What Happens When We Die

Does God tell us we are not to learn about or imitate those who practice Witchcraft, cast spells, do divination, contact spirits or talk to the dead?

Yes. God does warn us about doing these practices. In Deuteronomy 18 we find a list of occultic practices about which God says, "Do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations." The Hebrew word for learn means "to study, to become accustomed to, to instruct or train to practice." 

God says, "Do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations." The New American Standard Version, New International Version and the Revised Standard Version of the Bible all translate the Hebrew word asah as "imitate." It means we are not to do or act like those who practice occult activities. In the New Testament we are told who and what to imitate: "Beloved, do not imitate what is evil but what is good" (3 Jn. 11). Here, the Greek word mimeomai is translated "imitate" and indicates a mimic or an actor, one who would imitate the conduct of another.

Paul uses this word in his writings when he says, "Be imitators of me just as I also am of Christ" (1 Cor. 11:1). In Ephesians 5:1 Paul says, "Be imitators of God… walk in love just as Christ [did]…."

If we as Christians are instructed to imitate Christ in how we live, in Deuteronomy 18:9-11, God warns us about what we should not imitate. He lists nine occult practices in these verses that His people are not to learn or imitate.

First, He says: "Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination, or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist, or who consults the dead. Anyone who does these things is an abomination to the Lord."

Now, God gives us this instruction because He loves us and wants us to come to Him, to trust Him to protect and guide us through life. He doesn’t want us going any other powers or spiritual beings.

Of the nine practices God prohibits, I think a case can be made that eight of them, if not all nine, are described in the Harry Potter books.

This first warning refers to the hideous practice of child sacrifice to appease some pagan God to gain secret power or knowledge of the future.

In InterVarsity Press’s The Bible Background Commentary of the Old Testament we are told: "… the polytheistic religions of the ancient Near East… believed in an impersonal, primordial realm that was a source of knowledge and powers… [They] attempted to tap into that realm for the purpose of gaining knowledge and power." In other words, pagans in the Near East believed they would be able to tap into the secret powers of the universe by offering the life of a human being, either a child or an adult.

But isn’t this what J. K. Rowling has described in the shocking scene in the fourth Harry Potter book? In this scene, Harry’s friend, Cedric, is killed so an evil ceremony can take place in which part of Voldemort’s father’s bone is taken right out of the grave, a servant’s arm is cut off, and Harry’s blood is taken from him so that evil Lord Voldemort will be able to get the magic power to form a new resurrected body. Voldemort taps into the secret powers of the universe as a result of this bloody ceremony. (Book 4, pp. 636-643)

The second practice prohibited by God in Deuteronomy 18 is divination. In this practice, people look into such objects as crystal balls, mirrors, tea leaves, or animal entrails to try to determine future events. Harry learns and practices divination at Hogwarts School, including looking into crystal balls and using a magic mirror. Divination can also be practiced by contacting the spirit world in order to gain knowledge about the future. This is something that happens in the third Harry Potter book when Madame Trelawney is possessed by a spirit which speaks through her and predicts events which come true in Harry’s life. (Book 3, p. 324) This is divination through spirit contact.

The third practice that God prohibits is sorcery. By definition, a sorcerer was thought to be able to conjure up spirits or apparitions, mix potions, use figurines, or place curses on people that would supposedly bring death, disease, good or bad luck. Do we see curses being used throughout the Harry Potter books? The answer is "Yes." Remember Harry’s learning about the Cruciatus Curse in his Defense Against the Dark Arts Class? The curse was placed on a spider that screamed and rolled over in pain. (Book 4, p. 214) Voldemort uses this curse on Harry. (Book 4, p. 661) Harry uses a milder curse on his aunt. (Book 3, p. 29)

The interpretation of omens is the fourth occult practice condemned in Deuteronomy 18 by God. By this practice, people discover hidden knowledge. Sometimes they would read tea leaves or the entrails of an animal. There were many omens people could read.

Sometimes omens were practices by those who practices Witchcraft, which is the fifth practice condemned in Deuteronomy 18. Witchcraft has to do with magic or the casting of spells. This was done in order to manipulate the powers of nature or of different gods or spirits. The Hebrew word literally indicates "someone binds someone else" by the use of magical words. This is what a spell is. Do we see Harry Potter using spells and interpreting omens? The answer is, "Yes." He and his friends learn about them and use them in all four books.

The next three practices that God forbids in Deuteronomy 18 are as follows: do not be a medium, do not be a spiritist, and do not be one who consults the dead. A medium seeks power or information from spirits; a spiritist talks with or consults spirit beings; and one who consults the dead is trying to gain contact with, and information from, those who have died. All three of these practices are prohibited by God, yet we find all of them described in the Harry Potter books many times.

I believe that if we are to obey God, then we will not give our children books that will help them learn about, or condition them to imitate, these occult practices.

Question - One topic that people are always interested in is what will happen to them after they die. In fact, some people are so interesting in finding out about it that they are trying to get information through some rather strange sources. 

Answer:

The desire for people to find out what lies on the other side of the curtain is so great that some people have asked, "Isn’t it possible for us to peer behind that curtain and see what is there?" For example, there is such a thing as "channeling," as all of us know, where you are in contact with spirits and as a result of this contact, supposedly people know what lies on the other side.

One day I was in a library and I picked up the book by Bishop Pike entitled, The Other Side. His son committed suicide, and he wanted to find out what it was like on the other side and he thought that his son was trying to communicate with him. Pike went to a medium and she was in contact with his son. 

For example, when the son was asked, "Do they talk about Jesus on the other side?" his response was, "No." He said, "We don’t speak much about Jesus here on the other side."

Well, do you know what I would like to do? I would like to suggest, my friend, today, that if you die and you’re in a place where they’re not talking much about Jesus, you’re in the wrong place.

Now, the question is, "How, then, did this spirit, this medium, know information about Bishop Pike’s son?"  

The Bible talks about evil spirits as being "familiar spirits." Did you know that there are actually demonic powers that are acquainted with us; they observe our ways? And so it would be understandable that a medium, being in contact with these spirits, would be able to give information regarding them and regarding the young boy.

Now, listen to what the Scripture says. It is very clear in making sure that we do not consult mediums: "And when they say to you, ‘Consult the mediums and the spiritists who whisper and mutter,’ should not a people consult their God? Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living?" (Isaiah 8:19) God condemns this kind of prying into the spirit world because there are spirits out there that are very deceptive.

Now, there’s another means that sometimes people think about and that is "Reincarnation." I once met a woman whose name was Shirley. And when Shirley found out I was a minister, she said, "Oh, I envy you being able to speak to people because I can perform healings and I have all this information!" And then she told me that she believed in reincarnation because she said, "There was this house in Vermont and I would dream about it. I had visions of it." 

And she said, "I had never visited the state but as an adult I went there and I found the house and I discovered that I lived there in the 18th century."

And I said, "Shirley, I want you to know something. There is no such thing as the transmigration of souls, but there is the transmigration of demons." I said, "You’re picking this information up from the spirit world. It was evil spirits that gave you this information about that house in Vermont."

And she looked at me defiantly and said, "Absolutely not! I have nothing to do with evil spirits. I communicate only with those that come to me clothed in light."

Well, what verse of Scripture do you think I gave to Shirley? The Bible says in 2 Corinthians 11:14 that, "Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light." I want to tell you today, my friend, that there is a lot of deception that is going on out there. 

Question - What about near-death experiences. We hear a lot about them. But can we trust the information that comes from that type of experience?

Answer:

 I’m sure, when we talk about near-death experiences, one of the first things that comes to many people’s mind is the book Embraced by the Light, that book by Betty Eadie (which, incidentally, is dedicated to the Lord Jesus Christ). But it’s a book that is very deceptive because it gives the impression that when one dies, Jesus is there to embrace everyone. There is no judgment. And she even makes a statement to the effect that, "I was worthy of Jesus." 

I want you to know that is not the Jesus of the New Testament, because the Bible is very clear that death is not a wonderful experience for everyone. As a matter of fact, some who have written about this topic have said that some of these people have had a terrible experience. They’ve described it, really, as an experience of "Hell," not a Jesus who embraces everyone.

I remember one woman saying to me, "You know, I had this Near-Death Experience," and she said, "Jesus took me by the hand and He showed me all the different religions of the world. He said, ‘There is Buddhism,’ and ‘There is Hinduism,’ and ‘There is the Islam faith.’" And she said, "Jesus told me that all of these religions lead to the same destination."

Again, I want you to know, my friend, that is not the Jesus of the Bible who said that He is "the way, the truth and the life," and that "no one can come to the Father" except by Him (John 14:6). Jesus is very clear regarding who He is. In fact, the Bible says there are many christs and so we should not be surprised at the fact that there are demons out there who even take the name of "Jesus" to deceive (Matt. 24:23-24).

Question -You know someone is going to ask, What about Stephen? 

Answer: I love that story in the New Testament (Acts 7) where Stephen is being stoned, you’ll remember, and rocks are being thrown at him and, lo and behold, the heavens are opened and he sees the Son of God standing at the right hand of the throne of God. John, I’ve often thought about that passage because, you know, it is the only place in all the New Testament where Jesus is seen standing at the right hand of God the Father. Elsewhere Christ is always seated, but it’s almost as if Jesus is saying, "Stephen, be faithful. Be faithful because the minute you die, I’m here to receive you." 

But here’s the point: Is it possible to have a near-death experience? Sometimes people who are in that transition between life and death have talked about seeing relatives— grandfather or grandmother or a child. It’s certainly possible. Stephen saw the Lord Jesus Christ before he died. 

But I want to warn you today that Satan would like to give the same positive experience to everyone. And that’s where the deception comes in. There is no such thing as having a near-death experience that is completely authoritative unless it squares with what God says death is all about.

Now, here is my take on it. I’m not so much interested in what happens when I’m "near" death. I want to know what happens when I actually die. It is not so much the transition that concerns me as it is the final destination. I want to share this from my heart to you today. 

Frankly, I think it’s arrogant for people to trust their near-death experiences. I do not want to trust someone who was only "near" death, because I’m not so much interested in the transition. I’m interested in the final destination. How much better to trust someone who actually was dead and then came back from the dead so that He can tell us what lies on the other side. I think of the words of Jesus in Revelation 1:18. He said, "I am He that liveth and was dead and am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades."

At the end of the day, we do need a reliable map. We need a reliable guide who can help us know what is on the other side. And only Jesus Christ qualifies. And that’s why we have to hang onto every word that He said in the New Testament because He alone is able to tell us what happens after we die.
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