
The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines purgatory as a “purification, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy 
of heaven,” which is experienced by those “who die in God’s grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified” (CCC 1030). 
It notes that “this final purification of the elect . . . is entirely different from the punishment of the damned” (CCC 1031). 

The purification is necessary because, as Scripture teaches, nothing unclean will enter the presence of God in heaven (Rev. 
21:27) and, while we may die with our mortal sins forgiven, there can still be many impurities in us, specifically venial sins and 
the temporal punishment due to sins already forgiven. 

What Happens in Purgatory? 

When we die, we undergo what is called the particular, or individual, judgment. Scripture says that “it is appointed for men to 
die once, and after that comes judgment” (Heb. 9:27). We are judged instantly and receive our reward, for good or ill. We 
know at once what our final destiny will be. At the end of time, when Jesus returns, there will come the general judgment to 
which the Bible refers, for example, in Matthew 25:31-32: “When the Son of man comes in his glory, and all the angels with 
him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” In this general judgment all our sins will be publicly revealed (Luke 
12:2–5). 

Augustine said in The City of God that “temporary punishments are suffered by some in this life only, by others after death, by 
others both now and then; but all of them before that last and strictest judgment” (21:13). It is between the particular and 
general judgments, then, that the soul is purified of the remaining consequences of sin: “I tell you, you will never get out till 
you have paid the very last copper” (Luke 12:59). 

The Catholic Church, Purgatory, and Money 

One argument anti-Catholics often use to attack purgatory is the idea that the Catholic Church owes the majority of its wealth 
to the doctrine of purgatory. But the numbers just don’t add up. 

When a Catholic requests a memorial Mass for the dead—that is, a Mass said for the benefit of someone in purgatory—it is 
customary to give the parish priest a stipend, on the principles that the laborer is worth his hire (Luke 10:7) and that those who 
preside at the altar share the altar’s offerings (1 Cor. 9:13–14). In the United States, a stipend is commonly around five dollars; 
but the indigent do not have to pay anything. A few people, of course, freely offer more. This money goes to the parish priest, 
and priests are allowed to receive only one such stipend per day. No one gets rich on five dollars a day, and certainly not the 
Church, which does not receive the money anyway. 

But look at what happens on a Sunday. There are often hundreds of people at Mass. In a crowded parish, there may be 
thousands. Many families and individuals deposit five dollars or more into the collection basket; a few give much more. A 
parish might have four or five or six Masses on a Sunday. The total from the Sunday collections far surpasses the paltry 
amount received from the memorial Masses. 

Is Purgatory a Catholic “Invention”? 

Fundamentalists may be fond of saying the Catholic Church “invented” the doctrine of purgatory to make money, but they 
have difficulty saying just when. Most professional anti-Catholics—the ones who make their living attacking “Romanism”—
seem to place the blame on Pope Gregory the Great, who reigned from A.D. 590 to 604. 

But that hardly accounts for the request of Monica, mother of Augustine, who asked her son, in the fourth century, to 
remember her soul in his Masses. This would make no sense if she thought her soul would not benefit from prayers, as would 
be the case if she were in hell or in the full glory of heaven. 

Nor does ascribing the doctrine to Gregory explain the graffiti in the catacombs, where Christians during the persecutions of 
the first three centuries recorded prayers for the dead. Indeed, some of the earliest Christian writings outside the New 
Testament, like the Acts of Paul and Thecla and the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicity (both written during the second century), 
refer to the Christian practice of praying for the dead. Such prayers would have been offered only if Christians believed in 
purgatory, even if they did not use that name for it. (See Catholic Answers’ tract The Roots of Purgatory for quotations from 
these and other early Christian sources.) 
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Why No Protests? 

A study of the history of doctrines indicates that Christians in the first centuries were up in arms  if anyone suggested the least 
change in beliefs. They were extremely conservative people who tested a doctrine’s truth by asking, Was this believed by our 
ancestors? Was it handed on from the apostles? Surely belief in purgatory would be considered a great change, if it had not 
been believed from the first—so where are the records of protests? 

They don’t exist. There is no hint at all, in the oldest writings available to us (or in later ones, for that matter), that “true 
believers” in the immediate post-apostolic years spoke of purgatory as a novel doctrine. They must have understood that the 
oral teaching of the apostles, what Catholics call tradition, and the Bible not only failed to contradict the doctrine, but, in fact, 
confirmed it. 

It is no wonder, then, that those who deny the existence of purgatory tend to touch upon only briefly the history of the belief. 
They prefer to claim that the Bible speaks only of heaven and hell. Wrong. It speaks plainly of a third condition, commonly 
called the limbo of the Fathers, where the just who had died before the redemption were waiting for heaven to be opened to 
them. After his death and before his resurrection, Christ visited those experiencing the limbo of the Fathers and preached to 
them the good news that heaven would now be opened to them (1 Pet. 3:19). These people thus were not in heaven, but 
neither were they experiencing the torments of hell. 

Prayers for the dead and the consequent doctrine of purgatory have been part of the true religion since before the time of 
Christ. Not only can we show it was practiced by the Jews of the time of the Maccabees, but it has even been retained by 
Orthodox Jews today, who recite a prayer known as the Mourner’s Kaddish for eleven months after the death of a loved one so 
that the loved one may be purified. It was not the Catholic Church that added the doctrine of purgatory. Rather, the Protestant 
churches rejected a doctrine that had always been believed by Jews and Christians. 

Why Go to Purgatory? 

Why would anyone go to purgatory? To be cleansed, for “nothing unclean shall enter [heaven]” (Rev. 21:27). Anyone who has 
not been completely freed of sin and its effects is, to some extent, “unclean.” Through repentance he may have gained the 
grace needed to be worthy of heaven, which is to say, he has been forgiven and his soul is spiritually alive. But that’s not 
sufficient for gaining entrance into heaven. He needs to be cleansed completely. 

Fundamentalists claim, as an article in Jimmy Swaggart’s magazine, The Evangelist, put it, that “Scripture clearly reveals that all 
the demands of divine justice on the sinner have been completely fulfilled in Jesus Christ. It also reveals that Christ has totally 
redeemed, or purchased back, that which was lost. The advocates of purgatory (and the necessity of prayer for the dead) say, in 
effect, that the redemption of Christ was incomplete. . . . It has all been done for us by Jesus Christ, there is nothing to be 
added or done by man.” 

It is entirely correct to say that Christ accomplished all of our salvation for us on the cross. But that does not settle the 
question of how this redemption is applied to us. Scripture reveals that it is applied to us over the course of time through, 
among other things, the process of sanctification through which the Christian is made holy. Sanctification involves suffering 
(Rom. 5:3–5), and purgatory is the final stage of sanctification that some of us need to undergo before we enter heaven. 
Purgatory is the final phase of Christ’s applying to us the purifying redemption that he accomplished for us by his death on the 
cross. 

Nothing Unclean or Purged 

Catholic theology takes seriously the notion that “nothing unclean shall enter heaven.” From this it is inferred that a less than 
cleansed soul isn’t fit for heaven. It needs to be cleansed or “purged” of its remaining imperfections. Sanctification is thus not 
an option, something that may or may not happen before one gets into heaven. It is an absolute requirement, as Hebrews 
12:14 states that we must strive “for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.” 

 


