
What Happens When Our Lives End? What Happens When 

History Ends? 

 
 Nobody likes to think about death, partcularly one’s own 

individual death. But our mortality is an undeniable and 

unavoidable fact. We will all die, and the question is: What 

happens then? According to atheistic worldviews, nothing. 

Biological death—the death of our physical bodies—means 

the complete extinction of our identity and existence. 

Pantheistic worldviews say that we are absorbed into the 

“Oneness” of the cosmos, or we are reincarnated over and 

over again until we are ready to be absorbed. Either way our 

unique original personal identity is done away with. On the 

other hand, the Christian worldview gives us an answer to the 

question of our individual destiny after death that explains 

who we really are and offers us real hope in the face of our own 

mortality. 

 Alongside the question of the end of our 

individual histories, we also need to understand how 

the whole course of human history reaches its 

conclusion. In chapter [#] we looked at how God 

providentially guides human history to accomplish his 

plan of redemption. When and how does this plan reach 

its culmination? What can we know about the “end 

times” or the “last days”?  What happens after this 

present earthly history reaches its end? These questions 

are answered by the Biblical teaching on the “Last 

Things”, the study of which is called eschatology, from 

the Greek word eschata (last things). 

 In both of these areas, the end of our earthly lives and 

the end of history, there is the possibility of 

misunderstanding due to the influence of both popular 

culture and religious traditions that have not been 

carefully examined in the light of Scripture. It is 

important, therefore, to unfold what the Bible actually 

says in these areas.  

 

Death and the Intermediate State 
 

 I did not attend my first funeral until I was nearly twenty-one years old, when my 

grandfather died suddenly of a heart attack. There was an open casket viewing. I don’t share 

this to be morbid or shocking, but what struck me most when I saw my grandfather’s body in 

the casket was a profound sense of absence. My grandfather was not there; what I saw were 

literally only his remains. Who he really was, was no longer here. One of the first things that 



the Bible teaches us about physical death is that it is a separation of the soul from the body. 

Man was created to be a unity of soul or spirit and body (see Gen. 2:7; Matt. 10:28). In the fall 

of Adam and Eve, physical death was introduced as a consequence and punishment for sin—

choosing to turn away from God (see Gen. 2:17; 3:19). However, the Bible does not tell us that 

physical death means the extinction—the complete extinguishing—of a person’s existence. 

Upon physical death, the person’s body eventually 

decays, but his soul continues to exist. When Jesus 

counseled the apostles “do not be afraid of those who 

kill the body but cannot kill the soul” (Matt. 10:28), he 

assumed the continued existence of one’s soul after 

death. Likewise, when Jesus tells the parable of the rich 

man and Lazarus, the spiritual truth of the story is 

completely dependent on the fact of the soul’s conscious 

existence after the body dies (see Luke 16:19-31).  

 The parable of the rich man and Lazarus also gives 

us a glimpse of the state of the soul immediately after 

death. In the case of Lazarus, he was in a state of 

blessedness and comfort while the rich man suffered in 

torment (Luke 16:22-25). Both were conscious of their 

circumstances and both preserved their unique personal 

identities. While parables do not always reflect 

historical situations or literal details, this parable does 

illustrate true spiritual conditions, much like the parable 

of the Prodigal Son.  

 Other Scriptures confirm the truth of this general picture. Jesus told the repentant thief on 

the cross, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43, ESV). The 

apostle Paul wrote to the church at Philippi when he was imprisoned at Rome. Anticipating his 

possible execution, he expressed his willingness to “depart and be with Christ”, while also 

declaring that it would be “more necessary” for the Philippians if Paul were to “remain in the 

body” (Phil. 1:23-24). Writing to the church at Corinth, Paul contrasted being “at home in the 

body” with being “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:6, 8-9).  

 What we have been pointing to here has been called the intermediate state. This term means 

that the circumstances and conditions of a human being immediately upon physical death, and 

for some indefinite period of time afterwards, are not permanent. We exist consciously, as a 

spirit without a body, until we enter our final state, which is our resurrection from the dead. 

We will talk about the resurrection below. 

 What happens to us in the intermediate state? Where exactly are we? How long does it last? 

The Bible gives us only glimpses and general answers to these questions, with little detail. As 

we have seen, the Scriptures tell us we survive death with our identity and consciousness intact. 

However, some Christians have argued that our souls “sleep” and are unconscious between the 

time of bodily death and the resurrection. They point to Biblical references in which those who 

have died are described as having “fallen asleep” (see Jn. 11:11; Acts 13:36; 1 Cor. 15:6, 18, 

20, 51; 1 Thess. 4:13-15). However, it is clear that the phrase “fallen asleep” is only being used 

figuratively, much as we now say someone has “passed away”. That this is so can be seen 

when Jesus described Lazarus as having “fallen 



 asleep”. When the disciples remarked that this sleep would be beneficial for Lazarus’ recovery 

from his illness, Jesus then tells them bluntly, “Lazarus has died” (Jn. 11:1-16).  

 Furthermore, the righteous dead experience comfort, blessedness, and joy. Where does this 

occur? Since those who die in Christ, are then present with Christ, we can say they are now 

with Christ “in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 1:20; see also Col. 3:1). However, this “heavenly 

realm” is not yet the fullness of the kingdom of God and the new heaven and earth that will 

come to pass after Christ returns in judgment (see Rev. 21:20; 2 Pet. 3:13; Isaiah 65:17, 66:22). 

What we are exactly doing in this intermediate state the Bible simply does not describe. 

 The wicked, those who die apart from Christ, experience suffering and anguish. The 

parable of the rich man and Lazarus implies that at least part of this anguish is caused by one’s 

knowledge of losing heaven through tragic personal choice (see Luke 16:25). Again, the Bible 

is no more specific or precise about the intermediate state. However, the wicked are not yet in 

“Hell”, the final state of their condemnation. Although he specifically refers to the angels who 

rebelled with Satan, Jude’s description of “being kept in eternal chains under gloomy darkness 

until the judgment of the great day” (Jude v. 6) is probably also an apt description of the 

condition of all those who have died in a state of spiritual lostness. 

 

The Return and Reign of Christ 
 

 The course of human history as we experience it now does not go forever; it has a 

conclusion. Our history is brought to its conclusion by the return of Jesus Christ. His return 

will be visible, unmistakable, and manifest to the whole world (see Matt. 24:26-31). Christ will 

return to claim those who belong to him, to judge the world, to usher in the fullness of God’s 

kingdom, and to reign over a new heaven and earth forever. 

 

Christ’s Promise   
 

As the disciples witnessed Jesus’ ascension into 

heaven after his resurrection, two angels appeared to them 

and declared, “Men of Galilee ... why do you stand here 

looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken 

from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you 

have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). The angels 

were reminding the disciples of Jesus’ own promise that 

he would return. During the time between his ascension 

and coming again all his disciples were not to just sit 

around and wait, but be actively proclaiming and living the 

gospel. 

 Jesus himself repeatedly declared that he would return at 

the end of history. In Matthew 24:30 he told his disciples, 

“the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all 

the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son 

of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and 

glory.” At his trial, Jesus told the Sanhedrin—the Jewish 

ruling council—“in the future you will see the Son of Man 

sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on 



the clouds of heaven” (Matt. 26:64). The title “Son of Man” comes from a prophecy about the 

Messiah in Daniel 7:13-14. Jesus claimed  this title for himself on several occasions. 

 When he spoke to his disciples at the Last 

Supper, just before his arrest and crucifixion, 

Jesus assured them that he would eventually 

return: “. . . If I go and prepare a place for you, 

I will come back and take you to be with me that 

you also may be where I am” (Jn. 14:3). 

  

The Last Days of History 

 

 In both the Old Testament and the New 

Testament we are told that the return of Jesus 

Christ—God’s Messiah—will be preceded and accompanied by cosmic and historical events 

which will signal the end of history. The prophet Isaiah declared, 

 

 See, the day of the Lord is coming 

  —a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger— 

 to make the land desolate 

  and destroy the sinners within it. 

 The stars of heaven and their constellations 

  will not show their light. 

 The rising sun will be darkened 

  and the moon will not give its light. 

 .  .  .  .   

 Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; 

  and the earth will shake from its place 

 at the wrath of the Lord Almighty 

  in the day of his burning anger. (Isaiah 13:9-10, 13) 

 

 Jesus echoes this prophecy, as well as other Old Testament 

prophecies, in Matthew’s gospel as he is explaining to his 

disciples the nature and timing of his return (Matt. 24; see 

also Mk. 13 and Luke 21:5-36). As Jesus and the disciples 

were walking away from the temple in Jerusalem, the 

disciples remarked on the beauty and grandeur of its 

architecture. They must have been a bit startled when Jesus 

told them, “I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left 

on another, every one will be thrown down” (Matt. 24:1-2). 

However, they understood that he was talking about more 

than just the eventual collapse of one building. He was 

talking about the coming destruction of the nation of Israel 

and, farther into the future, the eventual collapse of human 

history. Later, on the Mount of Olives opposite Jerusalem, 

the disciples asked Jesus to make clear just what would 

happen when he returned at the “end of the age” (Matt. 24:3). 



Jesus’ answer is lengthy and detailed, which shows how important he thought it was for his 

disciples, both then and now, to understand the major truths about his return and the last days 

of history. 

 The very first thing that Jesus tells 

his disciples is not to be deceived about 

the nature or timing of his return (Matt. 

24:4). He warns us to not be taken in 

either by anyone’s claim to be a messiah 

or savior (Matt. 24:5; 23-26) or by 

anyone’s claim to know the date or 

precise timing of Jesus’ return (Matt. 

24:36; see also 1 Thess. 5:1-3). 

 Jesus also warns his disciples that 

disasters and distress will inevitably 

occur as history follows its course. 

These events will be both natural disasters and those caused by human sin and failure in 

politics, economics, and culture (Matt. 24:6-8; 21-22, 29; see also Rev. 18 and 2 Tim. 3:1-5). 

All of human history is marked and scarred by these kinds of events, and Jesus tells his disciples 

that, “all these are the beginning of birth pains” (Matt. 24:8). But, as history begins to draw to 

its close, the recurring cycle of trouble and calamity will intensify until eventually, Jesus tells 

us, “there will be great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world 

until now, nor ever will” (Matt. 24:21; NASB; see also Rev. 7:14)).  This period of “great 

tribulation” will be so extreme that “if those days had not been cut short, no life would survive,” 

but Jesus promises that, “for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened” (Matt. 24:22).  

 The tribulation will also be the time of the 

rise of the “Antichrist”, whom the apostle 

Paul refers to as the “man of lawlessness” 

(2 Thess. 2:3) and the book of Revelation 

calls “the beast” (Rev. 13). Both Jesus 

(Matt. 24:5, 23-25) and the apostle John (1 

Jn. 2:18-23) warn of the coming of many 

deceivers who will claim to be either Christ 

or some kind of savior. John even refers to 

such deceivers and false teachers as 

“antichrists”, who will deny that Jesus is the 

Christ (1 Jn. 2:22). As human history 

approaches its culmination, one last and 

greatest deceiver, the Antichrist, will appear. The influence and power of this person will come 

from Satan, who is called the “great dragon” and the “ancient serpent” in the book of 

Revelation (Rev. 12:9; 13:2) and his power will be made evident by “all kinds of counterfeit 

miracles, signs, and wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9; see also Matt. 24:24 and Rev. 13:13). The 

Antichrist will have great political and economic authority (Rev. 13:7, 16-17) and he will 

deceive the “world”—all those who refuse to acknowledge Christ—into worshipping himself 

and Satan instead of God (Rev. 13:3-8; see also 2 Thess. 2:4). During the brief and terrible 

reign of the Antichrist, faithful Christian believers will be severely persecuted. Many who had 



claimed to believe in Christ will turn away from the Christian faith and instead worship the 

Antichrist (see Matt 24:9-13; 1 Tim. 4:1; 2 Tim. 3:1-5; 2 Thess. 2:3; Rev. 12:17; 13:7). 

  Why do Jesus and the apostles tell us these things about the 

end of history? First, the primary purpose is so that we will 

be expecting and preparing to meet Christ. Jesus told his 

disciples to “keep watch, because you do not know on 

what day your Lord will come.  . . .  So you also must 

be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour 

when you do not expect him” (Matt. 24:42, 44). In the 

parable of the wise and foolish virgins (Matt. 25:1-13), 

Jesus reinforces this instruction and warns of the 

consequences of not being prepared when Christ returns. 

 Furthermore, as the apostle 

Paul emphasizes, knowing the 

reality of Christ’s promised return is 

an encouragement to us (1 Thess. 4:13-18). Even if we do find 

ourselves in the midst of distressing and difficult times we have 

the assurance that the worst that human history can throw at us is 

actually the prelude to our final redemption (see Lk. 21:28). 

 Finally, the recognition that human history concludes with 

Christ’s coming should focus our lives on what really matters. 

Reflecting back on Christ’s words about the Temple (Matt. 24:2), 

we know that ultimately all the boastful ambition and pride of a 

sinful world will be thrown down. As the apostle Peter puts it, 

“Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of 

people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day 

of God and speed its coming” (2 Pet. 3:11-12). Paul tells us that, in view of Christ’s return, we 

need to be “alert and self-controlled” and focus on faith, love, and hope (see 1 Thess. 5:6-8). 

“Be always on the watch and pray,” Jesus concluded, “that you may be able to escape all that 

is about to happen, and that you may be able to stand before the Son of Man” (Lk. 21:36). 

 Why would God allow humanity to experience such terrible 

distress and tribulation and allow the world to take itself to the 

brink of destruction? The first thing to acknowledge is that mankind 

has brought what it suffers upon itself by rebelling against its 

Creator and trying to chart an alternate history to God’s good plan 

for humanity. The Fall described in Genesis 3 was not just God 

making life a bit difficult for Adam and Eve because they had 

disobeyed some arbitrary rule. By their willful disregard of God’s 

plan for them, Adam and Eve brought sin into the world and 

actualized evil—by their choice they made the possibility of  evil 

into actual evil—in their own lives and in every generation after 

them. All moral evil—murders, wars, lies, stealing, hatred, greed, 

lust—is the direct result of our turning away from God. Human 

death is also the consequence of separation from God, the only 

source of life (Gen. 2:17). Even our exposure to natural disasters 

and calamities has been amplified because of sin, both by the 



creation’s “bondage to decay” (Rom. 8:21) and by God’s removal of his active protective 

presence, represented by the expulsion from the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:23). 

 However, God’s purpose is not to destroy mankind. He “desires all people to be saved and 

to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1Tim. 2:4; ESV). From Christ’s resurrection and 

ascension until now, God has held out the offer of forgiveness and salvation through the gospel 

of Jesus Christ, because he is “patient . . . not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to 

repentance (2 Pet. 3:9; NASB). The heightening of evil at the end of history is the work of 

Satan and rebellious humanity, which God allows for a time. By allowing this rebellion to 

reach its culmination, God shows us the true darkness and destructiveness of sin.  Ultimately, 

God will destroy all evil by casting death, Hades, Satan, and all who follow Satan into the 

“lake of fire” (Rev. 20:7-15). 

 

The Visible Return of Jesus Christ 

 

 The second coming of Christ 

will not be a secret or hidden event. 

Jesus told his disciples that, “as the 

lightning comes from the east and 

flashes even to the west, so will the 

coming of the Son of Man be” (Matt. 

24:27; NASB). When the frenzy, 

chaos, and violence of the last days 

of human history have reached their 

peak, Jesus Christ will appear “with 

power and great glory” and in 

response “all of the nations of the 

earth will mourn” (Matt. 24:30; see 

also Rev. 1:7). They will mourn 

because they have refused to 

acknowledge God and accept Christ as Lord and Savior (see Rev. 16:9, 11, 21) and now “the 

hour of his judgment has come” (Rev. 14:7). 

 At the same time, the Lord will gather to himself the “elect”, those who have been called 

and have responded to the gospel of Jesus Christ (Matt. 24:31). The apostle Paul describes this 

dramatic event:  

 

  [T]he Lord himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the 

 archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we 

 who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the 

 Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with Lord (1 Thess. 5:16-17; NASB). 

 

  The Lord’s return will also bring the final conflict between God and Satan.  In his vision 

in the book of Revelation, the apostle John sees Jesus Christ as a warrior on a white horse who 

comes with the “armies of heaven” to decisively defeat the Antichrist and those who have 

allied with him. The Antichrist and his false prophet are “thrown into the lake of burning fire” 

and “the kings of the earth and their armies” who chose the side of Antichrist are “killed with 

the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse” (Rev. 19:11-21).   



 

The Millennium 

 

 What John sees next in his vision, Satan bound and Christ 

reigning on earth for one thousand years (Rev. 20:1-6), has 

been interpreted by biblical scholars in three different ways. 

The first interpretation, called Premillennialism, interprets 

key aspects of the vision literally. After Christ’s second 

coming, there will be a physical, visible one thousand year 

reign of Christ on this present earth attached to the end of 

human history. In this view, the Millennium will be a time of 

peace and righteousness under the direct rule of Jesus Christ 

as the representative and manifestation of God’s power and 

authority. 

 The second interpretation, called Postmillennialism, sees 

Revelation 20:1-6 as primarily symbolic. According to this 

view, there will be a gradual “Christianizing” of the whole 

world through the preaching and acceptance of the gospel. 

Eventually, all peoples and nations will live in peace, prosperity, and righteousness. Satan will 

be “bound” in the sense that evil and immorality will be greatly reduced, if not completely 

eliminated. This time in history will be the “Millennium”, although it may not be a literal 

period of one thousand years. The “reign” of Christ in the Postmillennial view is spiritual only; 

Jesus will not be physically present on the earth during this time. Only after the Millennium 

will Christ visibly return to earth. Postmillennialism was popular and influential from the 

Middle Ages through the 19th century. Its popularity faded beginning in the 20th century 

because the optimism of this view did not seem to fit with the terrible world wars and the 

political and religious divisions that marked this period. Furthermore, the picture of a world at 

peace just before Christ’s return is at odds with the time of tribulation and distress that Jesus 

told his disciples would precede his eventual return (see Matt. 24:21-31). 

 Amillennialism, the third interpretation, also sees the Millennium as symbolic. As the 

name indicates, this view does not recognize any actual historical Millennium. The thousand 

year kingdom of Jesus Christ is usually seen as a symbol for the spiritual reign of Christ in the 

Church and in the hearts of believers throughout history. This view does not deny that Christ 

will visibly return at the end of history. However, much of what is described in the book of 

Revelation as accompanying Christ’s return is also considered largely symbolic and primarily 

spiritual, not historical, in nature. 

 Throughout history, sincere and honest Christians have held all three views. Which of these 

Millennial views is the right one? First, as we have seen, Postmillennialism has lost most of its 

appeal as events in actual history have worked against its optimistic view of human progress. 

Furthermore, the Biblical account of increasing wickedness and distress leading up to the 

visible return of Christ is opposed to the Postmillennial view. When we come to 

Amillennialism, it is true that a great deal of John’s vision in Revelation is symbolic. However, 

even symbolic elements in revealed prophecy can refer to actual events. The nature of such 

events must be carefully interpreted, taking into account all of what the Bible says about them. 

The view of Amillennialism, that the Millennium is a vague reference to a “spiritual” reign of 

Christ in the hearts of believers and that the Millennium is diffused throughout Christian 



history, does not seem to accord well with what the entire Bible says about the events of the 

last period of human history. On the other hand, Premillennialism does fit with the Biblical 

prophetic picture of the end of history. Historically, Premillennialism was the view first put 

forth by early Christian theologians and it was virtually the only view for the first three hundred 

years of the Church.  

 Disagreements on the nature of the Millennium should not be allowed to create rancor or 

divisions among Christians. While the issue is important, there are proponents of each view 

who believe firmly in the reality of Christ’s resurrection, the core Biblical teachings about his 

identity and mission, and the promise of his eventual return. Again, the primary purpose of 

Biblical teaching about the end of history is so that we will be expecting and preparing to meet 

Christ. The Bible does give us a broad picture of the general flow of events leading up to the 

return of Jesus Christ to our space-time history. But trying to create a supposedly precise and 

detailed timeline of End Time events misses the main point of what the Bible teaches. As Jesus 

told his disciples:  “Keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.  

. . .  So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not 

expect him” (Matt. 24:42, 44).   

 

The Resurrection of the Dead 

 

 At the end of human history, Jesus Christ will 

return and the “dead in Christ” will be raised to new 

life. Those who are alive when Christ comes again 

be immediately transformed to the same resurrected 

state. (1 Thess. 4:15-17). It is difficult to imagine the 

staggering scope and nature of this event. Every 

Christian who ever lived and died will receive a new 

and glorified physical existence, even those whose 

first bodies have become nothing but dust and atoms 

scattered to the four winds. The God who created the 

entire universe and raised Jesus Christ from the dead 

will have no difficulty re-creating new bodies and 

reuniting them with the souls—the real and core 

identity of a human person—of those who have died 

in Christ. 

 The exact nature of our resurrection bodies is not 

detailed in Scripture (see Paul). But we do know that 

our bodies will be physically incorruptible and no longer subject to disease, death and decay 

(victory over death). We will have everlasting life. Furthermore, our minds and hearts will be 

forever freed from sin’s corruption. We will only and always desire to love God and love one 

another. 

 Scripture speaks of a two-stage disposition of the dead at the end of history (see Jn. 5:29 

and Rev. 20:4-6). The “first resurrection” (Rev. 20:5-6) is what we have just spoken of. Those 

who have died in Christ will be raised to new, unending life and they will reign with Christ 

during the Millennium (Rev. 20:4). What of the wicked? What happens to them? The Bible 

never specifically calls what will happen to the wicked “resurrection”. While there is a “first 

resurrection” there is no mention of a “second resurrection”. In John’s vision “the rest of the 



dead did not come to life” until after the Millennium. While the wicked dead seem to possess 

awareness and (at least temporarily) bodily existence, the nature of their existence is not 

described in detail. Scripture, therefore, draws a distinction between the “resurrection” of the 

righteous to glorified and everlasting life, and the merely provisional return of the wicked to 

some sort of conscious bodily existence. Scripture makes clear that the rising of the wicked 

dead is for the purpose of final judgment. 

 

Final Judgment 

 

 Jesus was speaking to his opponents, who had accused him of “making himself equal to 

God” (Jn. 5:18). Rather than apologize for some misunderstanding, Jesus emphatically stated 

that God the Father has “entrusted all judgment to the Son” (Jn. 5:22). Furthermore, Jesus 

declares, whoever has believed in him as the Son of God “has eternal life and will not be 

condemned” (Jn. 5:24). After these rather startling statements to his foes, Jesus goes on to say, 

“Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his 

voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil 

will rise to be condemned” (Jn. 5:28-29). At the end of history, God will exercise his final 

authority as “Judge of all the earth” (Gen. 18:25; see Rev. 20:11-15). 

 It can be distressing and difficult to think about a final 

judgment for every human being who has ever lived. We 

tend to draw back from any sense of being “judgmental” or 

condemning. Indeed, such a tendency is not all wrong. We 

should not, mentally or outwardly, condemn any other 

person, in the sense that we believe we have the knowledge 

or the right to determine someone else’s eternal destiny or 

current standing before God (cf. Matt. 7:1-5). Only God 

himself has such knowledge and authority. The Biblical 

teaching of a final judgment is not a weapon or threat for 

Christians to use against others. Nevertheless, we must 

realize that Scripture does teach that God will judge all of 

us and that his judgment is decisive for our destiny.  

  One of the first things that the Biblical teaching of a 

final judgment makes us realize is that human history is not 

open-ended. The course of human events—political, 

economic, cultural, religious—will not go on indefinitely, 

as we have discussed above. The world as it is now will 

come to its conclusion, in God’s time and in God’s way. God does not simply extinguish the 

world, he makes a new one, as we will discuss in the next section. But no human nations and 

no merely human achievements will last forever. 

 The reality of a final judgment must also make us realize, on a personal, individual level, 

that what we do in this life matters. Even the smallest things we do in Christ’s name and for 

the sake of his kingdom are not overlooked (see Mk. 9:41). Yet we also must be aware that all 

of our thoughts, words, and acts that are self-centered, self-seeking, immoral, harmful, evil, 

and sinful will also be accounted for. Ultimately, no one ever gets away with anything. The 

good news is that, in Jesus Christ, our sins can be forgiven. The apostle Paul wrote that, “there 

is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). Christ has set us free 



from sin and rescued us from death. Paul echoes Jesus’ own words, when Jesus promised, 

“whoever hears my words and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be 

condemned; he has crossed over from death to life” (Jn. 5:24). Anyone who has truly received 

Christ as Lord and Savior has already received a verdict in the final judgment of “not guilty”. 

 The apostle John describes the scene of final judgment in his vision:  
 

 Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from 

 his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, 

 standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is 

 the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in 

 the books (Rev. 20:11-12) 

 

 The one seated on the throne is 

Jesus Christ himself. We know this 

from Jesus’ declaration that God 

the Father has “entrusted all 

judgment to the Son” (Jn. 5:22) and 

the apostle Paul’s teaching to the 

church at Corinth, that “we must all 

appear before the judgment seat of 

Christ” (2 Cor. 5:10). The first 

“books” that are opened may 

indeed be the accounts of all that 

we have done in our earthly lives, 

and on this basis every single 

human being would be condemned. 

At the final judgment no one will 

be able to hide from this fact any 

longer. However, the basis of final judgment is not whether our good deeds outweigh our bad 

deeds. No one can be good enough or obedient enough to earn God’s favor (see Rom. 3:9-20; 

Gal. 2:15-16; 3:11; Isaiah 64:6). The sole criteria of salvation, of being rescued from 

condemnation, is whether one’s name is “written in the book of life” (Rev. 20:15; see also Rev. 

3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:27). This “book of life” is mentioned six times in Revelation and is twice 

designated as belonging to “the Lamb”—Jesus Christ himself (Rev. 13:8, 20:27). The book is, 

in effect, the citizenship roll of God’s kingdom. The names recorded here are those who have 

accepted God’s offer of forgiveness and salvation in Jesus Christ. Those whose names are not 

written in the book of life are those who reject God’s offer of salvation in Christ, refuse to 

worship God, and embrace false hope and false “gods” (see Rev. 13:8).  

The destiny of those not written in the book of life is to be “thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev. 

20:15). The “lake of fire” is also called the “second death” (Rev. 20:14; 21:8) and “hell” (see 

Matt. 5:22, 29-30; 18:9; Mk. 9:43-48) and it is the place of eternal punishment for those who 

have chosen to reject God and Christ. 

 The nature and reality of hell generates a great deal of controversy, between Christians and 

non-Christians and even among Christians themselves. This makes it very important to 

interpret correctly what the Bible teaches about final judgment, eternal punishment, and the 

existence of hell. Some things that are believed about hell spring from popular imagination, 

not from Scripture. For example, the Scriptures do not depict hell as a “torture chamber” where 



the devil and his demons inflict pain and torment on lost human beings, using pitchforks and 

other instruments of torture. This picture arises from Medieval and Renaissance art and 

literature, not from the Bible. 

 The Bible provides only brief descriptions of the nature of hell. There is no detailed 

travelogue, as in Dante’s Inferno. Jesus speaks of hell as “outer darkness” where there is 

“weeping and gnashing of teeth” and as “the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil 

and his angels” (Matt. 25:30, 41; NASB). The apostle John, in his vision, also sees hell as a 

“lake of fire which burns with brimstone” (Rev. 19:20; NASB; see also Rev. 20:10, 15; 21:8).  

Using hyperbole, Jesus warned his followers to remove an offending hand, foot, or eye rather 

than be “thrown into hell, where ‘their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched’” (Mk. 

9: 43-48). The word here translated “hell” is the Greek word geenna (or gehenna), which is 

used twelve of the fourteen times the word “hell” appears in modern English translations of 

the New Testament. Geenna is derived from the Hebrew term ge hinnom, which specifically 

refers to a location southwest of Jerusalem called the “Valley of Ben Hinnom” (Jos. 15:8; 2 

Ki. 23:10; 2 Chron. 28:3; 33:6).  In this 

valley, at a shrine called ‘Tophet”, the 

Israelites worshipped the Canaanite god 

Molech, during the reigns of the wicked 

kings Ahaz and Manasseh (see 2 Chron. 

28:1-4; 33:1-6). Worship of Molech 

included human sacrifice of children, so it is 

not surprising that the Lord saw this worship 

as “detestable”. The righteous king Josiah 

destroyed this and other pagan worship 

sites, and desecrated them by covering them 

with human bones (2 Ki. 23:8-16). The 

valley of Ben Hinnom may have been where 

the bodies of 185,000 Assyrian soldiers were discarded when the angel of the Lord struck them 

down during the siege of Jerusalem,  during the reign of king Hezekiah (see Is. 31:31-33; 

37:30-37). Jeremiah prophesied that the valley would one day be filled with the dead bodies 

of faithless Israelites (Jer. 7:30-34; 19:10-13). Isaiah likely had the same location in mind when 

he contrasted the home of the righteous in the “new heavens and the new earth” with the place 

of the wicked, where “their worm will not die, nor will their fire be quenched’ (Is. 66:22-24). 

By Jesus’ time, ge hinnom—the valley of Hinnom—had become a symbol for the fiery 

punishment of the wicked in hell, and this is what Jesus refers to when he describes the fate of 

the wicked in Mark 9:43-48. 

 Fire, sulfur, smoke, darkness, worms, weeping, and anguish—these brief biblical 

descriptions are meant to convey the awful reality that is Hell. Are these descriptions meant to 

be taken literally? Most Evangelical theologians and Biblical scholars do not believe that they 

are literal. However, this does not mean that Hell is not real. Whatever and wherever Hell may 

be precisely, it is a state of existence in which God cannot be known in fellowship and love, 

but only experienced in judgment and separation. Hell is the tragic consequence for those who 

reject God and refuse his grace in his Son, Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 



The New Creation 
 

 For those in Christ, the end of history as we knew it will be the beginning of the fullness 

of everlasting life in the Kingdom of God—the New Creation. In the final part of his vision, 

John sees “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1). 

The old creation, which the apostle Paul described as 

in “bondage to decay” (Rom. 8:20), will either be 

completely replaced or made utterly new (see 2 Pet. 

3:10-13). The new creation will be incorruptible, 

undying, and everlasting (see Is. 66:22). 

 John sees, and then describes in detail, the “new 

Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God” 

(Rev. 21:2-27). The main point of this part of his vision 

is to express the utter beauty and gloriousness of the 

final fulfillment of God’s plan of redemption. Heaven 

and earth, and God and man will experience the 

complete oneness and intimate fellowship God has 

promised in the New Covenant (see Jer. 31: 33-34). 

John hears a “voice from the throne saying”: 
 

 Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he 

 will live with them. They will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them and be their God. He will 

wipe every tear from their eyes. There  will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, 

for the old order of things has passed away (Rev. 21:3-4). 
 

 The sorrows, pains, and tragedies we 

experience in this life will be no more.  There 

will be only unending life, love, and joy.  Never 

again will the discord and destructiveness of 

evil and wickedness disrupt God’s good 

creation (see Rev. 21:7-8, 27; 22:14-15). In 

Christ, God, humanity, and creation will be 

forever united in complete harmony and peace 

(see Eph. 1:10; 2:14-18; Col. 1:16-20; Rev. 

11:15). 

 These realities and truths of the coming  

Kingdom  of God and the New Creation are not 

just intended to give us emotional comfort by 

promises of a better life eventually.  They are meant to directly affect how we live here and 

now. The apostle Peter told us that the certain eventual destruction of the old world and the 

promise of a new heaven and new earth should encourage us “to live holy and godly lives as 

you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming” (2 Pet. 3:11-13). And Jesus’ 

command to “seek first [God’s] kingdom and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33) reminds us that 

nothing we desire in and for this world alone will bring us real meaning or fulfillment.  

 
 


