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To begin, I want to pick up with what I was saying to the children.  While Christians around the 
world today are celebrating All Saints Day, this beautiful day for remembering those who’ve 
gone before us and whose stories still inspire us has been almost completely overshadowed in the 
United States by Hallowe’en, the holiday originally conceived as its lead-in or “prequel” to use a 
currently popular expression.  All Hallows Evening, in its earliest expressions in Christendom, 
was seen as a time of fun, a time to mock the forces of evil that the saints to be celebrated on the 
following day had overcome.  Spooky costumes, masks, and frivolity were a way to remind 
people that whatever evil there was in the world did not have ultimate control.  One might be 
temporarily startled by a neighbor in a mask but the moment would pass and community would 
be restored.  Ultimately, God and God’s people were and are victorious over evil and death.  And 
remembering that truth in the spirit of fun made it a whole lot easier to remember it when real 
evil and death were present in life. 
 
That core truth is why I’ve never been one to condemn Halloween or to insist that children only 
dress as positive characters.  Being scared or scaring others is fun for children and it does help 
them learn to cope with real trauma.  As you all know, I’ve been a fan of the TV program 
“Doctor Who” since I was 5 and that’s a show famous in England for being watched by young 
children even as they hide behind the sofa so the Daleks won’t get them.  When we moved from 
England back to the U.S., the TV schedule on the East Coast meant that I spent my 4th grade year 
racing home from school to watch the gothic soap opera “Dark Shadows,” famous for its 
inclusion of ghosts, werewolves, and especially the vampiric “cousin from England,” Barnabas 
Collins.  Whether we’re talking about one of those TV shows, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, or any 
number of other fictions, the lesson is the same: there are dangerous things in the world but 
ultimately, good and God prevail. 
 
And that’s really the heart of what I have to say this morning: even when bad things happen to 
good people, even when people who are faithful and kind and good die before their time, good 
and God prevail.  My sermon title, “What Happens When We Die?” is really a bit of a cheat.  
After all, nobody really knows.  Even the Biblical witness is unclear and even contradictory.  I 
don’t have an answer to the question, except this: “What happens when we die?”  “I don’t know 
but I trust God to keep me safe.”  So, there it is.  You can tune me out for the next 15 minutes if 
you want or you can come with me on a brief journey through the Scriptures and things I’ve been 
thinking about this week. 
 
If I’ve still got your attention, you may be wondering, where on earth did he get that scripture he 
read?  Although it’s in our pew Bibles, it may not be in the one you have at home.  The Wisdom 
of Solomon is one of the books found in what Orthodox and Catholic Christians call the 
“deuterocanon,” or “second list,” and Protestants call the “apocrypha,” or “the hidden things.”  In 
Bibles published by Orthodox or Catholic printers, you’ll find these books mixed in with the Old 
Testament.  In Bibles published for Protestants, they get a special section between the Old and 
New Testaments or are omitted altogether.  I was in Seminary before I had a Bible with the 
Apocrypha. 
 
What’s the deal with these books?  Well, they were written, mostly in Greek, between the fourth 
century before the Common Era (or Before Christ) and the third century of the Common Era (or 
A.D.).  They were in wide use by the Jews of Jesus’ time and, in fact, many of the concepts 
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introduced in these books were picked up by New Testament writers and there are even some 
quotations from them in the New Testament.  For example, I Peter 1:6-7 are a pretty good echo 
of verses 5-6 in the passage I just read.  But as the canon of what we call the Old Testament was 
being developed by Jewish scholars early in the Common Era, it was decided that these books 
written in the Hellenistic era had less spiritual authority than the earlier primarily Hebrew books 
and so they were left out of the Hebrew Bible.  Centuries later, as Martin Luther carried out his 
reforms, he decided to follow the Jewish scholars rather than the Church of Rome in this matter 
and most Protestants have followed his example.  But some Protestants, like me, recognizing that 
two-thirds of the Christian world uses these scriptures and their strong connection to the New 
Testament, have begun to dip our toes into making these writings an occasional part of our 
teaching. 
 
The Wisdom of Solomon, specifically, was likely written by a Jewish scholar in that great center 
of ancient learning, Alexandria, Egypt, sometime between the second century before the 
Common Era and the first century after Christ.  In that time, it was commonplace to attribute a 
work to one of the great minds of the past and Solomon was certainly held to be the wisest of all 
of the rulers of Israel.  The writer’s emphasis seems to be on harmonizing Greek philosophy with 
Jewish theology, an endeavor which, in various forms, continues all the way to the present in 
both Jewish and Christian writing.  A particular interest of the writer is harmonizing the Greek 
understanding of the immortality of the soul with the Jewish concept of bodily resurrection.  You 
might say that the thought offered us on what happens after death in the Wisdom of Solomon is a 
“View from a Bridge.” 
 
It’s important to remember that what seems to be the earliest strata of writing in the Old 
Testament shows very little interest in our question, “What happens when we die?”  The 
emphasis was on the community rather than the individual – the important thing was the survival 
of the children of Israel, not the single member of the tribe.  Immortality, such as it was, came 
from one’s children and one’s name being remembered.  As Chris Haslam writes in his 
commentary on today’s passage: “In the Hebrew Bible, life simply ended with death (or at best, 
the dead merely existed in an indeterminate state, separated from God)…”  A good example of 
this view is found in Ecclesiastes 9:5-6: “The living know that they will die, but the dead know 
nothing; they have no more reward, and even the memory of them is lost. Their love and their 
hate and their envy have already perished; never again will they have any share in all that 
happens under the sun.” 
 
But as the survival of the Children of Israel and their unique monotheism became more assured, 
despite wars, exiles, and persecutions, interest did begin to turn to what became of the individual, 
especially those who had suffered unjustly.  Psalm 16:10, in a passage often mentioned as a 
prophecy of Christ, seems to run up a hopeful flag: “For you do not give me up to Sheol (that is, 
the place of death), or let your faithful one see the Pit.”  The first part of Isaiah, written when 
Israel had been destroyed by Assyria and Judah was in danger of following, contains this 
reference to God raising up those who’d been killed: “Your dead shall live, their corpses shall 
rise. O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew is a radiant dew, and the earth 
will give birth to those long dead.”  And the Book of Daniel, almost certainly not written until 
the second century before the Common Era, despite its setting, shows that the idea of bodily 
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resurrection has become quite accepted: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall 
awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” 
 
By the time that was written, probably not long before Wisdom of Solomon was written, Jewish 
thought had been influenced by their neighbors’ more elaborate ideas of life after death and 
particularly the ideas of the Greeks about immortality of the soul, since the Greeks at that time 
ruled most of the Mediterranean and Near Eastern world.  In our scripture this morning, we see 
the attempted melding of these ideas.  “The souls of the righteous are in the hand of God,” is the 
kind of assertion only a monotheistic Jew could have made while “their hope is in immortality” 
sounds very Greek.  The writer is in effect saying, “Sure, the human soul is immortal, as the 
Greeks say, but the fate of that soul is in the hand of Yahweh.”  The writer is, in part, reflecting 
on the deaths of so many faithful Jews in the period of persecution that accompanied the 
Maccabean revolt.  He is answering the question, “How could God let our brave freedom 
fighters, those who died in service to God and God’s Temple, simply be destroyed?”  This 
passage upholds the idea that there is more for those righteous after the world considers them 
dead. 
 
Of course, not all Jews bought into the idea of the resurrection.  The debate was still raging in the 
early days of the church as one passage in Acts tells us.  Paul was on trial before the Sanhedrin in 
Acts 23: “When Paul noticed that some were Sadducees and others were Pharisees, he called out 
in the council, “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. I am on trial concerning the hope 
of the resurrection of the dead.” When he said this, a dissension began between the Pharisees and 
the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, 
or angel, or spirit; but the Pharisees acknowledge all three.)” 
 
Paul, good Pharisee that he was, translated that belief in a bodily resurrection into his new faith 
in Christ Jesus.  In what most scholars believe to be his earliest letter and therefore the oldest 
book of our New Testament, he shares his understanding of what happens after we die with the 
Christians in Thessalonica (I Thess. 4:13-18): “But we do not want you to be uninformed, 
brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who 
have no hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God 
will bring with him those who have died. For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that 
we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who 
have died. For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the 
sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we 
who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord 
in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage one another with these 
words.” 
 
Paul is pretty consistent with his message of bodily resurrection when the subject comes up in his 
later letters, even when he writes to Gentile believers in Greece itself.  But for them he 
introduces the idea that the resurrection body may not be the same as the body in which one had 
one’s physical life.  I’m going to skip around a bit in I Corinthians 15 to illustrate: “But someone 
will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?”…  Not all flesh is 
alike… So it is with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is 
imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in 
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power. It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body…  What I am saying, brothers and 
sisters, is this: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit 
the imperishable.  Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be 
changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, 
and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For this perishable body must 
put on imperishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality. When this perishable body 
puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, then the saying that is written 
will be fulfilled: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? 
Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  In the midst of all 
that rhetoric about physical and spiritual bodies, I hope especially that you heard two sentences: 
“Listen, I will tell you a mystery” and “Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.”  In other words, Paul might have said, “I don’t really know but I trust God to 
take care of me.”  Oh, wait, that was me who said that… 
 
The Gospel writers, who presumably either heard Jesus or talked to eyewitnesses to his life and 
teaching, are no clearer about what happens after we die.  On the one hand, Jesus talks about the 
Day of Judgment and the sheep and the goat being separated at that time.  On the other hand, 
Jesus tells the thief on the cross, “Today you will be with me in Paradise,” and his parable of 
Lazarus and the rich man indicates that those two are already in the bosom of Abraham and in 
torment, respectively.  Jesus’ own resurrection, a model for ours, is equally unclear.  Mary 
Magdalene and the two disciples on the road to Emmaus don’t immediately recognize the Risen 
Christ.  On the other hand, he shows Thomas the holes in his feet and hand and the wound in his 
side.  It’s a mystery! 
 
Given this lack of clarity, it’s hardly surprising that the Church has experimented with different 
ideas over the centuries as needs and trends of thought have changed.  The stark choice between 
heaven and hell seemed too black-and-white to medieval Christians, so new concepts were 
developed; such as purgatory, where the not-too-bad but not-completely-good could go to work 
off their sins, and limbo, where those who died without hearing the Gospel, like unbaptized 
infants, could go.  Today, the idea of hell is being re-examined by many faithful Christians: does 
it really make sense that a loving God would condemn some of God’s creatures to eternal 
torment?  Heaven has gone from being a place in the clouds with angels and harps to being a 
different plane of reality.  New ideas about the journey between life and death have come from 
the Near-Death-Experience community.  And just this week, I read an article online about an 
international group of physicists who believe that quantum physics proves the existence of the 
human soul and that heaven is the quantum equivalent of data being uploaded from a hard disk, 
i.e., the brain, to the cloud.  No word on whether this cloud heaven has angels or harps, though. 
 
So, what happens when we die?  I don’t know.  I don’t know if a chariot is going to swing low 
and carry me home (although, that’s not really what that song is about).  I don’t know if it will 
involve crossing a river, where bright angel feet have trod, or if there will be anybody on the far 
side bank waiting to meet me.  I don’t really know what awaits us when all is ended.  I just don’t.  
But, in the words of another old song we didn’t sing this morning, I know whom I have believed 
and I am persuaded that God is able to keep my soul which I’ve committed unto God awaiting 
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that day.  I know that God will take care of me and of you and of all God’s beautiful creation.  
Thanks be to God!  Amen. 


