to soothe 
the troubled heart, and—in many cases-there is a cup 
of beverage and a biscuit to ease the tension and allow 
human conversation to flow again. Rose gardens or 
artistic brick alcoves receive the ashes, and a tiny 
bronze plaque tells what is needed to be known. 
 I am not saying that this is necessarily a cover-up 
for death, but certainly death does not make the same 
impact as in some ages past. Children do not attend 
funerals. Vague words are muttered about the 
departure of the grandparents, relative or friend, and 
something is never answered in the heart of the child. 
The reality of life is diminished where death is 
minimised. The practical value of the finality of death 
is denied. The strong, necessary reality of human 
mortality is muted. Death—especially finalised at a 
funeral—can be of the greatest comfort to the nearest 
and dearest since it spells out the break, though it does 
not destroy the relationship. It allows people to get on 
with present life. 
 Ours is an age in which the subject of guilt also 
greatly occupies society. The guilt-theme is in all art, 
writing, scripts and music. Guilt and death are closely 
related. That is why people fear death, as this book so 
strongly emphasises. What a relief it would be to the 
human spirit 
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to be freed from the fear of death. As a theologian once 
said, ‘We do not so much fear death because we have to 
die, but because we deserve to die’. Death and the guilt 
of sin are closely associated in all the Scriptures. To 
know that Christ came to erase guilt, and to set us free 
from the fear of death is a wonderful message. Death, 
then, is no ‘dark intruder’ or ‘dark devourer’, but is the 
gentle transition into the fullness of eternal life, by 
believing we have such life now. Its fullest expression 
awaits our arrival beyond this existence. ‘Perfect love 
casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and 
he who fears is not perfected in love’, is about the 
fullest statement that can be made. It is one which 
brings immense relief. 
 There is much in this book I have not written which 
now I would dearly love to write, but then in every 
book I have written years ago, 1 see much that has not 
been included, much that I now know to be most 
important. Even so. the book says something, and 
probably enough for any reader. This book was 
originally a Living Faith Study (number 42 of 50 
different titles), published in 1980, I trust it will be 
helpful to readers, especially in clearing the dread of 
death. and showing its true nature. To the believer it is 
a dear friend, but to others it is a dark intruder or 
devourer. Rightly understood, we have no need to fear 
death, and at the appropriate moment—can welcome it 
as the final friend of this earthly existence. 
 I doubt whether we can speak of ever being on the 
edge of death, for if we do not die then we might have 
been a vast distance from it. A number of times I have 
been on what l would have called the edge of death. 
Once I wrote a story 
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published under the title of The Rim, and it was an 
account of being on the rim of death, but then I did not 
die. However, I can say of the times I thought death 
was almost a breath away that I felt wonderfully calm. 
There was no terror,and only serenity. Many have died 
with inexpressible joy, but then the fact is they did not 
die. There was never a moment when they actually 
saw death, though others— present at the end event— 
saw what they thought was the death of their friend. It 
was not, for Jesus has said clearly. ‘Whoever... believes 
in me shall never die’, i.e. ‘never see death’.  Elsewhere 
he has said, ‘He who ... believes him who sent me, has 
eternal life; he does not come into judgement, but has 
passed from death to life’. What marvellous statements 
these are. 
 I hope they act as incentives and constrain some of 
us to read this present volume. 

 
 
Geoffrey Bingham, 
Coromandel, July 1989. 
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Introduction: 
The Matter of Death 

Christian theology would have no meaning were it not 
dealing with the matter of death. Highly concealed in 
human affairs is the fact that the race is deeply 
concerned about death. Bruce Rumbold, in a Zadok 
Reading Guide (Death and Bereavement, No. 9, 
Canberra, 1978), speaks of the sudden and modern 
preoccupation with death. He says that in 1964 there 
were 400 items listed bibliographi-cally. and by 1974, 
2.600. By 1974 American publishers were turning out 
two or three full-length books each week. A new 
discipline had arisen—Thanatology (the study of 
death), and the spate has by no means ceased to this 
date. 
 Doubtless there are many contributing causes to the 
interest and seeming honesty, in the facing of death. 
Rumbold points out that this generation, and 
especially the last couple of decades, has seen a whole 
new thing happening, in that death as most people 
encounter it is reasonably restricted to people who die 
in old age and of 
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degenerative diseases, whereas in earlier decades large 
numbers died of infectious diseases. and death was 
often encountered in families, after this fashion. 
 Whatever importance man attaches to death, and 
however he may seek in modern techniques to come to 
terms with the subject and the experience, we must 
seek in our study to develop a biblical theology of 
death. Without this basis Christian attempts to 
translate the meaning and significance of death will be 
pointless. An attempt to develop a genuine and helpful 
approach to bereavement will also be thwarted. We 
must be nothing, if not honest, however much we may 
feel called to ameliorate the impact of what has been 
called by St. Paul, ‘the last enemy’. 
 Our mode of study will be, then, to examine the 
nature of death as described in Scripture, and so 
determine whether death is indeed a friend or a dark 
devourer. It may be that it is neither or both, or 
something other than these suggested alternatives. 
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The Nature and Meaning of Death 

Paul’s famous statement, ‘O wretched man that I am! 
Who will deliver me from this body of death? portrays 
the exasperation Paul feels with a body* which is 
doomed to death, and in which sin is an ever-present 
problem. His cry is for deliverance from a daily tasting 
of death. In Philippians 3:21 he speaks of ‘this body of 
humiliation’ and anticipates its transformation into a 
body of glory. The same writer also speaks of the 
domination of death whilst a man lives (Rom. 5:12-21). 
In other words, he sees death as an ever-present 
problem in life. His cry, rightly placed in its context, 
also has an answer, in fact the answer, namely that 
Christ will deliver him, eventually. In this sense the 
ever-present problem is not, in the ultimate, any 
problem. Hence the many cries of victory in the New 
Testament which ascend in regard to deliverance from 
death. 

                                            
* In all fairness, it must be stated that ‘body of death’ is understood by 
some commentators as referring to the body of sin, that is as sin as a 
mass, or all sin en masse. Even so, the end result is the same, since the 
body houses this evil, and so must be radically changed in order to be rid 
of sin. 
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 We will seek. now, to trace the development of 
thought. in the Scriptures, in regard to death. 

IDEAS OF DEATH IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

Creation Without Death 

 In Romans 5:12 Paul says, ‘By one man sin entered 
into the world, and death by sin, and death passed 
upon all men in that all [men] did sin’. Paul is insisting 
that death as we know it did not exist prior to Adam’s 
sin. The vexed question of whether or not man is 
mortal needs to be discussed, in which case terms need 
to be defined. In Genesis 2:17 Adam is warned against 
eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, ‘... 
for in the day you eat of it you shall die’. Eve tells the 
serpent that this is the case, only to be met with, ‘You 
shall not surely die’. Jesus later refers to Satan as 
being a liar from the beginning. 
 Man eats and dies. This death must be primarily a 
relational death, i.e. man dies to God whilst he comes 
alive to himself. To be alive to oneself (and not God) is 
the nature of death. I1 Corinthians 5:14-15 speaks of 
the action of dying to one’s self and coming alive to 
God. Romans 1:20 32 makes it clear that death is 
rejection of God as He is and so rejection of the true 
order of things, that is of the creation and man. Hence 
the state one lives in is death or deathly. Elsewhere 
Paul describes it as being ‘dead in [or through] 
trespasses and sins’. 
 Whilst death is relational it is also actual. Man 
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ultimately dies in the material sense. Yet, as Paul puts 
it, a person is ‘dead even while she lives’ (I Tim. 5:6). 
Man is dead wholly, and not just ‘spiritually’ as some 
people phrase it. His physical death is obviously 
related to his sin (Rom. 5:12ff.), but from God’s point of 
view, whether his body is dead or not he is dead until 
regenerated, i.e. given new life. 
 This raises the question of whether man is 
immortal. Some understand by ‘immortal’ that man 
will never cease to be an entity. By immortal, others 
mean that he lives for ever. It is a matter of definition 
of terms. To have existence does not mean to be 
immortal in the biblical sense, for Paul says, ‘God 
alone has immortality’(I Tim. 6:16). He means 
intrinsically God alone has immortality. God, in 
creating man, may accord unending existence to man, 
whether that be mere existence or abundant life, but 
whichever element man has, is dependent continually 
upon God. As we will see, the debate of conditional 
immortality involves the argument as to whether God 
succeeds as God if He simply terminates existence, 
even though that existence be of a hopeless order. We 
need continually to be aware of the meaning of our 
terms. 
 In Genesis 2:9 we read that God placed the tree of 
life in the garden. No prohibition was placed upon man 
eating from this. The question is whether man could 
have lived for ever had he not eaten of that tree. 
Presumably not. This would then presuppose at least 
the limitation of the time a man would live. Even so, 
the connotation of ‘death’ would be entirely different 
from that death against which God warned man. There 
is partly a parallel in Christian death 
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which is said to have no sting, for the grave has no 
victory (does not tyrannise man). It is a passing from 
one form of existence to another, without, apparently, 
there being any radical change in the identity of the 
personality. 
Much of what we have said may be speculation. 
Nevertheless there are some grounds even for this, for 
God said that man, having sinned, might eat of the 
tree of life and live (exist?) for ever (Gen. 3:22). 
 The questions we have raised are not merely 
academic. We need to know (i) what is the nature of 
created life, and (ii) what is the nature of death for 
fallen man. 

Created Life 

 Man came to be a living creature when, having been 
formed of the dust of the earth, God breathed into him 
the breath of life. The term ‘living being’ must mean 
not only insufflation of air into a formed being, but also 
the kind of life which resulted from the insufflation of 
God. It concurs with man being made in the image of 
God which presupposes that ‘everything that God is, 
man was like that, and anything that God is, man was 
none of that’. Man was given human form, human life, 
human ways of being a human. Genesis l:28ff. (cf. Ps. 
8:3ff.; Eccl. 3:11; 7:29) shows that to be truly human is 
to relate to God in His commands and purposes. 
Genesis 2:15 20 shows that it is for man to relate to the 
creation in which, and over which, God has placed him. 
 Created life, then, is primarily relational. Man 
relates to God and his fellow-beings, and in relating 
fulfils the functions for which God has placed him (i.e. 
humanity), 
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upon the earth. Any departure from these functional 
and purposeful operations is departure from true life. 
 Created life is primarily dependent upon the life of 
God. An examination of Jeremiah 2:13 and Proverbs 
4:23 shows us that God is life of Himself, whereas 
man’s life is dependent upon God. This is often 
reinforced by such statements as Psalm 104:29, ‘when 
thou takest away their breath they die’. John 5:26 
says, ‘For as the Father has life in himself, so he has 
granted the Son also, to have life in himself. Such a 
statement is never made of man. 

The Nature of Death for Fallen Man 

 Whilst we will need to examine this at greater 
length we can say that the death of fallen man is 
relational. Man has ceased to relate authentically to 
God. fellow-man, and the creation. In this sense he has 
ceased to live, that is to live properly. Paul’s masterful 
treatment of sin and death in Romans 5:!2-21 shows us 
that death reigns over man because of sin, and sin 
reigns over man because of death. Doubtless this 
means that impending physical death deeply affects 
the existence of sinful man, who is already radically 
affected by his relational death to God. Romans 1:20-
32 shows the experimental nature of this death, as 
experienced. Other passages show that the fear of 
death is, so to speak, a very component of that death 
itself. 
 In both Old and New Testaments, thoughtful 
writers see the physical aspects of death as demeaning 
to the dignity of man. They do not see the body as 
something wrong, evil or inferior, but only the body as 
it is doomed to death. Hence being ‘subject to 
corruption’ is an undignifying bondage. 
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Hence distaste for the physical experience of death is 
expressed. It is part of the ‘vanity’ (emptiness) spoken 
of in Ecclesiastes chapter 12—the indignity of growing 
old, becoming decrepit, querulous and fearful, and 
finally exiting from life is well-portrayed. There are 
also other mentions of the indignity of death, the 
seeming uselessness of man in the face of his 
mortality, such as ‘... you are dust, and to dust shall 
you return’ (Gen. 3:19); ‘... I who am but dust and 
ashes’ (Gen. 18:27); ‘They die and return to their dust’ 
(Ps. 104:29): ‘...we are but dust’ (Ps. 103:14). 
 At the same time, man’s mortality must be seen 
from two vantage points: 
 

(a) He is in the image of God, and God, so to speak, 
is reflected in this ‘animated dust’; 

 
(b) Man does not have to soar beyond his humanity. 

No demands are made upon him which can only 
be fulfilled by celestial creatures or God Himself. 
Man can glory in his humanity, his 
creatureliness, his sonship, his servantship. 

 
 The tragedy of man’s ‘deathness’ is that in the Fall 
he has denied his limitations. He has sought to exceed 
them, and has, in fact, failed to fulfil his true potential, 
and to wholly exercise his given powers and gifts. Fear 
and guilt have constricted him from being a free 
creature. Failure to relate to God has taken away his 
life (John 17:3, Isa. 59:2). All of this constitutes his 
‘deathness’. 
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The Bondage of Death in Life 

 Man is in bondage through death. This is seen in 
such passages as Romans 5:12-21; Hebrews 2:14-15 (cf. 
I John 4:18): Job 18:14; Psalm 55:4; I Corinthians 
15:50 57. The first aspect of direct bondage is seen in 
Ephesians 2:13 where man is dead in trespasses and 
sins. He feels so to speak the death-impact of his sins. 
He is denied life. He has to go through motions which 
are not life but death. Every sin is a form of death, and 
death, in this sense, compounds itself. The second 
aspect of bondage is that man is caught in a net of evil 
which imprisons him. He is in a doomed age (Gal. 1:4, I 
John 2:17) and under the powers of the age (Gal. 4:3), 
especially under the power of Satan (I John 5:19, II 
Cot. 4:4), who is the god or prince of the age (aeon or 
kosmos—’systems). Caught in the grip of these powers 
(Col. 1:13) he is bound to obey evil. This is an 
indignity, even to rebellious man (cf. John 8:44). The 
third element of bondage is that through fear of death 
man is under Satan’s power. Fear of death is really 
fear of judgement. I John 4:18 says. ‘fear relates to 
punishment’. Jude 9 (cf. John 14:30 31) indicates that 
Satan acts in some way as ‘Devil-Advocate’ against 
man. Revelation 12:10 speaks of him being ‘the 
Accuser’. In any case Hebrews 2:14 15 shows that 
Satan keeps man in bondage through fear of death. We 
may note, incidentally, that the passage indicates man 
lives in this fear of death from the cradle to the grave, 
and this is also the message of Romans 5:12 21. 
 If man could legitimately be released from the fear 
of 
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death, and so from the bondage of Satan, then he 
would be a brilliantly free person. This liberation 
would have to be radical, total, and without the trace 
of doubt. 

The Death Beyond Death, i.e. Beyond Life 

 This is the most difficult of all aspects to cover. The 
deathfulness of sin, the bondage of evil powers, and the 
fear of death are all ‘felt’ things in our earthly 
existence. However, the matters of judgement, death 
beyond this life, eternal suffering and eternal bliss, are 
all things on which we are informed by the Bible, and 
because they are beyond the dimensions of this world, 
but treated in the language of this world, must present 
problems when we seek fully to understand them. 
 Another difficulty we have when we face matters of 
judgement and punishment, is that we ourselves are 
sinful. Sin itself cannot be understood by a sinner. 
Sinful man may feel sin’s impact, but sin is spoken of 
as being deceitful. That is, it deceives the sinner as to 
its true nature. Likewise man-under-judgement cannot 
be objective enough to view death, judgement and 
punishment in their true light. Directly linked with 
this disadvantage is man’s assessment of God. Man 
does not understand properly the nature of God’s 
holiness, righteousness, truth, goodness and love. Sin 
has made this impossible. Man could not bear the 
confrontation of the total nature of God. In fact one of 
the things which troubles him is the dread of being 
confronted, ultimately, by God. Were such to happen 
after death, then man could not accuse God, rationalise 
his own actions as wrong, or excuse his own doing and 
false 
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understanding. This is why it is imperative that the 
revelations of the Bible be approached humbly, and 
accepted wholly. We have a number of problems to 
resolve. 

The Problems of Universalism and Conditional 
Immortality 

 Universalism is the teaching which says that all 
human beings will ultimately be saved from the effects 
and due penalty of their sins. They will not die 
eternally, but will be accepted by God, and live 
eternally. There are many forms of this teaching. Some 
see a period of probation and purgation as being 
necessary. Others see the work of the Cross as being 
universalistic, i.e. that Christ has borne the sins of all, 
whether or not they have had faith in that fact and 
work. Universalism denies the teaching of eternal 
punishment. It may even embrace a period of 
punishment, but denies that any person will suffer 
eternally. 
 This teaching raises more serious problems than the 
one it claims to resolve. The nature of the holiness of 
God, and His righteousness and justice arc in question. 
It is not enough to say that love transcends holiness 
and righteous-ness, for just as holiness and 
righteousness must be loving, so love must be holy and 
righteous. Law must not be regarded as a mere 
partitioning men off from evil, a fence which may be 
removed once the human living is completed. It must 
not be seen as temporary. It must be understood as the 
outshining and true expression of the nature of God. 
Forgiveness must in no way bypass the demands of 
law. A superficial understanding of God means a 
superficial understanding of His holiness, 
righteousness and justice. 
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It must mean equally, a failure to understand the true 
nature of law. 
 Humanity naturally draws away from 
contemplating the utter holiness of God, because an 
experience of it would seem deadly. The prophet in 
Isaiah 6 was shocked by the revelation of God’s 
holiness, since it gave him the equivalent revelation of 
his own unholiness. In Luke 5 Peter pleads with Christ 
to depart from him, once he sees his own sinfulness in 
the light of Christ’s holiness. Something must be done 
to take the guilt and pollution of sinners from them, 
and this was done in the work of the Cross. Rejection 
of that work, or failure to have faith in it, means the 
faithless one is bereft of its benefits. When we truly 
understand the nature of God and (fallen) man, then 
we understand that, by nature of the case, he who 
refuses the gifts of repentance and faith has refused 
the only grace which can redeem him. For this reason 
the judgement of sin cannot be staved off. 
 The depths of sin, rebellion, and moral pollution of 
man cannot be understood except by the facts that 
man’s sin will find him out, sin’s wages is death, and 
that the soul who sins must die. These can only be seen 
in the light of (i) the holiness and righteousness of God, 
and (ii) the fully justifiable wrath of God. The question 
then is whether by nature of the case universalism is 
possible. The dilemma of man  is  that  God’s  holiness  
cannot  admit  evil  into  
eternity—not in any form (cf. II Pet. 3:13, Rev. 21:27). 
Man cannot become pure except by the Cross (Heb. 1:3; 
9:14; Acts 22:16; I Cor. 6:11). He cannot be washed 
over, above, and apart from his will. The will is the 
deepest part 
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of man. It must decide its ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. By reason of 
God’s nature, and man’s nature, God’s demands, and 
man’s refusals to respond, universalism is ruled out in 
the prima facie evidence. 
 One of the problems which faces us is that certain 
Scriptures seem to indicate that ‘all things’ will be 
unified, reconciled, and harmonised. Ephesians 1:10, 
4:10, Colossians 1:20 and 3:14 are quoted in this 
regard, and they are indeed powerful statements. 
However, when one defines ‘all things’, it is seen that 
these are ‘authentic things’, i.e. things which have true 
being. We have seen that man-as-dead is not an 
authentic being. Romans 8:18ff., shows that creation 
has been subjected to futility (inability to function fully 
and properly), but will be released into fullness, i.e. 
essential functionality. Thus the true ‘all things’ do not 
include the evil, the wrong, the negative, the 
unauthentic. When Paul says, ‘In Adam all die. In 
Christ shall all be made alive’, he means that all who 
are in Adam ultimately will die, whilst all who come 
into Christ will be made alive. On this score, then, 
universalism is discounted. 
 Conditional Immortality. This is the teaching that 
only the redeemed shall live. Those lost will be 
destroyed. It may be looked at from various angles. 
Man is by creation mortal, so in death he ceases to be, 
which is normal. Doubtless sin has made this kind of 
death more stringent, but then man is mortal and 
must die. God gives to some-the redeemed—
immortality because of the work of Christ. It is argued 
that man is an entity—body, soul and spirit-and all 
elements must die together. Likewise, if God should 
grant immortality,  then  He  will grant  it  to  this 
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whole entity. 
 There are problems here. The main one is whether 
God, having created, will annihilate anything which 
He has created. This especially applies to man who is 
made in God’s own image. He reflects God. The 
question is whether death really means annihilation of 
the personality, or simply deprivation of full and 
authentic existence. The denial of true existence is 
really the most terrifying form of suffering—by nature 
of the case— Man is in fact (being an unrepentant 
sinner) dead while he lives, and this here, on earth. Is 
there any reason to think that this is necessarily 
changed when he enters into the future forms of 
existence? 
 The vital question is, ‘Does, indeed, can God—by 
reason of His nature and man’s—destroy man by 
annihilation?’ So much, then, hinges on the actual 
nature of destruction.* The term ‘destruction’ as used 
in Romans 6:6, Hebrews 2:15 and other places simply 
means ‘to put out of action’ or ‘to render useless’, ‘to 
paralyse’. It does not suggest annihilation, obliteration, 
or cessation of being. Death, so far as we trace it in 
Scripture, means loss of true life. that is of authentic 
existence. It does not mean loss of existence or being, 
but being cut off from the source of true life and being. 
It is separation from its true life source, but not 
necessarily cessation of existence. 

The Question of the Term ‘Eternal’ 

 From passages such as Matthew 25:46 (where 
‘eternal punishment’ and ‘eternal life’ are mentioned in 
the one 

                                            
*  See L.F.S. No. 31, 'The Doctrine of the Last Things: Eschatology' 
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breath), Jude 7 and 21 (‘eternal fire’, ‘eternal life’), 
Matthew 19:29 and 18:8 (‘eternal life’, ‘eternal fire’), we 
gather that rightly speaking, the word ‘eternal’ has the 
same value for fire as for life. That is, neither ever 
ceases. The word aionios (adjective) and aionos (noun) 
means literally ‘the ages upon the ages’, indicating 
perpetuity on the one hand, and indestructibility on 
the other. Those who hold to conditional immortality 
concede that the fire may be eternal, but that man does 
not suffer in it eternally. This makes nonsense of the 
term ‘eternal destruction’ unless destruction is going 
on eternally. Likewise the term ‘eternal punishment’ 
presupposes a continual action. At the same time there 
are other possibilities. That which has been accorded 
continual existence is being destroyed and punished. It 
is denied true (eternal) being. It is continually denied 
this. 
 In discussing death-beyond-death (or beyond-life), 
we cannot afford sentimental arguments such as ‘How 
can God be a God of love and make people suffer 
eternally?’. If, by nature of the cases the finally 
impenitent have to suffer, then sentiment has no part 
in the matter. For example, it might be said that since 
God is a consuming fire (Heb. 12:29), and since He is 
love (I John 4:8 and 16), that in fact the impenitent 
suffer in the fire of His love, the fire which is love (cf. 
Rev. 19:20; 20:14-15; 21:8). This would be true 
psychologically, that those who were impenitent would 
find the fire of His love an immense torture. 
 Questions have to be examined carefully, especially 
when they have an accusatory note. ‘How can God 
make 
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people suffer?’ might be entirely wrong. It may need to 
be recast, ‘Why do people refuse the way out of 
suffering, and let themselves in for the judgement?’. 
The question, ‘How can God let His children suffer?’, 
may need to be recast, ‘Why do men refuse to become 
the children of God when He offers them Fatherhood 
and salvation?’, and ‘Why then do they refuse to be 
children, and choose, virtually, the suffering they are 
warned against?’. 
 Finally, we must insist that human understanding 
is open to so much error, that in these matters of 
eternity it cannot be the judge of what is right and 
wrong. God needs no vindication, although time will 
vindicate Him. It is not possible that He is in error, for 
‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?’. Man may 
be allowed to challenge and accuse God, but that does 
not mean God is in error. His approach is beyond that 
of man (Isa. 55:8-9), and true humility will accept His 
revelation. 
 At the same time, it is always possible that we have 
not understood sufficiently that which He has revealed 
sufficiently. A living revelation of His holiness may 
prove enough to make our arguments trivial and 
piffling. We may well be arguing on the insufficient 
premises adduced by us when we are in deficient states 
of knowing God in all His being. 

Man in Death Here and There 

 There are certain biblical data which we need to 
examine, such as: Life after Death, The States of Being 
After Death, including Soul Sleep, Resurrection, Sheol, 
Hades, Gehenna, The Second Death, Eternal 
Punishment, 
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Paradise, Heaven, Eternal Life, and so on. We also 
need to see some of the events which happen prior to 
human death, and to the parousia (appearing) of 
Christ. These need to be examined closely in 
appropriate source materials.* Scholars differ 
somewhat in their conclusions regarding some of these 
elements and events, but there is no doubt that there 
is general agreement that the Scriptures inform us 
reasonably on these matters. The church has always 
concerned itself with the things of the after-life. We 
certainly need to understand, so far as they are set out, 
these things of the end-time, and the life beyond. 
 In returning to our theme of the death beyond 
death, we are bound to say that Scripture sets out 
eternal life in very attractive ways, and eternal death 
in strong and frightening terms. Fire, wailings, 
anguish and darkness are some of the terms used. Yet 
surely these are figures which are easily understood, 
and which in fact describe the suffering we know on 
earth, as we experience our own evil, and the evil of 
others. There are the burning fires in the conscience 
which are the flames of guilt, the heat of the curse. 
Spiritual darkness, intolerable loneliness, and 
unutterable groanings are parts of human experience. 
 The deepest anguish is that of us failing to be true 
existents within a world which God has created 
functionally. Our refusal to function according to the 
true and moral principles of creation brings us to 
deprivation of true being. This expresses itself in 
depraved actions. We are disoriented, dissociated, and 
dislocated in a creation 

                                            
* See LFS. No. 31, 'The Doctrine of the Last Things: Eschatology'. 
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intended for our joy, tranquillity and purposefulness of 
life. Were we truly oriented, truly associated and truly 
located, we would live useful, peaceful and joyful lives. 
Instead, we are malfunctional and dysfunctional in a 
genuinely functional world. The resultant anguish, 
tension, fear, distress, loneliness, confusion, anger, 
rage and rebellion are what constitute the suffering we 
know, and this is surely logical. 
 Romans 1:18-32 shows us the wrath of God as it is 
revealed upon men. When they persist in suppressing 
the true nature of their universe, and attempt to 
subvert both its nature and its goals, then they must 
inevitably suffer. God successively gives man up to his 
evil, which compounds his suffering, which constitutes 
his rebellion on the one hand, and God’s wrath on the 
other. God, in insisting on being personally present to 
sinful humanity, alerts man to his state, sensitises him 
to his evil, and, in fact, exacerbates him in his sin. 
 This kind of existence is man’s death-state—his 
death-ness. God’s true order is that His moral 
indignation personally touches every man in sin. The 
primary purpose is to bring him to repentance, faith 
and (so)justification. Thus man comes to life. Where 
man is obdurate, his own impenitence increases and 
accelerates his experience of wrath, that is death. 
 The finally impenitent, then, practise evil, develop 
habit traits and habit-tracks and so become people of 
hungers, passions and lusts. The death-beyond-death 
is a state where these developed traits, habits, hungers 
and passions can find no correlates of fulfilment. This 
is exemplified in 
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the story of the rich man in Hades who yearned for 
even the slightest suggestion of satisfaction, a drop of 
water on the tip of the tongue. 
 Our interest in death is not morbid, but evangelical. 
Christ himself was evangelical in his warnings. 
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The Fear of Death and its Abolition 

THE FEAR OF DEATH 

We have seen that in the fear of death there are a 
number of factors involved. Some of them are ordinary, 
understandable and logical. The world is a good place 
in which to live. Living is agreeable to most people. 
Relationships are significant: we do not wish to 
terminate them. Life is what we have always known: 
we know nothing other than it. Hence we do not desire 
its termination. What is known is acceptable for the 
most part. What is unknown may be a cause for fear. It 
may bring discomfort, distress, and other things. We 
are structured to resist death. We value our bodies. We 
are not attracted by threatened decay, corruption, and 
dissolution of our physical elements. All these fears or 
distastes are experienced and understood. 
 There are, however, other elements. These are fears 
which may be related to those above, but which are 
centred upon the nature and consequences of death. 
Some modern research is making the point that there 
may be life 
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beyond death which is not to be feared, and in fact 
death itself need not be terrifying. We will seek to deal 
with similar points in the second half of our study. 
Nevertheless, the fear of death seems inbred. It is 
variously stated that it is not death itself which is 
feared but the manner of passing into death, e.g. pain 
of terminal sickness, impending separation from loved 
ones, separation from the known, but the fact remains 
it is death that is feared since these things cannot be 
rightly separated from it. 
 The Hebrew was frank. He said, ‘My heart is at 
anguish within me, the terrors of death have fallen 
upon me. Fear and trembling come upon me, and 
horror overwhelms me’. David talked about the 
sorrows, the cords, and the snares of death, as though 
he were being trapped into death. ‘The cords of death 
encompassed me, the torrents of perdition assailed me; 
the cords of Sheol entangled me, the snares of death 
confronted me’ (Ps. 55:4-5, 18:4-5, cf. 116:3-4). Death is 
linked with the sin of man. Romans 5:12-21 is a grim 
reminder that death bedevils man in every part and 
time of existence. We have seen from I John 4:16f. and 
Hebrews 2:14-15 that man is in fear of death because 
he is in fear of what lies beyond it, that is the logical 
conclusion of judgement. His conscience tells him he is 
a creature not only of time but beyond-time, and the 
issues of his conscience matter much. Somehow beyond 
time is the situation where there will be a reckoning. 
As Hebrews 9:27 has it, ‘It is appointed unto man once 
to die, and after that comes judgement... ‘. 
 This fear of death is highly exacerbated by Satan, 
who thus keeps humanity in bondage (Heb. 2:14-15, cf. 
Jude 
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9). We refer to the guilt of man as giving Satan power 
to accuse and so to alarm man up to judgement. Such 
negative use of fear increases man’s terror and 
loathing of God, distorting the glory of God into petty 
cruelty, vengeful intents, and tyrannical judgement. 
Thus evil distorts in order to increase fear, add to 
man’s existential anguish, and to increase his terror of 
life. Hence Satan, his accusing principalities and 
powers, conscience, law, the curse and God’s wrath are 
all wrought into one strong force to keep man in 
misery, fear and rage. These manipulate him within 
the fear of death. 

THE ABOLITION OF FEAR 

Something quite objective in history must happen 
which will remove man’s guilt. We speak not so much 
of his subjective feelings of guilt (which may or may 
not correspond to his actual objective guilt) as of his 
actual (objective) guilt. We cannot here enter into the 
precise nature of guilt, but we can certainly link it with 
violations of the law, and rebellion against God. Such 
wrong warrants (and demands) punishment. However, 
the corrosive nature of guilt demands some action 
which will play out the dynamic of guilt and exhaust it, 
so that sin is no longer effective in its depredations of 
the human spirit. 
 All of these, Christ effects on the Cross. The 
statements: ‘He tasted death for every man’, ‘He 
poured out his soul unto death’, ‘Obedient unto death’, 
‘exceeding sorrowful, even unto death’, are all deeply 
significant. They must 
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mean what Paul indicates in II Corinthians 5:14 when 
he says, ‘We are convinced that when one died for all, 
then did all die’. He means surely that every death was 
taken up into and encompassed by the death of Christ. 
The death of sin was experienced by him, and indeed 
was played out to the end, so that death as such was 
obliterated. Romans 6:10 has it, ‘In that he died, he 
died to sin, once for all’. Romans 6:9 says, ‘...death has 
no longer dominion over him’. Temporarily, on the 
Cross, it did have dominion over him, but not 
ultimately, He destroyed death in his death. Thus the 
New Testament speaks of all believers having been 
taken up into that death (of the Cross) and so dying 
with him, their sins having been neutralised and 
destroyed so that death’s sting has been borne and 
thus withdrawn. Death has no sting and (so) grave no 
victory, 
 One hymn expresses this well: 
 

We have been crucified with Christ,  
Now we shall live for ever. 

 
 The penalty of sin has been borne, the evil of sin has 
been expended, the power of sin has been broken, and 
the pollution of sin has been expunged. All the 
elements of death, then, have been banished. Hence 
Paul’s statement (II Tim. 1:10): 
 

He has abolished death,  
and brought life and immortality to light. 

 He means we are confident that death’s fear is 
removed, its indignity destroyed, and that life is 
known, and views of immortality are breaking upon 
the eyes of the redeemed. 
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THE ABOLITION OF INDIGNITY 

The passage of Romans 5:12-21 shows man suffering 
indignity of death. Sin reigns by virtue of death: death 
reigns by virtue of sin. Romans 3:23 depicts man 
having lost his created glory, as the passage of Romans 
1:18-32 depicts him as having lost the true meaning of 
God, man and the creation. Man lives in a state of 
anguish, deprived of God and true life. Ephesians 2:1-3 
depicts him as dead, debased, rebellious, and forced 
into the slavery of evil. Man’s dignity is gone. John 
11:33-38 more than hints that Jesus is angry—’He 
trembled with indignation’—at man’s bondage to the 
fear of death. The obscenity of a human helpless in 
uncontrollable grief, which is in effect a state of no 
faith, deeply disturbs him. 
 In other situations Jesus is angry at no-faith, and 
wrathful at the sight of humanity under the bondage of 
demons, sickness and death. It is man-in-the-image-of-
God which is his understanding of true man. He comes 
to abolish death and bring man to immortality. 
 Paul’s cry, ‘Who will deliver me from this body of 
death [or, this death-body]?’ finds an echo in every 
human heart, Christian and atheist alike. The 
constant rape of sin, the physical corruption and 
dissolution of the flesh is sickening to man. The 
overtones of doom bring him to hate the state in which 
he finds himself. Research is yet to be done fully on the 
state of inferiority man evinces universally. Its root 
cause surely lies in death. Paul Tillich’s statement is 
apt, 

Man lives in fear of death, not simply because he has to die, but 
because he deserves to die. 
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This indignity Christ came to obliterate, and this is 
what happens when his cry of truth and hope is truly 
heard, 
 

I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and 
believes in me shall never die. 
 

 We will examine this statement more closely in our 
study, but it is the true evidence that the indignity of 
death is, at the most, temporary. The things which 
pertain to true dignity of being, have come to man 
through Christ’s death and resurrection. 
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The Hope of the Redeemed and the  
Restoration of Life and Dignity 

Let us first note that the endeavours to bring peace to 
men and women who are dying cannot but be 
commended. Where, however, the motivation is simply 
humanistic sympathy and pity, then the action is not 
good enough. If the Christian Gospel does not contain 
true comfort it must be abandoned. The Gospel, 
however, does contain the comfort that is needed. 
Other comforts must be false. The Gospel, of course, 
can only give comfort to those who accept it, and so 
place their trust in Christ and the Father. 
 The positive way of accepting death, and even 
rejoicing in it, is to see, accept, and use the gifts of 
God. These gifts must be seen in their true light. In I 
Corinthians 2:12 Paul says, ‘Now we have received not 
the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is from 
God, that we might understand the gifts bestowed on 
us by God ‘. 
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THE GIFT OF LIFE 

‘Thanks be to God for His inexpressible girl!’ cries 
Paul. ‘The free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord ‘, he also says. He asks, ‘What have you that 
you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you 
boast as if it were not a gift?’(cf. II Cor. 9:15; Rom. 
6:23; I Cor. 4:7). Everything comes gift-wise to the 
redeemed. The greatest gift is life which is eternal, and 
which in fact is the very life of Christ (I John 5:12). 
This gift is currently in use and operation. Hence a 
man who has it will never die in the sense that he will 
lose life and face separation from God. 
 Within the gift are many other gifts. Preceding the 
receipt of the gift of life were given the girls of faith 
and repentance, of forgiveness and cleansing. These, 
too, when exercised. take away the fear of death and 
bring man into current regeneration. He thus becomes 
a new creation. He possesses spiritual life. He receives 
the gift of love. Satan may come to steal, and kill and 
destroy (John 10:10a), but Christ comes to give life 
(John 10:10b). 
 ‘He who believes in me shall never die’, brings us to 
the true triumph of the gift of life. Whilst man 
experiences the death of the body as a fact seen by 
others, he does not personally experience it as a felt 
fact himself. We mean that others see his (physical) 
death, but he does not. He goes on in the life he has 
known (as eternal)and goes into the life that is eternal. 
There is transition as he crosses some unseen line, but 
no bump (so to speak) as he does this. No wonder he 
needs not to fear death. Death has no sting. Stingless 
death is his, but even more, glorious life already 
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possessed is fully realised by the transition. 
Paul anticipates this fact when he says, ‘For to me to 
live is Christ, and to die is gain’! He speaks of 
remaining to serve his brethren, whilst he is drawn to 
‘be with Christ, for that is far better’. He can say, in 
essence, ‘Absent from the body, present with the Lord ‘. 
 The New Testament points us to current experience 
of eternal life as the negation of death’s fear and 
indignity. One is not merely not going to be in death, 
but one is now living in life. Hence the passages which 
point to crucifixion with Christ and being raised also 
with him in this life (e.g. Rom. 6; Col. 3:1-11; Gal. 
2:20), all speak of the defeat of sin and deathness, 
here, in this life. Life, then, is not only the absence of 
death, but the presence of the true experience of God 
and His Kingdom. 

THE GIFT OF WHAT IS BEYOND 

One of the key words of the New Testament is hope. 
Romans 8:18-30 is the locus classicus of this truth. We 
have hope of many things such as glory, resurrection, 
holiness, inheritance, justification and eternal life.* 
Paul makes the point that hope that is seen is not 
hope. Christian hope is simply a fixed certainty of 
what is to come. One already has the earnest or first-
fruits of what will be as an assurance and seal of 
ultimately possessing it, 

                                            
* For a survey of these. see Hope Without Shame, G. Bingham, (NCPI, 
Blackwood, 1987). 
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but then one has not seen it wholly or one would not 
have to hope for it. True pastoral ministry for the 
dying is to foster and feed hope by the precious truths 
of God’s Word, hence the hymn: 
 

My hope is built on nothing less, 
Than Jesu’s blood and righteousness. 

 
 Hope is based on the objective facts of what God has 
accomplished in Christ, in his life, death, resurrection, 
ascension and coming again. Of course hope is linked 
with faith, for one must believe in, as well as trust 
upon the events as true and significant. In this sense 
hope is based upon faith. Since all these events 
constitute the active love of God, then ‘hope is not 
ashamed’ (Rom. 5:4-10, AV). What then are the 
elements or components of hope, the things for which 
we hope? 

The Hope of Resurrection, of Eternal Life 

 For the Christian believer the hope of resurrection is 
the hope of rising to eternal life. One cannot help 
commenting that seeming ‘comfort’ which is given to 
people who are dying or who are bereaved, is 
insubstantial and of the cosmetic kind. The solid hope 
of resurrection and eternal life can alone give peace to 
mind and soul. In Titus 1:2 Paul speaks of ‘[the] hope 
of eternal life which God, who never lies, promised ages 
ago [before times eternal]’. In Titus 3:7 he says, ‘that 
we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in 
hope of eternal life’. In II Timothy 1:1, he speaks of’... 
the promise of [eternal] life which is in Christ Jesus’. 
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 Peter speaks of being ‘born anew to a living hope 
through  the  resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ  from the 
dead’  
(1 Pet. 1:3). The mode of Christ’s resurrection must be 
significant. Both Peter and Paul point with energy to 
Psalm 16 in support of Jesus’ death-resurrection 
happening. ‘Therefore my heart was glad and my 
tongue rejoiced: moreover, my flesh will dwell in hope’. 
They quote, ‘Neither wilt Thou suffer thine Holy One 
to see corruption’ {Acts 2:27, AV). Does this mean his 
flesh did not corrupt? For the believer it means the 
corruption of the flesh is not the end. Why not’? Paul 
says that the same (Holy) Spirit that raised Jesus from 
the dead, now dwells in the saints, and will raise their 
(hitherto) mortal bodies (Rom. 8:9-11)! Only the hope of 
resurrection can kill the fear of death. 
 This hope of resurrection is no minor matter. Paul 
calls it ‘the hope of Israel’, and majors upon it (see Acts 
23:6; 24:14f.; 26:6; 28:20). In his writings—especially 1 
Corinthians 15—he speaks of the glorious nature of the 
resurrection of the body. In Philippians 3:10-14, he 
sees the current manner of life as relating to the 
fullness of such a resurrection. 
 Practically speaking, the hope of resurrection must 
dispel current fear of death and add immensely to 
one’s manner of life. Nowhere is this better said than 
in I Cor-inthians 15:51-58. In showing the glorious and 
beautiful nature of rising, Paul then shows that the 
modes of our life are determined by the nature of our 
hope. He exhorts, ‘Therefore, my beloved brethren, be 
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of 
the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labour is not 
in vain’. One’s daily living is in 
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the dynamic of hope. We may add, incidentally, 
Revelation 14:13, ‘And I heard a voice from heaven 
saying, "Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the 
Lord henceforth". "Blessed indeed ", says the Spirit, 
"that they may rest from their labours, for their deeds 
follow them!" ‘. 
 Jesus tells the woman at the well that the fountain 
in her will be one ‘welling up to eternal life’. The 
believer therefore has life daily, but that life will 
culminate also in eternal life. The more grisly aspects 
of physical death and bodily dissolution therefore do 
not hold the human spirit in bondage or disgust. The 
shame of death is taken away. (C.S. Lewis quotes Sir 
Thomas Browne as saying, ‘I am not so much afraid of 
death as ashamed of it’!). 

The Hope of Glory 

 Paul says of the body ‘What is sown is perishable 
[i.e. the body]. what is raised is imperishable. It is 
sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory. It is sown in 
weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical 
body, it is raised a spiritual body’ (I Cor. 15:42-44). 
This thought is very powerful. Man, made in the image 
of God. is in considerable shame, inferiority and 
insecurity because of his sinful fall. To know (a) that 
he will be glorious and eternalised (Rom. 8:18ff; Phil. 
3:21) is both stunning, and rehabilitating to him as a 
person, and (b) to know that the process is currently 
taking place, (cf. Rom. 8:17f.; I1 Cor. 3:18; 4:16ff.) is to 
make present life intelligible, purposive, and 
contributory to the ultimate end. Death then receives 
its death-knell in the light of anticipated glory. 
 Romans 8:18ff., deals with the full glorification of 
the 
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sons of God, and so of the creation itself. The earth will 
be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as 
the waters cover the sea. God’s glory will be outlined 
by that of His children (Isa. 43:6-7; Eph. 1:11 14 etc.). 
Paul says we will actually share in the glory of God 
Himself (Rom. 5:2). In I Corinthians 2:6-10 he says his 
glorification is beyond anything man has ever 
envisaged. On the personal level it means ‘we shall be 
like Him’ (Rom. 8:30; I John 3:1-3). Glory, then, will 
more than cover the transitory shame of bodily 
dissolution. 

The Hope of Inheritance 

 The meek—the sons of Abraham—will inherit the 
world (Matt. 5:5; Rom. 4:13). History will have a 
sensible conclusion. The heavens and the earth will be 
renewed and we ‘shall reign on the earth’ (Rev. 5:10). 
The inheritance will be ‘of all things’ (Rev. 21:7, AV), 
and indeed of very God Himself (Rom. 8:17). The ‘hope 
of Israel’ will also be the ‘hope of the Gentiles’, for they 
will be fellow-heirs (Eph. 3:6). Such inheritance is of 
major importance as Paul points out in Ephesians 
1:16ff., for he wishes the readers to have such a spirit 
of wisdom and revelation that they will truly know the 
hope of inheritance (amongst other things). 
 The inheritance of course includes glorification, 
resurrection, eternal life, and the attaining to one’s 
true and full identity (cf. Rev. 2:17; 3:12). It is also the 
inheritance of one’s home (John 14:lff., cf. Eccl. 12:5), 
for the entire household of God will meet there in 
repristination of personal and family being. 
Inheritance implies participation with Father, Son and 
Family. it implies purposeful- 
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ness in eternity (cf. Rev. 7:15, ‘serve him day and 
night’), and the fullness of man as an operative son 
and creature of God. 

The Hope of Holiness 

 One of the shameful things about death is physical 
corruption and bodily dissolution. We can only 
speculate that had man not sinned. his body would not 
have corrupted, but the evidence certainly seems in 
that direction. Death as a simple transition from 
mortality to immortality would have had no 
connotation of corruption, so far as we can envisage. 
However, what is guaranteed is that glorification 
through resurrection will not allow flesh to see 
corruption. Better still, the glorified will be pure, 
without unholiness. 
 The choice of God ‘that we should be holy and 
without blame’ (Eph. 1:4, AV), matches the holiness of 
‘Holy Father’, and the renewed creation. The intense 
joy, bliss and peace of a pure conscience can only be 
envisaged in this life. There it will be total, and, of 
course, inexpressible. Indications of this are seen in 
Hebrews 12:14; Revelation 21:27, I1 Peter 3:10ff., I 
John 3:1-3. 

The Hope of Justification 

 All things we now possess by faith. Even 
justification remains in the realm of faith. Likewise 
forgiveness. Hence in Galatians 5:5 Paul says, ‘For 
through the Spirit, by faith. we wait for the hope of 
justification’. He means that whilst we are justified we 
see this necessarily by faith, but then by 
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sight. A person in this world who has no hope in 
justification must therefore fear death (i.e. judgement), 
and even where faith wavers, some fear of death will 
be experienced. Hence through the Spirit, by faith, we 
await the sure verdict of ‘Acquitted for ever!’ 
Nevertheless faith believes now, for ‘as he [Christ] is 
[i.e. in regard to judgement] so are we in this world’! 

The Hope of Sonship 

 Doubtless man’s deepest dread of death is that he 
will lose his body, lose his identity, face unknown 
elements, and be confronted by the Creator-God. His 
conscience tells him moral elements have eternal 
reference. Yet deepest of all, man’s shame lies in not 
being what God created him to be. The highest of these 
is to be a child of God (see Acts 17:28; cf. Luke 3:38). 
His highest goal is to relate to God as Father (John 
14:6; Gal. 4:4-6). His highest utterance must be, 
‘Abba!’, i.e. ‘Dear Father!’. 
 The hope of Sonship is one of the brightest elements 
of New Testament teaching. Romans 8:18-30 speaks of 
‘the glorious liberty of the sons [children] of God’, and 
says that we too, arc being conformed into the image of 
His Son that he (the Son), ‘might be the first-born 
among many brethren’. 
 Sonship relates to total glorification, and to sharing 
in full familyhood. In the Old Testament, the saga of 
family always meant that death did not take one 
merely to the grave so much as it united the dying one 
with the family which had gone before. Through death, 
the patriarchs would be seen, and indeed, all who had 
gone before. Hence 
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a man ‘slept with his forefathers’. Yet the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Jesus pointed out, was not 
the God of the dead but of the living, i.e. the dead are 
not dead, but living. 

The Hope of Seeing God 

 ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God 
‘. Doubtless all who arc of pure heart see God. 
Nevertheless in the new age God shall be seen. 1 
Timothy 6:16 speaks of Him dwelling in 
‘unapproachable light’. Yet in the Revelation He is 
seen on the throne. In Revelation 22:4 it is said, ‘they 
shall see His face’. To know as one is known will be 
experience of the highest order. This is what creation 
is designed for, and this is the fulfilment of man. 

CONCLUSION 

We conclude at this point that hope is a great dynamic. 
It takes away the shame and fear of death in that such 
is transcended by the hope of the things of glory. When 
we know the gifts of God, then we sec that within the 
total gift of life, all the gifts are included, and that man 
need know no poverty of Spirit or fear the future. True, 
he may be tempted to fear but he is not bound to fear. 
As he lives in perfect love he may approach death with 
equanimity. 
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5 

The Ultimate Defeat of Death 

John Owen talked of ‘The death of death in the death 
of Christ’. Doubtless he means that Christ abolished 
death by dying. From our point of view, Christ’s death 
drew the sting of death which is sin, and broke the 
power of sin which is through guilt of sin. Nevertheless 
death obtains. For the Christian believer it is stingless. 
Wonderful as this is, the people of God look forward to 
the day when it will be banished for ever. I Corinthians 
15:26 says, ‘The last enemy to be destroyed is death’. 
This means that death will have no part in heaven or 
earth. Hence Revelation 21:4 says, ‘... death shall be no 
more’. Revelation 20:14 says, ‘Then Death and Hades 
were thrown into the lake of fire’ this, of course, by the 
one who has ‘the keys of Death and Hades’ (Rev. 1:18). 
 What is comforting to the believer is to know that 
death cannot invade the realm of his life. For him 
there is no 
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‘second death’, i.e. the lake of fire (cf. Rev. 2:11; 20:6). 
Death, then, is not deathless. It, too, must ultimately 
die.* 

                                            
* For a fuller treatment of life beyond death and the last things. see LFS. 
N0.31,' The Doctrine the Last Things.' Eschatology', NCPI., Blackwood. 
1978. 
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6 

Death: 
Dear Friend 

or 
Dark Devourer? 

DEALING WITH THE MATTER OF DEATH 

As our bibliography indicates, a vast volume of 
literature has recently come into being, dealing with 
the subject of death. The subject is approached from 
varying angles, such as the psychological, theological, 
pastoral and personal. Some treatments are secular, 
some humanistic, some medical, and some pastoral 
and theological. Naturally enough, the value of their 
insights and methods varies greatly. All, however, 
have the excellent aim and desire to assist the dying 
person to a helpful approach to, and acceptance of, 
death. 
 Prominent amongst these are the insights and 
exper-iments of Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. She has 
developed what is called ‘The Five-Stage Approach’ in 
which she lists progressive emotions the person 
experiences who has 
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been informed of his or her impending death. These 
are (a) denial, (b) anger, (c) bargaining, (d) depression, 
and (e) acceptance. These stages of emotions are 
painful to the person until the stage of acceptance is 
reached. The person who is dying, seems to need the 
time of denial so that he may withdraw from the 
reality and become composed enough to relate to others 
in regard to his impending change of living. The anger 
is directed primarily against God or fate or 
circumstances and often is also directed to other 
persons. It would appear to be the anger of insecurity 
and the frustration which arises from impotence. 
Bargaining is often an attempt to effect good behaviour 
in the hope that somehow this may alter things. It is 
often bargaining with God in order either to change 
His mind or find acceptance with Him. Depression is, 
of course, understandable. Some see depression as 
suppressed rage, others as arising from guilt and fear 
of the outcome of life and death. Depression is followed 
by acceptance of the fact of death. This may be the 
acceptance of resignation or the true agreement with 
what is to happen. The dying person may in fact be 
glad to discuss the coming event with deep interest, 
although his friends or family may be reluctant to 
share his interest. 
 A number of problems arise when the prognosis is 
death. Should the fact of death be communicated to the 
dying person? How should the dying person be placed-
kept at home or cared for in a hospital? Should the 
matters of eternity be discussed or should a person be 
left to make his own pilgrimage, alone? 



DEAR DEATH OR DARK DEVOURER? 

 40

Sharing the Saving Gospel 

 The answers to these and other questions are not 
always simple. Christian medical personnel generally 
feel the patient should be informed of his impending 
death. They look to special pastoral care and help at 
such a time. The fact that a person does not have 
Christian faith should not deter the information. 
However, it highlights the fact that Christian people 
should have a knowledge of death, and the matters of 
present life and the eternity to come. It is not so much 
telling a person of his coming death, as the manner in 
which he is told. The truths of the Cross, of forgiveness 
and the gifts of repentance and faith, are wonderful for 
such persons who are in need. The fact of impending 
death has often given a new humility, a deepened 
desire to listen, and a yearning to come to terms with 
God, life and death. Sadly enough, all too few 
Christian pastors, teachers and lay-people are 
equipped with the ability to communicate lovingly and 
helpfully, for often they have not themselves come to 
terms with the fact of death. As we have seen in our 
study, there is a great wealth of glorious truth which 
can help in time of need. 

Caring for the Dying Person 

 Each of us needs to take a fresh look at the whole 
matter of family care in our present society. Family 
structures have greatly changed over the past two 
hundred years. Our former custom of caring for the 
aged in the family, such as parents or grandparents, 
has given way to provision of villages for the aged, 
geriatric wards in hospitals, and other 
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hospices. It is assumed that aged people ought not 
impede the life of families. Modern geriatrics has 
developed much that is helpful, not the least of which 
is that aged people are still people in their full pursuit 
of life where given the opportunities for serf-experience 
and self-expression. Acceptance within the life and 
warmth of the family allows many to live richly up 
until the last. 
 When death is very near it may be that medical help 
will be needed. Even so, domiciliary care is available. 
Death in a hospital, among strangers, where relatives 
may only visit and not remain, can be a lonely and 
even frightening thing. Surely death is a wonderful 
event, rightly understood, and death in the bosom of 
the family most comforting as well as educative for the 
ones who live with the dying person. 
 The history of the amazing triumphs of dying people 
who are Christians is a matter of exceptional interest 
and beauty. Paul’s view of ageing is most interesting. 
He says, in effect, ‘Though the outward man is being 
worn down, day by day, yet the inner man is being 
renewed ‘. He means, ‘The older we get, the newer!’ (I1 
Cor. 4:16ff.). With this wonderful truth in mind, we are 
thus assured that every detail of life is significant for 
the future. We are building here what shall he there. 
This is seen in such Scriptures as I John 3:3; Galatians 
6:8; 1 Corinthians 3:12ff.; I1 John 8; Philippians 3:1044 
and II Peter 1:10-11. Man, no matter how young or old, 
can be building for eternity. His life, to the very end 
can be rich and purposive. Death alters nothing of his 
personality. It simply releases him into richer 
experience of the life already begun in Christ and 
God’s family. 
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 For this reason, death must not be looked upon as 
terminal, and so preparation for it must not 
contemplate it as terminal. The best way to die is to 
live fully until the end. Hence caring should be, as far 
as possible, within the family, and within the context 
of rich relationships. 

The Meaning of Suffering 

 One’s attitude to suffering determines the modes of 
living and dying, and attitudes towards those who are 
living and dying. Whilst we cannot here attempt a 
rationale of suffering, certain principles concerning it 
are clear from Scripture. There is a suffering and a 
sorrow which is destructive. Paul speaks of this in II 
Corinthians 7:10. He says one suffering leads to true 
repentance, the other to death. Suffering may be 
punishment in some cases, or helpful chastisement in 
others (cf. Deut. 28; Heb. 12:3ff.). One may suffer for 
his faith and godliness (Matt. 5:1 I, 44; 10:22; etc.). 
Suffering rightly received is for personal enrichment. 
Peter gives almost all his first epistle over to the 
subject, showing Christ’s example of receiving 
suffering without reaction, and indeed suffering for the 
sake of others. Paul’s passages of Romans 8:17ff., and 
It Corinthians 4:16ff., are remarkable. His thesis is 
that suffering of the true kind always leads to glory. 
He cannot envisage true life and faith which does not 
entail suffering. Suffering is not the cost of glory, but 
the way to it, and the way of it, and the preparation for 
its ultimate reception. 
 One of the questions that confronts the friends of 
the dying is whether or not they should—in any way 
subject that one to suffering, i.e. suffering the suffering 
of knowing 
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of the coming death. Some would save the person from 
the five emotional stages. This saving from suffering 
will surely accomplish nothing of value, Persons must 
be given the opportunity to face reality and learn to 
cope with it, and mature through it. It surely is the 
right of a person to face eternity, especially where the 
resources of God’s Fatherhood, Christ’s redemption, 
and the family of God’s people are available to that 
one. 

The Caring Team 

 We have already spoken of the need for caring, and 
whether or not the dying person should be kept at 
home, or be taken to a hospital or hospice. Doubtless 
the circumstances of the sickness, the age and state of 
the patient, and the nature of the person’s family will 
determine where that one should die. Whatever the 
case, a caring team can be built up. If at home, the 
family can provide conditions of security, love and care. 
The family can enlist the ministry of pastor and 
friends. In hospital, the same thing can obtain. 
Hospital nurses, doctors and ward-workers must grow 
to know how to care. Personal relationship must be 
established. At the same time, the family of the church 
must relate intimately. Prayer for the dying, and 
expressions of love such as visitation, gifts, reminders 
of love, are all helpful. Such caring is itself a learning 
experience for the ones involved. One of the problems 
with this sort of care is that all human beings, when 
subjectively involved in death, are likely to shy away 
from deep participation in the experience of the one 
who is dying. 
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 At the same time, the caring team must learn to 
share the great eternities with the dying person. 
Overmuch sentiment, shielding from the fact of death, 
and misplaced sympathy may reduce the event to 
proportions that are mediocre, and deny the greatness 
of the experience-entrance into eternity, into the 
presence of God, into the fullness of eternal life leading 
to resurrection, glory, and the full knowledge of God 
Himself. Our own subjective involvement in the 
pleasures and interests of life, may make us cold 
towards the rich eternal realities. Such involvement 
will communicate itself to the dying one, and not help 
to relate to the truth of death which leads to eternal 
life. 
 Let us repeat: the ones caring, should have some 
practical theology of death, and of the life beyond. The 
dying person will often eagerly desire to know every 
possible detail concerning the things beyond death, 
such as life with Christ, resurrection, the judgement, 
the state of eternal glory, the heavenly family, and the 
heavenly Father. Likewise, the completeness of 
Christ’s work to deliver from sin’s power, penalty, 
pollution and (ultimately) presence, must be 
understood so that the person may have assurance and 
confidence, and understand the love of God. Ideally a 
team which has this knowledge can take the person 
into a state of serenity, joy and tranquillity, and 
ultimately, acceptance of death, and peace in dying. 
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7 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, the true believer has passed, through 
faith in Christ, from death into life. Daily he sees 
himself as dead to sin and its penalty, and alive unto 
God. He has been raised above death. He will never see 
the second death, the death of judgement. He has no 
condemnation resting upon him. Instead he has 
eternal life. 
 The great statement of Christ is, ‘He that believeth 
on me shall never die’. Death—the physical aspects of 
death—must not hoax him into believing that he is 
dying essentially,. Others see his death. He himself 
never sees death. Death, then, is no dark devourer. 
Especially when the dying one sees his death as 
entrance into a fuller experience of the life which is 
already his, then death is a dear friend. He welcomes 
it. Death brings no sting. no fearful accusation of sifts 
doom, but rather it ushers him into the presence of 
God. If this person has made himself acquainted with 
the great eternities, then he is eager to participate in 
them. His great yearning is to see God and know Him 
fully as a man may know Him. He also desires 
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the things for which he now hopes. Death—so called— 
is then his dear friend. 
 Recent research into the experiences of people who 
have died and come back to life have proved 
interesting, and caused some to come to certain 
conclusions about death. In one sense these people 
have not died, for to us death is an uninterrupted 
cessation of relationship with this world we know. 
Partial interruption cannot be called death in the 
fullest sense. Conceding, however, that a temporary 
death has happened, then what are we to conclude? 
 Thanatologists conclude that, for the most part, the 
experiences of those who have died temporarily have 
been surprisingly pleasant. Talk is of a great light, and 
especially of a tunnel, either in light or leading to light. 
Generally, folk have passed through this tunnel, 
tugged or impelled by some power, not touching the 
sides of that tunnel, but urged towards some place 
which appears to be good and acceptable. It is thus 
concluded that believers and atheists, Christians and 
persons of other religions, have a regular experience of 
these pleasing elements. 
 This is not necessarily the case. Atheists have been 
converted by this temporary death, because they have 
been convinced of continuance of life beyond the grave. 
Dr. Maurice Rawlings, a specialist in cardiovascular 
diseases at the Diagnostic Hospital in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, has written a book, Beyond Death’s Door, in 
which he describes the terrifying experiences of some 
who have passed from life and returned again. Some 
actually saw hell. The point we need to observe is that 
the patient who experienced these terrifying elements 
forgot them almost 
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immediately. Thus the pleasant elements only 
remained for recounting to those who research this 
material. For this reason, Rawlings claims, little of 
research has any value unless it happens at the point 
of the temporary death. It is wrong to conclude that 
such experiences are always, necessarily, pleasant and 
encouraging. Often they are otherwise. 
One man at least, was converted because he saw what 
he called hell.* Dr. Rawlings likewise was also 
converted by this incident. In this case, as in many 
history affords, death is a dark and monstrous 
intruder. Where men and women have been attached 
to this world, and their passions and desires have been 
linked with the sensible and the sensuous, they feel 
the parting. Guilt terrifies, and only deceit brings them 
to any acceptance of impending death. Confronted 
nakedly by death, they may react in fearful ways. 
 Over many years there has been a reaction within 
the Christian community against the so-called ‘hard-
things’ of the Gospel. Some impressions of God’s love 
have omitted the rich truths of His holiness, His 
righteousness and the unremitting demands of His 
law. These impressions are to 

                                            
* In this case we refer to Dr Rawlings' patient, who actually found 
himself in hell This led to the conversion of Dr. Rawlings. There are more 
than a few examples of similar happenings. A poignant story is told by Dr 
Cicely Saunders in an article 'Is Death the End?'. included in Simple' 
Faith (Lion Publishing. 121 High Street, Berkhamsted, Herts. Eng. 
1978), a compilation of the BBC-TV Series. She records, 'A friend of mine 
told me of her atheist uncle who was dying Just at the moment he died, 
she said, the extraordinary expression, a mixture of anger and chagrin 
and 'I was wrong' came over his face, and at that moment he died. This 
was enough to change her, at least from an atheist into an agnostic'. ( Dr, 
Saunders is the Founder and Medical Director of St. Christopher's 
Hospice, London.) 
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the exclusion of a message which will quieten and calm 
the conscience. Hence the doctrines of man’s 
sinfulness, hell, and the judgement, have been 
rationalised to conform to the so-called teaching of God 
as love. A wholesome view of death, and the 
attractiveness of the life beyond, are impossible where 
the judgement of God and the redemp-tion of the Cross 
has been ameliorated. The deceit of sin will take away, 
at the last, the joyful view of death. Unmasked, death 
will be a dark intruder to the person whose conscience 
was never completely set at rest. How can one know 
the love of God except he sees it in the immense 
sacrifice and the complete work of Christ—at the 
Cross? 
 We conclude, then, that death is a dear friend only if 
one has come to reconciliation with the Father. He is a 
dark devourer if guilt and sin’s defilement remain. All 
warm desires of sympathetic human hearts will be 
weak substitutes for the reality that the dying person 
must know in order to be free to die, that is, to be free 
to live again. The rich treasures of comfort, assurance, 
preparation and timely aid are contained within the 
Gospel, that is within the heart of the Father who sent 
His Son to share them with a world in which sin and 
death are its tragedies, but in which, also, the love of 
God counters these tragedies and gives, beyond them, 
eternal life and participation in the eternal glory and 
the loving Family of God the Father. 
 The truth of the matter, at core, is that death is 
defeated, and no dark devourer to the believer. Its 
fears have been quenched in the overwhelming love of 
the Father, the Son, 

CONCLUSION 

 

and the Spirit, that love which casts out all fear. 
Fitting words to close our study are those from the Te 
Deum, 
  

When thou hadst overcome the sharpness of death, 
Thou didst open the Kingdom of Heaven to all believers. 
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Death Comes so Gently 

Death comes so gently. 
I hear the quiet footfalls, 
Not light pattering—as though inconsequential, 
Nor heavy padding as foreboding, 
But gracious unintruding suggestion 
Of one coming purposefully. 
 
Often when long shades have fallen 
Over the obsessive busyness 
And the compulsive accomplishing 
I have paused in the sudden quietness 
Wondering why I am visited 
By this soft stranger. 
 
Never in these visitations 
Has there been fear. 
Nor has the bland confronted me 
As though of no point (blank guilelessness), 
But a clement spirit has met me 
And grown into me as a dear friend 
Accepts the welcome but does not invade. 
 
At that moment I wonder concerning life. 
The harsh dryness fades, the gentle 
Lines of a new comprehension 
Grip me within. Life’s brilliance 
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Softens to mild and lenient colours: 
The whole ameliorates. Not wistful, 
Not sorrowed in sudden bursts 
Of plaintive regrets, but assured 
It was all as it was to be. 
 
There is no need for sighing, 
Nor last petulant passionate whimsy 
For the real has come. This substantial 
Is not now insubstantial, the reality 
Has not become shadows. Life and death alike 
Are the true real, the authentic moments 
Portending the useful eternity. 
 
The gentle footfalls have ceased 
Receding into the misted distance, 
Quietly passing over the plains 
And the blue ranges, not retreating 
But withdrawing. My spirit sighs 
Not with relief, nor yet impatience. 
Tired though it be it has received 
The same mild life, the gentle-hearted, 
The tractable and docile serenity 
Of the new life. 
 
Come then again this receding death, 
I am quietly prepared, not anticipating 
And not dreading. Where stingless death approaches 
So does serenity, not as anaesthesia 
Or needed sedating, but as quiet assurance. 
Death is not death, but God 
Coming for His own, His Father’s arms 
Reaching to His beloved. His quietude 
Surrounds where fear might invade 
And Love gently claims 
That which was always His.
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The Stranger in the Cemetery 

It wasn’t until about the fifth funeral that I woke up to 
Red Polyp. You may think the name unusual but that 
is what he called himself. ‘Polyp’ was actually his 
surname but the ‘Red’ was what he had always been 
known by since he was a kid. He was far from a kid 
when I first met him. A full grown man in fact, and 
getting into later years of life, although he looked 
young enough. 
 That was what puzzled me. Why was he so young-
looking when he wouldn’t have been a day under sixty 
and maybe was much older? It was his agelessness 
rather than anything of perpetual youth that puzzled 
me. His red thatch of hair had some white in it, and 
there was a line or two on his face, but the eyes—
intensely blue—were without a touch of age. They 
stared at you so clearly, yet without that kind of 
passionate intensity which gets you wondering, and 
perhaps a bit worried also. 
 He was taller: certainly taller than I. He even 
seemed somewhat ‘up there’, as though on another 
plane and yet there was nothing haughty or elitist 
about him. To the contrary. It was just that he seemed 
to live to himself, although he took deep and obvious 
interest in everything 
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about him. He did this, too, without being intimate or 
personal. I had observed his fine figure—aristocratic 
you might call it—moving around at the funerals. 
Certainly he was a commanding type of person. You 
know, the strange thing is that even though I can see 
him clearly in my mind’s eye, I find it difficult to 
describe him fully. I suppose I could say that, although 
as plain to everyone as the daylight around them, 
there was something elusive about him. Elusive: yes, 
that is the word. Elusive Red Polyp. 
 You could wonder what I was doing around funerals. 
It might be because I am a retired cleric, but that was 
not all the reason. I have a dread of ever being asked to 
take a funeral because someone knows me, and I am 
an obliging sort of person. I have known clerics who 
take funerals and cremations for a living. I guess they 
have their own good reasons for doing so, but none of 
them is mine. I will be frank and tell you I like 
funerals, but I will only take one when the person who 
has died was a close friend of mine, or who has 
requested it before his—or her—decease. In fact quite 
a number have made that request, and they are 
enough. 
 The main reason for often being at funerals is my 
age. Having long ago retired—though I am still very 
active—my friends are dying one by one, mostly from 
old age. Since some of them are close friends I 
naturally wish to honour their lives and the persons 
close to them by attending the funeral. I can assure 
you there is nothing ghoulish about funerals once you 
realize how right and useful they are. The kind thing 
about a funeral is the finality it spells out, especially to 
those who are relationally 
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close to the dead person. It says in a kindly way, ‘This 
is it! This is the finish! The earthly relationship is 
broken. Come to terms with it. Grieve, and then let 
that be that!’ 
 Of course not everyone sees it this way. It takes 
some persons a long time to adapt. But if there had not 
been a burial service to look back to, then there would 
have been no definite break. The day may come when 
undertakers—or their future equivalent—will simply 
spirit away the body and dispose of it without a funeral 
service. Then some folk will think the death never 
really happened. It would all be very confusing. 
 
My subject in this story is Red Polyp, and not, 
primarily, funerals. As I was saying, I had seen him at 
funerals I had attended—about five in all. On the fifth 
occasion I noticed that he was first to the burial site. I 
remembered he had been first to arrive at the previous 
four interments. It struck me that he was quite keen 
about all that was going on. He quietly awaited the 
arrivals of the solemn corteges, but meantime was 
missing nothing. His eyes roved to and fro. His gaze 
took in everything, yet not one element of sorrow or 
gravity was on his face. 
 When I went across to talk to him he scarcely 
seemed to see or hear me. His gaze was on the freshly 
dug grave, the surround of green nylon carpet that was 
supposed to represent grass, and the casket itself—a 
thing of polished wood, chromed handles and 
ornamentation, with an appropriate large setting of 
gladioli and greenery. 
 ‘We must have some mutual friends,’ I said. 
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 He looked at me, neutral, yet slightly mystified. 
‘Friends?’ he asked politely. He thought about it and 
then said, ‘Not that l know.’ 
 His voice was pleasing. His look was gracious. Yet I 
scarcely seemed to matter to him. 
 ‘We have both been at the same five funerals,’ I said. 
‘Rather remarkable, eh?’ 
 He pondered the remark a little, smiled quietly, and 
then said, ‘No, not remarkable at all. I attend lots of 
funerals. Far more than just five.’ 
 He smiled at me, offered his hand, and said, ‘The 
name is Polyp. Red Polyp, they call me. On account of 
the colour of my hair, of course.’ 
 I guess he knew his hair was somewhat less than 
red, but the name must have been with him for a long 
time. 
 I told him my name. ‘Johnny Hargreaves,’ I said. He 
nodded graciously. He knew what was on my mind—
the strangeness of him being at many funerals. 
 He looked down at the fresh green turf, toeing it 
slightly with a polished shoe. ‘A kind of hobby,’ he said. 
‘I find death, graves, cremations and burials quite 
fascinating.’  
 ‘I guess you must be in the game,’ I suggested. 
 ‘Not a bit,’ he said. ‘I have nothing to do with that 
side of things. I was school teaching before I retired. 
No, I just like coming to the place, and watching what 
takes place.’ 
  I said, ‘Not at all morbid?’ 
 He smiled his gentle smile again. ‘How could it be?’ 
he asked. ‘There is nothing morbid about death. Quite 
a wonderful thing indeed.’ 
 At that moment the officiating cleric arrived, 
dressed in 
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his robes, and with quiet gravity. We had come from a 
church service, and I had watched him there. He 
certainly knew how to conduct funerals. Now it would 
be the committal, and soon all would be over. I had 
watched the occasion many times. By now you could 
type the different ones— those moved quickly to tears, 
those easily caught up in the emotion of the moment, 
but who would forget almost immediately, and those 
who watched with expressionless faces—maybe to 
remain stolidly unaffected, whatever may have been 
their inner thoughts. 
 The retired schoolmaster seemed to draw life from 
the event. I knew he was appraising people, but 
discerningly and not critically. He seemed to be 
penetrating their minds. 
 He looked at me. ‘You know all about death, eh?’ It 
was not a conspiratorial statement. It was as though 
we were both knowing the same thing. He was not 
against the people, demeaning them because they 
lacked this knowledge that we both had. 
 ‘I have seen you in clericals,’ he said, ‘and I know 
you know death, but many clerics do not know death. 
They are talking about something they do not know. 
They have read about it.’ He smiled gently, ‘Perhaps 
you have to die before you know fully, but when you 
have been near it you know something.’ 
 We moved together towards the graveside. The 
clergy-man seemed to be sympathetic, and was trying 
to make the event one of a family matter. Some seemed 
a little grateful. Others were shivering, though with 
fear of death or just the city coldness I could not know. 
Red Polyp was nodding gently, as though conferring 
with himself, and getting some 
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agreement on his own thoughts. 
 The idea came to me at that funeral which had come 
many times before, that a cemetery is the most 
peaceful place in the world. The evidences of death are 
all about one, yet it is life that one thinks about. The 
retired schoolmaster’s head was still nodding. I think 
the minister felt this onlooker was approving, and he 
seemed to summon up some courage. He told them 
that every one has to face death, and that it comes 
either as a friend or foe. It is a friend in God, but an 
enemy outside of Him. 
 I had the feeling that it was not often he said such 
things. I thought Red Polyp would do well to attend 
many funerals, and make his quiet nodding whilst the 
committal was taking place. The oration had been back 
in the church, and the deceased—an aunt of mine—
had been worthy of what was said. Anything mediocre, 
superficial or banal seems rightfully enough empty 
before death. 
 I noticed no one threw the soft dirt on the coffin. The 
undertaker’s men had kept the coffin suspended in the 
grave almost at ground level. I wondered what people 
would think if it had been lowered, and dirt—soft, 
crumbled and in clods—had been thrown on it. It 
almost seemed that the person in the coffin was 
politely suspended above death. In the old days they 
not only lowered the coffin, but they threw in dirt until 
it was in a high heap above the ground level. But in 
those days there had been no artificial grass, no 
apparatus for slowly lowering the casket. In those days 
they called the box ‘a coffin’. 
 Folk were asked to come forward and meditate over 
the departed. What struck me was how silent it all 
was, with 
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scarcely a place for tears and grief—even for 
expressing outrage. It was almost as though we were 
drugged. The cleric was merely a figure. A new ritual 
had grown, and it had replaced the old one—as though 
the old were shabby and uncouth, not for these new 
death-effacing times. The directors of funerals had 
everything organised, even to leading away the main 
actors—the close relatives—so that they could 
congregate at a distance and talk with the other 
mourners. When I thought about it, there were no 
mourners. Here and there a tear-dewed face, but these 
days even tears were more rare. Maybe the films and 
plays and novels had immured us against much 
display of emotion. We saw more of war, violence and 
death than had any other audience in history. What, 
then, was another death? ‘After all’—it seemed to be 
reasoned—’we have to get on with life.’ 
 
 
At the undertaker’s invitation, we all moved towards 
the crematorium complex to have refreshments. I still 
find it strange that refreshments should be served in a 
cemetery, but then the funeral industry has its wits 
about it. In a way death seemed to belong to the new 
polished industry. The old wake has all but 
disappeared. Time and opportunity for family grief 
seems to be discounted. A lot of work was always 
demanded by the wake—what with preparations for 
food and drink, just at the time when one had been 
suddenly caught with death! This cemetery-
crematorium had a magnificent set of chapels, all in 
tasteful architecture so that any one of our ethnic 
groups would not find it 
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strange or overly European. 
 Red Polyp walked with me. Generally my wife was 
with me at funerals, and I always appreciated her good 
sense about things. Now I was liking the retired 
schoolmaster in his sensible silence. He was thoughtful 
enough as we crossed the thick turf, passing by rose 
gardens where the people’s ashes were interred in 
small bronze caskets. When we came into the large 
refreshment lounge, he drew me to one side, to a 
corner where folk had not gathered. They were around 
the tables, being served with hot drinks, sandwiches 
and small cakes. 
 When we had procured tea and sandwiches he drew 
me aside, into a corner. He looked around to make sure 
no one was within hearing distance. 
 ‘Was she a close friend—a relative?’ he asked. 
 I shook my head. ‘Not really. A fine person, but not 
very close. I came for her family’s sake. You know how 
it is.’ 
 He nodded. ‘Yes, I do. I come now even if I don’t 
know the dead person. I am doing a bit of personal 
research on the matter of dying and death.’ 
 He interested me. ‘Theologically, or something like 
"the psychology of death"?’ 
 He thought about that. ‘Hadn’t really tried to put it 
into a category. Your question intrigues me. Yes, there 
would have to be the psychological and theological 
approach wouldn’t there. I suppose I was thinking 
about the personal angle. Like, what does death mean, 
what does it mean to us, and what does it mean today 
as against the ideas of the past?’ 
 ‘A necrologist!’ I said with just a touch of 
admiration. 
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 He smiled faintly. ‘Technically speaking a 
necrologist is one who writes obituary notices, who 
keeps the death-register, but you are right. It ought to 
be the title for those of us interested in death. Yes, in 
that sense I am a necrologist.’ 
 ‘So that is why I keep seeing you at funerals.’ 
 He inclined his head. ‘Death is really fascinating, 
especially when it is not wholly in the hands of the 
undertakers.’ 
 When I looked puzzled he gave a quiet grin. ‘The 
death industrialists have made it pretty bland,’ he 
said. ‘I guess that is how people seem to want it. They 
like the creases smoothed out. They just don’t have to 
think about death.’ 
 I could see he was not at all morbid. The matter of 
death simply intrigued him. Whilst we were talking, a 
horde of memories was revisiting me. I reckoned I had 
tonnes of research material for my new friend. I 
wondered whether he might be writing a book or even 
a thesis on the matter. 
 I said, ‘How would you like to see it handled—I 
mean the action in the cemetery and the crematorium?’ 
 He thought for a moment. ‘I guess 1 would like to 
see it more human. Flocks of children coming to 
funerals, some of them wondering and asking 
questions, or just standing there, letting impressions 
come and sink in. Looking at their parents and 
wondering about them expressing grief, and sorrow, 
and even anger. Seeing human emotion in the open, 
something different from the normal self-control 
within the family. I would like death to be seen for 
what it is—at least as it comes to different ones of us.’ 
   Now I was more than intrigued. I was strongly 
curious. I 
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wanted to know what he had discovered. ‘Is it just that 
you would go back to former days—back to the time 
when the undertakers had not subdued it all, made it 
respectable, and saved us from too much misery?’ 
 He nodded. ‘Something like that, but more. I think 
our parents and forbears had better ideas of death. 
They were ideas which made life all the richer. You 
lived life fully because death was coming. Also, they 
had an idea that death opened out into a greater arena 
even than the life they lived here.’ 
 Around us were the human noises. One could sense 
the relief that the mourning for the one just buried was 
over. The interruption to life that it had caused was a 
mere hiatus, a passing moment.  At first there had 
been a subdued hum, a respectful quietness within this 
well-furnished room, but now people were awakened. 
They were taking the opportunity to meet old friends 
and acquaintances. Just a few were standing alone, 
staring thoughtfully at the floor, the cup in hand 
forgotten-memory returning. Here and there were 
couples like us who were silent. Perhaps death for 
them was not temporary. Perhaps they had loved 
deeply, or maybe had hated strongly. It was difficult to 
know. 
 Red Polyp was also silent. We put our empty cups on 
a table, and made our way into the sunlight, pausing 
on the paved portico. Near us were palms and semi-
tropical plants and a fountain which seemed to 
indicate we were in the vestibule of a Greek temple. I 
kept thinking how unreal it all was, though it must 
have been restful for those who had come with some 
distress. We watched folk shaking 
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hands, farewelling each other with appropriate smiles. 
A few almost dived into their vehicles as though 
relieved to be going. Others were quiet, more 
thoughtful, and yet others a bit stunned by it all. 
 The retired schoolmaster took an elbow of mine and 
steered us across the lawn towards the burial area. 
When he asked, I assured him I had plenty of time. In 
fact I was hoping he would continue our conversation. 
We found a seat under a tree and sat for a time 
without speaking. Then he pointed towards an older 
burial area. 
 ‘See the old headstones,’ he said, ‘they used to be 
high, didn’t they. Sort of substantial, you might say.’ 
 When I nodded he pointed to a new burial lawn 
area. ‘See the headstones there? They are flat, almost 
ground level. The cemetery people are democratising 
death.’ He grinned. ‘We are all turning into flat-
earthers. People feel more secure when everything is 
reduced to the horizontal. Give the older folk their due, 
they gave a certain dignity to death. There was a 
choice as to how you would respect your dead.’ 
 ‘In the old days they had high columns, broken 
columns to show a life was cut off before completing 
maturity. The Latin peoples made a special thing out 
of death. They built family mausoleums, had shelves 
on which to put the coffins. Sometimes there were 
photographs of the dead, solidly framed. The dead were 
with us in life. Centuries ago they had full sized 
effigies of the deceased, so he or she lay sleeping on top 
of the coffin, and you almost expected them to wake at 
any moment. "Gone" did not mean "forgotten" ‘ 
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 ‘Today it is neat death and nice death and calm 
death. It is lawns and flowers and bright sunshine, and 
not messy clay and clods. The mechanical diggers 
assure tidiness. Rolled turf soon covers the temporary 
rupture of the soil. In their death they are all one!’ 
 Red raised his hand, sweeping in its gesture across 
the calm acres of quiescent bones and ashes. 
 ‘Behold  the  homogenised  necropolis—democratised 
city of the dead. The tall poppies are gone. Death has 
been domesticated. Smooth and bland are thy ways, oh 
hosts of the departed!’ 
 It was not irony. It was not sarcasm. It was just a 
gentle sad statement. 
 I said, ‘You feel deeply about all this, don’t you?’ 
 He nodded admission. Then he asked, ‘Have you 
ever been to a military war cemetery?’ 
 When I shook my head he said, ‘A pity. That is 
where you see grandeur. There is grandeur in the 
walls they build with the names of the dead and the 
missing, but it is the sight of the thousands of 
headstones, tolerably tall, row upon row, placed in 
military precision. You might call it homogenised, but 
it isn’t. Not really. It is as though every headstone is a 
sentinel, and all are at attention—together.’ 
 He sighed. ‘I was up at the Adelaide River war 
cemetery. The headstones weren’t just cement. They 
were marble. Those killed in Darwin in the Japanese 
raids, and those who died at sea—they were all there. 
Civilians in one place, and the servicemen in another. 
Never mind. They were greatly honoured.’ 
 He threw his hands up in disgust. ‘What did they 
do? 
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They took out the headstones, and put little blocks in 
their place, just about level with the ground, and 
plaques to make it quieter, less confronting. Pity! In 
their death they were not divided, only levelled out to 
mediocrity.’ 
 
 
Red was certainly on his hobby horse, but I sensed 
there was more to it than a gripping enthusiasm, that 
there was a philosophy of death behind these critical 
remarks. 
 I said, ‘Then how do you see death?’ Doubtless my 
question was ordinary enough. 
 He looked at me. ‘You are the one who ought to 
know what death is. That’s your profession.’ 
 ‘More to do with life than death,’ I said, and having 
said it felt the remark was lame. 
 ‘Life and death,’ he said, ‘what is the difference? You 
live life when you are sure of death. Knowing death 
assures that you live life. I wouldn’t call myself a 
theologian but since Jesus claimed to be the 
resurrection and the life, then he is to be heard above 
all others.’ 
 He looked at me. ‘I try to penetrate the minds of 
these undertaker fellows. They are trained bland, and 
maybe they get to think death is a nothing. Just wait, 
John, until they have to face it—in an accident, or with 
a disease, or just out of old age. It is different when it 
is your own death. It’s real enough then. These burial 
attendants do their best I know, but the grief just can’t 
touch them, and they see little magnificence and 
grandeur in a person dying. They are on the 
commercial side of the occasion.’ 
 ‘Then how do you see it?’ I asked, reminding him 
that he 
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hadn’t given an answer. 
 ‘It is magnificent,’ he said. ‘It is reality. It tells us 
man isn’t designed just to be dust and ashes. It tells us 
this life is a preliminary to the ultimate. This life is 
penultimate and doesn’t hold full meaning within 
itself. Everything lies ahead—whether it is the 
outcome of our evil, or the full outcome of our having 
lived fully.’ 
 I searched theologically in my mind, and could not 
fault what he was saying. 
 ‘You mean heaven and hell?’ I asked. 
 He stared at me for a moment, and then smiled. 
‘Give it a name,’ he said, ‘and what does a name teach 
you? The old Preacher said, "He has put eternity into 
man’s heart." So man is never satisfied with less than 
that. If he only knew it, he both fears and loves death. 
He hates it because it confronts him with himself—the 
self he will never get away from. He has a hankering 
for death because it opens the door to what is better 
than this existence, or—maybe—ever so much worse. 
Somehow—behind everything—he wants to come to 
grips with his destiny.’ 
 He switched again, ‘Ever been to a military funeral? 
Have you seen the pomp and the splendour, the gravity 
and the triumph? Have you watched the ritual? Runs 
rings around your pathetic little slipping the body into 
the ground—with just decent haste. They take time, do 
these military men and women. They faced the issues 
of life and death in their wars. They saw moments of 
horror, stupid waste of life, but yet there were grand 
dimensions about it all. So they blow the "Last Post" 
with its sad notes, and its seeming finality. Then there 
is what Whittier called "the 
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silence of eternity". After that strong silence they play 
"Reveille" and they are joyously telling their comrade 
to awaken out of sleep. Majesty is coming! Meaning is 
appearing! Life is on the move—forever! This is what it 
was always about!’ 
 Red did not seem embarrassed by his own rhetoric. 
He believed what he said, and I think he hoped I did. I 
don’t think I ever believed there was a conspiracy of 
silence in the human race to obscure death, to ignore 
it, and to put it down, but now I wondered whether I 
had ever seen death as greatly significant, or 
magnificent. I always knew men and women feared it. 
I have seen that kind of terror many times. 
Occasionally I have had a tinge of dread myself, but 
faith is a great thing, telling us that death lost its sting 
with the coming of the One who destroyed its power in 
his own death, and proved its impotence in his 
resurrection. The Man-for-all-men had made death to 
be a triumph. 
 
 
It was quiet and peaceful in that man-made 
necropolis—’the city of the dead ‘, and I knew these in 
this place were not seeing what we were seeing. By 
now they had been made to face up to the issues they 
had refused to face in life, or they were reaping the 
outcome of the realism of faith they had had in their 
Creator and Redeemer. 
 I think Red and I could have talked for days and 
weeks. I sensed that death was no special ‘thing’ with 
him, and certainly no bugaboo. He was as sane a man 
as I have met. I think he went to funerals to give some 
honour and reverence to those who had departed from 
this life which 

THE STRANGER IN THE CEMETERY 

 

he called ‘penultimate’. I suspect he touched a bit of 
‘the other side’ as he looked at dug graves, coffins on 
the crematorium podiums, pastors and clerics as they 
commit-ted the earthly remains to dust and destiny, 
and as he listened to the words that humans speak on 
these  occasions. 
 I tell you, I was thoughtful, as we shook hands and 
smiled and parted, glad to have shared our ideas, and 
maybe, renewed in our faith that man is not a 
nonentity, but the living image and glory of God, albeit 
he has gone far from his great origins. As I walked 
away to my motor vehicle I thought I had little to give 
Red for his research. I think he knew it all, anyway, 
and I had learned a lot from him. Quite a lot. 
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APPENDIX 

The Matter of Grief 

The Scriptures give us many examples of grief such as 
Jacob in sorrow for his lost sons, David in grief because 
of 
Absalom’s death, Jeremiah in lamentation over the 
ravaged Jerusalem, and Jesus weeping over the same 
city, as also at the graveside of Lazarus. The Psalms 
abound in honest expressions of grief. Grief is a 
legitimate emotion and experience. Stoicism is not a 
Christian teaching, although self-control is. 
 The subject is one wide enough to deserve a study of 
its own, and not a mere appendix. Readers are 
therefore directed to wider treatments. Facing 
Suffering by Herbert M. Carson (Evangelical Press, 
Welwyn, England 1978) is recommended. Confronting 
Death (W. H. Griffin, Judson Press, Valley Forge 1977) 
is a useful practical book on the elements which relate 
to grief and its treatment. Watch with the Sick by 
Norman Autton (SPCK, London 1976) has prayers for 
folk in various conditions of bereavement 
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and suffering. 
 Good Grief, by G.E. Westberg (Fortress Press 1962, 
Aust. Edition 1973) has a slim treatment of the 
subject. Its chapter headings, however, are indicative 
of the stages of grief, and are here listed: We are in a 
State of Shock. We Express Emotions. We feel 
Depressed and Very Lonely. We May Experience 
Physical Symptoms of Distress. We May Become 
Panicky. We Feel a Sense of Guilt About the Loss. We 
Are Filled With Hostility and Resentment. We Are 
Unable to Return to Usual Activities. Gradually Hope 
Comes Through. We Struggle to Readjust to Reality. 
Westberg’s treatment is oriented to those who are 
more or less the objects of their grief. 
 The believing person, then, should become the 
subject of grief (and not its object), directing it towards 
good goals instead of either fighting it or seeking 
simply to cope with it. Grief, as Westberg points out, is 
a good and natural emotion and experience of man. 
There is, as Paul shows, a sorrow of the world which 
works death. Grief which is the pure expression of 
1ove’s sorrow at separation is essential to honest 
experience. This grief is the other side of the coin of 
love. However, grief becomes destructive when it is not 
for the separation, and the loved one/s, but is .for the 
person who is grieving, i.e. is self-pity. Self-pity is most 
unhelpful. The positive knowledge that the Lord and 
Judge of all the earth does right, should help in time of 
grief. Where the loved one is with Christ there is no 
genuine cause for grief that destroys. 
 A reading of the Psalms should convince us that 
true grief  expressed  in  emotion  is  a  right  and  
helpful thing. 
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However there is no grief which cannot be healed. We 
do not grieve as those without hope. Also we know 
there is always balm in Gilead. This can heal the 
hurts. Hurts themselves may be maximised and 
fostered where self-pity obtains, but for the believer, 
sorrow obtains for the night but joy cometh in the 
morning. Through the Cross all wounds are healed. 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Bibliography 

Bayley . Joseph. The Last Thing We talk About. 
Scripture Union, London, 1978. 
 
Becker. Ernest. The  Denial  of  Death. Free  Press, 
New  
 York, 1973. 
 
Berger.  William.  The  Last  Achievement.   The Grail,  
 Pinner, Middlesex, 1974. 
 
Burton, Lindy (Ed.). Care of the Child Facing Death. 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1974. 

 
Feifel, Herman, (Ed.).New Meanings of Death 
.McGraw- Hill, New York, 1977. 
 
Griffin, W.H.Confronting Death. Judson Press, Valley 
Forge, 1977. 
 
Grollman, Earl   (Ed.). Explaining   Death  to Children.  
 Beacon Press, Boston, 1967. 
 
Grollman, Earl  (Ed.).  Concerning Death: A Practical 
Guide for the Living. Beacon Press, Boston, 1974. 



DEAR DEATH OR DARK DEVOURER? 

 72

Hick, John. Death and Eternal Life. Collins, London, 
1976. 

Hinton, John. Dying. Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 
1967. 

Hubbard, David Allan. Why Do I Have to Die? Regal, 
California, 1978. 

Hunt, G.M. Don’t Be Afraid to Die. Pickering & Inglis, 
London, 1971. 

Jackson, Edgar. The Many Pieces of Grief. SCM Press, 
London, 1978. 

Karo, Nancy. Adventure in Dying. Moody Press, 
Chicago, 1976. 

Kastenbaum, Robert  and  Aisenberg,  Ruth.  The  Psy- 

chology of Death. Duckworth, London, 1974. 

Keleman, Stanley. Living Your Dying. Random House, 
New York, 1974. 

Kelley Smith, JoAnn. Free Fall. SPCK, London, 1977. 

Kubler-Ross, Elisabeth (Ed.). Death: The Final Stage of 
Growth. Prentice Hall, New Jersey, 1975. 

Lamerton, Richard. Care of the Dying. Priory Press, 
London, 1973. 

Lewis, Clive. A Grief Observed. London: Faber & 
Faber, 1961. 

Pincus, Lily. Death and the Family: The Importance of 
Mourning. Faber & Faber, London, 1976. (Published 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

 under the title Life and Death by Abacus 
Books,1978). 
 
Ramsey, Paul. The Patient as Person: Explorations in 
Medical Ethics. Yale University Press, New Haven, 
1970. 
 
Rawlings, M. Beyond Death’s Door. Thomas Nelson, 
Nashville, 1978. 
 
Shank, Robert. God’s Tomorrow. Westcott Publishers, 
Missouri, 1975. 
 
Spiegel, Yorick. The Grief Process. SCM Press, London, 
1978. 
 
Studer, G.C. After Death, What? Herald Press, 
Scotdale, Pennsylvania, 1976. 
 
Swanston, T. Death With a Steady Eye. Didasko Press, 
Aberdeen, 1976. 
 
Taylor, Jeremy. Holy Living and Holy Dying. Various 
editions. 
 
Westberg, Granger. Good Grief. Joint Board of 
Christian Education of Australia and New Zealand, 
Melbourne, 1966. 
 
Also: Death and Bereavement. Zadok Reading Guide 
No. 9, Zadok, Canberra, 1978. 


	Cover
	General Foreword
	Summary of Contents
	Foreword
	Introduction:�The Matter of Death
	The Nature and Meaning of Death
	The Fear of Death and its Abolition
	The Hope of the Redeemed and the �Restoration of Life and Dignity
	The Ultimate Defeat of Death
	Death:�Dear Friend�or�Dark Devourer?
	Conclusion
	Death Comes so Gently
	The Stranger in the Cemetery
	The Matter of Grief
	Bibliography

