
Module Three
Purgatory and the Last Things

Abide
A standalone session. Run it any time.

Part One: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview
Discovery Aim.  The group discovers that the Catholic doctrine is far narrower than the caricature, and 
that the problem it answers is created by two verses almost every Christian accepts.

Catholic Touchstone.  Everyone in purgatory is saved. It is not a second chance, not a third destination, 
and not a way of finishing what the cross left undone. It is the last stage of being made ready.

What You Need to Know
Begin by clearing the ground, because most objections are aimed at things the Church does not teach. 
Purgatory is not a place where the fate of a soul is still undecided. Nobody in purgatory can be lost. It is 
not a middle destination between heaven and hell; it is the antechamber of heaven, and everyone in it is 
on the way in. It is not a supplement to Christ’s merits; it is an application of them.

Note also how little the Church defines. What is held is that there is a final purification of the elect, and 
that prayer for the dead is efficacious. The duration, the mechanism, and whether fire is literal or 
figurative are not defined. The Council of Trent, when it addressed the subject, explicitly warned against 
speculative and curious questions that do not build up piety. If your group starts asking how long it 
takes, you may honestly say the Church does not know.

The problem the doctrine answers

Two verses create it, and both are in every Christian’s Bible. Revelation 21:27 says nothing unclean shall 
enter the heavenly city. Hebrews 12:14 says to strive for the holiness without which no one will see the 
Lord. Now consider the ordinary Christian death: someone who genuinely loves God, dies in his 
friendship, and is plainly not yet perfectly holy. Neither obstinate nor finished.

Every Christian tradition has to say something about that person. Purgatory is the name for the answer 
that God completes the work. The alternative answers are that God perfects them instantaneously at 
death, which is a real position and worth respecting, or that the holiness required is not personal at all. 
The disagreement is not about whether purification happens but about whether it takes any form we 
can name.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

He made atonement for the dead, “that they might be delivered from their sin.”  2 Maccabees 
12:45

Judas Maccabeus takes up a collection and sends it to Jerusalem for a sin offering on behalf of soldiers 
who had died, and the author commends the act as holy and pious. Whatever weight a given reader 
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gives that book, it shows this much: praying and making an offering for the dead was a practice known 
in Jewish circles of the period and one this author regarded as holy and pious. That is a claim about 
what the text approves, not a survey of what every Jew did. Note separately, and on its own evidence, 
that Christians prayed for their dead very early, in the funerary inscriptions of the catacombs and in the 
offering at the altar. Whether the Christian practice descends directly from the Jewish one or arose 
alongside it is a historical question this session does not have to settle, and you should not assert the 
descent in the room. What matters for the argument is that Christians were doing it, and doing it early.

Note also Malachi 3:2-3, where the Lord is like a refiner’s fire, sitting as a refiner and purifier of silver. 
Refining is not destruction. It is what you do to something you intend to keep.

Voices of the Church

Voice of the Church

St. Augustine
Confessions, Book IX (summary)

Augustine records his mother Monica’s dying request: that wherever her sons might be, they should 
remember her at the altar of the Lord. He then prays for her at length in the book itself, asking God to 
forgive her sins.

This is not a theological argument, which is what makes it useful. It is a fourth-century Christian doing 
something ordinary. Prayer for the dead is presented as what one does for one’s mother.

Securely attested; substance given as summary with the book named.

Voice of the Church

St. John Chrysostom
Given as a summary of his teaching; no locus printed

Chrysostom teaches, in substance, that the dead are genuinely helped by the prayers and offerings of the 
living, and urges his congregation not to weep uselessly but to pray and to give alms for those they have 
lost.

The pastoral instinct is worth noticing. His argument is not primarily about the state of the dead but 
about giving grief something faithful to do.

Voice of the Church

The Council of Trent
Session 25, 1563

The council affirmed that there is a purgatory and that souls detained there are helped by the prayers of 
the faithful and above all by the sacrifice of the altar, and in the same breath instructed bishops to 
exclude from popular preaching the difficult and subtle questions that do not build up piety.

Print the second half as well as the first. The Church defined the doctrine and immediately restrained 
speculation about it, which is worth knowing when someone attacks the medieval imagery.

Historical; the session and the substance of its decree are securely attested.

Catechism Connection
•  CCC 1030-1032 on final purification, with 1031 noting that the Church gives the name Purgatory to this 

final purification of the elect, which is entirely different from the punishment of the damned.

•  CCC 1032 on prayer and the offering of the Eucharist for the dead.

•  CCC 1472-1473 on temporal consequences of sin, which is the framework the doctrine sits inside.
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•  CCC 1054 on the state of those who die in God’s grace but imperfectly purified.

THE OBJECTION BENCH
Leader only. Deploy what the room needs, skip the rest. Do not hand this page out. The matching Take-Home carries a 
shorter version in the participant’s own words.

"The word purgatory is not in the Bible."

True, and concede it at once. Neither is Trinity, nor incarnation, nor bible. A name given later to a reality is 
not the same as a doctrine invented later.

"Hebrews 9:27 says it is appointed for men to die once and after that comes judgment."

Agree entirely; the Church teaches a particular judgment at death. Purgatory is not a delay of the judgment or 
a chance to change its outcome.

It is what happens to a soul already judged and already saved. If someone thinks Catholics believe the verdict 
is still open, correct that first, because they are objecting to something we do not hold.

"The blood of Christ cleanses us from all sin. A further purification insults it."

Take this seriously; it is the deepest form of the objection and it is theologically motivated.

The Catholic answer is that purgatory is not something added to Christ’s work but the application of it to a 
particular soul. Ask a parallel question: does sanctification during this life insult the cross? Everyone believes 
God changes people after conversion. Purgatory is the completion of that same work, not a second one.

"This is where indulgences came from, and we know how that went."

Concede the abuses without hedging. The selling of indulgences was a genuine scandal, the Church acted 
against it, and the Reformers had real grounds for anger on this point.

Then distinguish the abuse from the underlying claim. An abuse of a doctrine does not refute the doctrine, 
and Catholics gain nothing by defending the sixteenth-century practice.

Abide  |  Module Three   |   3



Part Two: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer
Lord, we pray tonight for everyone we have loved and lost. Give them rest, and give us hope. Amen.

Win

1.  Have you ever prayed for someone who had died? What did you say?

2.  What did you grow up thinking purgatory was?

Build

3.  Read Revelation 21:27 and Hebrews 12:14. What do they require?

ANSWER   (share after the discussion)

That nothing unclean enters, and that holiness is necessary to see the Lord.

Now ask the honest question. Think of the best Christian you have known who has died. Were they 
perfectly holy at the end? Almost nobody says yes.

That gap is the whole problem, and every tradition has to answer it somehow.

Live discovery. Give the group 1 Corinthians 3:11-15 and ask two questions: what is tested, and what 
happens to the man?

4.  What did you find?

ANSWER   (share after the discussion)

The work is tested by fire. If it is burned up he suffers loss, and then Paul adds that he himself will be 
saved, but only as through fire.

Be scrupulously fair here. The primary reference is to the work of those building on the foundation, and 
a reader can take the whole thing as a metaphor for ministry being assessed. Say that yourself.

What remains is the last clause, which is about the man rather than his work: saved, and yet through 
fire. Loss and salvation in the same sentence, and the man himself passing through fire to reach it. 
Notice what the verse does not say: it does not use the word purification, and it does not date any of this 
to after death. That step is an inference, the one the Catholic tradition has drawn from this text for 
centuries, and it is stronger, not weaker, for being named as an inference.

5.  What does the Catholic doctrine actually claim, and what does it leave open?

ANSWER   (share after the discussion)

Claims: there is a final purification of those who die in God’s friendship but imperfectly purified, and the 
prayers of the living help them.

Leaves open: duration, mechanism, and whether fire is literal. Trent explicitly told bishops to keep 
speculative questions out of popular preaching.

Say clearly: everyone in purgatory is saved. If your group takes away one sentence, that is the one.
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The Steelman

The strongest form of the objection.

Not one New Testament author teaches this. The clearest text on offer is about builders having 
their work assessed, and the clearest text of all is in a book we do not accept as Scripture, which is 
convenient. Meanwhile Paul says that to be away from the body is to be at home with the Lord, and 
the thief on the cross is told today you will be with me in Paradise, with no interval and no 
purification mentioned. And it is not as if we have nothing positive to put in its place. John says 
that when he appears we shall be like him. Hebrews speaks of the spirits of just men made perfect, 
already perfect, in the heavenly assembly. God finishes what he begins, and Scripture describes the 
finish without ever describing a waiting room.

And look at what the doctrine produced. Centuries of fear, a commerce in indulgences, and a 
Christian imagination full of accounting. Whatever the refined modern version says, the doctrine as 
it actually functioned in history obscured the sufficiency of the cross for millions of people.

6.  What must be granted, and what still needs an answer?

ANSWER   (share after the discussion)

Grant that no New Testament passage teaches it explicitly, that 1 Corinthians 3 is primarily about the 
work, and that the historical abuses were real and grave. Grant the thief and 2 Corinthians 5:8 as 
genuine texts that the Catholic account must accommodate, and it can: nothing in the doctrine requires 
that purification take time as we measure it, or that it applies to everyone.

What still needs answering is the gap. If nothing unclean enters, and if most Christians die genuinely 
imperfect, something happens. The Protestant answer is usually instantaneous perfection at death, and 
it is not a bare assertion. 1 John 3:2 says that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him 
as he is, and Hebrews 12:23 speaks of the spirits of just men made perfect. Those texts state the outcome 
plainly. What they do not state is any process or timing by which the outcome is reached, and that 
silence is the whole of the disagreement: whether saying nothing about a process rules one out. Both 
sides are inferring, and both are inferring from strong texts.

So the honest statement is that this is a question Scripture does not settle directly, and both traditions 
answer it by inference from what Scripture requires. Ours has a name and a practice attached; theirs 
does not. That is a smaller disagreement than the shouting suggests.

On the abuses: agree, name them, and refuse to defend them. Then note that the Council which defined 
the doctrine is the same one that moved against the abuse.

Send

7.  Who will you pray for by name this week?

8.  Does the idea of being made ready before you see God frighten you or comfort you?

Live It This Week
•  Have a Mass offered for someone who has died.

•  Read Malachi 3:2-3 and notice what a refiner is doing and why.

•  Pray for the dead by name every day this week.
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Closing Prayer
Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon them. May they rest in peace. 
Amen.

Memory Verse

“If any man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as 
through fire.”  1 Corinthians 3:15
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Part Three: Leader Reference Card

•  Revelation 21:27, nothing unclean shall enter

•  Hebrews 12:14, the holiness without which no one will see the Lord

•  1 Corinthians 3:11-15, saved but only as through fire (live discovery, memory verse at v. 15)

•  Matthew 5:25-26 and 12:32

•  2 Maccabees 12:38-46, offering for the dead

•  Malachi 3:2-3, the refiner’s fire

•  Hebrews 9:27; 2 Corinthians 5:8; Luke 23:43; 1 John 3:2; Hebrews 12:23 (steelman)

Catechism:  CCC 1030-1032, 1054, 1472-1473.

Patristic and conciliar:  St. Augustine, Confessions Book IX. St. John Chrysostom, on aiding the dead 
(summary; no locus printed). Council of Trent, Session 25, 1563.
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