
9. Contrary Passages? (4Q 2022—Life Everlasting: On Death, Dying, and the Future Hope) 

 

Biblical material: Luke 16:19–31; Luke 23:43; John 20:17; Phil. 1:21–24; 1 Pet. 3:13–20; Rev. 

6:9–11; John 5:39. 

 

Quotes 

• We, however, do not take the parables as sources of doctrine, but rather we take doctrine as 

a norm for interpreting the parables. Tertullian 

• This discourse concerning the rich man and Lazarus was written after the manner of a 

comparison in a parable, to declare that they who abound in earthly riches, unless they will 

relieve the necessities of the poor, shall meet with a heavy condemnation. But the tradition 

of the Jews relates that there was at that time in Jerusalem a certain Lazarus who was 

afflicted with extreme poverty and sickness, whom our Lord remembering, introduces him 

into the example for the sake of adding greater point to His words. Cyril of Jerusalem 

• He [Jesus] descended to hell. Apostles’ Creed 

• There is no textual basis for believing that Christ descended into hell… So I don’t say that 

phrase “he descended into hell” when I recite the Apostle’s Creed. But study it yourself and 

see whether you think there are other foundations for it. As for me, though, I would say that 

the foundation for that particular sentence in the Apostle’s Creed is pretty weak biblically. 

John Piper 

• Revelation 6:9-11. Much of the misunderstanding here is caused by reading the word “soul” 

and immediately interpreting it as the souls of the dead people who are living now 

somewhere…. But we have to define a word as the Bible defines it. And soul is not used 

with this meaning in the Bible… What did John saw there? Those who were slain for the 

Word of God and their testimony. They were speaking and asking God to avenge their 

blood. Were these dead people, alive - though they had not been resurrected - and were they 

literally speaking ? No. What John saw was a vision. Anastasios Kioulachoglou 

 

Questions 

 What is the reasoning that would lead to taking the words of a parable literally? Does your 

theology really depend on punctuation? How do perceived preconceptions affect the way we 

approach some of these texts? Do we simply dismiss interpretations that are at variance with our 

convictions? How do we learn to discover the truth? How does this relate to concepts about God? 

 

Bible summary 

 Luke 16:19–31 is Jesus’ parable of the rich man and the beggar Lazarus. Some have taken this 

as the basis for their view of life after death. The interpretation of Luke 23:43 depends on where 

you put the comma (but what about Jesus’ statement on Sunday morning—”I haven’t yet ascended 

to my Father.” John 20:17 FBV). In Phil. 1:21–24 Paul talks about leaving and being with Christ, 

which some have interpreted as the soul going to heaven. 1 Pet. 3:13–20 has been viewed as Jesus’ 

“harrowing of hell.” Those who have been killed and are under the altar cry out (Rev. 6:9–11). 

Jesus says, “You search the Scriptures because you think that through them you’ll gain eternal life. 

But the evidence they give is in support of me!” John 5:39 FBV. 

 

Comment 

 Why does Jesus tell this parable of the rich man and Lazarus? (Especially with the way it’s been 

so badly misunderstood!) To make the point of what is really valuable, and what true compassion is 

all about. Truly uncaring people wouldn’t even respond to resurrected prophets, says Jesus. 

In terms of interpretation, note the context. Jesus tells the story in connection with the 

dismissive attitude of Pharisees who complained about Jesus associating with sinners (note Jesus 

hated sin but loved the sinners, Pharisees the reverse—loved the sin and hated the sinner). Jesus is 



also addressing the sneering of the religious leaders who loved the money, who equated wealth 

with divine blessing—and poverty with divine curse. 

Add to this the important point that Jesus is not saying, “I will now give you an exact outline of 

the future life, of what happens when you die.” These are not the questions here. The point of the 

parable is not a teaching or illustration of the state of the dead or of final judgment but the 

importance of making right decisions in present life, for they have eternal results. No second 

chances exist after death. This parable complements the one about the Dishonest Steward that Jesus 

just told, emphasizing that preparation time is now and that present life decisions are all-important. 

All the imagery is figurative: Abraham’s bosom (a colloquial phrase, a figure of speech); heaven 

and hell so close you can see directly from one to the other; you can even have a discussion! The 

actors in the drama speak across the chasm, discuss drops of water on fingers—for what purpose? 

The conclusion must be that the images are only figurative and allegorical. What effect would 

the drop of water have if the rich man was just a disembodied spirit anyway? That’s leaving aside 

the theological aspects of hell—for is this passage support for Thomas Aquinas’ position that the 

horrors of hell are a blessing to the righteous (the pleasure of seeing what you missed)?: “In order 

that nothing be wanting to the happiness of the blessed in heaven, a perfect view is granted them of 

the torment of the damned.” 

So the parable is a prime example of Jesus’ use of contemporary imagery—meeting people 

where they are, using their own ideas and concepts without endorsing them as specifically valid. 

He employs contemporary Jewish ideas on souls in Sheol—hades, the place of darkness after death 

that it’s believed everyone went to. This picture-parable follows others that Jesus told, teaching 

similar points on wealth, position and actions in this life. The Pharisees believed wealth guaranteed 

salvation since material properity was an indication of God’s blessing. Jesus turns such ideas on 

their heads—and the poor man is the one who is truly rich and rewarded. 

In 1 Peter 3:19 Peter refers to Jesus speaking to “imprisoned” people in the antediluvian world. 

Clearly this is not the “harrowing of hell” that some denominations have believed in. It is a difficult 

passage, but much hinges on the word soul, which is used in both verse 19, and then in verse 20 to 

refer to the eight “souls” (meaning people) who were saved on the ark. 

Again, only by presupposing “souls” mean immortal, disembodied souls can Rev. 6:9 be 

understood in this way. Once again the word is psuche, referencing living people, not those who 

have been killed. This is not an argument regarding the state of the dead, but a vision John saw in 

which he saw those who had been martyred pleading for justice. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

In the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, Christ shows that in this life men decide their eternal 

destiny. During probationary time the grace of God is offered to every soul. But if men waste their 

opportunities in self-pleasing, they cut themselves off from everlasting life. No afterprobation will 

be granted them. By their own choice they have fixed an impassable gulf between them and their 

God.  {COL 260.1}   

     This parable draws a contrast between the rich who have not made God their dependence, and 

the poor who have made God their dependence. Christ shows that the time is coming when the 

position of the two classes will be reversed. Those who are poor in this world’s goods, yet who 

trust in God and are patient in suffering, will one day be exalted above those who now hold the 

highest positions the world can give but who have not surrendered their life to God.  {COL 260.2} 

 When the defiance of God’s law is almost universal, when His people are pressed in affliction 

by their fellow men, God will interpose. Then will the voice be heard from the graves of martyrs, 

represented by the souls that John saw slain for the Word of God, and for the testimony of Jesus 

Christ, which they held—then the prayer will ascend from every true child of God: “It is time for 

thee, Lord, to work: for they have made void thy law.”  {6BC 1081.5} 
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