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THE AFTERLIFE SERIES 
 
What Happens  
One Second After We Die? 
(Volume 2 Of 5) 
 
 
In the first volume of our series we considered what the Bible had to say about living in the light of eternity. 
We began by covering the subjects of death, dying, and the afterlife. We found that death is not the end. Indeed, 
it leads to an ultimate destination. For believers, it is in the presence of the Lord but for unbelievers it consists 
of eternal separation from Him. Understanding these biblical truths will help us live our lives in the light of the 
eternity which awaits us. 
 
In this book, we will look at what the Bible has to say about the state of those who have died. What happens 
to people “one second” after they die? Are they conscious, or do they sleep? Do believers go immediately to 
heaven and unbelievers immediately to hell? What does the Bible say? 
 
We will consider these and other related questions as we examine this important topic of the present state of 
the dead. 
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Question 1 
 

Does A Temporary State 
For The Dead Actually Exist? 

 
As we examine the Scriptures, we discover that human beings will exist in three different stages, or phases.  
 
First, it is our time here upon the earth. After our death, we will all enter into a transitional state between this 
life and our final destination. It is variously termed the intermediate state or the in-between state. This state of 
existence is only temporary.  
 
There will eventually be a resurrection of our dead bodies and then a judgment. Once this takes place, we will 
enter into the third and final stage of our existence, eternity.  
 
This is what the Scripture teaches on the subject. However, there are some Bible-believers who reject the idea 
of an in-between state. They insist that the dead go to their ultimate or eternal destination immediately upon 
death, either heaven or hell. In other words, there is no temporary state, no waiting period.  
 
They offer a number of objections to the idea of an in-between state between this life and our eternal 
destination. Therefore, before we look at what the Bible has to say about an in-between state for the dead, we 
must demonstrate that it actually exists. We will do so by listing their main objections and then giving a biblical 
response to each of them. 
 
Objection 1:   The Intermediate State Takes Away From God’s Promises 
 
It is sometimes objected that the idea of a temporary state diminishes the promises of God for the believer. 
Instead of receiving all that God has promised to us upon our death, the Christian is merely waiting for these 
promises to occur.  
 
For those who believed in Jesus Christ during the New Testament times, this waiting has already taken two 
thousand years. 
 
Response 
 
The promises of God are not in any way diminished if there is an interval of time between now and their 
ultimate fulfillment. In fact, many promises in Scripture will not be completely fulfilled until Jesus Christ 
returns. Furthermore, those who have trusted Jesus are in a place of complete joy and happiness. Indeed, they 
are in the presence of the Lord! In other words, they are lacking nothing. 
 
Objection 2: We Should Not Assume There Is Time In The Afterlife 
 
Another objection to an intermediate state involves time. It is asked why we should assume that time is the 
same for those who are dead as it is for the living. Is it not possible that those who have died will immediately 
wake up upon death to all of the promises that God has for them? This being the case, we should not assume 
there is such thing as an intermediate or in-between state. 
 
Response 
 
While it is true that things in the eternal state will not operate in the same way as they do here upon the earth, 
this does not necessarily mean that time will be done away with.  
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Indeed, there are passages in the New Testament which seem to indicate that those in heaven are viewing the 
events upon the earth in the exact same sequence, or time, in which they are occurring.  
 
For example, we are told in the Book of Revelation that the martyrs in heaven are waiting to be vindicated: 
 

Now when the Lamb opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been violently 
killed because of the word of God and because of the testimony they had given. They cried out with a loud 
voice, “How long, Sovereign Master, holy and true, before you judge those who live on the earth and 
avenge our blood” (Revelation 6:9,10 NET). 

 
From these verses, it seems that these dead believers in heaven are, in some sense, bound by our time frame. 
In other words, they are waiting for events upon the earth to unfold. If this is the case, then this objection to 
the idea of a temporary state of the dead does not have much weight. 
 
Objection 3: It Takes Away From The Worth Of The Human Body If People Live Bodiless 
 
Many people believe that in the intermediate state the believer lives consciously without a body. It is argued 
that this takes away from the worth that the Bible ascribes to our bodies. In other words, it lessens the meaning 
of our human form if we can exist hundreds or thousands of years in a bodiless state. 
 
Response 
 
There are several ways to respond to this objection. For one thing, this assumes that a bodiless state is inferior 
to the state of having a body. If that were the case, then God would be an inferior being to us! Scripture says 
that God is spirit; He does not have a body. Jesus said: 
 

God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth (John 4:24 NIV) 
 
Furthermore, angels do not have bodies either. From the writer to the Hebrews we are told that they are 
ministering spirits: 
 

Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation 
(Hebrews 1:14 ESV). 

 
Are we to assume that God created them as inferior beings because they do not have any physical form? 
Actually, Scripture teaches just the opposite. 
 

What is man that you think of him or the son of man that you care for him? You made him lower than the 
angels for a little while (Hebrews 2:7,8 NET). 

 
These verses tell us that humans were made “lower” than the angels. In other words, these bodiless beings are 
a superior type of being to us, at least for the present time. So, the idea that we may be bodiless for a period of 
time after our death does not take away from our worth as human beings.  
 
However, it is by no means certain that the intermediate state is a bodiless state. Indeed, many people think 
that the Scripture teaches that believers will have some sort of temporary body immediately upon their death. 
We will deal with this question later in the book. 
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Objection 4: Scripture Emphasizes The Blessings Given To The  
Entire Community Of Believers, Not Just Individuals 

 
When the Bible emphasizes the future promises of God for those who have believed, it is always in the context 
of blessing all believers. An intermediate or temporary state does not accomplish this.  
 
In fact, only some individual believers are blessed because the body of Christ, the church, is incomplete. The 
living believers have certainly not entered the world of the afterlife. In addition, those who have died are still 
waiting for the fulfillment of all the promises which God made to them. 
 
Furthermore, there are still an unknown number of people who have not yet been born who will eventually be 
in God’s presence. Therefore, an intermediate state cannot be one of blessedness for all believers since all 
believers have not passed on from this life. 
 
Response 
 
It is true that the promises given to believers consists of promises given to the entire church, the body of Christ. 
However, this does not mean that all Christians will benefit from these promises at the same time. Indeed, the 
entire community of believers is still in the process of being formed.  
 
This being the case, we should not exclude the possibility of God blessing the deceased believers while waiting 
to complete His promises to those who have not yet died. 
 
The Objections To An Intermediate State Are Not Convincing 
 
The various objections to the idea of an intermediate or temporary state of the dead have reasonable answers. 
Indeed, as we will discover, there are so many passages which we find in the Bible that seem to necessitate an 
in-between state for the dead before all of the promises of God are fully realized by the believer. 
 
This being the case, we conclude that all believers in Jesus Christ who have died will spend time in this in-
between state before receiving everything which God has promised them for their eternal future. 
 
Summary To Question 1 
Does A Temporary State For The Dead Actually Exist? 
 
The intermediate, or in-between, state is the time between the death of a person and the fulfillment of all of 
the promises of God recorded in Scripture. In other words, it is only a temporary state of existence.  
 
According to the Bible, our lives are, therefore, in three stages. First, is our existence here upon the earth. Once 
we die, we enter a temporary state of existence while we wait for our final destination. This state will end when 
the dead are raised and judged. At that time, the believers will be eternally in the presence of the Lord while 
unbelievers will be eternally separated from Him and all His blessings. 
 
Yet not every Bible-believer is convinced that such a temporary state truly exists. For a number of reasons, they 
reject the idea of an in-between state. As we discovered, their objections are not convincing.  
 
For one thing, it is objected that an intermediate state delays God’s promises to the believer. Instead of receiving 
these promises upon death the believer must wait until the return of Jesus Christ for the fulfillment. In some 
cases, people have already been waiting for about two thousand years. 
 
However, this objection is really without merit. Many of the promises of God have taken time to come to pass. 
For example, Israel waited hundreds of years in slavery before their deliverance to the Promised Land. They 
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also waited thousands of years before Jesus the Messiah arrived on the scene. Waiting certainly does not 
diminish the promises of God. This is especially true if deceased believers are waiting in a state of complete 
bliss and comfort.  
 
It is also contended that we should not assume that time is the same for those who have died. Some argue that 
as soon as believers die, they immediately experience all which God has promised because they are not limited 
by time constraints in eternity. Therefore, there is no “incomplete state” for believers. 
 
This objection is not convincing. Why should we assume that those in the next world are not bound by some 
sort of time constraints? This objection would seemingly say that for those who have died Jesus is now reigning 
in the New Jerusalem, the old heaven and earth have passed away, and the final judgment has occurred. But 
none of these things have happened.  
 
In addition, we saw that the martyrs in the Book of Revelation were crying out to the Lord to be avenged. In 
fact, they specifically asked Him how long they would have to wait for this to take place. Consequently, those 
in the next world seem to be bound by some sort of time. 
 
A third objection deals with the human body. If believers live in a bodiless state while waiting for their 
resurrection body does this not take away from the meaning of our body?  
 
Again, this objection is not that difficult to deal with. For one thing, we do not know if the believers in the 
afterlife are bodiless. There may be some type of temporary body that fits the world in which they are in. We 
do not have enough information to be certain.    
 
Furthermore, God Himself as well as the angelic realm are bodiless. In other words, they exist without the same 
type of physical shell that each of us have. They are in no way diminished as genuine personages because they 
do not have a physical body. Indeed, nobody wants to say that God is somehow inferior to us since He does 
not have a body! Thus, this objection does not stand. 
 
Finally, there is the observation that all the promises of God are given in a context of the entire community of 
believers. A temporary state involves only those believers who have died to this point. Therefore, the in-
between state diminishes what God has promised to all the saints because it emphasizes individual blessings 
and not corporate blessings. 
 
We can respond to this by noting that the promises will indeed come to pass for the entire community of 
believers but that group has not yet been formed. This, however, does not mean that those who have passed 
on should have to wait for God’s blessings until they are joined by all believers.  Certainly, those in a temporary 
state can enjoy the presence of the Lord while waiting for the complete fulfillment of His promises. Nothing 
precludes the individual deceased believers receiving God’s blessings while waiting for other believers to join 
them. 
 
Therefore, while objections can be made against the idea of an in-between or temporary state for the dead, 
these objections are not convincing. There is too much evidence in Scripture of a time when the dead are 
consciously waiting for the fulfillment of all God’s promises. While these believers are in this temporary period 
they are being comforted and blessed by God Himself.  
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Question 2 
 

According To The Old Testament 
What Happened To People Immediately Upon Death (Sheol) 

 
The Bible says that we humans have both a physical and a spiritual nature. When a person dies the spiritual 
nature, the spirit, and the physical nature, the body, separate. The lifeless body goes to the grave but the spirit 
goes somewhere else. This is the main idea behind the word death in the Bible; it involves a separation, a 
separation of the body and the spirit. 
 
While the body cannot live without the spirit, the opposite is not the case. Indeed, the spirit can live without 
the body. In fact, the Bible says that our spirit lives on forever because each of us has been made for eternity.  
 
Consequently, while death brings an end to what we do in this life, it is certainly not the end of us. Death brings 
all of us to another destination. We only know these truths because God has revealed them to us in the Bible. 
Therefore, to receive answers to our questions on the afterlife we must study what the Scripture has to say.  
 
Sheol, The Place Of The Dead 
 
In the Old Testament, we are told that the dead go to a place called “Sheol.” Generally speaking, this Hebrew 
word refers to the grave, the physical place where those who have died are buried. Therefore, the righteous, as 
well as the unrighteous, all go to Sheol. This is the primary meaning of the word.  
 
In other contexts, Sheol refers to deep in the earth’s surface. In each of these instances, it has the physical world 
in mind. 
 
Some people see it as its only meaning. In other words, it simply means the grave or the surface underneath the 
earth, nothing else. However, others see the word referring also to the unseen realm of the dead, the 
netherworld, the underworld. It is the place where the spirits of those who have passed on are now living.  
While the term originally meant the grave, it eventually came to refer to the place of the departed spirits of the 
unrighteous dead. 
 
There Are Passages That May Indicate The Spirits Of The Dead Gather Together 
 
While most of the references to Sheol speak of the actual grave, the physical earth beneath us, there are a few 
Old Testament passages that refer to the spirits of the dead being gathered together in the unseen realm. Thus, 
in Sheol, they live a conscious existence. We read about this in the writings of the prophet Isaiah: 
 

Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were 
leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who were kings of the nations. All of them will answer 
and say to you: ‘You too have become as weak as we! You have become like us!’ Your pomp is brought 
down to Sheol, the sound of your harps; maggots are laid as a bed beneath you, and worms are your covers 
(Isaiah 14:9-11 ESV). 

 
This passage speaks of Sheol as a place where the spirits of the dead congregate. 
 
If this passage is to be understood literally, then Sheol can refer to more than the mere place of burial or 
somewhere deep in the physical earth.  
 
However, some see this as a poetic passage. Consequently, they argue that these verses are not to be interpreted 
as speaking of an actual place where spirits live. 
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The Shades Who Live In Sheol 
 
The Old Testament also speaks of shadowy figures who exist in the netherworld known as the “shades.” We 
read about them in Proverbs: 
 

For her way leads down to death, and her paths to the shades (Proverbs 2:18 NRSV UE). 
 
Some English versions translate the word as “departed spirits:” 
 

For her house sinks down to death and her ways to the land of the departed spirits (Proverbs 2:18 CSB). 
 
Again, if we understand this literally, then the Old Testament did speak of the spirits of the dead still existing 
in the underworld (for more on the shades see Appendix 3). 
 
While there is debate as to whether these particular references are to be understood literally, the Old Testament 
clearly teaches that death is not the end of our existence. 
 
Talking To The Dead Is Forbidden 
 
Indeed, the Old Testament forbids, in the strongest of terms, the living contacting the dead. For example, we 
read the following warnings: 
 

There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who 
practices divination or tells fortunes or interprets omens, or a sorcerer or a charmer or a medium or a 
necromancer or one who inquires of the dead (Deuteronomy 18:10-11 ESV). 

 
In this verse, the Lord warned Israel about attempting to talk to the dead. 
 
In the Book of Isaiah, we discover further warnings about the living contacting the dead. 
 

And when they say to you, “Inquire of the mediums and the necromancers who chirp and mutter,” should 
not a people inquire of their God? Should they inquire of the dead on behalf of the living (Isaiah 8:19 ESV). 

 
If the dead ceased to exist, then there would be no reason whatsoever for these prohibitions. Indeed, these 
commandments assume that the dead still consciously exist somewhere in the unseen realm. Otherwise there 
would be no need to give these warnings about attempting to contact them. 
 
The Dead Prophet Samuel Appeared Saul At En Dor 
 
We also have the account of Saul contacting the dead prophet Samuel at the city of En Dor (1 Samuel 28). The 
fact that Samuel appeared shows that the dead do not go out of existence (We examine this episode in detail in 
Question 14). 
 
David Said He Would Go To Be With His Deceased Son  
 
There is also the story of King David and his infant son who was dying. When David heard of his death, he 
stopped fasting and praying. He washed himself, ordered food, and worshipped the Lord. Those around him 
were surprised by his actions. The Bible records his response: 
 

But now he is dead. Why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he will not return 
to me (2 Samuel 12:23 ESV). 
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When David said, “I shall go to him,” he was not merely saying that he would join his child in death. Certainly 
there would not be much comfort in that! David had a belief in something more. There is life after this life 
where he would see his son again.  
 
This is further confirmed by the fact that David did not mourn for his son after he died. He knew that they 
would re-unite someday. We also read: 
 

Then David comforted Bathsheba, his wife (2 Samuel 12:24 ESV). 
 
What comfort could he give Bathsheba? It was the comfort of knowing that she too would see her son again. 
 
There is something else we can add to this. In the New Testament, we are told the following about King David: 
 

He was a prophet (Acts 2:30 NLT). 
 
A prophet is someone who speaks for God. On the occasion of the death of his infant son, it seems that David 
spoke prophetically of his destiny; he would see his infant son again.  
 
Not merely in death, but in a conscious afterlife. Knowing this truth gave the king both comfort and assurance. 
 
The Dead Will Be Raised 
 
Consequently, while the meaning of Sheol may be debated, what is not debatable is that the Old Testament 
looked forward to the time when the dead would be raised. We read the following in the Book of Daniel: 
 

At that time Michael, the great prince who protects your people, will arise. There will be a time of distress 
such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then. But at that time your people—everyone 
whose name is found written in the book—will be delivered. Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth 
will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt (Daniel 12:1,2 NIV). 

 
In this passage we have the promise of a future resurrection and judgment of both believers and unbelievers. 
All of humanity will ultimately be resurrected and judged. 
 
We conclude that the Old Testament has little to say on the matter of a temporary or in-between state of the 
dead. As we will see, this is not the same with the New Testament. Indeed, it gives us quite a bit of information 
about what happens to a person the moment they die. Thus, our study will concentrate on what the New 
Testament says. 
 
Summary To Question 2: 
According To The Old Testament, What Happened To People Immediately Upon Death (Sheol) 
 
The Hebrew word Sheol is mainly used to refer to the place where the dead are buried, the grave, or in some 
instances, the ground beneath us. It may also refer to the place where the spirits of the dead reside, the 
netherworld. However, this is not certain.  
 
There are also a few passages that refer to the “shades” of Sheol. Some versions translate this as the “departed 
spirits of the dead.” If these references are to be understood literally and not figuratively, then we have specific 
references to those spirits living in the underworld.  
 
As we search the Old Testament, we find that there is not much information about the intermediate, the in-
between state of the dead. Yet we do know that it was assumed that the dead continued to exist. 
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First, we have the warnings in the Old Testament about the living attempting to contact the dead. This would 
make no sense whatsoever if it was assumed that the deceased merely went out of existence. Forbidding the 
living to contact the dead indicates the belief that it was possible to do this. Moreover, we have the account of 
the dead prophet Samuel appearing to King Saul at the city of En Dor.  
 
In addition, we have the response of King David when his infant son died. David stopped praying and fasting, 
he asked for something to eat and then worshipped the Lord. When asked about his behavior David said that 
his son would not come back to him but rather, he would join that “little one” someday.  
 
It certainly seems that David was thinking about more than joining him in death. Rather David had a belief that 
he would join him in the afterlife. Since David was a prophet, it is sensible to assume that he was speaking 
prophetically here of his future. Indeed, he was comforted with the fact that he would see his son again. 
 
Finally, the Old Testament looked forward to a day when the dead would be raised and judged. The last chapter 
of the Book of Daniel makes this clear. Consequently, death was not seen as the end of all existence for humans. 
 
What we do know is that the New Testament provides us with much more information on what happens 
immediately to humans upon their death.  Therefore, our study of the in-between state will concentrate on 
what the New Testament teaches on this subject. 
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Question 3 
 

According To The New Testament 
What Happens To The Dead? (Hades) 

 
In the Old Testament the dead went to a place called Sheol. When speaking of the dead, it is possible that it is 
only referring to the actual place where the dead are buried, the grave. However, others argue that it also has 
reference to the place where the departed spirits gather in the unseen realm, a place where they are conscious.  
 
As is true with many biblical teachings, the information we have about the in-between state was sketchy in Old 
Testament times. It was not until the time of Jesus Christ that conditions in the realm of the dead were more 
fully revealed.  
 
Jesus Revealed Detailed Information About The Afterlife 
 
In the four gospels, we find that Jesus provides us with further revelation on the afterlife. Among other things, 
He told us about a place where the dead reside. It is called in Greek, “Hades.” 
 
Therefore, it is important that we learn what we can about this place Hades; the place where the dead go 
according to the New Testament. 
 
The Definition Of Hades 
 
The word Hades has a number of different meanings in the New Testament. They include the following. 
 
1. The Grave - The Place Of Bodily Decay 
 
2. The Place Of Punishment For The Wicked 
 
3. Possibly As A General Term For The Unseen Realm Of The Dead 
 
Generally speaking, these are the three ways in which the term is used in the New Testament. 
 
Some Initial Observations About Hades 
 
There are a number of things about Hades that we must learn at the outset.  
 
For one thing, Hades is always connected with death, never with life.  Indeed, the dead are in Hades, not people 
living on the earth. 
 
While it does speak of the dead, it does not refer specifically, or exclusively, to a place of punishment. In other 
words, it is an intermediate place for all of the dead. 
 
In addition, it never refers to the place of final punishment of the wicked. In fact, we will discover that Hades 
will one day cease to exist. Accordingly, since the word can mean a number of different things, the context will 
always determine its meaning.  
 
The New Testament And Hades 
 
The New Testament has much to say about Hades. It includes the following: 
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Hades Is The Grave - The Place Of Bodily Decay 
 
Hades can refer to the actual place where the dead are buried, the place of bodily decay, the grave. On the Day 
of Pentecost, Peter said the following about the death of Jesus. 
 

Brothers, I may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and 
his tomb is with us to this day. So because he was a prophet and knew that God had sworn to him with an 
oath to seat one of his descendants on his throne, he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the 
Christ, that He was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did His flesh suffer decay (Acts 2:29-31 NASB 2020). 

 
In this context, Hades is an obvious reference to the grave, the place of burial. Peter said that the prophecy 
which David made could not have been about himself since his body did decay, it did decompose in the grave. 
Indeed, his tomb was still there in the city of Jerusalem.  
 
However, the grave would have no victory over the Messiah. His body would not lie in decay in Hades, the 
grave. Jesus came back from the dead. Unlike David, His body did not remain in the grave. Thus, in this context, 
Hades has a simple meaning, the grave. 
 
Hades Is The Place Of Temporary Punishment For The Wicked 
 
Hades is also used to refer to a place of temporary punishment of the unrighteous dead. Jesus told the story of 
the rich man and Lazarus. Luke records Him giving the following story: 
 

And in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. And 
he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water 
and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in 
your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted 
here, and you are in anguish. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in 
order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us 
(Luke 16:23-26 ESV). 

 
In this context, Hades speaks of the place where the wicked go after their lives are over. It is a place of 
punishment. It is an intermediate state, an in-between state. It is somewhere between this life and their ultimate 
destination which is hell, the lake of fire. In this story, the rich man was sent to Hades, this temporary place of 
punishment. 
 
In another instance in the gospels, we find Jesus using Hades as a term referring to the punishment of the 
wicked. He had some strong words of condemnation to say to certain cities that saw His miracles, but did not 
accept Him as the promised Messiah. The Lord said that they would be brought down to Hades. We find Him 
saying the following about the city where He made His headquarters, Capernaum: 
 

And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted to the heavens? No, you will go down to Hades. For if the miracles 
that were performed in you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day (Matthew 
11:23 NIV). 

 
These wicked people in Capernaum would eventually be punished in Hades because of their willful rejection 
of Jesus as the Messiah. They were singled out for special punishment because of the biblical principle “to 
whom much is given much is expected.” Therefore, we have another passage which equates Hades with 
punishment. 
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3. Hades May Have Been The Place For The Righteous Dead 
 
In the account we just referred to in Luke 16, there is some question as to whether Lazarus and Abraham were 
in Hades or in heaven. If they were in Hades, they were in a place that was separated from the unrighteous 
dead.  What we do discover is that the unseen realm is divided between the saved and the lost. They do not all 
live together in the same place in the afterlife.  
 
Hades Is Distinguished From Death 
 
There are some other observations which we can make about Hades. In the Book of Revelation, it is 
distinguished from death itself. We read the following description of one of the four horses of the apocalypse: 
 

I looked, and there was a pale green horse! Its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed with him; they 
were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, famine, and pestilence and by the wild 
animals of the earth (Revelation 6:8 NRSV UE). 

 
In this context, Hades is not the same as death but is closely linked to it.  
 
Hades Will Be Destroyed One Day     
 
In addition, we discover that Hades is not a permanent place. Indeed, it is only temporary. It will cease to exist 
at some future time. We read the following in the Book of Revelation about what will happen to Hades: 
 

The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and 
each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake 
of fire. The lake of fire is the second death (Revelation 20:13,14 NIV).            

 
Because Hades will someday be destroyed, it is not to be seen as the ultimate abode of the unbelieving dead. 
There is a destination beyond it, hell, the lake of fire.  
 
Jesus Has The Key To Hades 
 
Jesus Himself has the keys to death and Hades. We read of this in the Book of Revelation. John wrote:  
 

I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades 
and of Death (Revelation 1:18 NKJV). 

 
The Bible emphasizes that Jesus Christ has conquered death and the grave. Therefore, He has complete 
authority over them. This is one of the great truths of Scripture! 
 
Only The Unbelieving Dead Go There Now 
 
Hades, in the sense of referring to the place of departed spirits, is now a place for only the unbelieving dead. 
We are told that the righteous go to be with the Lord when they die, Paul wrote. 
 

Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord (2 
Corinthians 5:8 ESV). 

 
Believers go immediately to be with the Lord upon their death. As soon as a Christian takes his or her last 
breath in this world they are in the presence of Jesus Christ in the next world. 
Therefore, from a study of the totality of the New Testament we discover a number of different truths about 
the intermediate state of the dead, Hades.  
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As we have observed, since the word has a number of meanings and shades of meaning, we always have to 
study the context to determine exactly what it meant.  
  
Summary To Question 3: 
According To The New Testament What Happens To The Dead? (Hades) 
 
We have discovered that the Old Testament does not have much to say about the subject of the intermediate 
or in-between state of the dead. In fact, the Hebrew word Sheol, which is used of the dead, may only refer to 
the physical place where they are buried, the grave. 
 
However, the New Testament gives us much more information on the subject with the Greek word “Hades.” 
It refers to a number of different things.   
 
Sometimes Hades refers simply to the grave, the place where the dead presently reside. Those who have died 
are now in Hades, or in the grave. 
 
Yet it also refers to the specific place where the wicked suffer after death. In Jesus’ story of the rich man and 
Lazarus, the rich man was suffering in Hades while Lazarus was not. In this context, the word has a more 
specific meaning.  
  
It has been argued Hades may also be a general term for the unseen realm of the dead, but this is not clear. 
What we do know is that Hades is never used of the final destination of anyone, righteous or unrighteous. It is 
only a temporary place.   
 
Scripture says that Jesus Christ has the key to death and Hades. His victory over death, as well as the grave, 
means that someday these two terrors will no longer exist. Indeed, Hades along with death will end someday.  
 
The Book of Revelation informs us that death and Hades will be thrown into the lake of fire at the Last 
Judgment. Never again will they terrorize humans, for death and Hades will not exist in the eternal realm of 
God.   
 
Indeed, the Lord will create an entire new heaven and new earth where all the previous things will have passed 
away. This includes all things which are evil. They will be no more. This is the wonderful promise of Scripture. 
 
Finally, since believers go immediately to be with the Lord upon their death, Hades now only holds the spirits 
of the unbelieving dead. 
 
In sum, because the world Hades is used in a number of ways, it is vital that we always interpret it in the context 
in which we find it. 
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Question 4 
 

In The Old Testament Era Was The Unseen Realm Of The Dead  
Divided Into Two Compartments? 

 
Did Christ Go To The Underworld (Hades) 

Immediately After His Death? 
 
In the Gospel according to Luke, Jesus told a story of two people who died about the same time but went to 
two very different places. A rich man died and went to Hades where he was in torment. A poor man named 
Lazarus died but he went to a place of happiness and bliss called “Abraham’s bosom” or “Abraham’s side.” 
 
From the account that Jesus told of the rich man and Lazarus, some have seen a division that existed in Hades, 
the unseen realm of the dead. They believe that Hades was divided into two compartments in Jesus’ day, the 
abode of the righteous and the abode of the unrighteous.  
 
After Christ’s death, but before His resurrection, the Lord descended into Hades and then brought the spirits 
of the righteous dead to heaven when He was raised from the dead. This has allowed the immediate entrance 
to the presence of the Lord for all of those who now die in Christ. 
 
Is this what the Bible teaches on the subject?  
 
The Subject Is Complicated 
 
Before we look into the arguments given for and against the two-compartment theory, and that Christ 
descended to Hades, we must appreciate that this subject can become quite complicated. Accordingly, there 
are good Bible-believers on each side of this issue. In one sense, the issue is moot because today all believers, 
upon death, go immediately into the presence of the Lord.   
 
However, the question does remain, as to where those who believed in the promises of God resided before the 
time of Christ. Were they in heaven or were they in some compartment in Hades or Sheol, the world of the 
dead? We will do our best to present the best arguments for each side. 
 
The Two Compartments Theory: Hades Had Two Parts 
 
This theory can be summed up as follows: In the unseen realm of the dead Hades was made up of two 
compartments, an upper and a lower. The upper level was called Abraham’s bosom, or Abraham’s side, while 
the lower level was the place of torment. The righteous dead were in the upper level, while the unrighteous 
dead existed in the lower. This made it possible for the ones in the lower level to look up at the ones in the 
upper.  
 
However, those in the lower level could not ascend to the upper level and those in the upper level could not 
come down to the lower level. This division into these two compartments existed only before the ascent of 
Jesus Christ to heaven immediately after His resurrection. After that time, there has been no such division of 
Hades. All believers now go directly to heaven. 
 
The following points are usually made in support of the two-compartment theory and the belief that Christ 
first went to the underworld upon His death. 
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Sheol And Hades Are The Same Place   
 
Sheol is the Old Testament term, while Hades is the New Testament word, for the realm of the dead, the 
netherworld. According to the Old Testament, both the righteous and unrighteous went down to Sheol. 
Consequently, it is argued, there must have been two compartments of the unseen realm of the dead until the 
time of Christ, one for the righteous and the other for the unrighteous.  
 
Before The Time Of Jesus Christ There Was No Admittance To Heaven 
 
It is also contended that before Jesus Christ came and died for the sins of the world, there was no admittance 
to heaven for believers. Their sins were not taken away or forgiven, but merely atoned for, or covered up, until 
He died on the cross of Calvary and shed His blood for our sins. In fact the writer to the Hebrews emphasized 
this:  
 

In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood 
there is no forgiveness (Hebrews 9:22 NIV). 

 
Therefore, heaven could not be accessed by humans until Christ had taken away our sins by dying as our 
substitute and shedding His blood for us. 
 
The Barrier Has Been Removed 
 
The barrier between God and humanity was removed by Christ’s sacrifice of Himself on the cross. The Bible 
speaks of Christ in the following manner: 
 

Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not 
his own for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he 
has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself (Hebrews 9:25,26 
ESV). 

 
The Contemporary English Version puts it this way: 
 

If he had offered himself every year, he would have suffered many times since the creation of the world. 
But instead, near the end of time he offered himself once and for all, so that he could be a sacrifice that 
does away with sin (Hebrews 9:26 CEV). 

 
When Christ came and once-and-for-all died for the sins of the world, the way was made for believers to enter 
heaven. Access is now available to all because of His death! 
 
Jesus Brought The Righteous Out Hades After His Descent To The Underworld 
 
Paul wrote to the Ephesians about what took place immediately after Christ died: 
 

Therefore it is said, “When he ascended on high, he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts to his 
people.” (When it says, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower 
parts of the earth? He who descended is the same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he 
might fill all things.) (Ephesians 4:8-10 NRSV UE). 

 
To retrieve the righteous dead, the text says that Jesus descended into the lower parts of the earth. This would 
be the location of Sheol/Hades. At His resurrection Christ then ascended into heaven taking those believers 
with Him. Since this time, all of the righteous dead are in now the presence of the Lord, while the unrighteous 
dead remain in the temporary place of torment in Hades.  
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We should note that this ascension is not the same one recorded in the first chapter of the Book of Acts. Rather 
this is an ascent from the underworld to heaven after Christ had descended there upon His death. 
 
To sum it up, Christ died, and His body was buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea. However, His Spirit 
descended below to the world of the dead. On the third day He, when He was raised from the dead, He then 
ascended from Hades to the presence of God the Father taking with Him all believers who had previously died. 
 
The Case For Christ’s Descent Into Hades 
 
To support this theory, a number of arguments have been made. They include the following. 
 
1. This Was The Consensus View Of The Early Church 
 
There is no doubt that the early church believed that Christ descended into the netherworld after His death on 
the cross. New Testament scholar Clinton Arnold notes: 
 

The most significant interpretational difficulty in this verse is in deciding what “the lower parts of the earth” 
refers to. The view of the early church fathers and the consensus view through the centuries has been that 
it refers to a descent of Christ to the underworld (or, Hades). Although a difficult issue, this view appears 
to have the greatest amount of evidence to support it. Many theologians refer to it as the decensus ad infernos. 
(Clinton Arnold, Ephesians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on The New Testament). 

 
The Handbook on the Greek text of the New Testament agrees as to the meaning of the phrase “the lower parts 
of the earth:” 
 

The whole expression is likely a euphemism for Hades (William J. Larkin, Ephesians, A Handbook on the 
Greek text, Baylor University Press, 2009, p. 76). 

 
In other words, the best evidence should lead us to believe that this expression of Paul, “the lower parts of the 
earth” is speaking about the underworld, the unseen realm of the dead. 
 
2. The Original Readers/Hearers Would Have Understood It This Way 
 
It is also contended that those who first read Ephesians, or heard it read in the church, would have understood 
the reference as pertaining to the underworld. Since they would have understood it in this manner, we should 
also. Again, we cite Clinton Arnold: 
 

The “lower parts of the earth” makes the most sense in its first-century religious context if it is interpreted 
as an expression for the underworld or Hades. Underworld themes were prominent in Ephesus and western 
Asia Minor, where a variety of underworld deities were worshiped. Most prominent was the goddess 
Hekate, the goddess of witchcraft and sorcery. Revered as the goddess of the underworld, Hekate wielded 
“the keys of Hades.” In fact, the priestess at her cult sanctuary in Asia Minor was called “the key bearer” 
… Statues of Hekate sometimes depict her carrying keys. As Sarah Johnston notes, “the success of 
traditional magic depended on the aid of the daemonic souls that Hekate could release by unlocking the 
gates of Hades.” It is striking, then, that in another NT document addressed to churches in western Asia 
Minor that Christ is praised as the one who bears “the keys of death and Hades” (Rev 1:18). With language 
that converts from the local religions would have quickly grasped, Paul speaks powerfully to affirm Jesus’ 
lordship over the powers of darkness (Arnold, Ephesians). 

 
This is further evidence that the reference in Ephesians 4 is to Hades, the underworld, the realm of the dead. 
 
As just mentioned, this coincides with the statement of Jesus in the Book of Revelation:  
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I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades 
and of Death (Revelation 1:18 NKJV). 

 
Accordingly, Christ unlocked the part of Hades that contained the righteous dead and then brought them to 
heaven. 
 
3. First Peter 3:18-20 Speaks Of The Same Event 
 
The statement that Peter made is also seen as evidence for this view. Peter records that Christ preached to the 
“spirits in prison:” 
 

He was put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which also he went and made a proclamation 
to the spirits in prison, who in former times did not obey, when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, 
during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight lives, were saved through water (1 Peter 3:18-
20 NRSV UE) 

 
Christ made a proclamation to the “spirits in prison.” Some see this as a reference to those who had believed 
in the God of the Bible before the coming of Christ. They were imprisoned in Hades, in a sense, because access 
to the presence of the Lord had not yet become available.  
 
4. Jesus Set The Captives Free 
 
It is also reckoned that the statement “he led captivity captive” is a reference to bringing the captive believers 
from the compartment in the realm of the dead to the presence of the Lord in heaven at His ascension. 
 
5. All Believers Now Go Directly To Heaven 
 
About twenty years after Jesus’ ascension, Paul wrote of his experience to the Corinthians: 
 

I know a man in Christ who was caught up into the third heaven 14 years ago. Whether he was in the body 
or out of the body, I don’t know; God knows. I know that this man—whether in the body or out of the 
body I do not know, God knows—was caught up into paradise. He heard inexpressible words, which a 
man is not allowed to speak (2 Corinthians 12:2-4 CSB). 

 
When Paul went into the presence of the Lord, he went up, not down. Therefore, it is contended that this is 
evidence that Jesus had moved people from Hades, which is referred to as being down, to heaven which is 
always spoken of as being upward.  
 
6. The Example Of The Dead Prophet Samuel 
 
Previously the believers were geographically down. For example, when the medium at En Dor saw the dead 
prophet Samuel, she explained it in this manner: 
 

The king said to her, “Don’t be afraid. What do you see?” The woman said, “I see a ghostly figure coming 
up out of the earth.” “What does he look like?” he asked. “An old man wearing a robe is coming up,” she 
said. Then Saul knew it was Samuel, and he bowed down and prostrated himself with his face to the ground. 
Samuel said to Saul, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up (1 Samuel 28:13-15 NIV). 

 
Note that he came up “out of the earth.” Since Samuel was among the righteous dead, it is argued that they too 
were located somewhere beneath, not somewhere above. Their location changed when Christ came back from 
the dead. 
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7. Unbelievers Still Remain Down In The Lower Parts Of The Earth 
 
Paul wrote to the Philippians about the unbelievers who remain “down” under the earth:  
 

He humbled himself, by becoming obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross! As a result God 
highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every 
knee will bow—in heaven and on earth and under the earth—and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord to the glory of God the Father (Philippians 2:8-11 NET). 

 
Notice the three locations, those in heaven, on earth and under the earth. The believers would be in heaven 
while those under the earth represent the unbelievers who remain in Hades waiting to be judged. 
 
The Two Compartment/Christ Went To Hades Theory Summarized 
 
We can sum up the case for Christ going to the nether world/the two-compartment theory, that the Old 
Testament believers were not yet in heaven, as follows: 
 
It was the consensus view of the early church. 
 
It is the natural understanding of the phrase “the lower parts of the earth” where Christ went immediately upon 
His death. 
 
The first generation of New Testament believers in the Lord would have understood this descent of Christ as 
referring to Hades, the realm of the dead. Christ as the “victor” over these unseen forces would have been an 
encouragement to them. 
 
First Peter confirms that after His death Christ spoke to the “spirits in prison.” This is consistent with the 
believers being in a waiting area before the resurrection of Christ. 
 
The illustration of Samuel showed that the Old Testament believers resided in the underworld, beneath the 
earth, not in heaven. 
 
Now only unbelievers remain down in Hades. All believers remain “up” in the presence of the Lord while 
unbelievers remain “under the earth” as Paul noted in his letter to the Philippians.   
 
Therefore, the phase “led captivity captive” refers to the setting free of these believers from Hades who were 
then brought to the presence of the Lord in heaven. 
 
These arguments sum up the theory that Christ went to the unseen world of the dead immediately after His 
death and before His resurrection. It was from there that He brought the Old Testament saints into the presence 
of God the Father. 
 
There have been, and still are, many good Bible believers who assume this is the best way in which to understand 
Scriptural facts. Therefore, it should not be rejected unless there is compelling evidence to the contrary. 
 
Objections To The Theory That Christ Descended Into Hades To Bring Believers Into Heaven 
 
Not all Bible students agree with this understanding of the location of Old Testament believers before Christ 
came to the earth. Though this theory may have been the consensus view for the early church, it will become 
clear, that when the totality of the evidence is considered, this viewpoint has some insurmountable difficulties. 
We can list them as follows. 
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1. The Lower Part Of The Earth Does Not Necessarily Mean Hades, The Realm Of The Dead 
 
While it has been popular to see the word translated “the lower part” of the earth as Hades, or the underworld, 
this is not necessarily what the word is referring to. 
 
For one thing, if Christ went to Hades, then why didn’t Paul say so? This particular Greek word that Paul used 
is not found anywhere else in the New Testament for the underworld!  
 
Furthermore, the lower part does not necessarily refer to Hades but rather it could be simply referring to the 
grave, the ground. The Cornerstone Biblical Commentary gives an alternative translation: 
 

It indicates that Christ descended into “the earth’s lower part” [i.e., the grave]. This interpretation includes 
both Christ’s incarnation and his death by which he won the victory over Satan and sin. His burial 
substantiates his death. In support of this view, it makes good sense of the comparative adjective katōtera 
… (lower), signifying the earth’s lower part, namely, the ground (Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians, The 
Cornerstone Biblical Commentary). 

 
Accordingly, a number of commentators have suggested that the lower part of the earth refers to the grave, or 
the ground where Jesus was buried. This is in contrast to the heights of heaven to where He ascended.  Thomas 
Constable writes: 
 

For Christ to have ascended to heaven, He first had to descend to “the lower parts of the earth.” This is 
probably a reference to Jesus’ tomb or grave (genitive of possession), rather than to the earth (genitive of 
apposition) or to Hades (genitive of comparison), in view of the context. In His death, Jesus Christ gained 
the victory over sin, and He redeemed those whom He would give as gifts to the church (Thomas 
Constable, Ephesians, Constable’s Bible Expository Notes). 

 
Whatever the case may be, Paul did not clearly state that the lower part of the earth was the unseen realm of the 
dead. Add to this, the netherworld is not located in the physical earth itself. It is somewhere in the invisible 
world. To the point, while this passage may be a reference to Hades, it is anything but clear. 
 
There is another problem. We have no passage in the Gospels that after the burial of Jesus that He went to 
Hades, even during the forty days between His resurrection and His ultimate ascension into heaven. 
 
2. The Greek Word May Be Translated “the lower part, namely the earth” 
 
There is something else to be considered, namely an alternative translation of the Greek word that a number 
of Bible translations employ. The New English Translation reads: 
 

Therefore it says, “When he ascended on high he captured captives; he gave gifts to men.” Now what is 
the meaning of “he ascended,” except that he also descended to the lower regions, namely, the earth? 
(Ephesians 4:8,9 NET). 

 
We find something similar in the English Standard Version: 
 

In saying, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower regions, the 
earth? (Ephesians 4:9 ESV) 

 
The New Living Translation likewise translates it in the same way: 
 

Notice that it says, “he ascended.” This clearly means that Christ also descended to our lowly world 
(Ephesians 4:9 NLT). 
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We also read the following from the Revised English Bible: 
 

Now, the word ‘ascended’ implies that he also descended to the lowest level, down to the very earth 
(Ephesians 4:9 REB). 

 
These translations all understand that the “lower regions” or the “lowest level” is merely another way of saying, 
“the earth.” If this is the proper way to translate this Greek word, then there are two options as to its meaning.  
 
The first option emphasizes that the earth is in contrast to heaven, the place from where Jesus originated. 
Before He ascended into heaven He had to first come to the earth. Therefore, it is speaking of His First Coming 
to the earth and the events surrounding it. 
 
The second option also sees the lower parts as referring to the earth itself. However, the descent in the passage 
does not refer to Christ coming to the earth. It is argued that the descent occurs after the ascent by Christ, rather 
than before it. Consequently, it refers to the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. At that time, the risen 
Christ gave gifts to people. 
 
If either of these latter two options is the correct meaning of the verse, then it has nothing to do with Jesus 
going to Hades or to Him bringing the dead believers into the presence of the Lord from underneath the earth 
at the time of His ascent to heaven. The NET Bible explains: 
 

Grk “to the lower parts of the earth.” This phrase has been variously interpreted: (1) The traditional view 
understands it as a reference to the underworld (hell), where Jesus is thought to have descended in the 
three days between his death and resurrection. In this case, “of the earth” would be a partitive genitive. (2) 
A second option is to translate the phrase “of the earth” as a genitive of apposition: “to the lower parts, 
namely, the earth” (as in the present translation). Many recent scholars hold this view and argue that it is a 
reference to the incarnation. (3) A third option, which also sees the phrase “of the earth” as a genitive of 
apposition, is that the descent in the passage occurs after the ascent rather than before it, and refers to the 
descent of the Spirit at Pentecost (cf. Acts 4:11-16). (NET Bible, Translator note on Ephesians 4:9). 

 
3. He “Captured Captives” Refers To Christ’s Victory Over His Enemies 
 
There is another problem with seeing this passage in Ephesians as emptying out a compartment in the unseen 
realm of the dead.  
 
In Ephesians 4:8, Paul said Jesus “captured captives.” He is loosely citing Psalm 68:18 as a prophecy of the 
Messiah. The psalm says that He would ascend to heaven, conquer His enemies, and then lead “them” captive. 
The captives, therefore, are not believers but rather His foes!  
 
Accordingly, while the lower parts of the earth have sometimes been taken to refer to Hades, or the unseen 
realm of the dead, it would not fit in with the argument that Paul is using here. Indeed, Jesus’ ascension to the 
presence of God the Father necessitated a previous descent to the earth but not to Hades or the netherworld. 
Clinton Arnold writes: 
 

Just as the Divine Warrior led his vanquished foes in procession, so also Christ has “captured a host of 
captives” … The best explanation for the identity of these hostile warriors that Christ has defeated is the 
principalities, powers, and authorities. They hold a prominent place in Ephesians as the enemies of Christ 
and the people of God. They are the foes that Paul names as defeated and put into subjection by his 
resurrection in 1:20–22. In Col 2:15, Paul specifically says that by the cross and resurrection, Christ stripped 
them of their power and authority, publicly exposed them, and led them in a triumphal procession … The 
resultant meaning is as follows: By analogy to God as the triumphant Divine Warrior who, after he ascended 
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his throne, received gifts of homage from his captives, Paul depicts Christ as the triumphant Divine Warrior 
who, after he ascended to his throne, blesses his people with gifts (Clinton Arnold, Ephesians). 

 
4.  Nothing In This Context Of Ephesians Chapter 4 Is Speaking  

About The Removal Of The Dead 
 
This brings us to the next point, the context of Ephesians 4. At His ascension to heaven, the Lord gave certain 
gifts to believers so that they could do the work of the Christian ministry. The emphasis of this section is upon 
gifts given by Jesus to those who are living, as the following verses in Ephesians 4 make clear: 
 

So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip his 
people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up (Ephesians 4:11,12 NIV). 

 
Simply put, nothing in this entire context of chapter 4 is specifically speaking about the dead being brought to 
heaven. Nothing!  
 
Therefore, these verses may simply be speaking of Jesus the Messiah coming to earth and then eventually 
returning to heaven, or Jesus, after He had ascended into heaven, sending the Holy Spirit to give gifts to His 
people.  
 
Whichever of these two options it may be, it is clear that nothing is specifically said about Him going to Hades 
and then bringing deceased believers with Him to heaven at His ascent. Therefore, this passage has nothing 
remotely to say about a two-compartment realm of the underworld. 
 
5. There Are Many Problems With Using Ephesians 4 As Evidence Christ Descending To The 

Underworld  
 
The Exegetical Commentary on The Greek New Testament comments on the weakness of the theory that Christ first 
went to the realm of the dead after His death on the cross: 

 
The weaknesses of this position are: (1) the cosmology of Ephesians involves only two levels: heaven and 
earth (not heaven, earth, and the underworld); (2) Christ’s enemies are defeated at his ascension, not in a 
descent to the underworld (1:20–21); (3) there is no indication as to when Jesus would have gone to Hades 
or that Jesus ascended from Hades to heaven; (4) the place where Jesus gained victory over evil forces was 
not Hades but the cross and the place of battle with demonic forces is not Hades but the heavenly places 
(1:20–21; 2:2; 6:12); and (5) Paul could have used the specific terms “Hades” (ᾅδης) or “the abyss” 
(ἄβυσσος) (Benjamin L. Merkle, Ephesians, The Exegetical Commentary on The Greek New Testament B&H 
Academic Nashville, Tennessee, 2016). 

 
These points are well-taken and are fatal to the theory of Christ going to Hades. In fact, the first point noted 
refutes the contention that this passage was meant to be understood as a battle for the control of the 
underworld. Indeed, nowhere else in Ephesians is the underworld even referred to, let alone emphasized. 
Instead, the place where Jesus gained victory over Satan and sin was not Hades but the Cross (Ephesians 2:16; 
Colossians 2:14-15) where he said, “It is finished” (John 19:30). In addition, there is no indication whatsoever 
in this passage in Ephesians that Christ went to Hades after His death and from there then ascended into heaven.  
 
Interestingly, Jesus compared Himself to the religious leaders by using the analogy of heaven above and earth 
below: 
 

He said to them, “You are from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world 
(John 8:21 ESV).  
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Note He was from above, heaven, they are from below, the earth. In Jesus’ illustration “below” represents the 
earth itself, not some place under the earth! 
 
Another biblical scholar, William Klein, concurs about the lack of evidence for Christ’s descent into Hades in 
this passage in Ephesians: 
 

Some believe this refers to the descensus, i.e., Christ’s alleged descent to the realm of the dead (or Hades) 
between his crucifixion and resurrection, a tradition that afterward became fixed in some creeds (see later 
versions of the Apostles’ Creed). Some early church fathers and more recent commentators subscribe to 
this view. For them, “of the earth” represents a partitive genitival construction — a place “below” the 
earth.  
But there is no contextual support for such an idea here. Paul contrasts heaven and earth — descent and 
ascent go from one to the other, not from the earth to “below the earth.” Descent to some nether regions 
or the realm of the dead plays no role here and would contribute nothing to Paul’s case. … The “powers” 
are in the heavenly realms, not under the earth. The point of both the psalm and Paul grows out of the 
juxtaposition of heaven and earth — either to take or to give gifts. Most recent scholars now reject this 
alternative… The upshot: though it seems clear that Jesus descended to this earth (not to Hades), it is less 
clear whether Paul means that he descended at his incarnation or at Pentecost in the person of the Spirit 
to give gifts to the church. On the whole, I believe Pentecost has more in its favor than the incarnation. It 
better connects vv. 9-10 to the context of giving gifts to the church. Of course, the incarnation is the great 
gift of Christ to us. … In either case, the one who ascended “higher than all the heavens” is no longer 
limited in any way (William W. Klein Ephesians, Revised Expositors Bible Commentary Series). 
 

He makes a number of good points. Indeed, the emphasis is on the contrast between heaven and earth, not 
heaven and the underworld. As he also mentioned, the powers of the evil one are found in the heavenly realms, 
not underneath the earth. He also notes how most recent scholars, who have studied the subject, reject the idea 
of Christ going to the underworld. 
 
As John Stott noted in his commentary on Ephesians: 

 
There is no obvious reference to hades or hell in Ephesians 4:9 (John Stott, The Message of Ephesians, The 
Bible Speaks Today, series editor John Stott) 

 
6. Abraham’s Side (Bosom) Is Synonymous With Heaven, It Is Separate From Hades  
 
Jesus, in the story of the rich man and Lazarus, described Abraham’s bosom, or Abraham’s side, as a separate 
place from Hades. Jesus taught that it was far away from Hades, not in it. In fact, we are told that Lazarus was 
“carried away” to Abraham’s side by angels: 
 

The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and 
was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus 
by his side. (Luke 16:22-23 NRSV UE). 

 
Since angels come from heaven, the presence of the Lord, the natural assumption would be that the angels 
carried him away “up to heaven,” not down to some place underneath the earth. Therefore, Abraham’s bosom, 
or Abraham’s side, is another description of heaven. 
 
7. Paradise Is Equated With Heaven  
 
One of the strongest arguments against the two-compartment theory is the equation that the Bible makes of 
paradise with heaven itself. We find that Jesus promised the criminal, that was crucified next to Him, that upon 
their deaths they would both be immediately in paradise, not in some compartment in Hades:  
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Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom.” And Jesus said to him, “I tell you 
the truth, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:42,43 NET). 

 
Elsewhere, we learn that paradise is synonymous with the third heaven, namely the presence of the Lord. We 
again refer to a passage from Paul which we earlier quoted: 
 

I know a man in Christ who was caught up into the third heaven 14 years ago. Whether he was in the body 
or out of the body, I don't know; God knows. I know that this man—whether in the body or out of the 
body I do not know, God knows—was caught up into paradise. He heard inexpressible words, which a 
man is not allowed to speak (2 Corinthians 12:2-4 CSB). 

 
Notice that Paul describes himself being caught up to the “third heaven” (verse 2), and then defines this place 
as “paradise” (verse 4), making the terms synonymous, namely paradise is heaven!  
 
Putting these three passages together we may conclude the following. 
 
First, Abraham’s bosom, or Abraham’s side, was different from Hades. It was a place where angels had to bring 
Lazarus.  
 
Next, we learn that paradise and the third heaven are synonymous. Therefore, Abraham’s bosom was a 
figurative way of describing paradise, the third heaven, or the presence of God.  
 
The criminal who died next to Jesus on the cross went to the same place that Paul would later visit, paradise or 
heaven. Consequently, before Jesus’ ascension, this criminal went to heaven upon his death.   
 
All of this occurred before Jesus came back from the dead. 
 
Therefore, from the very beginning, everyone who died trusting the Lord went to heaven, not some 
compartment in the underworld. 
 
8. There Is No Passage That Says The Old Testament Saints Were Forbidden To Go To Heaven 
 
The entrance to heaven has always been based upon the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. However, nothing is 
stated in Scripture that the Old Testament believers were kept from the presence of the Lord before the first 
coming of Christ. They were allowed entrance to heaven by looking forward to His sacrifice; just as we are 
allowed entrance by looking back.  
 
To claim they had to wait until the Messiah arrived is something that has to be “read into” the Scripture. 
 
9. Where Did Enoch And Elijah Go?  
 
There is another problem, a huge one, with the two-compartment theory. If the Old Testament saints were not 
allowed into heaven, the presence of the Lord, until the resurrection and ascent of Christ, then where did Enoch 
and Elijah go when the Lord took them?  
 
According to the Old Testament, neither of them died. Enoch was first taken, and then centuries later Elijah 
was ushered into the presence of the Lord. They certainly went somewhere! Are we to assume when Elijah was 
taken to heaven only God and Enoch were there to greet him? The Bible explains what happened to Elijah: 
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Now when the LORD was about to take Elijah up to heaven by a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha were on 
their way from Gilgal.. . . As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated 
the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven (2 Kings 2:1,11 NRSV UE). 

 
The fact that we are specifically told that Elijah went “up” to heaven is a further indication that Old Testament 
saints were not in some temporary place in the heart of the earth. Their dead bodies were in the grave, but their 
spirits were with the Lord in His presence, heaven.  
 
Indeed, we find the same description of what happened earlier to the patriarch Enoch: 
 

By faith Enoch was taken up so that he did not see death, and he was not to be found because God took 
him up (Hebrews 11:5 NET). 

 
Again, note the direction where he was taken, “up.” Enoch and Elijah went to heaven as did every Old 
Testament believer. 
 
10. At The Transfiguration Moses And Elijah Arrived Together And Left Together 
 
At the transfiguration of Jesus Christ, the Bible says that Moses and Elijah appeared with Him. God the Father 
also spoke to the three disciples who were also with Jesus from a bright cloud which overshadowed them:  
 

He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, 
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him” (Matthew 17:5 ESV). 

 
At that moment, Moses and Elijah disappeared in the cloud. This would strongly suggest they both went 
upward, not downward. 
 
Why do we say this? Well, since we know, Elijah had previously gone to heaven, we should also assume that he 
and Moses came from the same place when they appeared on the Mount of Transfiguration.  
 
We should also assume that they returned to the same place together. Indeed, there is no indication that Elijah 
came from above while Moses joined him from below and then Moses returned to the compartment below 
while Elijah went back to heaven. 
 
11. Samuel Came Up From The Grave, The Ground, Not From Underneath The Earth 
 
We also need to be careful about reading too much in the story of Saul and Samuel at En Dor. Coming up 
from the ground would simply mean that Samuel came back from the grave where he was buried. Indeed, the 
account also tells us that Samuel was wearing the same clothes that Saul last saw him wearing when he came 
“up from the ground.”  
 
Therefore, the fact that Samuel came up from the grave, wearing the same clothes as he had on earth, was 
seemingly stated to establish to Saul that it was truly Samuel who was speaking to him. It was not to give us any 
definitive answer about where the righteous dead were residing. However, what it does tell us is that each of us 
keeps our individual identity in the in-between state.  
 
With respect to Paul referring to those who are in heaven, earth, and under the earth who will bow to Jesus, it 
is merely a way of saying that all of creation will acknowledge Jesus’ Lordship. Harold Hoehner writes:  
 

The entire creation—including spiritual powers and angels, humans on earth, and those who have died—
will acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord (Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians, The Cornerstone Biblical 
Commentary). 
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12. 1 Peter 3:18-20 Does Not Give Evidence That Jesus  
Went Immediately To Hades Upon His Death 

 
Often people cite 1 Peter 3:18-20 as a reference of Christ preaching to the dead after His death but before His 
resurrection: 
 

For Christ also suffered for sins once for all time, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, 
having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; in which He also went and made 
proclamation to the spirits in prison, who once were disobedient when the patience of God kept waiting 
in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought 
safely through the water (1 Peter 3:18-20 NASB 2020). 

 
What do we do with this passage? 
 
There is a basic rule of Bible interpretation to which we all should pay attention: we are to interpret obscure 
passages in light of the clear. We should never do the reverse. However, this is exactly what is being done here 
when this passage is used to support the theory that Christ descended to the underworld upon His death and 
addressed those “spirits in prison.”  
 
All agree that this passage in First Peter is extremely difficult to understand. Therefore, it should not be made 
the control passage for interpreting all other passages about where the dead resided before the coming of Christ. 
This is not the way in which Bible interpretation should be done. 
 
This is particularly true since one commentator counted over 180 different combinations that interpreters have 
come up with in an attempt to discover Peter’s meaning of Christ speaking to the “spirits in prison!” 
 
The Translational Issue May Help Solve The Problem 
 
Without getting into great detail about this difficult passage, there is a technical translational issue that seems 
to rule out the idea that these verses are teaching that Jesus preached to those who were already dead, either 
believers or unbelievers, and imprisoned in the underworld.  The New English translation brings out what the 
text says: 
 

In it he went and preached to the spirits in prison, after they were disobedient long ago when God patiently 
waited in the days of Noah as an ark was being constructed (1 Peter 3:19,20 NET). 

 
According to this translation, Jesus preached to these spirits “at the time they were disobedient,” not after they 
were dead. The NET Bible has the following note about why they translated the verse in this manner. 
 

This reflects a Greek participle, literally “having been disobedient formerly,” that refers to the “spirits” in 
v. 19. Many translations take this as adjectival describing the spirits (“who had once been disobedient”; cf. 
NASB, NIV, NKJV, NLT, NRSV, TEV), but the grammatical construction strongly favors an adverbial 
interpretation describing the time of the preaching, as reflected above (NET Bible, note on 1 Peter 3:20). 

 
In other words, Peter is writing of Christ previously speaking to these spirits who had been disobedient while 
they were still alive, namely at the time before the flood. These spirits of the dead are now “in prison” because 
of their unbelief in the preaching of Noah. 
 
If this is the proper way to translate this verse, then it has nothing to do with Christ later preaching to the dead. 
Instead, it is emphasizing that Jesus preached through Noah during the time the ark was being constructed.  
These people remained disobedient despite the preaching of Noah warning them of the upcoming judgment 
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of God. Consequently, this verse in Peter is emphasizing that the preaching took place when these disobedient 
people, who are now in prison, were still alive. 
 
13. The Identity Of The Spirits In Prison Is A Problem For The Two Compartment Theory 
 
There is another way of looking at this issue that also makes the two-compartment theory problematic, namely 
the identity of the “spirits” to whom Jesus preached:  
 

[The Greek word] Πνεῦμα (pneuma) is seldom used in the plural of human spirits, and never so without 
additional modification (Heb 12:23; perhaps also 1 Cor 14:32; Rev 22:6). Rather, the over thirty plural uses 
of … pneuma in the NT typically refer to angelic (usually demonic) beings (e.g., Matt 8:16; 12:45; Luke 
10:20). Mark DuBis, 1 Peter, A Handbook on the Greek Text, Baylor University Press, 2009, p.120). 
 

Therefore, the proclamation made by Christ, in this context, would have been to demonic beings rather than the 
spirits of humans who had died and were in the world of the dead. 
 
There is also the matter as to how the phrase “preaching to the “spirits in prison” is understood by modern 
scholars: 
 

The identification of [the Greek word for spirits], pneumasin… along with the timing and purpose of the 
proclamation to them, are key interpretative issues in this difficult passage. Dalton (1989, 25–66) 
summarizes the history of interpretation, identifying the three major views: (1) The spirits are souls of 
human beings who died during the days of Noah to whom Christ made proclamation during the period 
between his death and resurrection in the realm of the dead, either (a) to convert them, (b) to announce 
good news to those who had been converted before their death, or (c) to condemn them; (2) The spirits 
are sinful human beings from the days of Noah to whom, when they were alive, the pre-incarnate Christ 
made proclamation through the person of Noah; or (3) The spirits are demonic spirits to whom Christ 
proclaimed his victory either (a) between his death and resurrection, or (b) during his ascension to heaven. 
Option (3b), argued persuasively by Dalton (1989), has approached the status of a near consensus among 
recent commentators and is the view also adopted here (Mark DuBis, 1 Peter, p. 120). 

 
We should note that Option (3b), namely that it was during His ascension that Jesus spoke to these spirits, not 
between the time of His death and resurrection, is now the consensus view of modern scholars. 

 
14. Christ Preached to the Spirits, He Did Not Bring Them Out of Prison 
 
Furthermore, the only specific thing that this text in 1 Peter says is that Christ “preached to the spirits in 
prison.” It says nothing about the timing of when this took place or of Christ taking the believing dead out of 
Hades and bringing them to the presence of God the Father in heaven. 
 
15. The Idea Of Christ’s Descent To The Realm Of The Dead Has Less Support Today 
 
Finally, because of the arguments we have just mentioned, we should note that theory that Jesus went to Hades 
after His death is not that popular today among Bible scholars. Peter O’Brien writes: 
 

Although this interpretation of Christ’s descent into the realm of the dead has had a long and considerable 
influence in the history of the exegesis of Ephesians, it has less support today. The early fathers associated 
Ephesians 4:9 with 1 Peter 3:19 (‘he went and preached to the spirits in prison’), which they interpreted as 
Christ’s ‘harrowing of hell’. But there is no obvious reference to Hades or hell here in Ephesians (Peter 
O’Brien, Ephesians, Pillar Commentary Series). 
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Therein lies the problem. While Ephesians 4 is a notoriously difficult passage, there is no obvious reference in 
the text to the idea of Jesus going to Hades upon His death and then preaching to the spirits when He arrived. 
 
Conclusion: All Believers In The God Of The Bible Went Immediately To Heaven Upon Death 
 
The arguments for the idea that Jesus went to the realm of the dead immediately upon His death and then 
brought the believers with Him to heaven, are weighed in the balances and found wanting. The best answer is 
that all the Old Testament saints went immediately to heaven upon their death where they now wait for their 
bodily resurrection. These believers will receive their new bodies when Jesus Christ returns to earth a second 
time.  
 
Meanwhile, they are in a state of happiness and bliss in the presence of the Lord. In other words, they did not 
have to wait for the coming of Christ before they could go to heaven. 
 
Areas Of Agreement About The Intermediate State 
 
There are a couple of issues about the intermediate state in which everyone agrees. They are as follows. 
 
First, all sides agree that the in-between state is a wonderful place for the believer. They are in a place of peace 
and rest waiting for further promised events to unfold. 
 
Second, they all agree that unbelievers will wait in Hades until the final judgment. At that time, death and Hades 
will be thrown into the lake of fire. The Bible says: 
 

The sea gave up the dead who were in it, and Death and Hades delivered up the dead who were in them. 
And they were judged, each one according to his works (Revelation 20:13 NKJV). 

 
Final judgment is still yet to come. 
 
In sum, whatever the situation may have been for the believers in the Old Testament period, we know that 
today all believers go immediately to the presence of the Lord upon death. 
 
Summary To Question 4: 
In The Old Testament Era, Was The Unseen World Divided Into Two Compartments? Did Christ Go 
To The Underworld (Hades) Immediately After His Death? 
 
Where did the dead go before Jesus Christ came into the world? Some people believe in what is known as the 
“two compartment theory.” This viewpoint basically teaches that Sheol or Hades, the unseen realm of the dead, 
was occupied by both believers and unbelievers before the coming of Jesus Christ to the earth. The spirits of 
the righteous and the unrighteous dead were alive in two different divisions, or compartments, the believers in 
the upper level and the unbelievers in the lower level.  
 
When Jesus died on the cross, He immediately went to the unseen realm of the dead. Then, at His resurrection, 
Christ ascended into heaven, after He emptied out the upper level, namely, the righteous part of the unseen 
world. In doing so the Lord brought the Old Testament believers into the presence of God the Father in 
heaven.  
 
The reason why believers could not go immediately to God’s presence was that their sins were only covered 
up, not taken away. The Old Testament sacrifices looked forward to the time when Christ would come and 
once-and-for-all take away sin. Once that Jesus died, rose from the dead, and then took the Old Testament 
saints into heaven, there is now no need for a place of waiting.  
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This was the consensus view of the church in the early years, namely that Christ went to the realm of the dead, 
between His death and His resurrection, to bring the Old Testament saints to the presence of the Lord. 
 
Support for this theory comes from the Greek word used to describe where Christ went, namely, “to the lower 
parts of the earth” It is claimed that this phrase speaks about the underworld. In fact, there are presently a 
number of Greek scholars who support this view. 
 
We are also told that this is the way that the first Christians would have understood this passage. 
Other support for this view is found from a statement by Peter that Christ spoke to the “spirits in prison.” This 
is equated with him capturing the captives in Ephesians 4:8 where He then set them free by bringing them into 
heaven. 
 
In addition, Samuel the prophet, after he had recently died, appeared to King Saul by coming up from the 
ground. Furthermore, Paul told the Philippians that every knee would bow to Christ including those “under 
the earth.” This it is claimed is speaking of the unbelievers who remain in Hades in the realm of the dead. 
 
These are the usual arguments that are brought up to biblically support the theory that Christ went immediately 
to Hades upon His death.  
 
While there are many good Bible-believers who hold this position, others, however, do not believe Sheol or 
Hades was divided into two compartments. In fact, it makes more sense to assume that the righteous dead went 
immediately to heaven from the very beginning, while the unrighteous dead went to the realm of the dead in 
Sheol or Hades.  
 
To the point, there are seemingly insurmountable difficulties with this theory. In fact, we listed fifteen specific 
reasons as to why Christ descending into Hades/the two-compartment theory, does not fit the evidence. 
 
First, the word Hades does not always mean the unseen realm of the dead. In fact, in the previous question in 
this book, we documented that Hades has a number or meanings. It can mean the grave, the place where the 
body decays, as in Peter’s quotation of the Old Testament in Acts 2:31.  
 
In other words, when it says in the Old Testament that the righteous dead went to Sheol/Hades, the meaning 
of the word in that context would have the idea of the grave, it would have nothing to do with some 
compartment in the unseen world of the dead. 
 
Second, the Greek words translated “the lower part of the earth” do not necessarily mean Hades, the realm of 
the dead, or the underworld. The Greek may be translated “the lower part, namely the earth” as a number of 
modern translations render it. Therefore, the lower part is merely a description of earth itself in contrast to 
heaven. 
 
Third, He “captured captives” refers to Christ’s victory over His enemies. This is the sense of Psalm 68 which 
Paul refers to. It has nothing to do with setting free the believing dead from their captivity. 
 
Fourth, there is nothing in the context of this section of Ephesians 4 that is speaking about the removal of the 
dead. The subject is spiritual gifts given by the Lord Jesus when He ascended on high. Nothing in this entire 
setting is specifically speaking about the dead. Nothing!  
 
Which brings us to our fifth issue, there are many problems with using Ephesians 4 as evidence of the Jesus 
descending into the unseen realm immediately upon death. This includes the cosmology of Ephesians which 
involves only two levels: heaven and earth. It says nothing about heaven, earth, and the underworld. Also, the 
enemies of Jesus are defeated at His ascension, not in a descent to the underworld.  
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As we have mentioned, there is no indication whatsoever as to when Jesus would have gone to Hades. Neither 
is there any indication that Jesus ascended from Hades to heaven. Furthermore, the Bible says that the place 
where Jesus gained victory over evil forces was not Hades but at the cross of Calvary. In addition, the place of 
battle with demonic forces is not Hades but the heavenly places. Finally, if Paul meant Hades, then he could 
have used the specific Greek term, not some word that is never found elsewhere in the New Testament to refer 
to it! 
 
Sixth, we discovered that Abraham’s side (bosom), the place where Old Testament believers went upon their 
death, is synonymous with heaven. It is separate from Hades.  
 
Seventh, paradise is also equated with heaven. In fact, this is one of the strongest arguments against the idea of 
the theory of Christ going to Hades upon His death. Jesus said He and the criminal who died next to Him 
would be in paradise on that very day.  
 
In 2 Corinthians 12, paradise is equated with heaven, the presence of the Lord. Therefore, heaven was promised 
to the criminal. This all took place before Jesus had been raised from the dead. Again, Jesus said specifically 
that He was going to be with God the Father! This contradicts any idea that He immediately went to the realm 
of the dead first. 
 
Therefore, eighth, every believer from the time of Adam who had died was immediately ushered into the 
presence of the Lord upon his or her death. In other words, there was no waiting period for the Old Testament 
believers. Even though Christ had not physically taken away their sin, these people were allowed in His presence 
in anticipation of what He was going to do. In fact, nowhere does the Scripture specifically say, or even hint, 
that believers in the God of the Bible had to wait until Jesus’ death on the cross before they were allowed into 
heaven. 
 
Number nine, we also have the account of two Old Testament saints, Enoch and Elijah, who did not die. They 
surely went somewhere when the Lord took them.  In fact, the Bible makes it clear that both Enoch and Elijah 
went “up” to heaven.” Accordingly, we should not assume that only God and Enoch and Elijah were in heaven 
before the death and resurrection of Jesus!  
 
Number ten, at the transfiguration, Moses and Elijah came together and left together. According to the two-
compartment theory they would have had to come from separate directions, Elijah up and Moses down. In 
addition, they would have had to returned to their separate places. This does not make any sense. 
 
Eleventh, when Samuel appeared to Saul, he came up from the grave, the ground, to speak to the king, not 
from some place deep underneath the earth.  
 
In addition, when Paul mentioned that those is heaven, earth, and under the earth would eventually bow to 
Jesus, he was emphasizing that the entire creation, whether it be human, angel, spiritual powers, etc., would 
acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord! 
 
Number twelve, there is nothing in this context in 1 Peter of Christ going to Hades, the realm of the dead, after 
His death but before His resurrection. Neither is anything said of Him bringing the spirits of believers with 
Him to heaven.  
 
Contrary to what some contend, the citing of 1 Peter 3:18-20 gives no support for Jesus going immediately to 
Hades upon His death. It speaks of Christ speaking to the “spirits in prison.” As we observed, there are two 
problems with attempting to make this the Lord going to the underworld. One possible translation sees the 
spirits are “now” in prison but were not when the Lord spoke to them at the time of Noah. In other words, 
the Lord spoke to them when they were still alive upon the earth. 
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Thirteen, the identity of the spirits in prison is another problem for this theory. As we indicated, the Greek 
term “spirit” when used in the plural almost always speaks of angels, usually evil angels. If so, it has nothing to 
do with Jesus speaking to deceased humans in the unseen realm.  
 
Fourteen, Peter said that Christ preached to the spirits in prison, He did not bring them out of prison. Also, 
these spirits are said to be “in prison.” Believers, who are in the unseen realm of the dead, are never described 
anything like this. They are not in prison; they are in bliss! Indeed, the account that Jesus gave of the rich man 
and Lazarus informs us that Lazarus was being comforted in the next world. That certainly does not sound like 
prison! 
 
Finally, our last point is that the belief that Jesus went to Hades immediately upon His death is not held by 
many scholars today, for the above reasons!  
 
One of the many problems in trying to support this view is the lack of any clear passages that teach such a 
thing. While people attempt to put together a verse here or there, we do not find any clear and convincing 
evidence that this was the reality. In fact, every verse used in support of such a belief has an alternative 
explanation that usually fits the context much better. Therefore, when we encounter a question such as this it 
is much better to stay with the clear teaching of Scripture rather than attempt to string together passages that 
are debatable at best. 
 
Even if there were compartments in Hades before the coming of Christ, they do not exist today. The 
unbelieving dead still go to Hades while they await final judgment but believers go immediately to the presence 
of the Lord while they wait for the resurrection of their bodies and their time of reward. Bible-believers do 
agree on these points. 
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Question 5 
 

Today, What Happens To A 
Believer Immediately Upon Death? 

 
The intermediate state for the believer is the time in which the spirit, or soul, exists between physical death and 
the resurrection of the body. Though the Bible does not devote a lot of space to this topic, there are some basic 
conclusions we can make. They include the following.                    
                                     
The Spirits Of The Believing Dead Are With God 
 
The spirits of departed believers are with the Lord. This Bible clearly teaches this. For example, we read in 
Ecclesiastes: 
 

The dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it (Ecclesiastes 12:7 
NIV). 

 
This verse may be teaching, that in the Old Testament period, those who had died with belief in the Lord were 
now with Him. However, this isn’t the only way that this verse can be understood. 
 
However, the writer to the Hebrews makes it plain: 
 

You have come to the assembly of God’s firstborn children, whose names are written in heaven. You have 
come to God himself, who is the judge of all people. And you have come to the spirits of the redeemed in 
heaven who have now been made perfect (Hebrews 12:23 NLT). 

 
There are, at this moment, redeemed people in heaven. Their perfected spirits reside in the presence of the 
Lord while awaiting their resurrection from the dead. 
 
Jesus also talked about believers being with Him in the next world. In His prayer to God the Father shortly 
before His betrayal, trial and death, He said the following:   
 

Father, I desire those You have given Me to be with Me where I am. Then they will see My glory, which 
You have given Me because You loved Me before the world’s foundation (John 17:24 CSB). 

 
Jesus desired that those who had trusted in Him would be with Him in the afterlife. This is a further indication 
that the spirits of the believing dead are with the Lord. 
 
Believers Are In Immediately In Christ’s Presence At Death    
 
We also discover that, at death, the spirit of the believer immediately enters into Christ’s presence. There are a 
number of illustrations of this in the New Testament. 
 
Example 1:  The Criminal Next To Jesus 
 
Jesus promised the dying criminal on the cross that he would be with Him immediately after death.  Luke 
records the following: 
 

And he [the criminal on the cross] said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And 
he [Jesus] said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:42,43 ESV).   
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This promise also applies to each of us who believe. We will immediately be with Christ in paradise upon our 
deaths. 
 
Example 2:  The Testimony Of Stephen: Jesus Is Waiting For Believers 
 
Upon his death, the martyr Stephen called upon Jesus to receive his spirit. We read of this in the Book of Acts: 
 

But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right 
hand of God. And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right 
hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. 
Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet 
of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit.” And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
And when he had said this, he fell asleep (Acts 7:55-59 ESV).  

 
The usual picture of Jesus is that He is sitting at the right hand of God the Father. But when Stephen was about 
to die, Jesus stood to welcome him into God’s presence. This is another indication that the believing dead go 
immediately to be with Christ. 
 
Example 3:  The Teaching Of The Apostle Paul To The Corinthians 
 
The Apostle Paul also taught that believers would be in Christ’s presence upon their death. He wrote the 
following to the Corinthians: 
 

Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house 
in heaven, not built by human hands. Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling 
. . . We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord (2 
Corinthians 5:1,2,8 NIV). 

      
Paul said that being “away from the body” is to be “at home with the Lord.”  
 
The New Living Translation puts it this way: 
 

Yes, we are fully confident, and we would rather be away from these earthly bodies, for then we will be at 
home with the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:8 NLT). 

 
This is a further confirmation as to what happens to the believer one second after they die. They enter the 
presence of the Lord. 
 
Example 4:  He Wrote The Same Truth To The Philippians 
 
When Paul wrote to the church at Philippi, he taught them the same truth. We read of his desire to depart and 
to be with Christ. He said: 
 

I’m torn between two desires: I long to go and be with Christ, which would be far better for me. But for 
your sakes, it is better that I continue to live (Philippians 1:23,24 NLT).  

 
Paul says that his death would be far better for him than remaining alive because he would be in the presence 
of Christ. 
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Example 5:  The Example Of Lazarus In Jesus’ Story 
 
In Jesus’ story of the rich man and Lazarus, when the beggar Lazarus died, the Scripture says that he was 
immediately ushered into the presence of the Lord: 
 

The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried, 
and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side (Luke 
16:22,23 ESV).  

 
The rich man in Hades saw both Lazarus and Abraham. Each was in a better place than the existence which he 
found himself. They were with the Lord! 
 
Therefore, from these five examples, it seems clear that believers go to be immediately with the Lord upon 
their death. 
 
The Intermediate State Is Not The Place Of Final Reward  
 
Though there is an in-between state for believers, it is not the place of their final reward. In other words, it is 
an incomplete state. Final rewards will occur after the resurrection of the dead, which is still future. Though 
Christians who die go to be with the Lord, this is not the time when they receive their final reward, or their 
resurrection body. This is something which still awaits them in the future. 
 
Believers Are Conscious After Death     
 
Believers, however, are in a state of awareness after their death. Jesus told the religious leaders in His day that 
God was the God of the living, not of the dead. He reminded them what the Lord had said to Moses at the 
burning bush: 
 

I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob? He is God not of the dead but of the 
living (Matthew 22:32 NRSV UE).    

 
At the time the Lord made that statement to Moses, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had been dead for hundreds 
of years. Yet God said that He “is” their God, not that He “was” their God.  
 
This means they were still alive in His presence though they had been physically dead for many years. This is 
another indication that there is a conscious existence for the believer after death.    
      
Believers Will Live Together With The Lord 
 
Paul told the church at Thessalonica that believers, once united with the Lord, will always be with Him. He put 
it this way. 
 

He died for us so that we can live with him forever, whether we are dead or alive at the time of his return 
(1 Thessalonians 5:10 NLT). 

 
The wonderful promise is that believers will live together with the Lord for all of eternity.   
 
The Intermediate State Is A Place Of Rest And Blessedness  
 
We also find something else from Scripture. Those who die in Jesus Christ are in a restful state. The Bible says: 
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When He opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those slaughtered because of God's word 
and the testimony they had. They cried out with a loud voice: “O Lord, holy and true, how long until You 
judge and avenge our blood from those who live on the earth?” So a white robe was given to each of them, 
and they were told to rest a little while longer until [the number of] their fellow slaves and their brothers, 
who were going to be killed just as they had been, would be completed (Revelation 6:9-11 CSB). 

 
These martyrs, while in a restful state, needed to rest a little longer before the Lord avenged their death. 
 
We also read that those with the Lord are said to be “blessed.” The Book of Revelation puts it this way:  
 

And I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now 
on.” “Blessed indeed,” says the Spirit, “that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them 
(Revelation 14:13 ESV). 

 
The presence of the Lord is indeed a place of blessing. 
 
There Is Activity In The Intermediate State 
 
Though the intermediate state is a place of waiting, it is also a place of activity. We read about this in the Book 
of Revelation where it describes those believers who have died: 
 

That is why they are standing in front of the throne of God, serving him day and night in his Temple. And 
he who sits on the throne will live among them and shelter them (Revelation 7:15 NLT). 

 
The intermediate state does not consist of inactivity. In fact, it is a place of service. 
 
It Is A Place Of Holiness 
 
The believers who have died are presently in a state of holiness. In the Book of Revelation, the Apostle John 
asked an angel the identity of certain individuals. This angel gave the following answer to the prophet: 
 

And I said to him, “Sir, you know.” So he said to me, “These are the ones who come out of the great 
tribulation, and washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Revelation 7:14 
NKJV). 

 
The clothes that they are wearing, white robes, speak of holiness. They had been washed white with the blood 
of the lamb. 
 
Other Observations About The Intermediate State 
 
There are other observations that need to be made about the intermediate state. They can be summed up as 
follows. 
 
There Is An Emphasis On The Final State 
 
Though we have some information from the Bible concerning the intermediate state, it is not something that 
is emphasized. The hope of the believer is the coming of Jesus Christ. It is at that time the dead are raised in a 
glorified body, judged, and receive their rewards. The intermediate state is only a short interval between this 
life and the fullness of God’s promises. Hence, this is the reason for the lack of emphasis on the intermediate 
state. 
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There Is A Limited Amount Revealed 
 
In addition, the Bible only reveals a limited amount of information about what goes on in the presence of the 
Lord. Paul wrote of his experience: 
 

I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven. Whether it was in the 
body or out of the body I do not know-- God knows. And I know that this man-- whether in the body or 
apart from the body I do not know, but God knows-- was caught up to paradise. He heard inexpressible 
things, things that man is not permitted to tell (2 Corinthians 12:2-4 NIV). 

 
We find from these verses that Paul was not allowed to tell what he had experienced. If we knew exactly how 
wonderful it was, we probably would not be content to remain on the earth for one more hour. Being with the 
Lord will truly be an incredible experience!  
  
Summary To Question 5: 
Today, What Happens To A Believer Immediately Upon Death? 
 
Upon death, the soul, or spirit, of the believer goes immediately to be with the living God. Believers are alive 
and conscious in this state. In the Bible, there is no idea of a period of sleeping or waiting. The blessings of 
Christ are received immediately.  
 
This is illustrated a number of ways in the New Testament. For example, Jesus told the criminal that was dying 
next to Him on the cross that he would be in paradise with the Lord that very day. There would be no waiting.  
 
The martyr Stephen saw Jesus at the right hand of God the Father as he was being killed with stones. He asked 
the Lord Jesus to receive him. Again, being absent from this physical body allows the believer to immediately 
be with the Lord.  
 
Paul told the Church at Corinth that to be absent from the body is to be immediately with the Lord. In other 
words, there is no waiting.  
 
When Paul wrote to the Philippians, he taught the same truth. He said that he had a desire to depart and to be 
with Christ. Paul said that this would be far better than anything he was presently experiencing. 
 
These are some of the passages which teach that all Christians who die will go into God’s presence without any 
delay upon their death. There is no waiting. 
 
Though the intermediate state is not the place of our final reward, it is a place of rest, waiting, activity, and 
holiness. The Apostle Paul, who was caught up in the presence of the Lord in this unseen realm, wrote that he 
heard inexpressible things that a person is not allowed to communicate.  
 
In other words, the intermediate state is wonderful beyond any description! 
 
Although believers have a natural curiosity about the intermediate state, Scripture focuses on the time when 
Jesus Christ returns. At that time He will raise and judge the dead, and then set up His everlasting kingdom. 
The Lord will then bless His people with such wonderful things; things that our minds presently cannot even 
imagine.  
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Question 6 
 

Do Believers Have A Body In 
Their Intermediate State? 

 
From the time believers die, until they return to earth with Jesus Christ when He sets up His everlasting 
kingdom, they will be in some conscious form in the intermediate, or “in between” state. The Bible clearly 
teaches this.    
 
However, there is the issue as to what form the believer will assume in the next world. Will we have a temporary 
body, be bodiless, or receive our eternal glorified body immediately upon death?  
 
This question has been the object of much discussion among Bible believers. There are three main views as to 
what occurs to believers during this time in the intermediate state. They are as follows. 
 
Option 1: Believers Are Disembodied Spirits 
 
This view says that upon death the believer is conscious as a disembodied spirit. In other words, we are similar 
to angels, as well as other beings the Lord has created, who have no physical form. Our glorified body is received 
at the resurrection. This would mean each believer has an earthly body while alive, but have no body in the 
intermediate state, and then receive a glorified body at the resurrection of the dead. Thus, we will go through 
these three stages, body, bodiless, and then a final body. 
 
Option 2: Believers Have A Temporary Body 
 
Option two has the believer receiving a temporary body while waiting for their glorified body. We are not 
bodiless in heaven, but we have not yet received our glorified body.  
 
This view sees the believer as always having a body, an earthly body in this life, an intermediate or temporary 
body upon death, and then finally a glorified body at the resurrection. 
 
Option 3: Believers Receive Their Glorified Body Upon Death 
 
The third option says the believer receives their glorified body immediately at their death. There is no waiting 
for a general resurrection of the dead. Thus, the believer is in either one of two states; alive in this world with 
an earthly body or clothed with a glorified body in the next world.  
 
The Arguments For Each Viewpoint 
 
Those who hold each of these particular views believes that theirs is the best way to understand what the Bible 
says. We can set forth the case for each of these positions as follows. 
 
Option 1: Dead Believers Are Now Disembodied Spirits 
 
There are many Bible students who contend that, upon death, people who have believed in the Lord become 
conscious disembodied spirits awaiting the resurrection. There is certainly no need for a body in the realm of 
the dead. Since angels, as well as the other beings the Lord has created, the cherubim, seraphim and living 
creatures, function without bodies in the unseen world, then why can’t believers do the same? Indeed, God 
Himself does not have a body! 
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Consequently there are three steps for the believer: this earthly body, a disembodied state after death, and finally 
a resurrected body when Christ returns. The disembodied state is far better than living in this body because the 
believer is with Christ. Yet it is short of all the things that God has promised.  
 
The arguments for this viewpoint are usually given as follows. 
 
A. Christ Was The First To Receive A New Body 
 
The Scripture says that Christ was the first to receive a resurrection body. Paul wrote the following to the 
church at Corinth: 
 

But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since 
death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead also comes through a man. For just as in Adam all 
die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ, the firstfruits; afterward, at 
His coming, the people of Christ (1 Corinthians 15:20-23 CSB). 

 
The righteous will receive their bodies sometime in the future. If the Old Testament saints had received their 
permanent body upon death, then Abraham, Moses, and the rest of the Old Testament believers, would have 
been resurrected and received a glorified body before Christ. But the Scripture says that Christ was the first. 
Consequently, they must not have received their permanent body upon their death. 
 
B. More Will Be Transformed After Him 
 
In several passages, Paul makes it clear that the transformation of our bodies is still future. He wrote the 
following to the Thessalonians:  
 

For the Lord himself will come down from heaven with a commanding shout, with the voice of the 
archangel, and with the trumpet call of God. First, the Christians who have died will rise from their graves. 
Then, together with them, we who are still alive and remain on the earth will be caught up in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air. Then we will be with the Lord forever (1 Thessalonians 4:16,17 NLT). 

 
This is a prediction about an event which is still future when Paul wrote to the Thessalonians. Indeed, it still 
has not happened.  
 
He wrote about the instantaneous change to the Corinthians: 
 

It will happen in a moment, in the blinking of an eye, when the last trumpet is blown. For when the trumpet 
sounds, the Christians who have died will be raised with transformed bodies. And then we who are living 
will be transformed so that we will never die (1 Corinthians 15:52 NLT). 

 
Again, this is a future event. 
 
When Paul wrote to the Philippians, he said that believers will have a glorious body like His. He stated it this 
way: 
 

But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform 
our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to 
himself (Philippians 3:20,21 ESV). 

 
Thus, the righteous, the believers in Christ, do not receive their permanent bodies at death. This will have to 
wait until Jesus comes for His people.  
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Hence, there is an interval of time between death and the resurrected state. Resurrection is in the future. It is 
“at the last trumpet.”  
 
Until that time, believers are conscious in the presence of the Lord, but they have yet received everything which 
God has promised.  
 
C.  The Naked Or Unclothed State Is Not To Be Desired 
 
There is also the statement which Paul makes about being unclothed. He wrote to the Corinthians explaining 
this unclothed state: 
 

Indeed, we who are in this tent groan, burdened as we are, because we do not want to be unclothed but 
clothed, so that mortality may be swallowed up by life (2 Corinthians 5:4 CSB). 

 
Paul said that he did not want to remain in a state where he was unclothed. Some understand this to mean that 
the intermediate state consists of being unclothed.  
 
Paul, therefore, is looking forward to the day when the intermediate state no longer exists and that he is clothed 
with the resurrection body which the Lord has promised those who believe. 
 
These arguments have convinced many that the intermediate state is a state of disembodiment. 
 
Option 2: Believers Receive A Temporary Body At Death 
 
Another theory says that, at death, believers receive a temporary body in the in-between state. This is 
understood from what is taught in a number of places in Scripture.  
 
Interestingly, the same statement of Paul which is used to argue that the in-between state is without a body is 
also used by others to say that the intermediate state consists of the believer having a temporary body. He 
wrote: 
 

For we who are in this tent groan, being burdened, not because we want to be unclothed, but further 
clothed, that mortality may be swallowed up by life (2 Corinthians 5:4 NKJV). 

 
It is argued that Paul’s desire was to be clothed with some temporary, intermediate body upon his death. He 
did not want to be in a disembodied state. The naked state was an unsatisfactory state. Therefore, there would 
not be any time in the future when he would be unclothed or without a body. 
 
Consequently, upon death, he was looking for some temporary body until the resurrection of the dead. 
According to this view, the believer would always have some type of body. The three-step process would be: 
an earthly body, a temporary body, and then a glorified body. The glorified body only comes at the resurrection 
of the dead. 
 
Several other biblical arguments are usually given for this viewpoint. 
 
Lazarus, Abraham And The Rich Man Had Bodies 
 
In the story of the rich man and Lazarus it seems that both of these dead individuals were in some type of 
body. The rich man said to Abraham: 
 

And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in 
water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame’ (Luke 16:24 ESV). 
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It would not seem to make sense for the rich man to ask Lazarus, whom he could see, to come and dip his 
finger in water and cool the tongue of this suffering rich man if Lazarus did not have a finger and the rich man 
did not have a tongue! Consequently, some type of body seems to be in view here. Otherwise the request seems 
meaningless. 
 
Moses And Elijah Appeared In Bodies 
 
When Moses and Elijah appeared at Jesus’ transfiguration, there is every indication that they appeared in some 
type of bodily form. They were recognizable by the three men who were with Jesus: Peter, James, and John. 
Again, this seems to indicate that they had their same bodily form, or at least a similar bodily form, in the realm 
of the dead as they had here upon the earth. In other words, they were immediately recognizable. 
 
Response 
 
While these passages may indeed indicate that there is some type of intermediate body, they are not decisive. 
For one thing, it seems that Jesus, in His intermediate state between His death on the cross and His resurrection 
from the dead, was a bodiless spirit. We know His body was in the grave.  
 
In an admittedly difficult passage, Peter may be indicating that Jesus’ spirit, without a body, preached to the 
spirits of the dead. He wrote: 
 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, 
being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits 
in prison (1 Peter 3:18,19 ESV). 

 
Jesus was put to death in His flesh, His body, but His spirit remained alive. This passage is understood to mean 
that His spirit preached to other spirits in the realm of the dead while His body was in the grave for three days. 
This would seem to indicate that the dead exist as “spirits” without bodies. 
 
However, this is a difficult passage, and it is certainly not clear that this is the correct interpretation of these 
verses. In fact, we think there is a much better understanding of this passage (see our book Hell: The Final 
Destination For Unbelievers, Appendix 5). 
 
Option 3: Believers Receive A Glorified Body At Death 
 
There is also the view that the believer receives their glorified body upon death. In other words, they are 
instantaneously resurrected. This position says there is no waiting period between death and the new body that 
God has promised believers. The biblical support for this belief is found in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10. It is thought 
that Paul teaches in this passage that the resurrected body is received upon death:   
 

For we know that, if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not 
made with hands, eternal in the heavens (2 Corinthians 5:1 NRSV UE). 

 
This passage is used to teach that a glorified body is received immediately upon death. There is no waiting, no 
intermediate body. 
 
There Is No Disembodied State 
 
According to this understanding of what Paul wrote, there is no disembodied state between the destruction of 
our present earthly house, our earthly bodies, and God’s provision of an eternal house, a heavenly body. 
Consequently, there is no fear of being unclothed.  
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Therefore, when the earthly tent is destroyed, believers immediately receive their new, God-made building, 
their glorified body. Resurrection is, therefore, immediate.  
 
While the resurrection of the dead in the afterlife does indeed occur immediately upon death, it remains hidden 
from public view. It will only be revealed when Jesus Christ appears a second time. Paul wrote: 
 

When the Messiah, who is your life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory (Colossians 
3:4 CSB). 

 
This statement is understood to mean that believers will be revealed with their resurrected bodies when Christ 
comes. They will not “receive” them at that time.  
 
Why Should Believers Wait For The Resurrection Body? 
 
It is also argued that there is no reason for the believer to wait for their resurrection body. If the believer will 
ultimately receive a glorified body, then why is there the wait? Since they are already conscious in heaven in the 
presence of Christ, why must they wait to receive what He has promised? There does not seem to be any reason 
for this. 
 
There Is No Understanding Of Time In The Unseen World 
 
Furthermore, those in the intermediate state would have no understanding of time as we know it. Since there 
is no real reason for them to wait to receive their glorified body, it is argued that God gives it to them 
immediately upon their death. 
 
At Second Coming All Will Be Brought Together, Not Raised 
 
Therefore, at the Second Coming of Jesus Christ to the earth, all the resurrected saints are brought together 
and publicly displayed, not raised from the dead at that time. 
 
Response 
 
The problem with this view is that it seems to flatly contradict 1 Thessalonians 4 and 1 Corinthians 15 with 
respect to the time of the new bodies for the believers. Both these passages emphasize the old bodies of all 
believers will be changed when Christ returns, not before. To Paul, the resurrection of the body is something 
future for everyone.  
 
Jesus also said the dead will be raised in the future. We read the following words of our Lord in the Gospel of 
John: 
 

And I assure you that the time is coming, in fact it is here, when the dead will hear my voice--the voice of 
the Son of God. And those who listen will live. The Father has life in himself, and he has granted his Son 
to have life in himself. And he has given him authority to judge all mankind because he is the Son of Man. 
Don’t be so surprised! Indeed, the time is coming when all the dead in their graves will hear the voice of 
God’s Son, and they will rise again. Those who have done good will rise to eternal life, and those who have 
continued in evil will rise to judgment (John 5:25-29 NLT). 

 
This seems to refute the idea that the resurrection body is received immediately upon death. Believers are still 
waiting for the resurrection of the body.  
 
Therefore, the intermediate state is only a temporary state between the time the believer dies and when he or 
she receives their resurrected body.  
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Observation: The New Testament Is Not That Concerned About The Intermediate State 
 
There is an important matter about the in-between state that must be understood; it is not a significant topic 
as far as the New Testament writers are concerned.  The New Testament is not that clear as to the form of the 
dead in the intermediate state. The main concern of the Bible is with the ultimate destiny of believers and their 
glorified body. A statement from Paul can sum up the biblical attitude: 
 

If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we 
die, we are the Lord’s (Romans 14:8 NRSV UE). 

 
Ultimately all believers are with the Lord upon death and are enjoying wonderful surroundings. Beyond this we 
cannot be certain as to what form they now have.  
   
Summary To Question 6: 
Do Believers Have A Body In Their Intermediate State? 
 
It is clear from the Scripture that believers immediately go into the presence of Jesus Christ upon death. As to 
what form we have in the intermediate state, it is not that obvious. Bible-believing Christians hold to three 
different views.  
 
Some Christians teach that all believers are disembodied spirits upon death. In other words, we are similar to 
angels, and other beings whom the Lord created, who can function in the unseen realm without a body. Our 
glorified body comes at the time of the resurrection of the dead. This would mean we would move from a body 
here upon the earth to a bodiless state upon death and finally to a glorified body at the resurrection. Thus, there 
is a body, no body, and then a body. 
 
Other Bible-believers think some type of temporary body is given to all believers at death. The believer does 
not receive their resurrection body immediately upon death, rather they will be in some temporary form until 
given their eternal body.  
 
This means we would always have a body no matter what state we are in. We go from a human body to a 
temporary body, to a glorified body. 
 
Finally, there are others who see no need for waiting for a glorified body. They think that God gives each 
believer his or her new body upon death. There is no waiting period.  
 
In truth, the Bible is not overly concerned about the state of the believer before the resurrection. Instead, it 
emphasizes the resurrected and glorified state. Consequently, any conclusions we hold about what our body 
may or may not be like in the intermediate state can only be held tentatively. There is no decisive answer to this 
question. 
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Question 7 
 

Do Believers Experience All God’s 
Promises In The Intermediate State? 

 
Between this life and eternity is what is known as the intermediate state. The word intermediate means “between 
the times.” Indeed, it is a state of being between our time here upon the earth and the eternal realm. 
 
Because this is an “in-between” state there is a certain amount of incompleteness. All of the promises of God 
are not experienced in the intermediate state. Indeed, the intermediate state is incomplete for the believer in at 
least three ways. 
 
1. The Body Of Christ, The Church, Remains Incomplete 
 
The church, or the body of Christ, is presently incomplete. This will be the case until the last person enters into 
the body of Christ by believing in Jesus as their Savior.  
 
The writer to the Hebrews noted this. After explaining the righteous deeds of many of the biblical characters 
in the Old Testament, he made the following conclusion: 
 

All these people earned a good reputation because of their faith, yet none of them received all that God 
had promised. For God had something better in mind for us, so that they would not reach perfection 
without us (Hebrews 11:39,40 NLT). 

 
The ones which have gone before us will not be made perfect or complete without us. While technically these 
Old Testament saints are not part of what is known as the “body of Christ,” the church, the principle is still 
the same  
 
At that time, when all the believers in Jesus Christ are together, the intermediate state will end. Believers will be 
raised in their new bodies, receive their rewards, and then Christ will return to judge the people of the earth. 
 
2. Believers Do Not Have A Glorified Body 
 
The intermediate state of the believer is incomplete in the sense that their body has not been glorified. Whether 
the believer remains disembodied, or has some sort of temporary body in the intermediate state, the final 
glorified body has not yet been given. Believers are still waiting to receive this promised body. 
 
3. The Dead Are Limited To Heaven 
 
Those in the intermediate state are presently limited to heaven. However, the earth also belongs to those who 
have believed in God’s promises. The Lord has promised that He will put His kingdom upon the earth. Yet the 
earth is still in a state of sin waiting the time when Christ returns and deals with the sin problem. 
 
In fact, the Lord will eventually create a new heaven and new earth, a new universe. We read about this in the 
Book of Revelation: 
 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the old heaven and the old earth had disappeared. And the 
sea was also gone. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven like 
a bride beautifully dressed for her husband (Revelation 21:1-2 NLT). 

 
Therefore, a new universe awaits the deceased believers.  
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There Is Not A Total Contrast Between The Two States 
 
The intermediate state, however, does have much in common with the final state. In other words, there is not 
a total contrast between the two. It is basically a transitional place from the earthly existence to the heavenly 
with many of the benefits of heaven.  
 
Do They Go Straight To The Final Resting Place? 
 
As we observed in question one, there are some who deny that any intermediate state exists for the believer or 
unbeliever. This view holds that the spirits of the dead go to their final resting place upon death.  
 
When Scripture speaks of judgment and resurrection, they believe that it is only figurative. They say that each 
individual is judged at death. For this particular viewpoint, death and resurrection would then be identical.  
 
Response 
 
This view has to spiritualize the plain teaching of the Scripture on the subject, as well as reinterpret the events 
around the Second Coming of Christ. There is no warrant for understanding what the Bible has to say about 
the death, resurrection, judgment and the coming of Christ in anything but a literal manner. 
 
Observation:  The Resurrection Of The Dead Makes An Intermediate State Necessary 
 
The fact that there will be a future resurrection and then an ultimate judgment makes some type of “in-between” 
or “intermediate state necessary. After each person dies, they await the final judgment of God. This seems to 
be the obvious conclusion which we can make from Scripture. 
 
Summary To Question 7: 
Do Believers Experience All God’s Promises In The Intermediate State? 
 
The intermediate state is an in-between state. By definition, this state does not provide the believer with 
everything that God has promised. In other words, it is incomplete. While it is much greater for the believer 
than our present earthly existence, it is still incomplete for a number of reasons. 
 
For one thing, the believing dead are still waiting for the church, the body of Christ, to be complete. There are 
still more believers to join these saints in the afterlife. The church, His body, waits to be completed. 
 
The glorified body of each and every believer is not received until the time of the resurrection of the dead. 
Whatever particular form the believing dead may presently have, it is not the glorified body which God has 
promised them. This will occur for all believers simultaneously at the resurrection of the dead. Until then, no 
believer will receive his or her eternal body. 
 
As of this time, the believing dead only have access to heaven, not to earth. Eventually they will access to the 
entire universe.  
 
Furthermore, the universe to which they will have access will be renewed. All traces of sin will be removed. 
Indeed, an entire new universe will be created. 
 
There are some that teach that no intermediate state exists; both believer and unbeliever alike go immediately 
to their final reward. However, the fact that there will be a resurrection someday of both the wicked and the 
righteous, and a final judgment, makes an intermediate state absolutely necessary. Consequently, there remain 
certain promises which the Lord has made to believers which are still to be fulfilled. 
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Question 8 
 

Does The Soul Of The Believer Develop Morally Or 
Spiritually In The Intermediate State? 

 
The Bible teaches that the intermediate state is a conscious state. Those who have died are immediately with 
Jesus Christ in complete consciousness. The Scripture is clear about this. 
 
The fact that believers are conscious in this state brings up a question. Does that believer develop or grow 
spiritually while in the in-between state? Some people assume we will indeed develop spiritually. Instead of 
being a state where all growth or development stops, they see the in-between state as a time the person grows 
morally. 
 
Is this what is going to occur? What does the Bible have to say about this matter? 
 
Scripture Is Silent On This Issue 
 
While it may be possible for some type of growth or development in the in-between or intermediate state, the 
Bible is completely silent on the matter. We do not know, one way or the other, if there is any spiritual growth 
for the believing dead. If the Bible is silent then we should not speculate. We simply do not know the answer.  
 
Rewards Are Based Upon Things Done On Earth 
 
While we are not told if there is any spiritual development in the intermediate state, we do know that any 
rewards believers will receive will be based upon the things done while here on the earth. The New Testament 
makes this clear.  
 
Indeed, Paul wrote to the Corinthians about the rewards we will receive when we appear before Christ. They 
will be based upon what we have done on this earth and in this body. He explained it this way: 
 

According to God’s grace that was given to me, as a skilled master builder I have laid a foundation, and 
another builds on it. But each one must be careful how he builds on it, because no one can lay any other 
foundation than what has been laid—that is, Jesus Christ. If anyone builds on the foundation with gold, 
silver, costly stones, wood, hay, or straw, each one’s work will become obvious, for the day will disclose it, 
because it will be revealed by fire; the fire will test the quality of each one’s work. If anyone’s work that he 
has built survives, he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, it will be lost, but he will be 
saved; yet it will be like an escape through (1 Corinthians 3:10-15 CSB). 

 
The rewards we will receive from Christ will be based upon what we do in this life alone. Even if it is possible 
for us to grow spiritually in the intermediate state there will not be any rewards for this potential growth. 
 
We Will Learn New Things In Eternity 
 
Though the Bible does not give us an answer about spiritual growth or development in the intermediate realm, 
we do know that we will be learning new things in the eternal state. Paul wrote the following to the Ephesians: 
 

So that in the coming ages He might display the immeasurable riches of His grace in [His] kindness to us 
in Christ Jesus (Ephesians 2:7 CSB). 
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The fact that God will display His immeasurable riches to us for all eternity certainly suggests that we will be 
constantly learning new things. Therefore, our knowledge will continue to increase. However, this says nothing 
about our spiritual or moral development.  
 
The fact that we will be like Christ, and perfected in our glorified bodies, may indicate that we will not need to 
grow spiritually. Yet, since there is still so much, we do not know about the unseen realm it is best that we don’t 
come to any firm conclusions. 
 
As we have emphasized, Scripture is more interested in our eternal state than it is in any intermediate or in-
between state. Consequently, there are many things which we are not told about this intermediate state and 
there is still much we do not know about the eternal state. However, what we do know about our future, as 
believers, is truly wonderful! 
   
Summary To Question 8: 
Does The Soul Of The Believer Develop Morally Or Spiritually In The Intermediate State? 
 
While the spirit, or soul, is completely conscious in the intermediate state there is no indication that it is a time 
of spiritual growth or development. While many people wonder if we will grow spiritually in the in-between 
state, the Bible is silent on this issue. Since Scripture is silent it would not be wise for us to speculate on what 
may or may not happen. For whatever reason, God has not answered this question. 
 
We do know that the rewards we will receive at the judgment seat of Christ will be based upon what we do in 
this life alone. Indeed, our rewards will be given based upon our earthly behavior. It will all depend upon how 
faithful we have been to Jesus Christ in this life.  Whether or not we develop or grow in the in-between state 
will have no meaning upon our eternal rewards. This we do know. Beyond this, we cannot say. 
 
The Bible does tell us that there will be intellectual growth and development for us in the eternal state. In fact, 
the Bible emphasizes that the riches of the Lord will be displayed to us for all eternity. This assumes that we 
will continually be learning new things.  
 
However, whether this means that we will also grow spiritually is another matter. Scripture does not seem to 
touch on this issue. Therefore, no conclusive answer can be given. 
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Question 9 
 

What Is The Intermediate State 
For The Unbeliever? 

 
As is true with the believer, the unbeliever also goes to a temporary place upon their death. Therefore, the 
resurrection and final judgment of the wicked is not immediate. Before that future time, there is an “in between” 
state where the unbeliever is waiting to be judged. What happens to them in the meantime? 
 
The Old Testament Says They Went To Sheol 
 
When an unbelieving person died during Old Testament times, their body, like the body of the believer, went 
to a place called Sheol. The basic meaning of Sheol is the grave, the place where bodies are buried. Thus, 
believer and unbeliever alike went to Sheol. 
 
There are some Old Testament passages that speak of Sheol welcoming the dead. Some have interpreted this 
to mean Sheol is also a place where the spirits of the dead await future judgment. Thus, Sheol may also refer to 
the unseen realm of the dead where the spirits of the dead reside.   
 
The New Testament Says They Went To Hades 
 
The New Testament provides more information for us about the in-between state of the unbeliever. While the 
body of the unbeliever went to the grave, their spirit, or soul, went to the unseen realm of the dead. This place 
is called Hades in the New Testament. It says the following about the intermediate state of the unbeliever.  
 
They Are In Prison 
 
The spirits of the unbelieving dead are in prison and are under guard. Peter wrote the following about these 
spirits:  
 

So he went and preached to the spirits in prison (1 Peter 3:19 NLT). 
 
These spirits are said to be in prison. The idea is that they cannot escape their confinement. They have been 
jailed for their sins. 
 
They Are Under Judgment 
 
Those who have died outside of the Lord are now under His judgment. The writer to the Hebrews noted that 
judgment comes after death: 
 

And just as it is destined that each person dies only once and after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27 
NLT). 

 
Judgment is waiting for these people. There is no escaping this. 
 
They Are Suffering Punishment 
 
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus told the story of the rich man and Lazarus. This account gives us insight into the 
intermediate state of the wicked dead. Therefore, it is important that we look at the entire story our Lord gave 
so that we can make some observations about the in-between state. It reads as follows: 
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There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. At his gate 
was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table. 
Even the dogs came and licked his sores. The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him 
to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried. In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up 
and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on 
me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this 
fire.’ But Abraham replied, ‘Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while 
Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. And besides all this, 
between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, 
nor can anyone cross over from there to us.’   He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my 
father’s house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of 
torment.’  Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.’ ‘No, father 
Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they 
do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead’ 
(Luke 16:19-31 NIV). 

 
The rich man was in a conscious place of torment, a place of punishment. He suffered such things as loneliness 
and thirst. He was obviously able to experience pain.  Therefore, the intermediate state for the unbeliever is a 
place of punishment.  
 
These passages tell us something of the present state of all unbelievers who have died. It is truly a horrifying 
place to be. 
 
They Are Awaiting The Day Of Judgment 
 
Unbelievers are now in a temporary place of judgment. Peter wrote about an eventual judgment that the 
unrighteous will face: 
 

So you see, the Lord knows how to rescue godly people from their trials, even while keeping the wicked 
under punishment until the day of final judgment (2 Peter 2:9 NLT). 

 
There will be a punishment, after a final judgment for those unbelievers. This is something which the Bible 
makes very clear. Indeed, there is no escaping this coming destiny. 
    
Summary To Question 9: 
What Is The Intermediate State For The Unbeliever? 
 
The Bible teaches that there is an intermediate state for those who have believed in Jesus Christ. The righteous 
dead are being comforted in this state. This is one of the many promises the Lord has given to Christians. Upon 
death, we have the hope of being instantly in a blissful state. 
 
There is also an intermediate or “in between” state for the unbeliever. Between their death and resurrection, 
their body remains in the grave while their spirit, or soul, is in the unseen realm of the dead awaiting final 
judgment.  From Scripture, we learn certain things about this state. For one thing, they are in prison. In other 
words, they are in a place of temporary confinement. In addition, they are awaiting the final judgment of God 
while they are in this temporary prison. 
 
Furthermore, we find that they are already suffering punishment before the time of their final judgment. Jesus 
made this clear in His story of the rich man and Lazarus. This teaches us that immediately upon death 
unbelievers are experiencing punishment for their rejection of Christ. There is no waiting period, no period of 
unconsciousness or sleep. Immediate punishment is their destiny once they leave this world. In other words, 
there is no rest for the wicked. 
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Question 10 
 

Was Jesus’ Story Of The Rich Man 
And Lazarus A Parable? 

 
There has been much debate about the story that Jesus told of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16). Is it merely 
a parable, a non-actual story, that is meant to teach us certain truths? Or is it citing a genuine event that 
happened in the afterlife?  
 
In addition, whether or not it is an actual story of something that truly happened, does it give us specific 
information about the in-between state of those who have died? In other words, should we carefully examine 
it to determine what existence is like for those in the afterlife? 
 
There are good Bible-believers who debate these questions.   
 
Arguments For It Being A True Story 
 
Many believe the account of the rich man and Lazarus is actually a true story. In other words, we are dealing 
with two real persons who died, and their fate is recorded for us. Consequently, we can learn many things about 
the afterlife because we are dealing with genuine events. The arguments given that it is more than a parable are 
as follows. 
 
There Are Two Characters In The Story Are Named 
 
If this is a parable, it is the only one where people are named, Lazarus and Abraham. The fact that these people 
are named seems to tell us that this is more than a mere parable, an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. In 
all true parables the people remain nameless or belong to general categories of people such as the Levite and 
the Good Samaritan. Yet in this story we have specific names. 
 
It Is Not Introduced As A Parable 
 
The account is not introduced as a parable. Often, though not always, Jesus made it clear that He was giving a 
parable. Indeed, either Jesus or the gospel writer who recorded the story, state in a matter-of-fact manner that 
this is a parable. Yet we find nothing like that stated in the account of the rich man and Lazarus. 
 
Five Brothers Are Mentioned 
 
In addition, the rich man told Abraham that he had five brothers who were still living upon the earth. Why 
mention this specific number if it is only a parable? This seems to be a further reason as to why this should be 
considered a true story. 
 
All Other Parables Were About This Life 
 
All the parables Jesus taught were about everyday life in this world, not the afterlife. This would be the one 
exception if it is a true parable.  
 
While other parables speak of a coming judgment or wedding banquet for the believers, this particular story 
gives us specific details of life in the next world, life in the in-between state.  
 
Therefore, we have reasons to believe that the story that Jesus told of the rich man and Lazarus, as recorded in 
Luke’s gospel, was an actual occurrence.  
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Arguments For Believing It Is Merely A Parable 
 
While many people think that the story of the rich man and Lazarus was a record of events which really 
happened, there are also a number of arguments for it being a parable. The following points are usually made 
by those who believe we are dealing with a parable rather than real events. 
 
Argument 1:  Not Every Parable Is Introduced As A Parable 
 
The fact that Jesus does not state that this is a parable is not decisive. There are a number of parables which 
are not introduced as such. For example, in the same gospel, Luke, we find this happening. Indeed, in Luke 15, 
there are a series of parables but only the first one is introduced as a genuine parable.  
 
Argument 2:  The Phrase “A Certain Man” Is Often Used In Jesus’ Parables 
 
Another argument for it being a parable is Jesus use of the introductory phrase, “A certain man.” This is 
consistent of how Jesus introduced true parables.  
 
Argument 3:    The Subject He Is Addressing Is Riches, Not The Afterlife 
 
There is also the argument that the point of Jesus’ parable is not what life is going to be life in the next world 
but rather about the misuse of riches in this life.  
 
From this, some conclude that we should not press the details of the story. In other words, Jesus is not 
attempting to give us specific details about what happens after people die. 
 
There Is Information About The Afterlife! 
 
However, this line of reasoning does not follow at all. Even if the main subject of the parable is the misuse of 
riches, this should not preclude us from drawing inferences about the afterlife from some of the other 
statements of Jesus in this story. The fact that He gave us so many specific details should cause us to take them 
seriously and not ignore them. 
 
In sum, no matter how we understand this account of the rich man and Lazarus it does provide us with certain 
details of the afterlife which we should assume are true. Indeed, the fact that Jesus has given us a number of 
specifics about life in the next world is something which Bible-believers should take seriously. We should not 
ignore His teaching here. 
 
Summary To Question 10:  
Was Jesus’ Story Of The Rich Man And Lazarus A Parable? 
 
There is a question as to how to understand the story that Jesus talked about, the rich man and Lazarus. Are 
we dealing with real people and their genuine experiences in the next world, or was it a parable, a story that is 
not speaking of an actual situation in the afterlife? Christians are divided on this issue. Indeed, there is no 
consensus as to how to understand it. 
 
There seem to be a number of facts that would suggest that it is more than a parable. First, two people are 
named, Lazarus and Abraham. In none of Jesus’ parables do we find personal names of individuals. The 
characters are either nameless or belong to generic categories such as priests, Levites, or Samaritans.  
 
Second, the account is not specifically introduced as a parable. Most of Jesus’ parables are introduced to us in 
that manner. In other words, we are told that this is a parable. The fact that this story is not introduced as a 
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parable seems to give us further indication that we are dealing with actual history, not a mere story to teach us 
certain truths. 
 
Third, there are a specific number of brothers mentioned; five. This is another reason as to why we are looking 
at actual events instead of some parable. 
 
Finally, this is the only story that Jesus told which is solely about the afterlife. This sets it apart from His parables 
which deal with life in the everyday world. 
 
Those who argue for it to be a parable, or a parable-like story say that not every parable of Jesus is introduced 
as such. Therefore, the fact that it is not introduced that way is not conclusive. 
 
Furthermore, Jesus began the story with the phrase, “A certain man.” This is how He often introduced other 
parables. Thus, some people take the story as representative of what goes on in the afterlife but not as a specific 
event which happened to two individuals upon their deaths.  
 
Others reject the historicity of the story by noting the entire story is not about the afterlife but rather about the 
misuse of riches. Therefore, the details of Lazarus and the rich man in the next world are not meant to be an 
actual report of what goes on in the unseen realm.  
 
However, this line of reasoning does not follow. Even if it were a parable, which is debated, the fact that Jesus 
gave a number of details about the next world should cause us to take what He taught seriously. Indeed, there 
are reasons as to why He has provided so much detail.  
 
We conclude that whether or not this is an actual account of something which occurred in the afterlife, the 
details provided in this story should be accepted as being a factual representation of what truly goes on in the 
unseen world in the intermediate state of the dead. 
 
Consequently, we can, and we should, learn a number of important truths about the next world from this story 
Jesus told. 
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Question 11 
 

What Can Be Learned About The Afterlife From The Account  
Of The Rich Man And Lazarus? (Luke 16:19-31) 

 
Among other reasons, Jesus gave us the story of the rich man and Lazarus to illustrate what conditions are like 
in the afterlife. In this account there are a number of things that we learn about life in the unseen world for 
those who have died. They include the following truths. 
 
1. The Dead Do Not Go Out Of Existence 
 
This account teaches us that both the godly and the ungodly survive after death. They do not become non-
existent. There is life after death. This is consistent with what we know from other parts of Scripture. 
 
2. The Dead Go To An Actual Place 
 
We also learn that there was a definite place where the immaterial part of us, the spirit, actually goes. Death is 
followed by a destination. Thus, there is some tangible spot where the dead gather. They are somewhere. 
 
3. The Dead Do Not All Go To The Same Place 
 
Though the dead go to an actual place, they do not all go to the same place. Jesus said the rich man was in 
Hades while Lazarus was in the bosom of Abraham. Consequently, everyone who dies goes to one of two 
specific destinations. 
 
4. The Dead Are Conscious 
 
There is no idea of annihilation, or extinction, of the individual in the next world. This rich man was completely 
conscious in this place of punishment. Indeed, he knew who he was, and that he had five brothers who were 
still living. He also knew who Abraham was, as well as knowing the identity of Lazarus.  
 
Furthermore, he knew where he was. He was in Hades separated from the Lord, and he certainly knew why he 
was there; he was disobedient to the Lord in his life. He also got a glimpse of the righteous dead living in 
comfort. In all of this the rich man was completely conscious at all times.  
 
5. The Dead Have All Their Senses 
 
We find that the rich man had all his senses in Hades. He could see Abraham and Lazarus, he recognized their 
individual identity, and he could hear Abraham speak as well as communicate with him. In addition, he could 
also feel pain and experience suffering. 
 
6. The Dead Retain Their Memory 
 
The rich man was in complete possession of his memory. While in the torment of Hades he was concerned 
about his five brothers that were still upon the earth. He also recognized Lazarus, the beggar who had been at 
his gate, as well as the patriarch. Abraham.  
 
In addition, Abraham told the rich man to remember how he treated Lazarus while both of them were alive. 
This further indicates that this man had a clear memory of the past. 
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This fact teaches us some important truths. The unsaved dead remember their past. They realize why they end 
up at their destination in the unseen world. Furthermore, the unbelieving dead remember all the lost 
opportunities which were given them in this life to believe God and follow His Word. They will have all eternity 
to think about this! 
 
7. The Righteous Dead Are Named, The Unrighteous Are Unnamed 
 
Another interesting fact that we learn here, as well as elsewhere in Scripture, is that the righteous dead are 
named. In other words, their unique identity is recognized by others.  
 
However, nowhere in the Bible are unbelievers named in the next life. The person in this story is merely called 
“the rich man.” The unrighteous dead, though still existing, are never acknowledged as individual persons. 
 
8. There Was No Crossing Over To The Other Side  
 
Once a person is dead then their fate has been forever sealed. Jesus made it clear there was no crossing over 
from one side of the realm of the dead to the other side. In other words, the unrighteous can never join the 
righteous and the righteous can never visit the unrighteous. There is a chasm between them which cannot be 
bridged. Destinies are not reversible. This is what we learn from this story. 
 
9. There Is No Second Chance To Right Our Wrongs 
 
There is no returning from the dead to try to correct wrong decisions which were made in this life. There is no 
second chance, no crossing over from the next world back into ours. The rich man could not even warn his 
family of their impending fate. In sum, what we do in this life determines our destiny in the next. 
 
10. Appeal To Personal Heritage Cannot Change Things 
 
The rich man appealed to “Father” Abraham to have mercy upon him. Perhaps he thought his heritage as a 
Jew would gain him favor. However, this was not the case. John the Baptist had earlier warned the Jews about 
attempting to do this. He gave the following warning to the religious leaders who were assuming that God 
would not judge them because Abraham was their ancestor. Luke records his words. 
 

Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as 
our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham (Luke 3:8 NIV). 

 
Personal heritage means nothing as far as the afterlife is concerned. Each of us must individually trust the God 
of the Bible in this life so that we will be in His presence in the next life. 
 
11.  There Was No Rest, No Peace, For The Wicked Dead 
 
The rich man was continually in torment in this place. He had not rest, no peace, whatsoever. He was 
consciously suffering this punishment and there was no end to his suffering.  This reaffirms a biblical principle: 
 
“There is no peace,” says the Lord, “for the wicked” (Isaiah 48:22 NIV).                                              
 
12.  The Wicked Dead Have Unfilled Desires    
 
The place of torment is a place of thirst. This speaks of unfulfilled desire. It is also a sign of God’s judgment. 
Quenching thirst in the Old Testament symbolized desiring God’s presence.  
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 57 

However, this rich man would not experience the personal presence of God. Those in this horrible place have 
desires that cannot be met.  Indeed, there were no crumbs for the rich man to eat, no water for his parched 
throat. He received all of the good things in this life but did not use them wisely. Now he has an unfulfilled 
desire for these good things. Unfortunately, he will never receive them. His fate has been forever sealed.             
 
13. The Things From This Life Cannot Be Taken Into The Next World 
 
In this life, the rich man was envied while Lazarus was looked down upon as a person in a desperate situation. 
However, living a life without God does not ultimately satisfy. The riches this particular man had in this life did 
not make any difference whatsoever in the next. Likewise the poverty that Lazarus experienced in this life was 
not carried over to the next.  
 
This is an important truth. It was thought by many at the time of Jesus that earthly riches were a sign of God’s 
blessing, and that poverty was a sign of God’s judgment. We find from this story of Jesus that this is not always 
the case.  
 
In fact, the situation of the rich man and Lazarus was reversed in the afterlife. Lazarus who suffered in this life 
was rewarded in the next while the rich man who lived in luxury his entire life suffered in the afterlife.  
 
Consequently, our present state is no indication of our position in the afterlife. 
 
14. The Rich Man Had A False Idea Of What Could Happen 
 
The rich man acted as if nothing had changed. He had the false idea that Lazarus could be a messenger to his 
five brothers. Yet Jesus made it clear that no messengers can come from the next world to visit this world.  
 
Thus, we should not attempt to contact the dead to get any specific details of the afterlife. This includes trying 
to contact deceased believers. They are not allowed to give us any information about the next life. This is 
reserved for God’s Word and for it alone. Only the truth of God’s Word could rescue his family from the same 
fate.  
 
15. The Wicked Dead Are In Anguish And Cry Out      
 
The intermediate state of the unbeliever is also a place of intense pain. The word torment is used five times in 
this account. While they cry for help there is no one to help them. They are alone in their torment. This further 
illustrates the horrible punishment which these people are experiencing. 
 
16. The Wicked Dead Are Separated From Everything 
 
This illustrates our next point. The rich man was separated from everything, both good and evil, in the afterlife. 
He was by himself in total isolation.  
 
There was no one to whom he could communicate about his sufferings. The punishment for the wicked 
consists of complete loneliness. He realized this horrible truth too late. 
 
17. The Wicked Are Without Hope 
 
The man realized that he was not ever going to leave the place of punishment. He was completely without 
hope. He would have to spend all of eternity in this miserable state where he was separated from the Lord. A 
worse fate cannot be imagined.  
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18. People Are Accountable Concerning How They Use Money 
 
The rich man ate well, dressed well, and knew Lazarus was suffering at his gate. But he did not care. He was 
held accountable for his poor treatment of this helpless beggar. He should have helped him, but he did not. He 
is now paying the price for that indifference.  
 
19. The Unrighteous Dead Do Not Want Others To Join Them 
 
We learn that those being punished in the unseen realm of the dead do not want their friends and relatives to 
join them. The rich man in Jesus’ story wanted the beggar Lazarus to return to warn his five brothers of the 
fate which awaited them. He would rather never see them again than have these five people suffer the same 
tragic end as he was suffering.  
 
Consequently, it seems that some feeling of concern for the living remains with the unbelieving dead. This is 
so ironic. The unbelieving dead are interested in the gospel message going out! 
 
20. Abraham Was Aware Of Certain Things 
 
In the righteous part of the unseen world, we find that Abraham was aware of Moses as well as the prophets 
who came after him in history. This shows that the righteous dead have an idea of time and history. To some 
degree, their memory remains with them in the afterlife. 
 
21. Even One Returning From The Dead Will Not Cause People To Believe 
 
The rich man assumed that people would believe if someone came back from the dead to warn them of what 
lies ahead for unbelievers. He insisted that signs and wonders are necessary for people to believe. Someone 
who has died knows the answer to the question of human destiny. This, he thought, would convince his five 
brothers.  
 
Yet Abraham said that even a voice from the dead would not convince someone. Indeed, nobody could not 
bring a clearer message about the afterlife than the message Scripture already brings.  
 
22. The Scriptures Are Enough 
 
The rich man had the false belief that the miracle of Lazarus’ returning would cause his brothers to repent. 
Jesus emphasized the Word of God is sufficient to cause people to believe. The Scriptures are sufficient. We 
do not need anything else. This is a powerful statement on the sufficiency of the Word of God. God has spoken 
but the problem is that people are not listening. 
 
The irony of this is that someone did indeed come back from the dead, the teller of this story, Jesus Christ. 
Even so, people still do not believe. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is not sufficient, in and of itself, to cause 
someone to believe if they do not wish to believe.  
 
Indeed, people must be willing to hear the gospel message and believe in Christ. Unhappily, too many people 
do not want to hear about Jesus and, consequently, are cutting themselves off from any hope of heaven and 
eternal happiness.  
 
23. The Rich Man Did Not Complain That His Punishment Was Unfair 
 
One final thing needs to be addressed. We find the rich man complaining about his agonizing situation in 
Hades, but we never find him complaining that his judgment was unfair.  
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He realized that he received the punishment which he deserved. When all is said and done, judgment by God 
will always be recognized as fair.  
 
24. There Is Evidence Of Consciousness In The Intermediate State 
 
If people lapse into unconsciousness after death, then there is no purpose whatsoever for this story. This 
account only makes sense if it gives us genuine details of what happens immediately after death.  
 
What it does provide is a contrast of believers and unbelievers after death. It also gives us a look into the unseen 
world of the wicked dead. For them, their fate is truly horrific. 
  
Summary To Question 11: 
What Can Be Learned About The Afterlife From The Account  
Of The Rich Man And Lazarus? (Luke 16:19-31) 
 
The story which Jesus told about the rich man and Lazarus gives us the clearest picture in Scripture of the in-
between state which occurs after someone dies but before they are raised from the dead and judged. We learn 
so many things about what happens to a person after they die, both the righteous and the unrighteous. 
 
To begin with, we discover that death is not the end. Indeed, there is a conscious existence in the next world. 
We also learn that death has a particular destination. The rich man and Lazarus each went to an actual place. 
The rich man went to Hades where he was in a place of conscious torment while Lazarus was being comforted 
in the presence of the patriarch Abraham.  
 
In this story, Lazarus remains silent. We are, however, told that he is in a place of happiness and comfort. It is 
Abraham, the one who is comforting Lazarus, which does the speaking to the rich man. 
 
What we do know is that the rich man was fully conscious of his surroundings; he was not in a state of sleep. 
He was well-aware of where he was and why he was there.   
 
Furthermore, he had all his senses. This includes memory of the past. He knew his own personal identity, that 
of Abraham, of Lazarus, of Moses, and the fact that he had five brothers who were still living. 
 
We also find that he was at a place of no escape and no rest. He was bound to this horrible place of punishment 
for his sinful ways. He was also in some type of torment. Indeed, we are told that this rich man experienced 
thirst and was suffering in anguish.  
 
Furthermore, while he complained about the suffering he was experiencing, he did not complain that his 
suffering was unfair. He realized that he received the punishment which he deserved. 
 
However, this particular rich man had the same misconception that many people have. If only his brothers 
would receive a message from Lazarus returning from the dead then they would believe. Jesus rebuked this 
idea. Even a message from one beyond the grave will not cause people to believe if they do not wish to hear 
the clear teachings of the Word of God.  
 
In other words, what God has already said and had committed to writing, the Bible, is sufficient for belief.  
 
These are some of the many things we learn about the unseen realm of the dead. For the righteous it is a 
wonderful state of bliss but for the unrighteous it is indescribable misery. 
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Question 12 
 

What Are Some Questionable Conclusions That People Draw  
From The Story Of The Rich Man And Lazarus? 

 
The story of the rich man and Lazarus tell us a number of things about the afterlife. We learn that the dead do 
not go out of existence. Indeed, all of us go to one of two destinations. The righteous, those who have believed 
in Jesus Christ, are with the Lord while the unrighteous are sent away from His wonderful presence. The 
righteous are comforted while the unrighteous are tormented. These are a few of the many things which we 
learn from this account. 
 
However there are a couple of conclusions that people draw from this account that are somewhat questionable. 
They include the following. 
 
The Dead Have Actual Bodies 
 
The story may tell us something of the bodies of both the righteous and unrighteous dead. The rich man wanted 
Lazarus to use his finger to give him water so that he could dip it on his tongue. The Bible puts it this way: 
 

‘Father Abraham!’ he called out, ‘Have mercy on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water 
and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this flame!’ (Luke 16:24 CSB). 

 
These descriptions may indicate that they both were in some type of body. In addition, the fact that he is 
experiencing thirst gives us the impression that he is suffering in a body.  
 
However, this is not the only possible interpretation. There are many who believe that the suffering, while 
actual, is only described in terms of them having a body.  
 
There does not seem to be enough evidence to be certain about this matter. 
 
Lazarus Was Geographically Above The Rich Man 
 
It is usually thought that Lazarus was positioned geographically above the rich man. The description is as 
follows: 
 

And being in torment in Hades, he looked up and saw Abraham a long way off, with Lazarus at his side 
(Luke 16:23 CSB). 

 
Seeing Lazarus and Abraham “afar off” when he lifted up his eyes seems to indicate the rich man was below 
them while they were looking down at the rich man. 
 
This is not necessarily the case. The idea of “lifting up his eyes and seeing him afar off” does not have to mean, 
“to look up in the sky.” The direction is not what is emphasized as much as the fact that they are separated 
from one another. 
 
While we can indeed draw a number of conclusions about the afterlife from Jesus’ story of the rich man and 
Lazarus, we must be careful about drawing too many conclusions from this account. 
 
This reinforces a valuable lesson we learn from our study of Scripture. We need to discover exactly what the 
text says but we always need to be careful not to read more into the text than what it actually does say. 
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Summary To Question 12: 
What Are Some Questionable Conclusions That People Draw From The Story  
Of The Rich Man And Lazarus? 
 
From the biblical story of the rich man and Lazarus we learn many things about the afterlife. The unseen realm 
of the dead is no longer a complete mystery.  
 
While there are a number of things that can be learned about the afterlife from the account of the rich man and 
Lazarus there are some questionable conclusions that are often drawn from this account.  
 
First, there is some question as to whether Lazarus and the rich man had actual bodies. Those who believe they 
had actual bodies point to the fact the story speaks of such things a finger of Lazarus, and a tongue of the rich 
man. The fact that the rich man could see Lazarus also seems to indicate they had bodies.  
 
Though the impression is given that each of them had some sort of body we should not necessarily assume 
that this is the case. Whether or not they had actual bodies remains an open question.  
 
Another questionable conclusion is that the righteous dead are geographically above the unrighteous dead. 
Indeed, it is not certain that Lazarus was geographically above the rich man though the rich man is said to have 
“lifted up” his eyes to see Abraham and Lazarus. The location of Lazarus with reference to the rich man is not 
relevant in the story except for the fact they were separated by a great chasm. The point is that there was a great 
divide between the righteous and the unrighteous. 
 
Therefore, while there are a number of conclusions can be drawn from Jesus’ story of the rich man and Lazarus, 
we need to be careful not to find more in this account than what is meant to be there.   
 
  
  



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 62 

Question 13 
 

Should The Living Attempt To 
Contact The Dead? (Spiritism, Necromancy) 

 
If the dead still exist after this life is over, then an obvious question arises: Should we who are alive attempt to 
contact them? Since they are on the “other side,” and can tell us what it is like in the realm of the dead, should 
we reach out to them to discover truths we cannot know in this life? Would not our dead relatives, who are 
believers in Christ, help us if we contacted them? What, if anything, does the Bible have to say about this? 
 
Talking To The Dead: Spiritism 
 
Spiritism is the belief that the living can contact the dead. This is also called “necromancy.” Through a person 
called a “medium,” those who are living are supposedly able to speak to the spirit of a deceased person in the 
unseen world.  
 
As we will discover, the Bible condemns this practice in the strongest of terms. We find the following things 
taught in Scripture about this subject. 
 
Spiritism Is Forbidden In Scripture 
 
The Bible is very clear that the living should never attempt to contact the dead. In ancient Israel those who 
practiced such things were put to death. Moses wrote: 
 

You shall not permit a female sorcerer to live (Exodus 22:18 NRSV UE).  
  
The death penalty was instituted for those who practiced sorcery. 
 
The Law also said: 
    

Don’t eat the blood of any animal. Don’t practice any kind of witchcraft   . . . Don’t make yourselves 
disgusting to me by going to people who claim they can talk to the dead (Leviticus 19:26,31 CEV)  

 
God said that He was disgusted by those who attempted to speak to the dead. 
 
Elsewhere in Leviticus it says: 
 

I will be your enemy if you go to someone who claims to speak with the dead, and I will destroy you from 
among my people.  . . . If you claim to receive messages from the dead, you will be put to death by stoning, 
just as you deserve (Leviticus 20:6,27 CEV).  

 
This is very strong language from Scripture. God says that He will be the enemy of those who try to speak with 
the dead! Consequently, those who practiced such things were to be put to death in ancient Israel. 
 
We Are Not To Imitate The Heathen 
 
The people of Israel were warned, before they entered into the Promised Land, not to imitate the ways of the 
heathen. This includes attempting to contact the dead. Scripture gives the following warnings to the people: 
 

When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of 
the nations there. Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who 
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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 detestable to the LORD, and because 
of these detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out those nations before you (Deuteronomy 
18:9-12 NIV). 

 
The Levitical laws forbade any attempted contact with the dead. According to the Lord, this was a detestable 
practice. Indeed, the Lord said that He drove the people of the other nations out of the Promised Land for 
doing such things. 
 
The Prophets Spoke Out Against Spiritism 
 
The biblical prophets also spoke out against such practices. Isaiah wrote the following condemning words 
against mediums: 
 

So why are you trying to find out the future by consulting mediums and psychics? Do not listen to their 
whisperings and mutterings. Can the living find out the future from the dead? Why not ask your God? 
“Check their predictions against my testimony,” says the LORD. “If their predictions are different from 
mine, it is because there is no light or truth in them” (Isaiah 8:19,20 NLT).  

 
God’s spokesmen made it clear that spiritism, trying to contact the dead through a medium, should not be 
practiced by those who follow the Lord.  
 
Note also that the Lord says that their predictions will be different than His. In other words, any so-called contact 
with the spirits of the dead will result in them NOT telling the truth. Simply stated, they will lie. 
 
The Lord also warned the people through the prophet Jeremiah about this detestable practice. He said: 
 

So do not listen to your prophets, your diviners, your interpreters of dreams, your mediums or your 
sorcerers who tell you, ‘You will not serve the king of Babylon.’  They prophesy lies to you that will only 
serve to remove you far from your lands; I will banish you and you will perish (Jeremiah 27:9,10 NIV). 

 
Again, we have the warning from the Lord to His people. They are not to listen to these people because they 
lie to them! 
 
It Is Speaking To The Wrong Source 
 
The Bible forbids talking to the dead, not because it is necessarily a hoax on the part of the medium. Rather it 
is because humans are attempting to receive supernatural guidance from a source other the God.  
 
Whatever the ultimate source of their information may be, whether an evil spirit or a medium who is 
perpetrating a hoax, the end result is always the same, people will be led away from the living God. Indeed, 
their behavior after the encounter will be anything but godly. 
 
For example, in Second Chronicles we read of the detestable practices of the evil King Manasseh. Scripture 
says the following:  
 

He sacrificed his sons in the fire in the Valley of Ben Hinnom, practiced sorcery, divination and witchcraft, 
and consulted mediums and spiritists. He did much evil in the eyes of the LORD, provoking him to anger 
(2 Chronicles 33:6 NIV). 

 
Again, we find spiritism linked with all sorts of evil. The two go hand in hand. Those who attempt to speak to 
the dead go astray in many other ways. 
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One Final Matter: It Is Not Possible To Contact A Specific Person In The Realm Of The Dead  
 
If someone does have a conversation through a medium, in an attempt to summon up a dead friend or relative, 
the end result will always be the same; they will NOT be speaking to the person whom they wish to speak to!  
 
Either they are the victims of a hoax on the part of a medium or they are speaking to a lying spirit who is 
pretending to be the person they are seeking. Whatever the case may be, they are being lied to. In other words, 
it is not possible for the living to contact the dead. 
 
Therefore, from looking at what the Bible has to say about this topic, we conclude that spiritism, the attempt 
of the living to contact the dead, is not something which human beings should dabble in. It only leads to 
destruction. 
 
Summary To Question 13  
Should The Living Attempt To Contact The Dead? (Spiritism, Necromancy) 
 
From Scripture we know that the deceased do not go out of existence. Indeed, their spirits are very much alive 
in the unseen realm of the dead.  
 
Consequently, the question arises about contacting them. Since they are in a firsthand position to tell us about 
present conditions in the afterlife should we attempt to contact them? Should we ask them for information that 
we ourselves cannot obtain here upon the earth? 
 
The practice of attempting to contact the dead is not something new. Indeed, in biblical times, like today, there 
were people who attempted to contact the spirits of the dead.  
 
A person, known as a “medium” usually acts as a go-between between the spirits of the dead and those 
attempting to contact these spirits. Among other things, this practice is known as “spiritism” and 
“necromancy.” 
 
Consequently, the Bible has much to say on the matter. We find that the Scripture, in the strongest of terms, 
forbids consulting the spirits of the dead. In fact, the Lord told the nation Israel that the other nations were 
driven out of the Promised Land for engaging in such practices. The Lord then warned the people of Israel 
that they were not to imitate unbelievers in doing such evil things. 
 
It is possible to see how much the Lord detested those who practiced spiritism. Indeed, He ordered the death 
penalty for those who attempted to contact the spirits of the dead. We also discover that seeking supernatural 
guidance from a source other than the Lord will cause the person to be led astray.  
 
Indeed, the Bible calls them “lying spirits” because they will never tell the truth to those who are asking them 
for guidance. In addition, it is difficult to determine whether the person engaged in spiritism is actually speaking 
to an evil spirit or whether they are being deceived. Indeed, much of the phenomena of spiritism can be 
attributed to deception.  
 
However, whatever the ultimate source, it is not a source of truth. In fact, a person will never actually contact 
the one whom they are seeking. Instead, they will be deceived by either the medium or by a “lying spirit.” In 
other words, it is impossible for anyone to reach their deceased friend or relative who has passed on.  
 
Thus, the Lord informs us that such information gathered from medium will be a lie. Consequently, whatever 
information is derived from talking to the dead will be of no value whatsoever. To the contrary, it will deceive 
those who are asking. Therefore, spiritism, or attempting to talk to the dead through a medium, is something 
that the believer should have nothing to do with. 
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Question 14 
 

Did The Dead Prophet Samuel Communicate 
To Saul Through A Medium At En Dor? 

 
From the Bible, we know that the dead do not go out of existence. They are still alive and conscious in the 
unseen realm, the netherworld. We also discovered that the Bible clearly condemns the practice of spiritism or 
attempting to contact the dead. This includes the righteous dead; those who have believed in the Lord. 
 
The Account Of Saul And The Medium At En Dor 
 
Although the Bible condemns spiritism, the living talking to the dead, there is an episode in Scripture that seems 
to give some justification to this practice. We can explain what happened as follows. 
 
The Biblical Background 
 
The book of First Samuel gives us the account of the experience of King Saul with a medium at the city of En 
Dor. The prophet Samuel was dead, and the army of the Philistines had gathered to fight against Israel at Mount 
Gilboa. Seeing the vast army of the enemy, Saul became afraid. He decided to inquire of the Lord. However, 
God was no longer speaking to Saul because of his continual disobedience. The Bible says: 
 

And when Saul inquired of the LORD, the LORD did not answer him, either by dreams or by Urim or by 
the prophets (1 Samuel 28:6 NKJV).  

 
The Lord was no longer answering Saul. There was no word from Him to this disobedient king. 
 
Saul Seeks Out A Medium To Discover His Future 
 
Since God had turned His back on Saul, the king decided to resort to spiritism, talking to the dead. Saul had 
previously put all the mediums out of the land: 
 

Now Samuel was dead, and all Israel had mourned for him and buried him in his own town of Ramah. Saul 
had expelled the mediums and spiritists from the land (1 Samuel 28:3 NIV). 

 
Although all the mediums and spiritists had been driven out of the land, Saul asked his servants to find a 
medium that he could consult about the future, seeing that God would tell him nothing.  
 
Discovering that there was a medium at the town of En Dor, Saul disguised himself to get information about 
the future.  
 
Saul Consulted A Medium To Ask To Speak To Samuel 
 
As is fitting with the crime against the Lord he was committing, Saul came to the medium at En Dor at night. 
He asked her to bring up the prophet Samuel for him. The Bible says the following happened: 
 

When the woman saw Samuel, she screamed. Then she turned to Saul and said, “You’ve tricked me! You’re 
the king!” “Don’t be afraid,” Saul replied. “Just tell me what you see” (1 Samuel 28:12,13 CEV). 

 
Samuel then had a conversation with Saul: 
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“Why are you bothering me by bringing me up like this?” Samuel asked. “I’m terribly worried,” Saul 
answered. “The Philistines are about to attack me. God has turned his back on me and won’t answer any 
more by prophets or by dreams. What should I do?” (1 Samuel 28:15 CEV).  

 
Samuel complained to Saul about being disturbed from his place in the realm of the dead. Saul pleaded to the 
deceased prophet to advise him as to what to do against the armies of the Philistines.  
 
Samuel Predicted Saul’s Death 
 
Samuel then went on to predict that Saul would die the next day:  
 

The Lord will deliver both Israel and you into the hands of the Philistines, and tomorrow you and your 
sons will be with me. The Lord will also give the army of Israel into the hands of the Philistines (1 Samuel 
28:19 NIV). 

 
The Scripture tells us that Saul did indeed die as Samuel predicted: 
 

When the battle intensified against Saul, the archers caught up with him and severely wounded him. Then 
Saul said to his armor-bearer, “Draw your sword and run me through with it, or these uncircumcised men 
will come and run me through and torture me.” But his armor-bearer would not do it because he was 
terrified. Then Saul took his sword and fell on it. When his armor-bearer saw that Saul was dead, he also 
fell on his own sword and died with him (1 Samuel 31:3-5 CSB). 

 
Samuel’s status as a prophet survived his death! Saul died the very next day.  
 
There Are Number Of Questions To Answer About This Story 
 
There are many questions that arise about this account: Who appeared to Saul? Was it the prophet Samuel? If 
it was not Samuel who appeared to Saul, then what happened? Was it a trick by the medium, some sort of 
demonic manifestation, or some hallucination by Saul?  
 
If it was Samuel, then how was he able to appear? Did God allow him to speak to Saul, or did the medium have 
the power to call up the righteous dead? 
 
These questions have been long debated. We will examine each major option and then summarize our findings. 
 
Option 1:  Samuel Did Not Appear 
 
It is possible that Samuel did not appear to Saul. There are a number of arguments which are raised against an 
actual appearance of Samuel. They are as follows. 
 
Why Speak To Saul This Way? 
 
Saul had earlier attempted to inquire of the Lord, but He would not speak to him through the biblically ordained 
means? Why then would the Lord speak to Saul through a medium at a séance? It does not seem to make sense 
that He would. 
 
The Bible Condemns Mediums And Their Work 
 
As we have noted, God has always spoken against consulting mediums in the strongest of terms. Why would 
He act contrary to what He had previously revealed? Since God does not change, this could not have been an 
authentic appearance of Samuel. 
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This Is A Strange Place For A Miracle 
 
This would have been a strange place for God to perform a miracle. There is no similar example in Scripture 
of God speaking His Word in the midst of such an obvious evil environment. This would be a unique situation. 
 
The Prophecy Did Not Come To Pass 
 
Some have argued that the prediction did not come to pass. His enemies did not kill Saul. In fact, he killed 
himself. Therefore the prophecy was false. Since it was a false prophecy, God could not have given it. 
 
The Dead Cannot Return 
 
Furthermore, the Bible teaches that the dead cannot return to communicate to the living. After the death of his 
son, David testified that the child could not return to him: 
 

But now that he is dead, why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I will go to him, but he will not 
return to me (2 Samuel 12:23 NIV). 

 
Since the Bible teaches the dead cannot return, this could not have been the appearance of dead prophet 
Samuel. 
 
This Seems To Give Credence For Spiritism 
 
A final objection to the genuine appearance of Samuel is that it seems to give some sort of credence to the 
living talking to the dead. If God allowed it on this one occasion, then why wouldn’t He do it on other 
occasions? This opens the door for believers to dabble into areas in which God expressly forbids them. 
 
It is for these reasons that the idea that Samuel actually appeared to Saul at En Dor is roundly rejected by many. 
 
What Did Happen? 
 
If this is the case, then there are basically three things that could have happened when Saul met the medium. 
They are as follows. 
 
Possibility 1: A Demonic Spirit Spoke To Saul 
 
It has been argued that the medium actually called up a spirit from the afterlife, but that spirit was not Samuel. 
It was a demon impersonating Samuel. This demon, impersonating Samuel, told Saul only part of the truth.  
 
The Bible teaches that demons are able to utter half-truths. The Book of Acts tells us that a woman who was 
possessed with an evil spirit followed the Apostle Paul:  
 

The girl followed Paul and the rest of us and kept yelling, “These men are servants of the Most High God! 
They are telling you how to be saved” (Acts 16:17 CEV). 

 
Part of what she said was true. Indeed, the apostles were proclaiming the true way of salvation. However her 
overall message was one of deception. 
 
Response 
 
The text does not represent this as a demon impersonation. If it was a demonic spirit instead of Samuel, then 
why did this spirit tell the entire truth? There were no-half truths in the response of this personage to Saul. This 
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is not consistent with the way demon spirits work. The message sounded like something Samuel himself would 
have said, if he were still alive. This is one of many signs in the account that it was an authentic appearance of 
Samuel. 
 
Possibility 2: It Was A Fake Appearance 
 
There is also the view that the medium faked Samuel’s appearance. Saul was tricked into believing that it was 
really Samuel when it was only some type of deception on the part of the medium. The arguments for this are 
as follows:  
 
The Woman Was Called A Ventriloquist 
 
The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, uses the word eggastrimuthos (ventriloquist) 
to describe the woman (verse 9) and those who practice the same type of divination. This indicates that she 
had the ability to deceive people into thinking there was some other personage present by the throwing of her 
voice. 
 
She Probably Recognized Saul 
 
Though she pretended ignorance, the woman probably recognized Saul from the beginning. We should not 
assume that his disguise fooled her.  
 
Indeed, the Bible makes it clear that Saul was much taller than all of the other people of Israel. Therefore, it 
would have been hard for him to disguise himself.  
 
Saul Was Prevented From Viewing Samuel 
 
In addition, it was only the medium that saw Samuel. Saul did not. He was prevented from viewing the spirit. 
Consequently she only pretended to be surprised by the appearance of the prophet Samuel when, most likely, 
she saw nothing. 
 
He Relied On What She Said 
 
Since the king saw and heard nothing, he had to rely on the woman to tell him what this spirit was saying. He 
did not converse directly to Samuel. Therefore, we do not really know if Samuel appeared. 
 
This Was Not A Great Prediction 
 
To say that Saul would die the next day in battle was not any great prediction seeing that they were vastly 
outnumbered by the Philistines.  
 
Saul Killed Himself 
 
Finally, Saul did not die by the hand of the Philistines the next day. He killed himself after he had been wounded. 
 
All these arguments have led many to assume we have a hoax on the part of the woman and not a genuine 
appearance of Samuel. 
 
Response 
 
The main problem with this view is there is nothing in the account to indicate that it was a hoax. A 
straightforward reading causes one to assume that Samuel actually appeared.  
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Also, the medium herself seemed genuinely terrified when Samuel appeared. The Bible explains what happened 
in this manner: 
 

When the woman saw Samuel, she screamed, “You’ve deceived me! You are Saul!” “Don’t be afraid!” the 
king told her. “What do you see?” “I see a god coming up out of the earth,” she said (1 Samuel 28:12,13 
NLT). 

 
The passage does not give the impression that she was acting. The visitor was not whom she was expecting. 
This implies that there was some authentic appearance of the dead rather than it being her own demonic ability 
or trickery. She was not expecting Samuel to appear.  
 
Also, the account does not say that it was only the woman who heard and saw Samuel. She saw him at the 
beginning and explained to Saul what he looked like. When the conversation of Samuel and Saul took place 
there is no indication that Samuel spoke through the woman rather than speaking directly to Saul. 
 
Possibility 3: Saul Suffered A Hallucination 
 
It is also possible that Saul had some sort of hallucination when he thought he spoke to the dead prophet 
Samuel. Since he desperately wanted to talk to Samuel, Saul fooled himself into believing that he was actually 
conversing with the dead prophet. 
 
Response 
 
This hallucination was not limited to Saul. The medium saw it also and was horrified. This would rule out 
something that was merely in the mind of Saul. The text also implies that the woman talked to Samuel. 
Consequently we are dealing with more than a hallucination. 
 
Summary To Option 1: 
 
There are a number of reasons why the appearance of Samuel to Saul at En Dor is denied. It seems to contradict 
the way God works in the rest of Scripture as well as give credence to spiritism.  
 
Because of these factors, many Bible students deny that the dead prophet Samuel actually appeared to speak to 
Saul. 
 
Option 2: Samuel Did Appear To Saul 
 
There are, however, many Bible students who believe that it was actually Samuel who spoke to King Saul that 
night. A straightforward reading of the account makes this apparent. The reasons for holding this view are as 
follows. 
 
The Bible Says Samuel Appeared 
 
The Bible says Samuel appeared (verses 12,14,15,16,20). This seems to settle the matter as to the identity of the 
spirit that spoke to Saul. The text is very explicit. It was actually Samuel that spoke to the wayward king. 
 
The Description Of Samuel Is Correct 
 
The description of Samuel is authentic. The medium said that Samuel was wearing a robe of a prophet. This 
was the robe Saul had taken and ripped as Samuel declared the kingdom had been ripped out of his hand.  We 
read about this earlier in Samuel: 
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Now therefore, please forgive my sin and return with me so I can worship the LORD. Samuel replied to 
Saul, “I will not return with you. Because you rejected the word of the LORD, the LORD has rejected you 
from being king over Israel.” When Samuel turned to go, Saul grabbed the hem of his robe, and it tore (1 
Samuel 15:27-28 CSB).  

 
This would have convinced Saul that it was actually Samuel.  
 
The Reaction Of The Medium 
 
The medium reacted as though the spirit of Samuel actually appeared. She was terrified and cried out and the 
top of her voice. Her reaction suggests that his appearance was unexpected. This was something different than 
what usually happened when she practiced her occultic art.   
 
She claimed she saw a god (Hebrew Elohim). This probably refers to the spirit of one who had died. This is an 
indication that she was not really expecting the genuine spirit of Samuel to appear. Whatever she had expected 
to happen was thwarted by Samuel’s actual appearance. 
 
The Prior Exchange Between Saul And Samuel 
 
The words of Samuel to Saul alluded to a prior conversation between the two. Only the real Samuel would have 
said this to Saul, not some impersonator. This is another indication that Samuel truly appeared.  
 
Samuel Was A Prophet 
 
Samuel’s role as a prophet in Scripture is well-documented. The message he gave Saul with respect to his future 
is consistent with what we know about Samuel and his office as a prophet.  
 
His Prediction Was Correct 
 
Samuel said that Saul would join him the next day in the realm of the dead. Saul did die the next day. 
Consequently, the prediction was correct. Since only God knows the future, it must have been Samuel who 
spoke to Saul. It is not a contradiction that Saul fell upon his sword and killed himself. He was in the process 
of dying when he took his own life. 
 
It Is Another Unusual Method Of Communication By God 
 
While God did use an unusual method of communicating His Word, this was not the first time He has done 
something like this. Indeed, God also used an unusual method in communicating His message to Balaam 
(Numbers 22). He spoke through a donkey.  Therefore, we should not limit God’s methods in speaking to 
humanity. 
 
Saul Bowed To Samuel 
 
The fact that Saul bowed in obeisance to Samuel showed that he understood it was really Samuel who had 
appeared. It is clear that Saul knew that he had been talking to Samuel. 
 
The Message Is Consistent With The Rest Of Scripture 
 
The message given was consistent with something God or Samuel might have said. There is nothing 
inconsistent in this message with respect to God’s nature or His plan for humanity. In other words, the message 
from Samuel did not contradict anything else revealed in Scripture. 
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The Reading Of The Septuagint 
 
The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, adds these words after 1 Chronicles 
10:13,14: 
 

Saul asked counsel of her that had a familiar spirit to inquire of her, and Samuel made answer to him. 
 
This addition to the text, gives further testimony to the belief that it was actually Samuel who appeared. 
 
How Did It Happen? 
 
If it was Samuel who appeared to Saul, then there are two basic possibilities as to how he appeared. Either the 
medium actually called up Samuel by demonic power, or Samuel appeared by God’s design. From Scripture, 
we can say the following about these possibilities. 
 
Possibility 1: Did The Medium Call Up Samuel? 
 
It has been argued that the medium, through demonic power, actually called up Samuel from the realm of the 
dead. This would have been a demonic miracle. The Bible warns us about the power of the devil. Paul wrote 
about the lying wonders he will make: 
 

The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of 
counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. 
They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved (2 Thessalonians 2:9,10 NIV). 

 
Satan can perform signs which deceive. 
 
Jesus said there were those people who falsely spoke in His name. We read Him saying the following. 
 

On judgment day many will tell me, ‘Lord, Lord, we prophesied in your name and cast out demons in your 
name and performed many miracles in your name’ (Matthew 7:22 NLT). 

 
Some believe that the devil has such power. 
 
Response 
 
Though Satan and his demons can perform deceiving signs, they are always under God’s ultimate control. God 
is the only One who has the authority over life and death. Satan has no such power or authority. 
 
Satan Cannot Do Miracles 
 
In addition, there is no evidence that Satan, or his demons, can perform actual miracles. Therefore, the miracle 
of calling the spirit of Samuel from the realm of the righteous dead is not something that Satan, or his demons, 
have the power to do. Those who are in God’s hands are protected from Satan’s power. 
   
Talking To The Dead Is Condemned 
 
Finally, we see that attempting to contact the dead through a medium is actually condemned in this passage. 
Samuel said to Saul: 
 

Samuel said, “Why do you consult me, now that the LORD has turned away from you and become your 
enemy?” (1 Samuel 28:16 NIV). 
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Saul was rebuked for consulting the medium. All of these factors would indicate that Samuel was not called up 
by some demonic power.  
 
Possibility 2: Did Samuel Appear By God’s Power? 
 
Since it seems that Samuel did appear, and that it was not due to demonic intervention, the best answer seems 
to be that Samuel was permitted to appear by God’s power. On this one occasion, God allowed Samuel to be 
brought from His presence to speak to Saul. It was His final word of judgment to the disobedient king.   
 
This Is Not A Basis For Talking To Mediums 
 
Whatever happened in this episode, it is not to be used as a basis of attempting to contact the dead through 
mediums. In the strongest of terms, God forbids any contact with those who attempt to reach out to the 
deceased. The result of what happened to King Saul, his death the next day after he consulted a medium, serves 
as a further warning not to delve into this forbidden area. We read in Chronicles: 
 

So Saul died for his breach of faith. He broke faith with the Lord in that he did not keep the command of 
the Lord, and also consulted a medium, seeking guidance. He did not seek guidance from the Lord. 
Therefore the Lord put him to death and turned the kingdom over to David the son of Jesse (1 Chronicles 
10:13,14 ESV). 

 
The Bible gives no encouragement whatsoever about consulting mediums. None! 
 
There Is Survival Beyond Grave 
 
This episode does establish that, at this time in Israel’s history, there was a belief that there was life beyond the 
grave. In that life, people kept their personal identity. Samuel appeared in the same form in which he had died; 
as an old man wearing a robe. 
 
Obviously, this is a fascinating episode in the history of Israel. While many of the questions about this account 
are debated, it seems that we can come away with a number of definite conclusions. 
   
Summary To Question 14 
Did The Dead Prophet Samuel Communicate To Saul Through A Medium At En Dor? 
 
The Bible says that at the city of En Dor in ancient Israel an episode occurred between King Saul and a woman 
who was a medium, one who contacted the dead. The Bible says that upon the request of Saul, she called up 
the spirit of the dead prophet Samuel. Samuel appeared and spoke to Saul about his upcoming death the next 
day in battle with the Philistines. The fact is that Saul did die the next day.  
 
It has been long debated as to whether it was really Samuel who spoke to Saul rather than some demonic spirit, 
or some trick on behalf of the medium. The best evidence seems to lead us to believe that it was actually Samuel 
who appeared. Indeed, Scripture specifically says five times that it was Samuel who spoke to Saul.  
 
If it was the prophet Samuel, there is also the question of why and how he was allowed to appear. Scripture is 
silent as to why Samuel was allowed to speak to Saul from the next world; something which the Lord clearly 
prohibited the people of Israel to do. Furthermore, why would God speak at all to Saul after earlier refusing to 
talk to the wayward king? Indeed, these are some of the many unanswered questions that surround this episode.  
 
Whatever the case may be, this story does not give any basis for the living to attempt to contact the dead. In 
fact, the fate of Saul gives further testimony of the bad things that happen when people attempt to contact 
those in the spirit world rather than reaching out to the true and living God. 
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Question 15 
 

What Is The Doctrine Of Purgatory? 
 
The biblical position is that all those who die will spend eternity in heaven or hell. Before we reach our final 
destination, everyone is in a state of conscious existence after death. Believers are in the presence of the Lord 
while unbelievers are not.  
 
Death closes the period of probation that all of us have here on earth. What is done in this life will determine 
where we spend the next. After death, comes the judgment. The Bible teaches this. We read the following in 
the Book of Hebrews: 
 

And just as it is destined that each person dies only once and after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27 
NLT).                  

                                                               
Although this is the biblical teaching, certain unbiblical views of the intermediate state have arisen. One of them 
is the doctrine of purgatory.  This is held by the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church. We can 
sum up this belief as follows. 
 
Believers Do Not Go Straight To Heaven 
 
Those who believe in purgatory teach that not every believer who dies goes immediately to heaven. Even if a 
person dies at peace with the church, if they are not perfect, they have to go through a time of purging. The 
only people who enter heaven immediately are some martyrs, and other highly favored individuals. Most people 
still need to be refined or purified before entering God’s presence. 
 
Thus, they go to this place of purging called purgatory. All unbaptized adults, and those Christians who have 
committed mortal sins after baptism, go immediately to hell.  
 
However, most Christians who are not good enough to go straight to heaven must go to purgatory. In other 
words, heaven is delayed at death.   
 
There Is A Place Of Purging 
 
Purgatory can be defined as a temporary place, or state, where the souls of most believers go after death. It is 
an intermediate state for the believing dead.  
 
Although these people have been forgiven of their sins, they are still liable to experience some temporary 
punishment before their admittance to heaven. This is because nothing that is defiled can enter into God’s 
presence.  
 
Because they must be properly freed from the blemish of some defects they had received after baptism, they 
have to work out their salvation in purgatory through suffering and a process of purification in this place which 
is located somewhere between earth and heaven. 
 
The Background Of The Belief 
 
Some early Christians taught that when the believer died, they went to a place that was a little superior to earthly 
existence. In this place, they had to wait for the resurrection. While waiting they had to become prepared for 
heaven. This involved the purging of sin. Consequently many elaborate teachings arose that were connected 
with this place of waiting, purgatory.   
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The Need For Purgatory 
 
The doctrine of purgatory supposes that some people die with smaller faults for which there was no true 
repentance. The temporal penalty of sin is, at times, not entirely paid for in this life. Since only perfect people 
may enter heaven, they need to be perfected of their sins.  
 
Roman Catholics, as well as those of the Orthodox Church, have reached the conclusion that there must be a 
purgatory out of which people can be prayed, and released from these imperfections. Suffering for a shorter or 
longer time is based upon the degree of their guilt. 
 
It Has Nothing To Do With Salvation   
 
The works done in purgatory have nothing to do with salvation. The process of purgatory is a negative one. It 
is a purification of those blemishes that remain after a person dies.  
 
Since death ends all opportunity for good works, the removal of defects can only occur by means of passive 
punishment, not good deeds done by that person. The sufferings in purgatory are both punitive and refining. 
They punish the believer for their sins as well as prepare them for heaven. 
 
There Are Venial And Mortal Sins    
 
Roman Catholicism makes a distinction between venial and mortal sins. According to Roman Catholic theology, 
if a Roman Catholic dies in the state of mortal sin, they forfeit their chance even for purgatory. Unbaptized 
adults and those who have committed mortal sins after baptism go straight to hell. There is no purgatory for 
them. If a person commits a mortal sin they can be restored through the sacrament of Penance. However, 
without penance they will be sent to hell.  
 
Venial Sins Can Be Forgiven 
 
Venial sins do not cause eternal damnation. They are sins which can be forgiven. Yet if a person dies with an 
unpaid debt for venial sins, then they must spend time in purgatory. There are, however, disagreements as to 
which sins are venial and which are mortal. There has been no authoritative list to separate the two. 
 
The Nature Of Punishment Is Debated 
 
In addition, there is no agreement as to the nature of the punishment in purgatory.  
 
Some Roman Catholic writers teach that punishment is horrible, lasting thousands of years, while others see 
little punishment or no punishment whatsoever.   
 
A Person Can Have Their Time In Purgatory Shortened 
 
There are a number of ways in which venial or smaller sins can be forgiven and the time in purgatory shortened. 
They are as follows. 
 
Gifts Or Services Rendered For The Church By The Living 
 
The living can actually help those in purgatory. They can provide gifts to the church as well as do services on 
behalf of the dead person. This will supposedly shorten their time in purgatory. 
 
The living can purchase an “indulgence” on behalf of the dead. An indulgence is a certificate which is already 
signed by the pope which pardons sin. It may forgive all or part of the temporal punishment for sin. 
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This has been one of the main ways in which the Roman Catholic Church has raised money. Historically, these 
indulgences were first sold to the living. These people needed a particular sin to be forgiven so as to grant them 
access to heaven. Later, indulgences were sold to relatives on behalf of their dead loved ones who were in 
purgatory. Purchasing these indulgences would lessen their suffering.  
 
It is believed that the pope on earth has been given the authority to determine the length of ones stay in 
purgatory. Therefore, his authority not only extends to the church on the earth but also to believers who have 
not made it into heaven. Hence, it is believed that he has some jurisdiction over who is forgiven of their sin 
and who can enter heaven at a particular time. 
 
Those who bought the indulgences were seen as performing a “Christian” act. This would elevate their own 
status before the Lord and thus, lessen their own suffering in purgatory. Consequently, they can lessen their 
suffering before they get to purgatory with Christian acts performed here upon the earth. 
 
Prayers By Priests Can Relieve The Suffering 
 
The prayers of priests are another way in which the sufferer in purgatory can have his or her time shortened. It 
is believed that their prayers have special merit for the dead.  
 
Therefore, priestly prayers can influence what happens in the realm of the believing dead who have not reached 
heaven. 
 
Masses Provided By Relatives  
 
Relatives and friends of the deceased can have masses done on their behalf. This is another way in which the 
sufferer’s time can be shortened.  
 
All of these are supposedly able to shorten the time and suffering in purgatory for that particular person. 
 
There Will Be An End Of Purgatory 
 
The suffering in purgatory is not endless. All suffering of believers will end at the Last Judgment. At that time, 
purgatory will cease to exist.  
 
Where Is Purgatory? 
 
Purgatory supposedly exists but there does not seem to be any consensus as to where exactly it is located. In 
one sense, it is a place somewhere between earth and heaven, a halfway house between this world and our 
ultimate destination with Christ. However, to locate it geographically does not seem to be possible since it exists 
in the unseen realm. 
 
This briefly sums up the doctrine of purgatory as it is generally taught.  
 
The Doctrine Of Purgatory Contradicts Scripture 
 
However, as we will see, this idea is contrary to a number of doctrines of the Christian faith including the 
biblical doctrine of salvation from sin. Our next three questions examine the doctrine of purgatory in some 
detail. 
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Summary To Question 15 
What Is The Doctrine Of Purgatory? 
 
The Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church do not believe that most Christians will enter heaven 
immediately upon their death. Instead, there is an intermediate place where they must first go to have their sins 
purged.  
 
This place, which exists between heaven and earth, is called purgatory. Since a person may still have some sins 
that have not been paid for in this life, they must go to purgatory where their sins are purged. Once the sins 
have been sufficiently purged, that person can then enter the perfection of heaven.  
 
The Roman Catholic Church teaches that the suffering in purgatory is proportionate to the sins committed in 
this life. The time spent can vary from a relatively short period, such as a few hours, to thousands of years.  
 
However, there is no consensus of opinion as to the duration of the stay in purgatory, or the type of punishment 
one receives. No one seems to be able to give any authoritative answer to this question. Unbaptized adults and 
those who have committed a mortal sin after baptism go directly to hell. Purgatory is only for believers. 
While Christians must spend time in purgatory, it supposedly can be lessened by a number of things. The living 
can do services and give gifts to the church to shorten the time of their loved one. This includes purchasing 
indulgences or certificates signed by the pope which can forgive sin. This indicates that the pope on earth has 
some jurisdiction in the next world. 
 
Prayers by priests as well as having masses in the name of the dead can also shorten the time a person spends 
in purgatory. The dead can do nothing in purgatory to help themselves. It is only their living friends and loved 
ones who can help them. They are completely dependent upon them to shorten their stay in this place of 
purging.  
 
Purgatory is only a temporary place. It will end when the Last Judgment occurs. Like death and Hades it will 
be thrown into the lake of fire. From that time forward, no more suffering will be necessary because everyone 
will be perfected, ready to enter heaven. 
 
This sums up the doctrine of purgatory. A close inspection of Scripture will find that purgatory is not a biblical 
doctrine but actually contradicts the Bible on a number of crucial issues. 
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Question 16 
 

Is There Such A Place 
As Purgatory? 

 
The doctrine of purgatory says that believers in Jesus Christ, with few exceptions, must enter into a type of 
purging before they enter heaven. Thus, they have to go to halfway place between earth and heaven, purgatory. 
This is the doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church. 
 
Is there such a place as purgatory? Will Christians have to further suffer for their sins once this life is over? 
What does the Scripture say? 
 
There Is No Biblical Support For Its Existence 
 
Although the Scripture speaks of fire as purification, it knows nothing of a purifying process between death 
and resurrection that the believer must encounter.  
 
The idea of a purgatory has no support from Scripture. Furthermore, it contradicts the clear teaching of the 
Bible. We can make the following observations. 
 
1. All Believers Are In God’s Presence Immediately  

Upon Death And They Are Being Comforted 
 
When the Scripture is studied there are two essential truths that contradict the idea of purgatory; the righteous 
dead are immediately conscious in God’s presence, and they are joyful. These truths are plainly stated and 
should be decisive in any question as to the existence of such a place of suffering. From a study of Scripture 
we learn about these wonderful truths. 
 
All Believers Are In God’s Presence At The Moment Of Death 
 
Scripture teaches that believers go immediately to the presence of the Lord upon death. Paul wrote the following 
to the Corinthians: 
 

For we know that when this earthly tent we live in is taken down-- when we die and leave these bodies-- 
we will have a home in heaven, an eternal body made for us by God himself and not by human hands. We 
grow weary in our present bodies, and we long for the day when we will put on our heavenly bodies like 
new clothing.  . . . Yes, we are fully confident, and we would rather be away from these bodies, for then we 
will be at home with the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:1,2,8 NLT). 

      
Paul said all those who die believing in Christ are immediately present with the Lord upon their death. He wrote 
this to the Corinthian church. These were not spiritually mature believers. In fact, in his first letter to this church 
he described them in this manner: 
 

Brothers, I was not able to speak to you as spiritual people but as people of the flesh, as babies in Christ. I 
fed you milk, not solid food, because you were not yet able to receive it. In fact, you are still not able, 
because you are still fleshly. For since there is envy and strife among you, are you not fleshly and living like 
ordinary people? (1 Corinthians 3:1-3 CSB). 

 
There were still a number of problems in the church when Paul wrote his second letter to these believers. Yet 
each and every one of these carnal Corinthians was promised that upon their death they would be with Christ; 
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immediately present with the Lord. There is never a hint of waiting, or suffering they would have to endure for 
their less than perfect spiritual lifestyle. None whatsoever! 
 
In another place, Paul wrote to the Philippians about his desire to die and be with Christ. He stated it this way: 
 

I’m torn between two desires: I long to go and be with Christ, which would be far better for me. But for 
your sakes, it is better that I continue to live (Philippians 1:23,24 NLT).  

  
Again we find that the believer in Jesus Christ is in God’s presence immediately upon their death. Furthermore, 
Paul said he would be far better off to be with Christ than to remain in this body.  
 
Why would he say this if he had the fires of purgatory to look forward to? Paul believed that he would be 
immediately with Jesus Christ the moment he died. This would not only be true for him it would also be the 
same for every Christian.  
 
The Believing Dead Are Immediately Happy In God’s Presence  
 
The Bible also speaks of the believing dead as being immediately happy in the presence of the Lord. There are 
a number of examples of this which we find in God’s Word. We will give two illustrations. 
 
Lazarus  
 
In Jesus’ story of two deceased people who were alive and conscious in the unseen realm of the dead, the rich 
man and Lazarus, we find that Lazarus was happy and content in the company of Abraham while the rich man 
was suffering in torment. The Bible explains it this way: 
 

The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died 
and was buried. In Hades, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus 
by his side. . . Abraham replied, ‘Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while 
Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony (Luke 16:22,23,25 NIV). 

 
Though the bodies of each of them were still in the grave, we find that each of them had a conscious existence 
after death. The existence was either one of conscious blessing or of torment. Lazarus, the believer, was 
comforted by Abraham. He was not in some place of suffering. 
 
The Criminal Who Died Next To Jesus 
 
There is further evidence of this in the words of Jesus to the criminal dying next to Him on the cross. Jesus 
told this dying man that he would be immediately with Jesus in Paradise. Luke records the following: 
 

And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise (Luke 23:43 ESV). 
 
This man was promised paradise, not purgatory. How could the dead be immediately happy in paradise if they 
had to go through the fires of purgatory? The doctrine of purgatory offers no comfort to the believer who is 
facing death. 
 
Furthermore, since this man was crucified for being a criminal, it is obvious that he would not be in any spiritual 
state to enter heaven if it was dependent upon his good deeds. Indeed, he didn’t have any good deeds!  
 
Scripture Says We Are Welcomed To Heaven 
 
We also discover that Scripture says that all believers will be welcomed into heaven. Peter wrote about this: 
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Therefore, my brothers and sisters, make every effort to confirm your calling and election. For if you do 
these things, you will never stumble, and you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1:10,11 NIV). 

 
This welcome is in contrast to the doctrine of purgatory which is anything but a welcoming thing for which to 
look forward. 
 
2. The Church Has No Authority To Forgive Sin 
 
There is another important point we must emphasize. The church upon the earth does not have any authority 
to forgive sins, either by prayers, or the sacrifice of the Mass. Only God can forgive sin. The Lord has said: 
 

I--yes, I alone--am the one who blots out your sins for my own sake and will never think of them again 
(Isaiah 43:25 NLT).  

 
Forgiveness of sin is something which belongs to God alone. We have no authority to do it. 
 
The church may declare someone forgiven, if they have met the proper conditions that God sets down, faith 
in Jesus Christ. After His resurrection, Jesus said to His disciples that they had authority to declare to someone 
that their sins were forgiven. John records. 
 

Then he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, they will be 
forgiven. But if you don’t forgive their sins, they will not be forgiven” (John 20:22,23 CEV). 

 
However, the church has no power, in and of themselves, to remove the consequences of sin, either in this 
world, or in the next. We can merely assure people their sins have been forgiven if they place their faith in Jesus 
Christ. That is all that Christians are able to do, nothing else. 
 
Indeed, God is the only one who can forgive, and who has the power to judge. The doctrine of purgatory 
removes this from His hand. 
 
3. Christ’s Sacrifice Was Complete 
 
Furthermore, the death of Jesus Christ on the cross was sufficient to pay the entire penalty for our sins. Nothing 
else is needed. There are a number of important points about this truth which we need to make. 
 
Jesus Did Everything Necessary 
 
Jesus made the claim that He did everything necessary to secure our salvation. John records Him praying the 
following to God the Father: 
 

I brought glory to you here on earth by doing everything you told me to do (John 17:4 NLT). 
 
Jesus has done everything necessary. Everything. 
 
Jesus Last Words Were “It Is Finished” 
 
When He died upon the cross, Jesus acknowledged that He has finished the task which God the Father had 
given to Him: 
 

When Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, “It is finished!” Then bowing His head, He gave up His 
spirit (John 19:30 CSB). 
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Salvation from sin is now possible because Jesus finished the work necessary to secure it for us. He has 
completed everything which was required. 
 
His One Sacrifice Was Sufficient 
 
The writer to the Hebrews makes it clear that the one sacrifice of Christ on the cross was sufficient to pay for 
our sins. He wrote: 
 

So also Christ died only once as a sacrifice to take away the sins of many people. He will come again but 
not to deal with our sins again. This time he will bring salvation to all those who are eagerly waiting for him 
(Hebrews 9:28 NLT).  

 
This is a past act, never again to be repeated.  
 
Our Sins Have Already Been Purged 
 
Purification of our sins has been paid in full by Jesus Christ. The Bible says: 
 

He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by 
his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty 
on high (Hebrews 1:3 NRSV UE). 

 
Jesus paid it all, so we do not have to suffer. We cannot add to what he has done. He has done it all for us. 
 
Jesus Was Not Like The Earthly Priests 
 
We again read in Hebrews about the once-and-for-all sacrifice of Jesus Christ where the writer compares the 
one sacrifice of Christ to the yearly sacrifices made by the various High Priests. He explained the difference 
that Jesus makes: 
 

If he had offered himself every year, he would have suffered many times since the creation of the world. 
But instead, near the end of time he offered himself once and for all, so that he could be a sacrifice that 
does away with sin (Hebrews 9:26 CEV).  

 
This was a one-time event. It took care of sin once-and-for-all.  
 
We Have Been Perfected Forever 
 
Furthermore, those who believe in Jesus Christ are perfected forever. Again, we read in the Book of Hebrews: 
 

For by one offering He has perfected forever those who are being sanctified (Hebrews 10:14 NKJV). 
 
No more sacrifices are necessary. Scripture could not be clearer on this point. We cannot improve on what 
Jesus Christ has done for us. Unhappily, the doctrine of purgatory says we can. 
 
4. Christ Cleanses Us From All Sin 
 
It is the blood of Jesus Christ that cleanses us from all sin, not our own suffering. John wrote the following: 
 

But if we are living in the light of God’s presence, just as Christ is, then we have fellowship with each other, 
and the blood of Jesus, his Son, cleanses us from every sin. If we say we have no sin, we are only fooling 
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ourselves and refusing to accept the truth. But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive 
us and to cleanse us from every wrong (1 John 1:7-9 NLT)  

 
John says that each and every sin has been forgiven because of Jesus Christ and His death on the cross. What 
this means is, if the doctrine of purgatory is true, then either the suffering for sin offered by Christ was 
insufficient, or God the Father is exacting further punishment from believers even though the penalty for sin 
has already been paid. Both of these concepts are contrary to the clear teaching of Scripture. 
 
However, there is no necessity for His sacrifice to continue. His offering on the cross means nothing else is 
necessary. As we have just noted, the writer to the Hebrews stated it in this manner: 
 

For by one offering He has perfected forever those who are sanctified (Hebrews 10:14 CSB) 
 
The Contemporary English Version put it this way. 
 

By his one sacrifice he has forever set free from sin the people he brings to God (Hebrews 10:14 CEV) 
 
His offering perfected us for all time. We are ready for heaven the moment we believe in Jesus Christ because 
we have been credited with His righteousness. Nothing else is necessary. 
 
Obviously, we do not become experientially perfect the moment we trust Christ. Indeed, we still commit sins. 
This is evident to everyone. But we do become positionally perfect because we are “in Christ.”  
 
5. We Trade Our Sin For His Righteousness 
 
This brings us to our next point. We are credited with the righteousness of Jesus Christ the moment we believe 
in Him. The Bible says that Jesus took the penalty for our sin upon Himself and consequently we receive His 
righteousness. Paul wrote the following to the Corinthians: 
 

He made the One who did not know sin to be sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of 
God in Him (2 Corinthians 5:21 CSB). 

 
We trade our sins for His righteousness! This is the wonderful offer that Christ makes to each and every one 
of us.  
 
6. We Are Justified By Faith Alone 
 
How do we receive this righteousness of Jesus Christ? Paul made it clear that the righteousness of Christ is 
credited to those who simply believe in Jesus. In other words, it is not by our works. He wrote to the Romans: 
 

However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as 
righteousness (Romans 4:5 NIV) 

 
The Bible emphasizes that a person is made right with God by faith alone. Good works do not enter into the 
process. Paul wrote. 
 

For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law (Romans 3:28 NRSV 
UE).  

 
Works cannot save a person; only Jesus Christ can save. Salvation is a gift of God, not something we can earn 
through our good deeds. Paul wrote to the Ephesians:  
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For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not 
the result of works, so that no one may boast (Ephesians 2:8,9 NRSV UE). 

 
Here Paul specifically said that our salvation is not by means of our works. Consequently, there is nothing 
which we can boast or brag about. 
 
When he wrote to Titus, the Apostle Paul declared that righteousness does not come from our own works. He 
said: 
 

He saved us, not because of the good things we did, but because of his mercy. He washed away our sins 
and gave us a new life through the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5 NLT). 

 
It is not by works that we are justified but rather by faith and faith alone. We can do absolutely nothing to earn 
this salvation. We can only receive it by believing in Christ. The doctrine of purgatory assumes that good works 
can make a person righteous. This contradicts the biblical message of salvation. 
 
7. There Is No Condemnation For Those In Christ 
 
Because of what Jesus Christ had done on behalf of believers, there is no condemnation. Paul wrote to the 
Romans:  
 

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1 NIV). 
 
No condemnation means none. Not here or in some imaginary place like purgatory.  
 
8. Our Citizenship Is In Heaven 
 
There is something else which the Bible emphasizes. We are presently citizens of heaven! Our citizenship will 
not occur at some later time. Paul wrote: 
 

But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by 
the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that 
they will be like his glorious body (Philippians 3:20-21 NIV). 

 
Citizens of heaven will go directly to the place of blessing upon death. They will not go to some place of 
torment for some undetermined amount of time. According to Scripture, purgatory does not exist. Believers 
will not have to suffer any punishment for sins. Indeed, Jesus Christ saw to that! 
 
9. Those In This Life Cannot Change Their Status In The Next 
 
There is also the problem of assuming that our status after death can be changed by others. The Bible is clear 
on this matter. It is not possible that our status be changed by deeds done by others on our behalf. It is the 
decisions that we make in this life, and this life alone, that determines our status in the next life. Others have no 
ability to intercede for us and change that status.  
 
Other Problems With Purgatory 
 
These are only some of the problems connected with believing in a place called purgatory. We could add others.  
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Why No Specific Mention Of It In Scripture? 
 
If there is a place of purging, purgatory, where almost every Christian will go immediately upon death, then 
seemingly it would be essential that Christians be informed about it. Yet as we search the Scripture, we find 
nothing directly taught about purgatory. Why? Why isn’t there any specific reference to it in Scripture? Why do 
not we have the slightest teaching on the subject? Especially since we have many things told to us about the 
intermediate state. In fact, we know many things about what happens to us immediately upon death but there 
is nothing said about a place of purging.  
 
This is particularly true in the Book of Revelation. With its emphasis on only “pure” people entering into heaven 
one would think that if purgatory existed there would at least be some reference to it. But there is none. 
However, no answer needs to be given because there is no such place as purgatory. On this subject the Bible is 
very clear!  
 
In point of fact, the only teaching we find of a purgatory is from people living long after the time of Christ. We 
do not find it from Christ or His apostles. 
 
Basically, we have to choose between the authority of God’s Word, which does not teach of any such place as 
purgatory, and the beliefs and teachings of human beings who were not directly inspired by God.  
 
In sum, it does not matter what some particular saint in the history of the church may have said about purgatory. 
What is important is what the Word of God has said. It is our only standard of authority. 
 
Therefore, for the Bible-believer, the choice is clear. If someone cannot make a case for purgatory from the 
Scripture, then no case whatsoever can be made. The fact that there is complete silence in the Bible as to the 
existence of such a place, as well as the direct teaching in the Bible that contradicts such a doctrine, makes it 
plain what the Christian should believe. There is no such place as purgatory. End of story. 
 
There Is No Assurance Of Salvation With Purgatory 
 
One of the many negative by-products of a belief in purgatory is that we can never have assurance about our 
eternal salvation in this life. Purgatory goes hand in hand with the Roman Catholic doctrine of salvation. 
Salvation in Roman Catholic theology is a process; a process of becoming purified or sanctified. Since we are 
all “in process” we cannot be certain as to how far along we are in the process. This is in contrast to the direct 
teaching of the word of God which unequivocally states that we can have assurance. John wrote: 
 

The one who has the Son has life. The one who doesn’t have the Son of God does not have life. have 
written these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you 
have eternal life (1 John 5:12-13 CSB). 

 
Which is it? Can we be certain or can we not? The Bible says that we can. 
 
Purgatory Gives Us The Wrong Focus 
 
This brings up a further problem with holding to the doctrine of purgatory. The emphasis is not on Jesus Christ 
but rather upon us. This is the wrong focus! Our eyes are always to be upon who He is, not upon who we are. 
The writer to the Hebrews emphasized where our focus ought to be: 
 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that 
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. 
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured 
the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God (Hebrews 12:1-2 NIV). 
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We are to fix our eyes upon Jesus. Unhappily, the doctrine of purgatory takes the focus off of Jesus and puts it 
onto self.  
 
What Happens To Those Who Die Before The Final Judgment? 
 
There are further problems. For example, purgatory supposedly ends at the “Great White Throne Judgment.” 
But what happens to those who die immediately before this final judgment and have not been purged of their 
impurity? On what basis will they be allowed to enter heaven? No answer can be given.  
 
Where Is Purgatory? 
 
While the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church sees purgatory in the future for most believers, 
Protestants see it in the past. Thus, we can answer the question as to the exact location of purgatory: it was on 
a cross two thousand years ago! This is where all our sins have been purged! And they have been purged once 
and for all time. 
 
Summary To Question 16 
Is There Such A Place As Purgatory? 
 
Purgatory is supposedly a place which exists somewhere between earth and heaven where the righteous are 
purged of any sins which have not been paid for. Once these smaller or venial sins have received the proper 
payment, then the person can enter heaven.  
 
This is the claim of the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church but there is absolutely no biblical 
basis for belief in a purgatory. Indeed, no one who has believed in Jesus Christ will have to spend even one 
second suffering for his or her sins in some intermediate place between earth and heaven. This can be seen as 
follows.  
 
First, purgatory has no support whatsoever from Scripture. No such belief is taught or even hinted at. If the 
Bible is our final authority on all matters of belief and practice, then the fact that the doctrine of purgatory is 
absent reveals that no such place exists. 
 
There is also the problem of making the church having any say in this matter. The church, in and of itself, has 
no authority to forgive sin. Only God has the ability to forgive sin. This includes the bishop of Rome, the pope. 
He has no authority whatsoever as to who will enter heaven after they leave this earth. None! 
 
The idea of purgatory negates the promises of God that the believer can look forward to being in His joyous 
presence immediately upon death. Rather they have to look forward to a judgment by fire of undetermined 
length and character. This contradicts direct statements of Scripture that the believers are immediately with 
Him. 
 
The idea of making a distinction between venial and mortal sins cannot be justified biblically. Sin is sin and 
once it is forgiven by Christ all of it has been forgiven. The Bible is clear that Christ has already purged our 
sins. This was a one-time event that happened in the past. The sacrifice of Jesus Christ on Calvary’s cross was 
complete. There is nothing that we can add to it. It is Christ who cleanses us from our sin, not our own 
suffering.  
 
Furthermore, being made right with God is something that happens by faith alone. Works do not enter into 
the picture at all. To be forgiven of our sins consists of trusting Christ, nothing more. We cannot add to what 
He has done for us. 
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These are some of the main problems with the idea of purgatory. However, there are other problems. For one 
thing, if purgatory is such an important doctrine, then why don’t we find anything about it in Scripture? One 
would think such an essential truth would be highlighted in the Bible. But we find nothing whatsoever. 
 
In addition, purgatory robs the believer of any assurance of salvation. Since salvation is looked at as a process, 
rather than a past completed act, believers can never be assured that they have been completely saved from 
their sins. Neither can they know how much time they have to be purged before entering heaven. It would 
seem to give a very uneasy feeling for those who believe purgatory lies ahead. There is really no assurance about 
anything. 
 
There are also unanswered questions with respect to purgatory such as what happens to those who die 
immediately before the final judgment? Seemingly, they do not have time to be purged from their imperfections 
to allow them to enter into heaven. What’s going to happen to them? We could add many more questions such 
as this for which the doctrine of purgatory has no answer. 
 
Finally, contrary to the Roman Catholic Church, purgatory is not in the future for each believer. Indeed, not 
only is purgatory in the past, it can be located. Purgation of all sins, past, present, and future occurred two 
thousand years ago on a cross in the city of Jerusalem.  
 
In sum, the doctrine of purgatory is completely at odds with what Scripture teaches on a number of essential 
topics. Consequently, it should be soundly rejected by Bible-believing Christians. 
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Question 17 
 

Is There Any Biblical Support 
For Purgatory? 

 
The Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church teach that most believers will not immediately enter 
heaven upon death but rather go to a place of purging, or purgatory, for an undetermined amount of time. 
After they have been sufficiently purged, they will then be allowed to enter the presence of God. 
 
While this is the teaching about purgatory, it is not a biblical teaching. Indeed, purgatory is a belief that 
contradicts the clear teaching of Scripture with respect to the person and work of Jesus Christ. This, however, 
has not stopped people from attempting to find some biblical support for this non-biblical doctrine. The 
following passages are offered for the support of purgatory. 
                                             
1. Isaiah 4:4 
 
In the Book of Isaiah there is a passage that has been used to support the doctrine of purgatory. It reads as 
follows: 
 

When the Lord has washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion and cleansed the bloodguilt from the 
heart of Jerusalem by a spirit of judgment and a spirit of burning (Isaiah 4:4 CSB). 

 
It is argued that burning, in this context, refers to the fires of judgment, a hint of the doctrine of purgatory. 
                                          
2. Matthew 5:25,26 
 
Jesus made a statement that is recorded in Matthew’s gospel that has been used by some to argue for the 
doctrine of purgatory.   
 

When you are on the way to court with your adversary, settle your differences quickly. Otherwise, your 
accuser may hand you over to the judge, who will hand you over to an officer, and you will be thrown into 
prison. And if that happens, you surely won’t be free again until you have paid the last penny (Matthew 
5:25-26 NIV). 

 
Some Roman Catholics teach that prison is purgatory, and the last penny refers to the complete payment for 
the purgation of sins. 
 
3. Matthew 12:32 
 
To some, there is another statement in Matthew’s gospel that seems to be speaking of purgatory. It reads as 
follows: 
 

Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the 
Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come (Matthew 12:32 NIV). 

 
It is claimed that this verse has at least an indirect reference to purgatory seeing that that Jesus left open the 
possibility of forgiveness in the next world. 
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4. Matthew 18:34 
 
In this passage in Scripture Jesus talks of handing people over to the torturers until their entire debt is paid. 
Matthew records Him saying the following: 
 

And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt (Matthew 18:34 
NRSV UE) 

 
This has been seen as a reference to the sufferings in purgatory. People will remain there and suffer torture 
until they pay their entire debt for the sins they have committed. They will not be able to leave until their debt 
is paid. 
 
5. 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 
 
When Paul wrote to the church at Corinth, he spoke of the believer facing a coming judgment which has to do 
with fire. He put it this way: 
 

By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise builder, and someone else is building on it. 
But each one should build with care. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, 
which is Jesus Christ. If anyone builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or 
straw, their work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with 
fire, and the fire will test the quality of each person’s work. If what has been built survives, the builder will 
receive a reward. If it is burned up, the builder will suffer loss but yet will be saved—even though only as 
one escaping through the flames (1 Corinthians 3:10-15 NIV). 

 
This passage speaks of the believer being refined by fire. To some, it is a clear indication of a refining place, 
purgatory. Once refined, the believer can enter the presence of the Lord. 
                              
6. 2 Maccabees 12:41-45 
 
There is a passage in the apocryphal book of Second Maccabees that seems to clearly teach the reality of 
purgatory. It reads as follows: 
 

So they all blessed the ways of the Lord, the righteous judge, who reveals the things that are hidden, and 
they turned to supplication, praying that the sin that had been committed might be wholly blotted out. The 
noble Judas exhorted the people to keep themselves free from sin, for they had seen with their own eyes 
what had happened as the result of the sin of those who had fallen. He also took up a collection, man by 
man, to the amount of two thousand drachmas of silver, and sent it to Jerusalem to provide for a 
purification offering. In doing this he acted very well and honorably, taking account of the resurrection. 
For if he were not expecting that those who had fallen would rise again, it would have been superfluous 
and foolish to pray for the dead. But if he was looking to the splendid reward that is laid up for those who 
fall asleep in godliness, it was a holy and pious thought. Therefore he made atonement for the dead, so that 
they might be delivered from their sin (2 Maccabees 12:41-45 NRSV UE). 

   
This passage clearly states that some type of sacrifice can be offered for the dead. The sacrifices and prayers of 
the living can help those who have died, and are suffering in purgatory. 
 
7. Hebrews 9:27 
 
The writer to the Hebrews spoke of judgment following death. He put it this way: 
 

And just as it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after that the judgment (Hebrews 9:27 NRSV UE). 
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Those who believe in purgatory understand these two events as happening immediately after one another. The 
person dies and then there is a judgment to determine their destination. The wicked are sent away to hell while 
the righteous go to either heaven, if they are in a perfected state, or purgatory, if further purification is needed. 
 
From passages such as these, the Roman Catholic Church believes it can find some biblical support for their 
doctrine of purgatory. 
 
Response 
 
The verses used to support purgatory do not give credence to this belief. We can make the following 
observations. 
                                      
1. Isaiah 4:4 
 
Isaiah’s reference has nothing to do with purgatory. It speaks of God refining people in this life, not the next. 
Therefore, this is not a reference to purging the believer after this life is over so they can eventually enter into 
the presence of the Lord.   
                                 
2. Matthew 5:25-26 
 
Paying the last penny has nothing to do with paying for sin in the next life. In Roman law, the plaintiff could 
bring the accused along with him to the judge. The defendant could, however, settle the matter on any terms 
with the plaintiff as they proceeded to the tribunal.  
 
However once they reached the tribunal the issue would be settled according to law. Jesus is encouraging people 
to settle their differences before it reaches the judge. There is nothing here which remotely suggests a purgatory. 
 
3. Matthew 12:32 
 
This passage compares this world and the next and supposedly hints at forgiveness in the next world. However, 
the phrase “this world and the next” was a Hebrew phrase meaning “never.”  
 
Indeed, in the other gospels which give this same account, the phrase is omitted. This is because Mark and 
Luke are writing for Gentiles. In addition, they each state that the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit will “never be 
forgiven.” Mark says: 
 

But whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness but is guilty of an eternal sin 
(Mark 3:29 NRSV UE). 

 
The account in Luke reads: 
 

Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but the one who blasphemes against 
the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven (Luke 12:10 CSB). 

 
Nowhere does it state, or imply, that forgiveness can be achieved in the next world. Never means never!   
 
Furthermore, in purgatory sins can supposedly be forgiven. According to Jesus, those who commit the 
unpardonable sin can never receive forgiveness in this world or the next. Consequently, this passage has nothing 
to do with purgatory. Indeed, the subject is the “unpardonable sin.” 
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4. Matthew 18:34 
 
This is a parable about forgiving others. The torture which the man received was in this life, not the next. The 
debt he owed was to be paid in this world.  
 
In addition, those believers who do not forgive others will suffer in the present life, not in the afterlife. They 
may lose some of their reward in heaven, but they will not be tortured for their lack of forgiveness. Jesus Christ 
has paid for those sins. 
 
5. 1 Corinthians 3:10-15 
 
“He shall be saved through fire” does not mean he shall be kept alive in the midst of hellfire. The fire deals 
with the works of a person, not their character. Some of their works will receive a reward while other of their 
works will not. 
 
In addition, this testing by fire occurs on judgment day, not in the intermediate state. Judgment day occurs after 
the person is raised from the dead.  
 
Again, we find no purgatory here. 
 
6. 2 Maccabees 12:41-42, 45 
 
The teaching of a purgatory found in 2 Maccabees has no relevance at all for believers. The reason is that 2 
Maccabees is not included in the text of sacred Scripture. Hence anything it teaches is not to be regarded as 
authoritative. It cannot and should not be used as a source to determine Christian doctrine. This is the first 
problem with this text. 
 
It Does Not Teach The Doctrine 
 
Furthermore, this passage does not teach the doctrine of purgatory. For one thing, the word purgatory is 
nowhere to be found in this passage. Judas and his fellow warriors pray and offer sacrifices for their fallen 
comrades who had committed the terrible sin of idolatry. No place of purging is mentioned in this passage. 
 
In addition, the passage says that Judas found a pagan idol in the tunic of every dead soldier. He believed that 
this rebellion against God was what actually caused their death.   
 
Therefore, these soldiers committed what the Roman Catholic Church considers a mortal sin, idolatry. Mortal 
sins cannot be forgiven! Those who die in mortal sin go straight to hell, not to purgatory. The suffering in 
purgatory can only forgive venial sins. Consequently, these soldiers were not candidates for purgatory. They 
died unrepentant having committed a mortal sin.  
 
These points make it clear that this passage cannot be used to substantiate the doctrine of purgatory. 
 
7. Hebrews 9:27 
 
There is absolutely nothing in verse that mentions, or hints of, a purgatory. Furthermore, it does not specifically 
say that the judgment comes immediately after death. The Scriptures teach the contrary. Judgment only comes 
after Jesus Christ returns and resurrects the dead. This is still future.  
 
In addition, the judgment of believers consists of handing out rewards. Thus, judgment day for the Christian is 
actually “reward day.” Hence this verse offers no support whatsoever for any sort of purgatory. 
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Conclusion: The Bible Does Not Teach The Doctrine Of Purgatory 
 
After looking at the various passages that are used to claim biblical support for purgatory, we find that they do 
not teach this doctrine. Believers go immediately to be with Jesus Christ upon their death. No suffering is 
necessary. Purgatory does not exist. 
 
Summary To Question 17 
Is There Any Biblical Support For Purgatory? 
 
Those who believe in purgatory admit there is no direct support in Scripture for their belief. However, they do 
insist that there are some biblical passages which are consistent with the idea that believers will suffer for their 
sins after death before they will be allowed into heaven. 
 
The main support is found in a passage in the apocryphal book of Second Maccabees. This passage speaks of 
people praying for the dead and offering gifts on their behalf. There are also a number of passages in the New 
Testament which speak of torturing people until their debts are paid, forgiveness in the next life, and our works 
tested by fire. While not directly speaking of a purgatory these passages are supposedly consistent with the idea. 
 
However, the passages that purportedly teach this doctrine do no such thing. On the contrary, they contradict 
any idea that people can pay off certain sins in the next life before entering heaven. The passage in Second 
Maccabees is in a book which is not part of Holy Scripture. Therefore, it has no authority whatsoever.  
 
Furthermore, those who died in that episode had committed the sin of idolatry which is a mortal sin according 
to the Roman Catholic Church. Mortal sins cannot be forgiven in purgatory! 
 
The New Testament passages refer to suffering and payment of debt in this life, not the next. Thus, they have 
nothing to do with purgatory. 
 
Jesus’ statement about the unpardonable sin not being able to be forgiven in the next life is certainly not 
speaking about possible forgiveness in the next world or of a future purgatory for Christians.  
 
The Scripture is as clear as can be, the unpardonable sin is rejecting Jesus Christ and it can never be forgiven. 
There is no forgiveness in the next life. 
 
Our works will be tested by fire and some of them will burn up as the Scripture says. But this is referring to 
our loss of reward, not any suffering for sin. Again, it has nothing to do with personal suffering in some 
intermediate state between earth and heaven.  
 
Therefore, the biblical evidence which is sometimes used to support the idea of purgatory does not do this. 
Scripture does not give us the slightest hint that such a state exists. Therefore, we conclude that it does not 
exist. 
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Question 18 
 

Why Is Purgatory Such An Attractive 
Belief For So Many People? 

 
The doctrine of purgatory says that believers in Jesus Christ are not able to go immediately to heaven upon 
their death because they are not in a state of moral purity or moral perfection. Since the Lord only allows 
perfection in His presence something must happen to that person before they can enter into heaven.  
 
The solution is that they must go to a place of purging before heaven is accessible to them. This place of purging 
is called purgatory. In purgatory, they are sufficiently purged of their sins so that they will eventually be allowed 
into heaven. 
 
As we have seen in our previous questions, there is no biblical support for purgatory whatsoever. None. 
Purgatory does not exist.  
 
If this is the case, then we need to answer the question as to why purgatory holds such an attraction to so many 
people. Why do people cling to the idea of this place of purging that awaits them after this life? Why do they 
reject the idea that they can immediately go to heaven upon their death?  
 
The Two Reasons For The Attraction 
 
There seems to be two main reasons as to why purgatory, this place of purging, holds such an attraction to 
humans. First, the belief in purgatory tells us that we can earn our way into heaven. In other words, we can pay 
for our own sins. Second, purgatory is viewed as a substitute for the doctrine of hell. We can make the following 
observations. 
 
Attraction 1:  We Can Earn Our Way Into Heaven 
 
Basically, the doctrine of purgatory says that we must pay for our own sins so that we can enter into heaven. 
While Christ did die for our sins on the cross to make a way for us to go to heaven, we must also pay for them. 
 
This is one of the attractions of purgatory. Paying for our own sins gives us the feeling that we have earned our 
way into God’s presence. We have done something to get there. Purgatory says that I must suffer for my own 
sins. All of us have guilt for the sins we have committed. We know we are not perfect. Purgatory helps us with 
our guilty conscience. 
 
Human nature wants to feel like it has earned something. Therefore, if we experience some type of suffering 
for our sins, this will make us feel better about going to heaven.  
 
This is in contrast to accepting God’s free gift of salvation by grace apart from any good work which we may 
do. 
 
The Biblical Response: We Can Do Absolutely Nothing To Earn Our Salvation 
 
Although the idea of salvation by grace, apart from human works, is a difficult concept for prideful humans to 
accept, it is the clear teaching of Scripture. We can do absolutely nothing to earn our way into heaven. 
Consequently, as we look at the Scripture, we discover there is no support whatsoever for a place called 
purgatory. 
 
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 92 

We Do Not Understand The Depth Of Sin 
 
There is something else. None of us would assume we could earn our way into heaven if we truly understand 
the nature of sin. Sin is something which God hates with a holy hatred. It is not within our capability to properly 
pay for it. 
 
Attraction 2:  Purgatory Is Substituted For Hell 
 
Another reason that purgatory holds a certain attraction to people is that it offsets the idea of hell. Most people 
do not think that they are bad enough to go to hell. They have the idea that hell is for the truly evil people. 
Tyrants, mass murderers, those who commit gross sins against children are the ones for whom hell was made. 
They do not believe that they fit into this category. Consequently, they reject the idea that they will have to go 
to hell. 
 
On the other hand, these people realize that they are guilty of some sin. Indeed, they are not morally pure to 
the place where they can enter into heaven.  Since they do not qualify for either heaven or hell there must be a 
third place to go. That place is purgatory. Here, they can get properly prepared for heaven. Purgatory is a type 
of hell, a kinder, gentler hell.  
 
Thus, purgatory is a subject which can be freely discussed among humans as opposed to the idea of an eternal 
hell which makes everyone uncomfortable. Our destiny is now manageable.  
 
This also fits their idea of what a God of love would do. Certainly He would not send good people to an eternal 
hell because of a few imperfections! Instead, upon death, the Lord will send them to this place of purging to 
get them properly prepared for heaven. 
 
The Biblical Response: There Is A Real Hell 
 
While substituting purgatory for hell is truly attractive, it is contrary to what Scripture plainly teaches. There is 
a heaven, there is a hell. There is no third place. If our sins have not been paid for while we are here upon the 
earth, then we must pay for them in hell for all eternity. Purgatory does not exist but hell, the lake of fire, 
certainly does. 
 
There Is A Need For Purging Of Our Sins Before Entering Heaven 
 
The idea of purgatory was invented because there was a need for fallen human beings to be cleansed from their 
sins before entering heaven. Indeed, God is perfect and there cannot be any imperfection in His presence. The 
Bible stresses this fact: 
 

Make every effort to live in peace with everyone and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord 
(Hebrews 12:14 NIV). 

 
This could not be clearer. Without complete holiness it is impossible to see the Lord. 
 
In the Book of Revelation, we read the words of the Lord as to who will enter into the Holy City, heaven, and 
who will not. He said: 
 

Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and may enter 
the city by the gates. Outside are the dogs, the sorcerers, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters, 
and everyone who loves and practices lying (Revelation 22:14,15 CSB). 

 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 93 

Those who wash their robes, the ones free from sin, have the right to eternal life. Again we find the emphasis 
on purity. 
 
While we agree that purging is indeed necessary to enter into God’s presence the Bible makes it clear that this 
purging has already happened. Jesus Christ took the penalty of the sins of the world upon Himself! The idea of 
purgation is biblical, but the purging is not future. Indeed, it has already happened in the past. 
 
Conclusion:  We Have Already Been Cleansed 
 
Thus, purging of our sins is certainly necessary before we can enter heaven. With this, we are in agreement with 
the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church. However, the good news from Scripture is that we 
have already been purged! Our sins have been paid for by Jesus Christ. The fact that we need to be purged does 
not require a place of purging. The purging has already taken place. The writer to the Hebrews emphasized this 
when he wrote: 
 

Who being the brightness of His glory and the express image of His person, and upholding all things by 
the word of His power, when He had by Himself purged our sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty 
on high (Hebrews 1:3 NKJV). 

 
Jesus has purged our sins by His death on the cross of Calvary. 
 
Paul wrote something similar to Titus where he said: 
 

He gave Himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to cleanse for Himself a special people, eager 
to do good works (Titus 2:14 CSB). 

 
Christ gave Himself to redeem us from sin. Indeed, we are cleansed of our sins when we accept His work on 
our behalf. 
 
Here is the difference between Protestant theology and Roman Catholic and Orthodox theology. Protestantism, 
following the Scriptures, believes and teaches that we have already been purged of our sins. It is a past act. We 
have been cleansed.  
 
Therefore, while purgatory may remain an attractive belief for some people, it is contrary to the teachings of 
God’s Word. This is the final standard, the ultimate authority, on all matters of belief and practice. It is 
important that we hear what it says. 
  
Summary To Question 18: 
Why Is Purgatory Such An Attractive Belief For So Many People? 
 
The doctrine of purgatory, the teaching that people must be purged of their sins after they die before they can 
enter heaven, is indeed popular in many circles. There seems to be two basic reasons for this. 
 
First, if we believe that we have to personally pay some price to enter heaven, then we assume that we have in 
some way earned the right to go there. This fits well with our pride. We do not like the idea that God has done 
everything for us. Human beings feel that they must also be able to do something to go to heaven. Suffering 
for our own sins in purgatory is a way in which we can contribute to our own eternal salvation. That idea 
appeals to us. 
 
Indeed, all of us feel guilty for things we have done in this life. If we are going to eventually pay for our sins 
with a little bit of purging, or punishment, we do not really mind. Our guilt feelings in this life will be diminished 
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and we can go on with our lives thinking and believing that entrance to heaven will be partially our own doing. 
This is certainly an attractive idea. 
 
Attractive or not, the doctrine of purgatory is not biblical. Indeed, Scripture stresses that we can do absolutely 
nothing to gain entrance to heaven. Our suffering is meaningless as far as taking away sins is concerned. We 
have zero ability to get to heaven. Jesus Christ has done it all.  
 
In fact, He is the only One who can do anything about it. We cannot earn eternal life by anything that we do 
or say. We are granted eternal life by belief in Christ. 
 
A second reason as to why purgatory is attractive is that it makes a great substitute for hell. The idea of an 
eternal hell for lost sinners makes everyone uncomfortable. However, the idea of a place where we are purged 
of our sins makes us feel much better. Instead of certain people going to hell, they go to a place of purging 
where God readies them for heaven. This is more in keeping with what many people would assume a God of 
love would do. Since most people are not bad enough for hell but not good enough for heaven the idea of a 
third place, purgatory, strikes a responsive chord. This makes purgatory extremely attractive. 
 
Yet again this is not what the Bible teaches. There is a hell where people pay for their own sins, and this is the 
only place in the next world where sins can be paid for. Unless our sins are taken care of in this life by Christ, 
we will have to pay for them in the next life. However, the payment will not be in a temporary place called 
purgatory but rather in a permanent place called the lake of fire, hell. 
 
One thing we can agree upon with the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church is this need for the 
purging of our sins before we can enter heaven. Indeed, without holiness none of us can see the Lord. 
 
However, the Bible plainly states that this has already happened in the past. We have been purged. Jesus Christ 
has taken upon Himself the penalty for all of our sins. It is a past completed act. We cannot add to it. All that 
we can do is accept it by faith. This is what allows us to enter into heaven. It is not by suffering in a mythical 
place called purgatory; no  matter how attractive the concept may be. 
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Question 19 
 

What Is Limbo? 
(Limbus Infantum) 

 
Roman Catholic theology teaches that babies who die without being baptized go to a place on the outskirts of 
hell called Limbus Infantum. These infants can never go to heaven because they have not been baptized in water 
as Jesus commanded. This command is supposedly found in John’s gospel when Jesus spoke to the religious 
leader Nicodemus. We read: 
 

Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water 
and Spirit” (John 3:5 NRSV UE). 

 
This verse supposedly teaches that only the baptized can enter into heaven. 
 
The Belief In Limbo 
 
Although these babies do not go to heaven, neither are they tortured. During the Middle Ages the Roman 
Catholic theologians taught that there was a vast cavity in the center of the earth that was divided into four 
compartments  
 
1. Hell  
2. Purgatory  
3. Limbo of infants who died unbaptized  
4. Limbo of the fathers 
 
Thus, these children are neither lost nor are they saved. 
                            
Response To Limbo 
 
John 3:5 is not referring to water baptism, neither does it have anything to do with infant baptism. Baptism is 
not an essential requirement of salvation. Paul wrote: 
 

For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel, not with wisdom of words, lest the cross 
of Christ should be made of no effect (1 Corinthians 1:17 NKJV). 

 
Paul clearly says that Christ sent him to preach the gospel, he was not sent to baptize. This makes it clear that 
baptism is not part of the good news of Jesus. Therefore, no such place as Limbus Infantum exists. As we shall 
see in our book on “Heaven,” infants who die go to be with the Lord. 
  
Summary To Question 19: 
What Is Limbo? 
 
Roman Catholic theology teaches that infants who die do not go to heaven or hell but rather to a place called 
limbo or Limbus Infantum. Supposedly this is located somewhere on the outskirts of hell.  
 
However, the Scripture speaks of no special place for infants who die. The Roman Catholic doctrine of limbo 
is not found in the Scriptures. Therefore, it is a non-biblical concept. When a person dies, they are either with 
the righteous or unrighteous, they are not in any third place. Indeed, Scripture knows nothing of any “third 
place” whether it be purgatory or limbo. In the fourth book of our series on the Afterlife, “Heaven: The Final 
Destination of Believers,” we will discover that infants who die go to heaven.  
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Question 20 
 

Should The Living Pray 
For The Dead? 

 
We have seen from Scripture that the dead do not cease to exist. Indeed, though the body may die, the spirit 
lives on in the next world. 
 
This brings up an often-asked question. Does the Bible indicate that the living should ever pray for the dead? 
Is there any chance that those on earth can help those in the next world?  
 
The Bible is clear on this subject. Indeed, it says that there is no basis whatsoever for the living praying for the 
dead. The following points can be made. 
 
1. The Condition After Death Is Determined In This Life 
 
Where we go after we die will be determined in this life alone. Jesus made this plain to the religious leaders of 
His day when He said the following: 
 

I told you that you would die in your sins, for you will die in your sins unless you believe that I am he (John 
8:24 NRSV UE). 

 
Our destination in the next life is dependent upon choices made in this life. Unless a person believes in Jesus 
Christ they will die in their sins. 
 
2. There Is No Change Possible 
 
Jesus also said that no one could pass from the place of the unrighteous dead to the place of the righteous dead. 
In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, this was explained to the rich man who was in torment. He was 
separated from the righteous without any possibility of cross over. Scripture says: 
 

And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been set in place, so that those who want to go 
from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us (Luke 16:26 NIV). 

 
Once a person enters the afterlife, there is no crossing over from one side to the other. Destinies are forever 
fixed. 
 
3. After Death There Is Judgment 
 
The Bible says that after death comes judgment. Condemnation for the wicked and rewards for righteous, not 
purgatory. The writer to the Hebrews said: 
 

And just as it is destined that each person dies only once and after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27 
NLT). 

 
Final judgment is never dependent upon what we do “after” we die. It is only determined on what we do 
“before” we die. 
 
 
 
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 97 

4. Jesus Wept For His Dead Friend 
 
When Jesus came to the tomb of his dead friend Lazarus, the Bible tells us that He wept for Lazarus. Scripture 
says: 
 

Jesus wept (John 11:35 KJV).  
 
Notice that the Lord did not pray for him. Prayer wouldn’t have made any difference since the fate of Lazarus 
had already been determined. 
 
5. The Example Of David’s Son 
 
King David prayed fervently for his young son while he was still alive. Once the child died, David stopped 
praying, for there was nothing else anyone could do. We read David’s response in Second Samuel. It says: 
 

David replied, “I fasted and wept while the child was alive, for I said, ‘Perhaps the LORD will be gracious 
to me and let the child live.’ But why should I fast when he is dead? Can I bring him back again? I will go 
to him one day, but he cannot return to me” (2 Samuel 12:22,23 NLT). 

 
The dead cannot return. This is made clear. 
 
6. Rewards Are Only Earned In This Life 
 
Believers earn their rewards in this life. There is no chance to earn them in the intermediate state. Scripture 
teaches that we will be judged for our works, and there is no work that we can do to please God after we have 
died. Works as a basis for our reward are limited to this life. 
 
7. There Is No Example Of Praying For The Dead 
 
In addition, we find no example of Scripture of anyone praying for the dead. All the prayers that are offered 
are for those who are alive. Nowhere are believers commanded to pray for those who have died.  
 
8. It Gives People A False Hope 
 
There is something else which must be emphasized. Praying for the dead gives false hope to people. What is 
worse is that it stops the prayers for the living. This is where our prayers should be directed, not for those who 
have passed on to the next world. They are beyond our help, beyond our prayers. 
 
On the other hand, the Bible does command us to pray for the living saints. Paul wrote the following command 
to the Ephesians:  
 

And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert 
and always keep on praying for all the saints (Ephesians 6:18 NIV). 

 
We are to pray for the saints, not to them. Yet all believers are saints. The saints we are to pray for are the living 
saints, our fellow believers in Jesus Christ.  
 
Thus, there is no purpose in praying for the dead. Those who are with the Lord do not need it and those which 
are separated from Him cannot benefit by it.  
    
 
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 98 

Summary To Question 20 
Should The Living Pray For The Dead? 
 
The Bible says that the fate of the dead is determined solely by their actions in this life. There is no change of 
destiny possible once a person has died. Scripture says after death comes the judgment. In other words, there 
is not a second chance to believe or to earn favor with God. Therefore, praying for the dead does no good 
whatsoever. 
 
Indeed, there is not one biblical example of a person or persons praying for the dead. Instead, we find Jesus 
crying at the tomb of His dead friend Lazarus, but He did not pray for him. Prayer would not have done Lazarus 
any good. 
 
There is also the example of David’s infant son who was gravely ill. David continuously prayed for the child 
while he was alive. Once he knew that his son was dead, David accepted the fact that nothing else could be 
done for him. He did not pray for him because he knew his prayers would not have made any difference. 
 
Prayers should be made for the living. We pray for the living saints, the believers in Jesus Christ, not to the 
dead saints. The deceased cannot be helped by our prayers.   
 
We should, therefore, realize praying for the dead gives people false hope. It gives the impression these people 
can somehow be helped by our prayers. They cannot. We must realize that Scripture clearly teaches this. Thus, 
our prayers should concentrate on the living. 
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Question 21 
 

Is Onesiphorus An Example Of 
Praying For The Dead? 

 
There are no examples in Holy Scripture of the living believers praying for the dead. The Bible commands no 
such practice. However, some claim a biblical basis for praying for the dead in Paul’s words about a man named 
Onesiphorus. The situation is as follows. 
 
Did Paul Pray For The Dead Onesiphorus? 
 
When Paul wrote his second letter to Timothy, he mentioned a man named Onesiphorus. Paul asked that the 
Lord grant him mercy. He put it this way: 
 

May the Lord grant mercy to the household of Onesiphorus, because he often refreshed me and was not 
ashamed of my chain; when he arrived in Rome, he eagerly searched for me and found me —may the Lord 
grant that he will find mercy from the Lord on that day! And you know very well how much service he 
rendered in Ephesus (2 Timothy 1:16-18 NRSV UE). 

 
Some have used this passage to argue for praying for the dead. It is said that Paul prayed for mercy for 
Onesiphorus, a man who was dead. Therefore, Paul believed his prayer could have some effect on the outcome 
of the destiny or reward of Onesiphorus.  
 
Consequently, if Paul thought it was right to pray for those who have died, we should be able to do the same. 
Thus, prayer for the dead is sanctioned in Scripture. 
 
Response 
 
The following responses can be made to the idea that Onesiphorus is an example of believers praying for the 
dead. 
 
1. We Do Not Know That He Was Dead 
 
First, we do not know that he was dead. Nothing in this passage makes this certain. The fact that Paul prayed 
for his entire household does not mean Onesiphorus himself was dead. Therefore, we do not know whether 
or not this man had died. This is our first point. 
 
2. This Is Not A Prayer On His Behalf 
 
Second, even if he were dead, this is not a specific prayer on his behalf. Paul is merely expressing a desire that 
mercy will be shown to him on the Day of Judgment. Praying for the dead is contrary to everything the Bible 
teaches. 
 
Furthermore, since nowhere else in Scripture is there the slightest hint that the living are to pray for the dead, 
we need to interpret this passage in light of this. God does not contradict Himself. We should not expect to 
find this one passage teaching something which is contrary to the rest of Scripture. A close examination of this 
passage reveals that it does not. 
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Summary To Question 21 
Is Onesiphorus An Example Of Praying For The Dead? 
 
There have been those that have argued that Paul prayed for a man who was dead named Onesiphorus. In his 
letter to Timothy, Paul asked that Onesiphorus be granted mercy on the Day of Judgment. This has caused 
some to assume that Onesiphorus was dead, and that Paul was praying on his behalf.  
 
Therefore, it is argued, that believers also may pray for the souls of the departed.  
 
However, this passage about Onesiphorus does not teach that we should pray for the dead for at least two 
reasons.  
 
First, there is no certainty that he was dead. Nothing clearly states this. Since it is not a foregone conclusion 
that Onesiphorus was dead at the time when Paul wrote this letter it cannot be maintained that this is a prayer 
for the dead. We do not know whether or not he was deceased. 
 
In addition, what is recorded is not a specific prayer on his behalf but rather a desire that God would have 
mercy on this man. There is no special request made for him. 
 
Praying for the dead is not a biblical doctrine. Indeed, we do not find it taught anywhere in Scripture. In fact, 
when we examine the totality of Scripture, we realize that the dead have already had their eternal destiny 
determined the moment they die. Death brings them to one of two destinations: either in the presence of the 
Lord or away from His presence. These destinies are forever fixed. 
 
This being the case we should not assume that this passage is the one exception. God does not contradict 
Himself and He certainly did not contradict Himself in this passage.  
 
Praying for the dead does not help the dead. Their fate has been sealed by their behavior here upon the earth. 
They are beyond our prayers. 
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Question 22 
 

Should The Living 
Pray To The Dead? 

 
We have found that the Bible does not give us any example of someone praying for the dead. Once a person 
has died their eternal destiny is forever set. Scripture makes this clear. 
 
This brings up another question about the dead. Though we cannot pray for them, does the Bible allow us to 
pray “to them?” Should we ever direct our prayers to the believers, the saints, in heaven? Can they help us if 
we reach out to them.   
 
The Dead Cannot Help The Living 
 
Again, we discover that the Bible is clear on this matter. We are never instructed to pray directly to someone 
who has died. Furthermore, there are no examples in Scripture of believers praying to the dead. Indeed, there 
is no indication whatsoever that they can help us, or that they could even hear our prayers. Praying to the dead 
is not a biblical practice. Therefore, we should never pray to them because they cannot hear us or help us. 
 
We Should Not Pray To Angels Or Other Spiritual Beings 
 
In addition, we should never direct any prayers to angels or any other spiritual being that the Lord has created. 
They have no authority to answer any of our requests.  
 
The Bible says that angels are “ministering spirits” who do the work of the Lord. They are described in this 
manner: 
 

Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation 
(Hebrews 1:14 ESV). 

 
Angels do God’s bidding; they do not act on their own behalf. Therefore, praying to them cannot accomplish 
anything. 
 
To Whom Do We Pray 
 
If we do not pray to the dead, neither to angels or other spiritual beings which the Lord has created, then to 
whom should we direct our prayers? Simply stated, the Bible says we are to pray to God the Father, through 
God the Son, by means of God the Holy Spirit. 
   
We Are To Pray To God The Father   
 
Jesus taught that we are to pray to God the Father. In the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew records Jesus saying 
the following: 
 

Pray like this: Our Father in heaven, may your name be honored (Matthew 6:9 NLT). 
 
He also said this to His disciples on the night of His betrayal: 
 

On that day you will ask nothing of me. Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of the Father in my name, 
he will give it to you (John 16:23 NRSV). 
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Paul the Apostle also spoke about the necessity of praying to God the Father. He wrote the following to the 
Ephesians: 
 

And you will always give thanks for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ 
(Ephesians 5:20 NLT). 

 
Therefore, God the Father is the ultimate One to whom we are praying. This is something which the Scripture 
makes clear.  
 
Jesus Christ Is The Intermediary Between Us And God The Father 
 
While we are to address our prayers to God the Father, it is through Jesus Christ that our prayers are heard. In 
other words, He is our “go-between.” The Apostle Paul wrote: 
 

For there is one God and one intermediary between God and humanity, Christ Jesus, himself human (1 
Timothy 2:5 NET). 

 
The writer to the Hebrews said that Jesus is our Great High Priest, our intermediary or “go between.” He is 
the One who brings the prayers to God the Father on our behalf: 
 

Therefore he had to be made like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he could become a 
merciful and faithful high priest in things relating to God, to make atonement for the sins of the people 
(Hebrews 2:17 NET). 

 
In the Old Testament, it was the High Priest who represented the people to God. Jesus, our Great High Priest, 
offers our prayers to the Father. 
 
Scripture is also clear that Jesus understands the problems we face. The writer to the Hebrews emphasized that 
He is able to sympathize with us:  
 

This High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for he faced all of the same testings we do, yet he 
did not sin. So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, and 
we will find grace to help us when we need it most (Hebrews 4:15 NLT). 

 
Therefore, He can be sympathetic to our needs because He has had similar experiences. 
 
We Do Not Pray Directly To The Holy Spirit 
 
While the Holy Spirit participates in our prayers, we do not pray directly to Him. Our access to God the Father 
is through Jesus Christ alone. The Holy Spirit is the one who guides what we should pray; He is not the object 
of our prayers.  
 
While the Bible does not say that we cannot pray directly to the Holy Spirit, the evidence of Scripture seems to 
be that we should not pray only to Him. 
 
When believers pray it is to the living God. We address our prayers to God the Father, through God the Son, 
by means of God the Holy Spirit. Consequently, when we pray, all three members of the Trinity are involved.  
Jesus Christ is the intermediary between God and humanity.  
 
It is because of His work on the cross as Calvary that believers have access to the living God. He has made it 
possible that we can pray to Him. 
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In addition, as our great High Priest, Jesus understands our needs. He is able to sympathize with our sufferings. 
 
While we pray to the Father through the Son, we do not directly pray to the Holy Spirit. He is the one who 
lives inside each believer and guides our prayers. Consequently we do not direct our prayers at Him. 
 
Conclusion: Prayer Is Directed To God And To Him Alone 
 
In sum, those believers who are in the “in-between” or intermediate state have no ability to help us or even to 
hear our prayers. Therefore, we should never pray to them or seek them out. The same hold true for angels 
and all other created beings. We are never to address our prayers to them.  Prayers are to be directed to God 
and to Him alone. 
 
Summary To Question 22 
Should The Living Pray To The Dead? 
 
While those who have believed in the Lord are in a conscious state of existence in His presence, we on earth 
should never direct our prayers to them. There is no example of this in Scripture and nothing that encourages 
such a practice. They cannot help us, only God can.   
 
Neither should we pray to angels. They are merely “ministering spirits” who do the work of the Lord. They 
have no authority to hear our prayers or answer them. In addition, the other beings the Lord has created, the 
cherubim, seraphim, and living beings, do not answer our prayers. 
 
Our prayers must be directed to God. We pray to God the Father through God the Son, Jesus Christ. We do 
this by the leading and guiding of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, our prayers involve each of the three members of 
the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. 
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Question 23 
 

What Are The Arguments That The Dead Know What 
Is Presently Happening On The Earth? 

 
Do people who have died have any idea of what the living are doing? Are they aware of our victories and our 
defeats? Can they watch our every move? Do they think about us?  
 
Some people believe that the dead do indeed see what is happening here upon the earth. In other words, our 
dead loved ones know the intimate details as to what is taking place in our daily lives. The biblical arguments 
for this idea are as follows. 
 
1. The Rich Man Could See Lazarus 
 
The Scripture says that the rich man in Jesus’ story could see the dead beggar Lazarus in the unseen world. We 
read of this in Luke’s gospel: 
 

In Hades, where he was being tormented, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by 
his side (Luke 16:23 NRSV UE). 

 
Lazarus was visible to the rich man. The fact that the dead can see others apart from themselves may indicate 
the dead can view what the living are doing. 
 
2. Abraham Knew Details Of The Life Of The Rich Man And Lazarus 
 
Also in this account, we find that Abraham was aware of details of the life of the rich man as well as the beggar 
Lazarus. We read the following: 
 

But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in 
like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish’ (Luke 16:25 ESV). 

 
Abraham knew that Lazarus had suffered while the rich man lived in comfort without any regard for the needs 
of others. The fact that he knew these details may give further indication that the dead know what the living 
are doing. 
 
3. There Is A Cloud Of Witnesses Watching Us 
 
The writer to the Hebrews says that the people who are presently living are surrounded by a number of 
witnesses. He put it this way: 
 

Therefore since we also have such a large cloud of witnesses  surrounding us, let us lay aside every weight 
and the sin that so easily ensnares us, and run with endurance the race that lies before us, keeping our eyes 
on Jesus, the source and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that lay before Him endured a cross and 
despised the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of God's throne (Hebrews 12:1,2 CSB). 

 
The witnesses are able to see the believers who are on the earth. Consequently, they know what is happening 
to us. 
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4. The Martyrs Knew What Happened On The Earth 
 
The Bible says that the martyrs in heaven knew what was happening on the earth. We read of this in the Book 
of Revelation: 
 

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of 
God and for the witness they had borne. They cried out with a loud voice, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and 
true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” Then they 
were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and 
their brothers should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been (Revelation 6:9-11 
ESV). 

  
They wanted to know how long it would take for victory to be granted, for their lives to be avenged. They were 
told to rest a while longer because the number of the future martyrs was still incomplete. It seems that they 
could only ask the question because they were observing events here upon the earth, or at the very least, knew 
what was going one.  
 
In addition, the fact that they were told to rest a while longer further indicates they knew exactly what was 
happening on the earth. 
 
We also find that those in heaven were conscious that Satan was being defeated. Again, we read of this in the 
Book of Revelation. It says: 
 

And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our 
God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, 
who accuses them day and night before our God” (Revelation 12:10 ESV). 

 
They knew Satan had been thrown out of heaven to the earth. 
 
We also find these believers in heaven rejoicing at the fall of Babylon. This is also revealed in the Book of 
Revelation. It says: 
 

But you, O heaven, rejoice over her fate. And you also rejoice, O holy people of God and apostles and 
prophets! For at last God has judged her on your behalf (Revelation 18:20 NLT). 

 
These passages are thought to teach that dead can see the living or at least know what they are doing.  
 
Summary To Question 23 
What Are The Arguments That The Dead  
Know What Is Presently Happening On The Earth?  
 
There are a number of passages that seem to indicate that the dead presently know what is occurring on the 
earth. In the story Jesus told of the rich man and Lazarus, we are informed that the rich man could see both 
Lazarus and Abraham. Furthermore, in that account, Abraham revealed that he knew details of the life of the 
rich man and Lazarus. This seems to signify that he was aware of what is happening on the earth.  
 
The Book of Hebrews says that a cloud of witnesses is presently surrounding those of us who are living. This 
may be another indication that the people who are alive on the earth are being observed by the dead. The Bible, 
in the Book of Revelation, says the martyrs in heaven know what is going on with the people on the earth. They 
are aware when Satan is defeated as well as when the city of Babylon falls.  
 
These passages have led many to believe that the dead do know what is presently going on here upon the earth. 
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Question 24 
 

What Are The Arguments Against The Idea 
That The Dead Know What Is Presently 

Happening On The Earth? 
 
While there are passages that seem to teach that the dead do indeed know what is happening to the living upon 
the earth, others feel the Scripture does not either teach, or imply, that the dead know what the living are doing. 
Indeed, they believe that there are better ways to understand these passages. 
 
The main arguments which are given, that the dead do not know what is occurring on the earth, are as follows. 
 
The Dead Do Not Know About This Life 
 
To begin with, there seems to be a number of statements in Scripture about the dead not knowing what the 
living are presently doing. In the Book of Job, we find that Job said that the father, who had died, did not know 
whether his sons were rich or poor. He states it in this manner: 
 

They never know if their sons grow up in honor or sink to insignificance (Job 14:21 NLT). 
 
Though this could refer to his present earthly knowledge, it may also apply to him in the afterlife.  
 
However, this statement is found in the section of the Book of Job where Job and his friends are trying to 
determine why Job was suffering so greatly. Later, the Lord would call their discussion “words without 
knowledge.”  
 
Consequently, we must be careful in using any statement from them to determine the truth of what goes on in 
the next life. 
 
There Is No Knowledge In The Grave  
 
The Book of Ecclesiastes also says the dead have neither knowledge nor wisdom of what is happening in this 
life. It says: 
 

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave, where you are going, there is 
neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom (Ecclesiastes 9:10 NIV). 

 
This passage teaches lack of knowledge on the part of the dead. This, however, may be speaking of things from 
a human or observational perspective.  
 
From our vantage point here upon the earth, it appears that the dead do not know anything which is going on. 
Consequently, this passage should not be used to give a definitive answer to the question. 
 
Abraham And Jacob Do Not Know What Is Presently Going On  
 
From a passage in the Book of Isaiah we find that two of the patriarchs, Abraham, and Jacob (Israel), do not 
know what is presently happening upon the earth. In other words, they have no knowledge as to what their 
descendants are doing. The passage read as follows: 
 

You are our Father. Even though Abraham doesn’t know us and Israel doesn’t pay attention to us, O 
LORD, you are our Father. Your name is our Defender From Everlasting (Isaiah 63:16 God’s Word). 
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This is thought to be another indication that the dead have no knowledge of what is presently happening on 
the earth. Again, this statement may only be speaking of something that could possibly happen; not necessarily 
something that does happen.  
 
In addition, the passage says that Abraham and Israel may not acknowledge or pay attention to the people. This 
does not necessarily mean that they are unaware of them or what they are doing. Consequently this passage is 
not conclusive.  
 
We Are Not Told That Lazarus Could See The Rich Man 
 
In the account of the rich man and Lazarus, we are told that the rich man could see Lazarus. However, we are 
not told that Lazarus could see the rich man. All this says is that unbelievers could see the believers, not the 
other way around.  
 
To the point, it says nothing about seeing those on earth or knowing what they are doing. The rich man saw 
Lazarus in the realm of the dead, not the realm of the living. 
 
Abraham Knew Details Of The Rich Man And Lazarus  
 
Furthermore, in the account of the rich man and Lazarus, Abraham, in heaven, knew of the earthly details of 
the lives of Lazarus and the rich man. This does not necessarily mean he could see them while they were living 
or that he was observing their lives.  
 
The Cloud Of Witnesses Are Examples Of Faith 
 
The witnesses that are referred to in the Book of Hebrews are the heroes of faith mentioned in Chapter 11. 
There is no thought whatsoever in this passage of them knowing what is presently occurring on earth.   
 
There Is No More Pain In The Next World 
 
The Bible says the presence of the Lord is a place where there is no suffering or pain for the believer. If, 
however, the dead in heaven could see what their loved ones are doing on earth, they certainly would be in 
pain. They would see many of their loved ones on a course to eternal separation from God.  
 
This is certainly inconsistent with what the Bible says about the situation of believers in the afterlife; they are 
in constant joy and happiness. 
 
The Exact Situation With The Martyrs In The Book Of Revelation Is Unclear 
 
The only possible example that we have in Scripture of the dead in heaven knowing what is going on here upon 
the earth is found in Revelation 6:9-11. In this passage, the souls under the altar cry out for vengeance. Yet 
there are other explanations of this passage which do not indicate that the dead are watching those on the earth 
or knowing what people are doing. 
 
Indeed, all we are told is that these martyrs realize that they have not yet have had their deaths avenged. Nothing 
more. We do not find anything said about their understanding of precise details of what is happening on the 
earth. They are merely lamenting the fact that the number of martyrs keeps increasing.  
 
This of course would lead them to conclude that their deaths have not been avenged. To draw the conclusion 
that they can see what is happening on the earth is not warranted.  
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Consequently, while we have a number of arguments which may teach the dead do know what is presently 
occurring upon the earth there does not really seem to be enough evidence to make a conclusive case. In fact, 
when we examine the totality of Scripture the idea that the dead know what the living are doing seems unlikely.  
 
On Final Point: There Should Be No Attempted Contact With The Dead 
 
Even if one believes that the Bible does teach that the dead know what the living are doing, this should NEVER 
cause anyone to attempt to reach out and contact them. As we stressed in a previous question, any attempt to 
do so will result in deception. We again call to mind what the Lord said: 
 

So why are you trying to find out the future by consulting mediums and psychics? Do not listen to their 
whisperings and mutterings. Can the living find out the future from the dead? Why not ask your God? 
“Check their predictions against my testimony,” says the LORD. “If their predictions are different from 
mine, it is because there is no light or truth in them” (Isaiah 8:19,20 NLT).  

 
Therefore, even if one supposes that their dead loved one is watching them here upon the earth this should 
never be a justification of trying to talk to them.  
 
They can be of no help whatsoever to us. We are to talk to the Lord and to Him alone. 
 
Summary To Question 24 
What Are The Arguments Against The Idea That The Dead Know  
What Is Presently Happening On The Earth? 
 
While there are seemingly some passages in Scripture that may indicate that the dead know what the living are 
doing there are other passages in Scripture that seem to contradict this idea.  
 
Job said his dead father did not know the status of his living son. Yet this verse does not solve the issue. For 
one thing, the entire discussion in that section of Job was called “words without knowledge” by the Lord.  
 
Furthermore, the statement is made from an earthly perspective. As far as we know on the earth, the dead 
know nothing. Yet we know from other parts of Scripture that they are conscious in the next world. 
 
The Book of Ecclesiastes says the dead have no knowledge of the living. However, this statement should not 
be seen as a final answer to this question.  
 
And we can add another thing. There are portions of Ecclesiastes where the author may be saying things 
contradictory to the teaching of Scripture. He is doing so because of his perspective “under the sun.”  
 
In other words, without divine revelation we do not know if the dead have knowledge of the living. From our 
human perspective the dead know nothing at all! Yet Scripture teaches that the dead continue to exist in the 
afterlife. Thus, this passage does not solve the question. 
 
In a passage in Isaiah, it is claimed that Abraham and Jacob do not presently know what is going on in Israel. 
Yet this is not the only way to understand the passage. It may be saying that Abraham and Jacob are not 
concerned with what is happening; not that they do not know 
 
In Jesus’ story of the rich man and Lazarus, there is no indication that any of the characters, the rich man, 
Abraham, or Lazarus could presently see what was currently occurring on the earth. While the rich man could 
see Lazarus in the realm of the dead, we are not told that he could see his brothers who were still living. Though 
Abraham knew certain details of the lives of the rich man and Lazarus, this does not mean that he could observe 
them while he was living.   
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There is something else which must be considered. It will seem to be inconsistent with the idea of total 
happiness in the afterlife if the dead know what the living were presently doing. How could they really enjoy 
the blessings of heaven if they were observing the living in their current state? 
 
The passage in the Book of Revelation where the martyrs are asking the Lord as to when He will avenge their 
deaths is understood to mean that these dead believers were observing the events upon the earth. But this is 
not necessarily the case. They merely recognized that more and more martyrs were going to heaven.  
 
Consequently, they realized their deaths had not yet been avenged since the killing was still going on. In fact, 
nothing specific is said about these deceased believers in heaven knowing any specific details of what is 
occurring on the earth.  
 
Do the dead believers know what the living are doing?  From the totality of Scripture we would have to conclude 
that this is highly unlikely. Indeed, there is nothing specific in the Bible that indicates this. 
 
Finally, even if someone is convinced that the Bible does teach that the dead know what the living are doing it 
does not give them any justification of attempting to contact them.  
 
Indeed, the Scriptures are clear that the dead cannot truthfully communicate with the living. God forbids this 
practice of attempting to contact the dead in the strongest of terms. 
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Question 25 
 

What Are The Arguments For People Remaining 
Unconscious After Death? (The Doctrine Of Soul Sleep) 

 
The doctrine of soul sleep teaches that upon death the soul of each person, believer, and unbeliever alike, 
“sleeps” until the general resurrection of the dead and the time of judgment. Though all people will be raised 
from the dead, the condition of humans between death and the resurrection is one of unconsciousness. The 
soul is alive but unconscious while waiting the time of the end. Eventually each soul will be awakened to 
resurrection, and then to judgment.  
 
The arguments given for soul sleep are as follows. 
                    
1. Death Is Called Sleep 
 
The Bible, in a number of places, speaks of death as sleep. The Bible describes the death of the martyr Stephen 
in the following manner: 
 

Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not charge them with this sin.” And when 
he had said this, he fell asleep” (Acts 7:60 NKJV).  

 
Stephen fell asleep. It is contended that he will remain in that state until the resurrection of the dead. 
 
Jesus referred to death as sleep on two different occasions. In one episode, He told the family of Jairus’ daughter 
that she was not dead but merely sleeping. Jesus said: 
 

“Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping.” And they laughed at him (Matthew 9:24 ESV). 
 
Again, the dead are asleep. 
 
In another episode, Jesus made it clear that sleep was an analogy for the death of His friend Lazarus. We read 
the following in the gospel of John.  
 

These things He [Jesus] said, and after that He said to them, “Our friend Lazarus sleeps, but I go that I 
may wake him up.” Then His disciples said, “Lord, if he sleeps he will get well.” However, Jesus spoke of 
his death, but they thought that He was speaking about taking rest in sleep. Then Jesus said to them plainly, 
“Lazarus is dead” (John 11:11-14 NKJV).   

 
Therefore, Jesus used sleep to describe death. 
 
Sleep is a period when people lose consciousness. Hence death, like sleep, is a time of unconsciousness. 
Believers will see God’s face when they awake from sleep, at the resurrection.   
 
The prophet Daniel spoke of the day of the resurrection when the dead would wake from sleep. Scripture says: 
 

Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake, some to eternal life, and some to shame and 
eternal contempt (Daniel 12:2 CSB). 

 
The sleeping dead will be raised for the final judgment. Thus, it is contended that the Scripture is clear that the 
dead are asleep, they are not conscious. 
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2. The Soul Cannot Exist Apart From The Body  
 
Soul sleep assumes that a physical organism is necessary for consciousness. Human existence depends upon 
the unity of a body and a soul. A person does not have a soul, they are a soul. No aspect of a human being 
continues to exist apart from the body. Appeal is made to Scripture to substantiate this. For example, we read 
in Ecclesiastes:  
 

For people and animals share the same fate—both breathe and both must die. So people have no real 
advantage over the animals. How meaningless! Both go to the same place—they came from dust and they 
return to dust (Ecclesiastes 3:19,20 NLT). 

 
Humans, like animals, go back to the dust when they die. They have no knowledge of anything. Human 
existence, therefore, is dependent upon having a body, for without a body humans cannot exist.  
 
Indeed, Adam, the first human, didn’t become a living being until the soul or spirit was united with a body. 
Therefore, it is argued that we need a body to be living. 
 
3. The Dead Know Nothing 
 
There are a number of passages in Scripture that say the dead know nothing. In Ecclesiastes, we read a clear 
statement of the fact that the dead know absolutely nothing. The writer said: 
 

Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the realm of the dead, where you are 
going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom (Ecclesiastes 9:10 NIV). 

 
They know nothing because they are asleep. 
 
The Psalmist also spoke of those who are dead going to a place of silence: 
 

It is not the dead who praise the LORD, those who go down to silence (Psalm 115:17 CSB). 
 
The dead have no knowledge. This is clear from Scripture. 
 
4. No Resuscitated Person Related What They Saw 
 
There is something else which we should note. If the afterlife consists of conscious existence, then why don’t 
we find those who had been dead relating what they saw and heard?  
 
In both testaments we have examples of people who were brought back to life, yet none of them gave any 
explanation of what it was like in the next world. Since none of these persons gave us an explanation, it is 
assumed by some that they were unconscious and could not relate anything. 
 
5. The Criminal On The Cross Was Not Promised Immediate Paradise 
 
Those who teach soul sleep have to re-punctuate the words Jesus said to the dying criminal that was next to 
Him. In order to refute the idea that the man would be immediately with Jesus in paradise, they punctuate the 
passage as follows: 
 

And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you today, you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43).                                                      
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Therefore, Jesus, instead of promising this man that he would be immediately with Him in paradise, was merely 
saying that He is telling this man the truth “today,” and not some other time. Paradise was something which 
will occur in the future, not instantly. 
 
These arguments have convinced many that soul sleep best explains the biblical evidence. However, as we shall 
see, soul sleep is not a biblical doctrine but rather clearly contradicts what the Bible says about the present state 
of the dead. 
                                    
Summary To Question 25  
What Are The Arguments For People Remaining Unconscious  
After Death? (The Doctrine Of Soul Sleep) 
 
The idea that the dead are unconscious, awaiting the resurrection, is called “soul sleep.” According to soul sleep 
those who have died are in a state of non-existence until the Lord wakes them at the resurrection of the dead.  
 
There are a number of arguments that are given in favor of this belief. They can be summarized as follows. 
 
For one thing, death is called sleep in Scripture. Indeed, there are a number of examples in the Bible where 
people who have died are said to be “sleeping.” Since we know that people who are asleep are unconscious 
then it logically follows that the dead are unconscious.   
 
In addition, it is argued that the soul cannot exist apart from the body. For a person to be alive, they must have 
a soul and a body. Since the body has died, they cannot be alive. 
 
There is something else. According to Scripture the dead know nothing. Indeed, there are a number of passages 
which clearly say that the dead do not know what is happening upon the earth. It is argued that these verses 
should solve the issue! 
 
Moreover, in those biblical examples of people who were brought back to life, none of them tell us anything 
of their experience. Why is this case if they were conscious? Wouldn’t we expect to hear their testimony of 
what the next life was like? However, we hear none. 
 
Finally, contrary to popular belief, Jesus did not promise the criminal that was next to Him on the cross that 
he would be immediately in paradise. He only emphasized that the man would be in paradise someday, not that 
particular day 
 
These arguments have led some people to accept the idea of “soul sleep.” 
 
Yet none of these arguments have any merit. The biblical evidence is that people who die are immediately 
conscious in the next world. Soul sleep is not a biblical doctrine. We shall see this as we examine the unbiblical 
doctrine of soul sleep in our next question. 
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Question 26 
 

Is Soul Sleep 
A Biblical Doctrine? 

 
Soul sleep is the idea that the dead are in a state of sleep or unconsciousness until they will be awakened at the 
time of the resurrection of the dead.  
 
While certain passages in Scripture are used to support this idea, a careful investigation of the Bible will reveal 
that it does not teach soul sleep.  
 
Scripture makes it abundantly clear that the souls, or spirits, of both the saved and the lost are conscious after 
death. The Bible never states the souls of the dead are sleeping; it is only their bodies which are asleep.  
 
The biblical evidence is as follows. 
 
The Bodies Of The Dead Are Asleep Not Their Spirits 
 
To begin with, we should note that when the Bible compares death to sleep it is speaking of the bodies of the 
deceased. The bodies of the dead appear to be sleeping because they have no consciousness or awareness of 
what is occurring around them. 
 
Yet believers are no longer in those sleeping bodies. They are said to be absent from their body immediately 
upon death but present with the Lord. Paul wrote the following to the Corinthians: 
 

We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord (2 
Corinthians 5:8 NIV). 

 
According to Paul, the spirit is absent from the body but at home or present with the Lord. The spirit and body 
are separated at death. The spirit is not asleep. 
 
Stephen’s Body, Not His Spirit, Fell Asleep 
 
It is always the body which is said to have fallen asleep, never the spirit of that person.  
 
When the martyr Stephen was dying by stoning, he asked the Lord Jesus to receive his spirit. The Bible records 
it in this manner: 
 

But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right 
hand of God. And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right 
hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. 
Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet 
of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit.” And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 
And when he had said this, he fell asleep (Acts 7:55-60 ESV). 

 
From this episode, we discover a number of things. Stephen, as he was about to die saw Jesus waiting to receive 
him into His presence. Indeed, Jesus is standing at the right hand of God the Father!  
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Stephen then prayed directly to Jesus and asked Him to receive his spirit. He then asked forgiveness for those 
who committed this murder and then he fell asleep, or died. In this passage there is a distinction between the 
body of Stephen which falls asleep and his spirit which goes immediately to be with the Lord. 
 
David’s Sleeping Body Decayed 
 
The literal application of sleep is only to the body. David, for example, fell asleep when he died but it was only 
his body that decayed. The Bible says: 
 

Now this is not a reference to David, for after David had served his generation according to the will of 
God, he died and was buried, and his body decayed (Acts 13:36 NLT). 

 
The emphasis is that David’s body, not his spirit, is what began to decompose. His spirit being non-physical 
could not deteriorate or become corrupt. 
   
Some Bodies Of The Sleeping Dead Were Raised At Jesus’ Resurrection 
 
In another example, a number of the bodies of the sleeping dead saints were raised when Jesus died and then 
rose from the dead. The Bible records it this way: 
 

The tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised. (Matthew 
27:52 NRSV UE). 

 
Again, it is the bodies which had fallen asleep, not their spirits. Spirits never fall asleep. 
 
The Soul Or Spirit Can Exist Apart From Body 
 
One of the arguments often made by those who advocate soul sleep is that the spirit cannot exist apart from 
the body. However, the Bible teaches no such thing. Scripture makes it clear that the soul of the person can 
exist apart from the body. We find this taught in both testaments. 
 
The Old Testament Says Those In Sheol Are Conscious 
 
According to the Old Testament, though the body enters the grave, the spirit enters Sheol, the realm of the 
dead. In Sheol they live a conscious existence. We read about this in the writings of the prophet Isaiah:  
 

Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were 
leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who were kings of the nations. All of them will answer 
and say to you: ‘You too have become as weak as we! You have become like us!’ Your pomp is brought 
down to Sheol, the sound of your harps; maggots are laid as a bed beneath you, and worms are your covers 
(Isaiah 14:9-11 ESV). 

 
The unbelievers have a conscious existence in the next world. 
 
God Is The God Of The Living 
 
Jesus made it clear that God was the God of the living when He answered a question about the resurrection 
that was put to Him by the religious leaders, the Sadducees. He had the following to say about the fate of those 
who had died: 
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But now, as to whether the dead will be raised—even Moses proved this when he wrote about the burning 
bush. Long after Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had died, he referred to the Lord as ‘the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’ (Luke 20:37 NLT). 

 
Jesus was saying that even though these men were long dead physically, they were still alive. By answering the 
question of the fate of the dead in the way He did, Jesus corrected any idea that the souls of former dead 
patriarchs were non-existent. Though the final resurrection has not yet taken place, Jesus asserted that they 
were still alive. He then goes on to say, “they live unto him:”  
 

So he is the God of the living, not the dead, for they are all alive to him (Luke 20:38 NLT). 
 
This holds true for all who have died. Hence to suggest that somehow these people are still dead is refuted by 
Jesus. 
 
The Body Without The Spirit Is Dead  
 
The New Testament writer James made it clear that the body without the spirit is dead. He put it this way: 
 

For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead (James 2:26 ESV). 
 
However, the Bible never says the reverse is true; that the spirit cannot live without a body. Indeed, the spirit 
can and does live apart from a body. This is another indication that the dead are conscious even though their 
body is in the grave. 
 
The Dead Are Conscious: Moses And Elijah Did Not Awake From Sleep  
When They Spoke To Jesus At The Transfiguration 
 
We also have the account of Moses and Elijah appearing at the transfiguration of Jesus. This is recorded in 
Matthew 17:1-8 as well as in the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Luke.  
 
The impression is that Moses and Elijah are coming from a sphere of conscious life to converse with Jesus. 
There is no indication that they are awakening from some dreamless sleep, or from some sphere which was no 
better than life here on the earth. This is another sign that the dead are conscious. They are not in some state 
of sleep. 
 
Samuel Was Conscious In The Next World 
 
When the Lord refused to speak to King Saul of Israel, Saul resorted to contacting a medium to speak to the 
dead prophet Samuel. While this practice was forbidden by the Lord, the Lord allowed Samuel to actually 
appear on this occasion; much to the surprise of the medium. The Bible records it this way: 
 

The king said to her, “Don’t be afraid. What do you see?” The woman said, “I see a spirit coming up out 
of the ground.” “What does he look like?” he asked. “An old man wearing a robe is coming up,” she said. 
Then Saul knew it was Samuel, and he bowed down and prostrated himself with his face to the ground. 
Samuel said to Saul, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” “I am in great distress,” Saul said. 
“The Philistines are fighting against me, and God has turned away from me. He no longer answers me, 
either by prophets or by dreams. So I have called on you to tell me what to do (1 Samuel 28:13-15 NIV). 

 
Though he had died, and his body was in the grave, Samuel was alive in the next world. From the realm of the 
dead he pronounced judgment upon Saul. This is another example of the dead being conscious. 
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Paul Was Not Permitted To Talk About His Experience In The Next World 
 
While there is no record of any of those who had been dead, and then came back to life, as relating their 
experiences in the next world, this does not mean they were unconscious.  
 
Paul, for example, clearly said that he was not permitted to relate his experience of the time he was in the 
presence of the Lord. He stated this in his second letter to the Corinthians:  
 

But I do know that I was caught up into paradise and heard things so astounding that they cannot be told 
(2 Corinthians 12:4 NLT). 

 
Paul said that he was not permitted to talk about his heavenly experience. 
 
Moreover, the idea that nobody ever spoke of their experience is an argument from silence. We do not know 
that Lazarus, or some of the other people who were resuscitated, did not ever talk about their experiences. All 
we know is that their experience was not recorded. This does not mean they had nothing to talk about. 
 
The Criminal Next To Jesus On The Cross Was Immediately In Paradise 
 
As to the criminal on the cross, the punctuation argued by those who believe in soul sleep does not make sense. 
It is true that the oldest existing manuscripts of the New Testament do not contain punctuation marks, and 
that their punctuation is theoretically possible. However, since they were both dying, there is no other time 
Jesus could make this statement than “that very day.” Furthermore, His statement is in response to a specific 
request, “Lord, remember me “when” You come into Your kingdom.”  
 
The reason Jesus emphasized the man would be with him that day was because of the general belief that the 
kingdom of God would come at the end of the world. Jesus told him He would enter God’s kingdom 
immediately! 
 
The Word Dead Is Used For Those Who Are Alive 
 
The word “dead” is used in Scripture of those who exist and are conscious. We can cite the following examples. 
 
Those Who Live For Pleasure Are Dead 
 
The Bible also speaks of people being spiritually dead while they are still alive. Paul wrote the following to 
Timothy: 
 

But the widow who lives for pleasure is dead even while she lives (1 Timothy 5:6 NRSV UE). 
 
Those who live only for pleasure are dead while they are still alive. 
 
The Wayward Son Was Lost 
 
The wayward son was in a state of spiritual death, or separation, from the Lord. It describes him in the following 
manner: 
 

For this son of mine was dead and has now returned to life. He was lost, but now he is found. So the party 
began (Luke 15:14 NLT). 

 
In these instances, the people were alive and conscious when spoken of as being dead. Death was not the end 
of consciousness or existence. 
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Jesus’ Treatment Of The Dead 
 
Interestingly, Jesus spoke to the dead as if they were still conscious. In the three instances where He brought 
someone back to life, He spoke directly to the dead person on each occasion. The record is as follows. 
 
Lazarus 
 
Jesus shouted to Lazarus to come out of the tomb. The Gospel of John records it this way: 
 

When he had said these things, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out” (John 11:43 ESV). 
 
Lazarus obeyed and came out from the tomb. 
 
The Son Of The Widow Of Nain 
 
When the Lord Jesus raised the only son of a woman from the city of Nain, He spoke to the dead man. The 
Bible says: 
 

Then he walked over to the coffin and touched it, and the bearers stopped. “Young man,” he said, “get 
up” (Luke 7:14 NLT). 

 
The Bible says the young man then came back to life. 
  
The Daughter Of Jairus 
 
The daughter of Jairus was also spoken to. The Bible records the following as to what occurred: 
 

But taking her by the hand, he called out, “Child, get up!” (Luke 8:54 NRSV UE). 
 
The child then came back to life. 
 
In each of these occasions, Jesus spoke to the dead. In some sense, it seems that they could hear Him. Whatever 
the case may be, He acted as though they could hear Him.  
 
The Writer Of Ecclesiastes Does Not Say The Dead Are Unconscious 
 
Ecclesiastes is often quoted as saying the dead lose all consciousness. We read statements such as this: 
 

Man’s fate is like that of the animals; the same fate awaits them both: As one dies, so dies the other. All 
have the same breath; man has no advantage over the animal. Everything is meaningless. All go to the same 
place; all come from dust, and to dust all return (Ecclesiastes 3:19,20 NIV). 

 
Yet this passage does not say that humans lose consciousness. In fact the next verse asks the question, “Who 
knows what happens?” It reads as follows: 
 

Who knows if the spirit of man rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth? 
(Ecclesiastes 3:21 NIV) 

  
From a human perspective, nobody does know. Yet the God of Scripture certainly knows, and He tells us; the 
dead do not lose consciousness. 
 
Another favorite passage for soul sleep is found later in Ecclesiastes. It reads: 
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For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even 
the memory of them is forgotten (Ecclesiastes 12:5 NIV) 

 
The writer says the dead do not know anything. Again, this is true from a human perspective. The dead bodies 
do not know what is occurring around them. This, however, is not to say that their spirit, the real part of them, 
is unconscious and unaware of their present surroundings.   
 
In fact, the writer makes it clear two verses later that the body goes to the ground or the dust while the spirit 
goes back to God. He wrote: 
 

The dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it (Ecclesiastes 12:7 
NIV). 

 
The writer understands that it is the body which returns to the elements from which it was created, dust. This, 
however, says nothing about the spirit. Indeed, our spirits were not made out of dust! The spirit returns to God 
and the spirit is conscious. 
 
Therefore, statements in Ecclesiastes should not be used to argue for “soul sleep” as a biblical teaching. It is 
not. 
 
God, Angels, Cherubim, Seraphim, The Living Creatures Are Spirit Beings:  
They Exist Without Physical Form 
 
God is spirit, and so are the other created beings the Scripture speaks of, angels, cherubim, seraphim, and the 
living creatures. Neither has any physical form. Jesus said the following about God: 
 

God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth (John 4:24 ESV). 
 
While God has no physical or corporeal form He certainly consciously exists! 
 
Angels are also spirits. The writer to the Hebrews testified: 
 

But angels are only servants. They are spirits sent from God to care for those who will receive salvation 
(Hebrews 1:14 NLT). 

 
Angels, though spirit-beings also have a consciousness existence. The same holds true of the other spirit-beings 
in which the Lord has created, cherubim, seraphim, and the living creatures. Therefore, beings without a body 
can exist in a conscious state. 
 
How Could Paul Be Far Better Off When Dead? 
 
If Paul was asleep at death, how could he say that to die, and to be with the Lord, was far better than being in 
this body? He wrote this to the Philippians: 
 

I find it hard to choose between the two. I would like to leave this life and be with Christ. That’s by far the 
better choice (Philippians 1:23 God’s Word).  

 
Conscious fellowship with the Lord in this life would be better than being unconscious in the next.   
 
Yet that was not what Paul was expecting. Indeed, he was expecting to be conscious after death.    
                 
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 119 

The Spirits Of The Righteous Are With The Lord 
 
The Bible says the spirits of the righteous are already with the Lord. We read the following in the Book of 
Hebrews: 
 

You have come to the assembly of God’s firstborn children, whose names are written in heaven. You have 
come to God himself, who is the judge of all people. And you have come to the spirits of the redeemed in 
heaven who have now been made perfect (Hebrews 12:23 NLT). 

 
These perfected spirits are certainly not asleep or unconscious! 
 
We read of this in the Book of Revelation. It says: 
 

And I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Write this down: Blessed are those who die in the Lord from 
now on. Yes, says the Spirit, they are blessed indeed, for they will rest from their hard work; for their good 
deeds follow them (Revelation 14:13 NLT). 

 
Those who have died are promised to be in God’s presence. They are not asleep somewhere waiting to be 
awakened at some future time. 
 
Are we to assume that those who have entered into God’s presence are not taking part in all the blessings of 
the next realm? Why bring them into God’s presence and not allow them any of the benefits?  
 
The Dead Are Already Awake 
 
A number of passages speak of believers being already awake in God’s presence. We can consider the following. 
 
There Are Soul’s Crying Out In The Presence Of The Lord 
 
The souls of dead believers were crying in God’s presence. We read the following in the Book of Revelation: 
 

They cried out with a loud voice, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and 
avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (Revelation 6:10 NRSV UE). 

 
Were these souls crying in their sleep? 
 
The Unbelievers Are Also Conscious 
 
From the account that Jesus gave of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) we discover that unbelievers are 
also conscious when they are dead. The unbeliever in this account knew who he was, who Lazarus was, who 
Abraham was, and the fact that he had five brothers. He was completely conscious and had a memory of his 
past life.   
 
Furthermore, we are told that God is continuing to punish the wicked dead. Peter wrote that the unrighteous 
are kept under punishment until judgment day. He said: 
 

So you see, the Lord knows how to rescue godly people from their trials, even while keeping the wicked 
under punishment until the day of final judgment (2 Peter 2:9 NLT). 

 
The unrighteous are kept under punishment while waiting their final judgment. They are not asleep. 
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When Jesus spoke of the resurrection of the dead, the Lord spoke of the dead, both righteous and unrighteous, 
hearing His voice. He said: 
 

Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and 
come out--those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be 
condemned (John 5:28-29 NIV) 

 
How could those who are dead “hear” His voice? They will hear Him because they consciously exist.  
 
Therefore, when all the evidence is considered, we find that the doctrine of “soul sleep” is not a biblical 
doctrine.  
 
The dead, both righteous and unrighteous, are conscious in the next world. It is the body which dies, never the 
spirit or the soul. 
 
Summary To Question 26 
Is Soul Sleep A Biblical Doctrine? 
 
The doctrine of “soul sleep” says the souls, or the spirits, of the dead are presently unconscious. Since death is 
compared to sleep in the Bible, it is contended that the dead are now sleeping, waiting to be awakened at the 
time of the resurrection of the dead. 
 
The Bible, however, does not support this contention. While the body is said to be asleep at death, the spirit or 
soul continues to live in conscious awareness.  
 
In fact, the Bible never says that the spiritual part of us goes to sleep. Instead, the Scripture clearly teaches that 
the believing dead are conscious in the presence of the Lord while the unbelieving dead are conscious apart 
from Him. The spirit or soul can and does exist apart from the body.  
 
For example, Moses and Elijah appeared with Jesus at His Transfiguration though Moses had been dead for 
some 1,400 years and Elijah had left the earth some 800 years previously. There is no indication that they awoke 
from some special state of sleep when they appeared with Jesus. Neither should we assume that they went back 
to sleep after the Transfiguration. 
 
The dead prophet Samuel spoke to Saul when Saul attempted to contact him through a medium. Samuel was 
conscious in the next world. There is no indication that he was asleep. 
 
We find that the criminal which was crucified next to Jesus was promised that he would be in paradise that very 
day. Jesus said “today” they would be together in paradise. No idea of sleeping or waiting was present in Jesus’ 
promise to this dying criminal.  
 
Though no biblical character who came back from the dead relates his or her experience in the next world this 
certainly does not mean they were unconscious. Paul, for example, who went to the realm of the dead and came 
back, said that he was not allowed to explain exactly what it was like. But he did say that he saw and heard 
wonderful things. This surely indicates that he was not unconscious or asleep. 
 
The word “dead” is sometimes used in Scripture for those who are alive. This is the case because the main idea 
behind death is separation, not extinction or annihilation. Therefore, someone can be dead or separated from 
the Lord while they are still alive. Death is not extinction or cessation of existence. 
 
While there are many passages in Ecclesiastes which are cited to prove “soul sleep,” none of these actually teach 
the doctrine. In context, they do not teach that the soul becomes unconscious at death. Usually they speak of 
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the dead from the vantage point of one here upon the earth. From our perspective, we do not know what 
happens to the dead. It is only through divine revelation that we discover the dead are conscious in the afterlife. 
 
Furthermore, the idea that we need a body to be alive in the next world is refuted by the biblical description of 
both God and the various spirit-beings which He created.  
 
This includes angels, cherubim, seraphim, and the living creatures. God is a spirit being as are these spirit-
beings. They all exist in the unseen world as complete, fully functional beings without having any physical form.    
 
The Apostle Paul also told the Philippians that when he died, he would be with Christ. There is no indication 
whatsoever in his writings that he thought he would be unconscious at any time. In fact, Scripture emphasizes 
that the spirits of the righteous are presently with the Lord. Indeed, a number of passages teach that the dead 
are already awake in His presence.  
 
When all these facts are considered, it becomes clear that soul sleep is not a biblical doctrine and consequently 
it should be rejected as an option for Bible believers. 
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Question 27 
 

In What Sense Is 
Death Like Sleep? 

 
Although the doctrine of soul sleep is not taught in Scripture, the Bible does compare death with sleep. The 
comparison between the biblical idea of death and sleep is appropriate because they have a number of things 
in common. They include the following. 
 
1. They Are Both Inevitable 
 
Sleep and death are inevitable. At the end of each day the human body needs sleep. Likewise at the end of our 
earthly time, the body sleeps in death. Though we may try to fight them, both sleep and death will eventually 
win. 
 
2. It Is Rest From Labor 
 
Sleep, as well as death, is a state where people have ceased from their labor. It is a time when the body is at rest. 
No work on this earth is done during sleep or death. 
 
3. It Is Not Cessation Of Being 
 
Though a person is not working while they are asleep, there is no cessation of being. The mind continues to 
work while the body sleeps. The person who is asleep has not ceased to exist. Neither is the person who has 
died. 
 
4. The Awakening Comes Afterward 
 
Those who are asleep, and those who are dead, do not sleep forever. They are waiting for the time when they 
will again awake. The dead have rested from their earthly labors and are now waiting for the day of their 
resurrection. This is the time their spirits and bodies will reunite. 
 
5. We Awake To Something New 
 
As the person who awakes from sleep faces the challenge of a new day, those who awake from the sleep of 
death begin a new existence. With a resurrected body they will begin life anew. In this case, it is eternal life. 
 
These are some of the ways which we can compare the sleep or rest, which the body needs, with death. Indeed, 
there are a number of striking comparisons. 
   
Summary To Question 27 
In What Sense Is Death Like Sleep? 
 
Though death and sleep are not identical, they do have many things in common. Since the Scriptures use sleep 
as an analogy of death, there are lessons that we can learn from comparing the two. They are as follows. 
For one thing, both sleep and death are inevitable; they come at the end of a period of work. At the end of the 
day we sleep while at the end of our lives we die. 
 
In addition, sleep and death are where people rest from their labors. Though death and sleep are a time of rest, 
they are not a cessation of being. Those sleeping are still alive and the dead are alive in the afterlife.  
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Those who are dead, as well as those who are asleep, look forward to a time when they will awake.  
 
Finally, both the dead, and those who are asleep, awake to face something new. In the case of the believing 
dead, it will be a new, glorified body in which to spend eternity. 
 
Again, we emphasize that Scripture teaches that it is only the body which sleeps. The spirit or soul of a human 
being never ceases to exist or loses consciousness after this life is over. While death may be compared to sleep 
in certain ways, death is not sleep. 
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Question 28 
 

What Is Reincarnation? 
 
One of the popular beliefs that humans have held in the past, and continue to hold in the present, is that of 
“reincarnation.” It is also called metensomatosis which literally means “the changing of bodies.” This belief teaches 
that people can, and do, come back from the dead as another person. This reincarnation occurs in a number of 
successive lifetimes.  
 
In other words, all of us come back as different people, in different places, and at different times in history. 
The human soul never really dies or perishes but rather keeps coming back in different forms. 
 
The Main Beliefs Of Reincarnation 
 
It is important that we understand exactly what reincarnation is saying about the nature of the world, God, and 
human beings. We can summarize the main teachings of the doctrine of reincarnation as follows. 
 
All Is One (Monism) 
 
For those who hold to the belief in reincarnation their view of the world is known as “monism.” This can be 
simply defined as follows. All of reality is seen as a unified whole. Everything which exists belongs to a one 
single system. This includes any idea of God.  
 
God is basically identified with everything which exists. In other words, God is everything and everything is 
God. There is no idea of God as a personal being in the belief system of reincarnation. 
 
People Come Back As Other Human Beings: It Is Not The Same As Transmigration Of Souls 
 
Reincarnation is different from the doctrine of “transmigration of souls.” Transmigration of souls holds that 
the dead do come back to life but they do not necessarily come back as other humans. Depending upon our 
behavior, we can come back to this world in another life as animals or plants as well as humans. Thus, a person 
could conceivably come back to this world as an aardvark or a cactus! 
 
Reincarnation, as it is popularly understood, says that we come back as other humans. It teaches the survival 
of the self occurs in successive afterlives as other human beings.  
 
Our Past Behavior Affects Who We Are Today (The Law Of Karma) 
 
Reincarnation is closely linked with what is known as the law of karma. Simply stated, the law of karma says 
that our past lives have implications on our present life. It is the law of cause and effect. In some sense, the 
conduct of one’s past lives will influence the kind of lives the person will supposedly have in the future.  
 
If we have been a good person performing good deeds, then we will come back in the next life in a better 
situation than if we lived a life characterized by bad deeds. In other words, we can help ourselves by our good 
behavior.  
 
In the Western view of reincarnation, this law of sowing and reaping continues without end until a person 
reaches their goal of ultimate perfection or eternal bliss. Often this eternal bliss, or perfection is called “nirvana.” 
The person becomes one with the universe and the cycle of reincarnation is ended. 
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However, some views of the law of karma, especially in the East, do not allow the possibility of reaching some 
state of perfection or bliss. Instead, humans are doomed to forever experience suffering by a series of endless 
births and rebirths.  
 
Life is suffering and humans are meant to suffer over and over again in various lives. Since perfection is not 
possible, there is no way to escape reincarnation. There are a number of people who hold this pessimistic view 
of life. 
 
The So-Called Experience Of Past Lives Is Appealed To As Evidence Of Reincarnation 
 
There is something else. People often testify of personal memories which they have had of past lives. They 
remember being somewhere or doing something at another place, in another time, and as another person. This, 
they allege, gives further credence to the idea that each of us live a succession of lives. 
 
This is a general summary of the main points of the doctrine of reincarnation.  
 
Practical Implications Associated With Reincarnation 
 
The belief in reincarnation is not something that is merely theoretical. Indeed, it has a number of practical 
implications. They can be listed as follows. 
 
With Reincarnation There Is No God 
 
The belief in a personal God is foreign to the teaching of reincarnation. Since all reality is one, there is no idea 
of God as a personal being.  
 
In short, the traditional understanding of God, as a being who exists separately from the universe, is not true. 
God does not exist. 
 
Humans Have No Individual Existence 
 
Another result of reincarnation is the lack of any type of individual existence for human beings. Instead, we are 
part of one giant unity, the universe.  
 
While we may believe we have an individual personality this is not the case. We have existed previously as other 
people and we will again exist in the future as different individuals. Therefore, the idea of an individual “self” 
is not found in a world which believes in reincarnation. 
 
Death Is Not To Be Feared  
 
Since all of us come back to earth as different people at different times, death is not an enemy. It is not to be 
feared because it is the gateway to another life here upon the earth.  
 
Reincarnation, therefore, removes all fear of death. 
 
There Is No Personal Judgment At The End Of This Life 
 
Judgment by a personal God is not included in the system of reincarnation. Indeed, since no personal God 
exists, and there is the belief that we save ourselves by our good behavior in successive lifetimes, the idea of a 
general judgment of the human race is excluded. 
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This being the case, the doctrine of hell, or the place of eternal separation from God, is also excluded from the 
belief system of reincarnation. Any judgment which occurs takes place as we move from one lifetime to another.  
 
This briefly sums up the teaching of reincarnation. As we shall plainly see, it contradicts Scripture in all of its 
main beliefs. 
 
Summary To Question 28 
What Is Reincarnation?  
 
Reincarnation is the belief that human beings live a number of lives as different people until they reach a state 
of perfection or eternal bliss. Therefore, this life which we are now living is only one of a number of possible 
lives according to those who believe in reincarnation. There were many lives in the past and there will be many 
more to live in the future. 
 
There are a number of practical implications associated with the belief in the doctrine of reincarnation.  
 
First and foremost is that God does not exist. If the entire universe is one entity, then, by definition, there can 
be no such thing as a personal God who exists. We are all part of the universe. 
 
We also have to redefine who we are as human beings. Individual identity is a myth if reincarnation is true. 
While we may have an identity now, we did not have this same identity in previous lives and we will not have 
it in future lives. Therefore, none of us are limited to the present identity which we now have. We were other 
people; we shall be other people. 
 
Reincarnation removes a number of fears from humans. For one thing, death no longer holds any fear to a 
person if reincarnation is true. In fact, death is a part of our reaching a state of perfection. If we have had 
sufficient good works in this life, then our next life will be better than this one. Therefore, death is something 
we can look forward to if we have lived a decent life. 
 
Finally, the doctrine reincarnation removes any fear of punishment by a personal God. Since no personal God 
exists and we pay for our own misdeeds in successive lives, we have no fear of any type of final judgment or 
accounting for our behavior. Hell does not exist because there is no God to punish us. Our punishment takes 
place after this life is over and before the next one begins.  
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Question 29 
 

What Biblical Arguments Are Given For The 
Idea That Humans Live A Succession 

Of Different Lives? (Reincarnation) 
 
Some reincarnationists actually point to Scripture to support their belief. Those advocating the doctrine of 
reincarnation say that there are several texts in the Bible which sustain their view, or at least are consistent with 
their view. We can make the following observations. 
 
Some Texts Supporting Reincarnation Were Supposedly Removed From Scripture 
 
While there are people who believe in reincarnation which cite the Bible to prove their point, some 
reincarnationists make the claim that other texts which support this doctrine were actually removed from 
Scripture. Yet, even without these removed texts, they see evidence of belief in reincarnation by Jesus Christ 
and the biblical authors. The biblical evidence for reincarnation is allegedly as follows. 
                                 
There Is Knowledge Before Birth (Jeremiah 1:4-5) 
 
Certain passages speak of knowledge before birth. In the Book of Jeremiah, the Lord said the following to the 
prophet: 
 

The word of the LORD came to me, saying, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you 
were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations” (Jeremiah 1:4,5 NIV).  

 
God knew Jeremiah before He was born. This speaks of knowledge before birth. This is a major belief in the 
system of reincarnation.  
                              
There Is A Preexistent State For Humans (Galatians 1:15-16)  
 
There are certain passages that seem to speak of a state of preexistence of the individual. Paul wrote the 
following to the Galatians:  
 

But God, who appointed me before I was born and who called me by his kindness, was pleased to show 
me his Son. He did this so that I would tell people who are not Jewish that his Son is the Good News 
(Galatians 1:15,16 God’s Word).  

 
The fact that Paul spoke of being “appointed before he was born” is supposedly a sign that his spirit, or soul, 
existed before he was conceived.  
 
The psalmist also spoke of a preexistent state of humans. He wrote of being known while he was being formed 
in the womb: 
 

You made all the delicate, inner parts of my body and knit me together in my mother’s womb. Thank you 
for making me so wonderfully complex! Your workmanship is marvelous-and how well I know it. You 
watched me as I was being formed in utter seclusion, as I was woven together in the dark of the womb. 
You saw me before I was born. Every day of my life was recorded in your book. Every moment was laid 
out before a single day had passed (Psalm 139:13-16 NLT). 

 
Therefore, it is concluded by reincarnationists that there is life before birth. 
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Jesus’ Testimony Of John The Baptist And Elijah (Matthew 17:10-13) 
 
One of the favorite texts of reincarnationists concerns the identity of John the Baptist. It is contended that 
John the Baptist was actually the reincarnation of the Old Testament prophet Elijah. The Gospel of Matthew 
records the following account: 
 

So the disciples questioned Him, “Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” “Elijah is 
coming and will restore everything,” He replied. “But I tell you: Elijah has already come, and they didn't 
recognize him. On the contrary, they did whatever they pleased to him. In the same way the Son of Man is 
going to suffer at their hands.” Then the disciples understood that He spoke to them about John the 
Baptist” (Matthew 17:10-13 CSB). 

                             
From this passage, it is alleged that Jesus claimed that John as actually Elijah. 
 
People Need To Be Born Again The Cycle Of Rebirth (John 3:3) 
 
Jesus told one of the leading religious leaders of His day, Nicodemus, that he needed to be born again. We read 
of this in John’s gospel:  
 

Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of 
God” (John 3:3 ESV). 

                                    
Born again supposedly refers to the cycle of births in the process of reincarnation. Jesus said to reach eternal 
bliss one must continually experience these rebirths. Therefore, it is argued that Jesus supported the idea of 
reincarnation. 
 
Jesus’ Disciples Believed In Reincarnation: The Question About The Man Born Blind (John 9:1-3) 
 
There is also an account which Scripture gives us of Jesus responding to a question about a man who was born 
blind. The Bible says the following: 
 

As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man 
or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was 
born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him (John 9:1-3 NRSV UE). 

                                                                            
The way the disciples asked the question is instructive. They assumed it was possible for this man to have 
sinned in some previous life so as to have been born blind in this life.  
 
Consequently, they believed that people could come back to this life after living previous lives. 
 
Melchizedek Is An Example Of Reincarnation (Hebrews 7:3)    
 
There is a shadowy figure in the Old Testament with the name of Melchizedek. He appears and disappears 
quickly on the pages of Scripture. This ancient king is used as an example of reincarnation. We read the 
following about him in the Book of Hebrews: 
 

He is without father or mother or genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but 
resembling the Son of God he continues a priest forever (Hebrews 7:3 ESV). 

 
Notice that the Bible says that Melchizedek was without beginning, or end. This is supposedly an example of 
reincarnation. It must mean that he has had lived a number of successive lives as different people and would 
continue to live more lives. 
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Job Will Return To His Mother’s Womb (Job 1:20-21) 
 
The patriarch Job said that he would return to his mother’s womb. This is often used as a proof text for 
reincarnation. We read the following in the Book of Job: 
 

Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head and fell on the ground and worshiped. And he said, 
“Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken 
away; blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:20-21 ESV). 

 
Job says he will return to his mother’s womb naked. This is alleged to support the idea of returning to the 
womb for the endless cycle of rebirths. 
 
The Wheel Of Beginnings Speaks Of Reincarnation (James 3:6) 
 
In the Book of James, we find that James made a statement about the wheel of beginnings. This infers 
reincarnation. He said: 
 

And the tongue is a flame of fire. It is a whole world of wickedness, corrupting your entire body. It can set 
your whole life on fire, for it is set on fire by hell itself (James 3:6 NLT).  

 
An alternative translation of the phrase “your whole life” is the “wheel of beginnings.” This is used by 
reincarnationists for biblical support that individuals get on the wheel of reincarnation.  
 
This wheel, they believe, refers to a succession of lives. 
 
A Person Reaps What They Sow: The Law Of Karma (Galatians 6:7) 
 
Paul wrote to the Galatians about the laws of sowing and reaping. This is the law of cause and effect. He said: 
 

You will always reap what you sow! (Galatians 6:7 NLT). 
 
This is cited as the law of karma in action. There is a basic law of cause and effect in the universe, and this is 
recognized by the biblical writers. A person will reap what they sow in this life which will determine who they 
are in the next life. 
 
Those Who Take Up The Sword Will Die By The Sword (Matthew 26:52) 
 
Jesus said that those who take up the sword will die by the sword. This is a practical example of the law of 
karma:  
 

“Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword” 
(Matthew 26:52 NIV). 

 
Jesus’ statement about dying by the sword is karma in action. A person will reap what they sow, they will pay 
for their own sins.  
 
Certain People Must Go Into Captivity And Be Killed With The Sword (Revelation 13:10) 
 
There is also a statement found in the Book of Revelation about people going into captivity and being killed 
with the sword: 
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If anyone is to go into captivity, into captivity he will go. If anyone is to be killed with the sword, with the 
sword he will be killed (Revelation 13:10 NIV). 

 
This is supposedly another illustration of the law of karma. There is cause and effect built into the universe. It 
says, “if anyone is to be killed with the sword, he will be killed.” Therefore, we have an illustration of the law 
of karma in the Book of Revelation. 
 
These Passages Do Not Teach The Doctrine Of Reincarnation 
 
These are the some of the popular passages which are cited by reincarnationists to illustrate that the biblical 
writers believed and taught the doctrine of reincarnation. However, the passages cited do not begin to teach 
what they claim. Neither is there any evidence that certain passages were removed by church authorities. We 
will examine their claims in detail in the next couple of questions that we answer. 
  
Summary To Question 29 
What Biblical Arguments Are Given For The Idea That Humans  
Live A Succession Of Different Lives? (Reincarnation) 
 
The doctrine of reincarnation states that human beings come back to earth in successive lives as different 
people. Each time the individual comes back as a different person in a different historical era. It is argued that 
each of us may have been someone else in a past life. Consequently, we will be someone else in our next life. 
There is an endless cycle of births, deaths, and re-births. This cycle will go on and on and on. 
 
Reincarnationists often use the Bible to support their idea. Indeed, they cite a number of references in Scripture 
which supposedly advocate reincarnation. Furthermore, they argue that many of the texts which supported 
reincarnation were actually removed from Scripture. However, they claim a number of them still remain. 
 
For example, they say the Bible teaches that there is actual knowledge before birth. Scripture says that God 
knew the prophet Jeremiah before he was even born. This indicates that Jeremiah must have been in some pre-
existent state. The fact that Jesus Christ said John the Baptist was Elijah is supposedly another evidence of 
reincarnation. John was Elijah in another lifetime. This is classic reincarnation. They also contend the Jesus’ 
disciples believed in some type of reincarnation with their question about a man who had been born blind. 
They asked Jesus if it was this man’s sin that caused him to be born blind. The question assumes he lived in a 
previous lifetime where he sinned. His sin caused blindness in the life he lived at the time of Christ. Jesus 
Himself told the religious leader Nicodemus that he must be born again. It is said that born again means that a 
person has to come back to this earth in another body as a different person, or reincarnation. 
 
The Old Testament character Melchizedek is often used an example of reincarnation. Scripture says he did not 
have any father or mother. In other words, he keeps coming back to the earth as a different person. His 
appearance on the pages of Scripture is supposedly an example of reincarnation. The New Testament writer 
James spoke of the wheel of life.  This is often seen as a reference to reincarnation. Each of us is on the wheel 
as we experience multiple births and rebirths. Some forms of reincarnation teach that it is possible to get off 
the wheel, or cycle of life, while other forms of this doctrine believes and teaches that these cycles are endless. 
 
These passages supposedly give biblical evidence for the doctrine of reincarnation. However, they do no such 
thing. Scripture gives no indication whatsoever that people live a number of successive lives as different 
individuals or that they will come back in future lives as other people. Indeed, as we shall clearly see in our next 
few questions, there is no evidence whatsoever from Scripture of any doctrine of reincarnation or that certain 
passages were removed from the Bible that taught this doctrine.  
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Question 30 
 

Do Humans Come Back In Other Lives 
As Different People? (Reincarnation) 

What Does The Bible Say About This Subject? 
 
Reincarnation is the belief that we humans live a number of different lives as different people. Each of us has 
existed at another time, in another place, as another person. The Bible, as well as personal experience, is 
appealed to when making this claim. Does the idea of reincarnation square with Scripture? How should we 
respond to the claims made by those who believe in reincarnation? There are a number of points which we 
need to make.  
 
The Biblical Worldview Is Foreign To The Idea Of Reincarnation 
 
To begin with, while we will look at a number of biblical proof texts used by reincarnationists and find them 
to be contradictory to Scripture, the real problem with reincarnation is not the citing of isolated texts in 
Scripture to support their belief. The real problem with reincarnation is that it contains a view of reality which 
is totally opposed to the teaching of Scripture.  
 
Everything which Scripture teaches about God, human beings, the world we live in, the doctrine of sin and 
salvation is contradictory to the tenets of reincarnation. In short, the world which the Bible portrays is totally 
different than the world reincarnationists believe in. It is crucial that we understand this.  
 
We can now make the following specific observations about the doctrine of reincarnation and the Holy 
Scriptures. 
 
The World Is Not One Single Reality: A Personal God Does Exist 
 
Contrary to those who believe in reincarnation, the world does not consist of one reality. The Bible says that 
the world was created by a personal God who exists apart from the universe. In other words, God existed 
before the world was made. The very first verse of the Bible tells us this! 
 

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth (Genesis 1:1 KJV). 
 
God created the world. It did not exist before He made it. The God of the Bible is separate from the world. 
He does not need the world and He is not part of the world.  
 
The God Of Scripture Controls Destinies: Humans Or Fate Do Not Control Them 
 
Furthermore, the God of the Bible is personally involved in this world. He does not sit idly by, merely watching 
what occurs. Instead, He is intimately involved in the workings of the universe.  
 
In addition, He is in control of all things. Reincarnation does not allow for God to exist; let alone be the One 
who is in control. According to reincarnation, we are in control of our own fate. This idea is foreign to Scripture. 
 
Human Beings Have Individual Identities 
 
The Bible also says humans have an individual identity. Indeed, Scripture says that the first humans, Adam, and 
Eve, were the highpoint of God’s creation being created in God’s image and likeness. Reincarnation must reject 
any idea of a Creator God who made human beings as special. 
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God Punishes Evil After One Lifetime 
 
The Bible also teaches that God punishes evil while reincarnation teaches that we will work out our own 
salvation. Consequently, there will be no judgment day for the human race. Again, this contradicts the teaching 
of Scripture. There is not another chance to do anything after this life is over. Our destinies are forever set.  
 
Conclusion: Reincarnation And Scripture Have Two Different Views Of The World 
 
The evidence is clear; Scripture and reincarnation are two different ways of looking at the world around us. 
They cannot be reconciled. One of them must be wrong.  
 
Response To Specific Biblical Arguments For Reincarnation 
 
While those who hold to reincarnation sometimes quote the Bible to support their doctrine, we find that the 
Scriptures cited do not mean anything like what reincarnationists says they do. Indeed, the Bible makes it clear 
that, once a person has died, there is no possibility to return in another human form. Consequently, Scripture 
refutes the arguments for reincarnation. Let’s now examine the evidence. 
 
Humans Have No Knowledge Before Birth 
 
Contrary to what reincarnation teaches, humans have no knowledge before birth. While the Bible says that God 
knew us before we were born, there is nothing in Scripture that says that we knew anything. The example of 
God knowing the prophet Jeremiah does not support the doctrine of reincarnation. The Bible says that God 
ordained Jeremiah to the work of the ministry before he was born, nothing more. Before he was born, God 
knew Jeremiah, but Jeremiah did not know God. Jeremiah, like the rest of us, knew nothing! 
 
There Is No Preexistent State For Humans 
 
There is something else. Nowhere does the Bible teach that there is some sort of a preexistent state for humans. 
Humans have no existence until they are conceived, none whatsoever. We do not exist previously to our 
conception in the womb.  
 
Elijah Was Not John The Baptist 
 
John the Baptist could not have been the reincarnation of Elijah as reincarnationists teach. They were two 
distinct people. There are a number of reasons as to why this is so. 
 
For one thing, the Old Testament says that Elijah himself was to come to earth before the great and terrible 
day of the Lord. We read the words of the Lord through the prophet Malachi: 
 

See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly 
come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the 
LORD of hosts.. . . See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the LORD 
comes. He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so 
that I will not come and strike the land with a curse (Malachi 3:1; 4:5-6 NRSV UE). 

 
Elijah is personally going to come before the great and terrible day of the Lord. 
 
John’s birth was foretold by the angel Gabriel to his father Zechariah. We read about who his exact identity: 
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And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to 
their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous--to make ready a people prepared for the 
Lord (Luke 1:17 NIV). 

 
Here we are specifically told that John would come in the spirit and power of Elijah, not that he would actually 
be Elijah. John had a similar ministry to Elijah in that he attempted to turn the hearts of a sinful nation back to 
the Lord. 
 
In addition, when he was directly asked, John the Baptist said that he was not Elijah. We read the following in 
John’s gospel: 
 

And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the Prophet?” And he 
answered, “No” (John 1:21 ESV). 

 
John said that he was not Elijah. This should settle the matter.  
 
The Bible also says Elijah appeared with Moses at the transfiguration of Jesus. Scripture records it this way: 
 

After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high 
mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his 
clothes became as white as the light. Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with 
Jesus (Matthew 17:1-3 NIV). 

 
There is no indication that Elijah was somehow identified with John the Baptist when he appeared with Moses. 
Elijah was Elijah and John the Baptist was John the Baptist. The two are never confused. 
 
Furthermore, Elijah did not die! If Elijah did not die, then he certainly could not have been reincarnated. The 
Bible says the following happened to him: 
 

As they were walking along and talking, suddenly a chariot of fire appeared, drawn by horses of fire. It 
drove between them, separating them, and Elijah was carried by a whirlwind into heaven (2 Kings 2:11 
NLT). 

 
Elijah was not the same person as John the Baptist. They are different people. 
 
Therefore, when Jesus said Elijah had already come, His disciples realized that He was speaking about John the 
Baptist. Therefore, we should not assume that John was literally Elijah. John came to fulfill the role of Elijah. 
Elijah will indeed come in the future, but John was not him.  
 
There are two comings of Christ. At the First Coming an Elijah-like character appeared, John the Baptist. At 
the Second Coming, Elijah himself will appear. Most likely, he is one of the two witnesses spoken of in 
Revelation 11. 
 
Born Again Means Born From Above 
 
The fact that Jesus told Nicodemus must be “born again” was not a reference to him coming back in another 
life as another person. There are a couple of things which should be noted. The words “born again” can be 
translated “born from above.” It was not another physical birth which Nicodemus needed but rather a “new 
birth,” a spiritual rebirth. 
 
Nicodemus did not have any concept of reincarnation as being a possible option. His response to Jesus’ shows 
this. He said: 
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“How can a man be born when he is old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely he cannot enter a second time into 
his mother's womb to be born!” (John 3:4 NIV). 

 
The way Nicodemus responded to Jesus shows that he did not consider reincarnation as a possibility. Jesus 
then went on to tell Nicodemus that it was a spiritual rebirth which he and all the other people of Israel needed.  
 
This idea of being “born again” is later spoken of by Peter. He wrote: 
 

For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring 
word of God (1 Peter 1:23 NIV) 

 
The people to whom Peter wrote were already “born again.” They did not have to die physically to attain this. 
Thus, being “born again” is another way of describing belief in Jesus. Born again is a spiritual rebirth. 
 
The Belief Of Jesus’ Disciples About The Man Born Blind Is Not Relevant 
 
Often it is argued that Jesus’ disciples believed in some sort of reincarnation, or previous existence of the soul, 
because they asked Him a question about a man who had been born blind. They wanted to know if the blind 
man had sinned or if his parents had sinned to cause him to be born without sight.  
 
The question seems to indicate that they believed in some type of pre-existence of the soul or reincarnation. 
Otherwise how could he have sinned before his birth? 
 
Whether or not Jesus’ disciples believed in some sort of pre-existence of the soul is not the real issue. Indeed, 
they are not the final authority. It is only the words of Jesus that have any authority and He did not teach that 
the soul had any type of existence before a person is conceived.   
 
We also know that there was no belief in reincarnation among the Jews at the time of Christ. However, there 
were some Jewish teachings which did believe in some type of preexistence of the souls of the unborn.  
 
Yet it is not likely that the disciples had this in mind. Rather they probably wondered if the man may have 
sinned while he was still in the womb. This was a popular Jewish belief at the time of Jesus. It assumed that 
birth defects could come from either sin by the baby in the womb or by sins of relatives of the unborn. These 
sins would cause their offspring some physical problem.  
 
Whatever the case may be, we should not assume that Jesus’ disciples believed in some type of reincarnation 
when they asked Him whether or not this man’s blindness was caused by his sin previous to birth.  
 
Melchizedek Did Have A Beginning 
 
The New Testament does not say that Melchizedek did not have a beginning or end as is alleged by those who 
believe in reincarnation. It merely says that what we know about him from the Old Testament is limited. We 
are not told the names of his mother or father or his ancestors. However, this does not mean that he had no 
father, mother or ancestors.  
 
Melchizedek is an illustration of Jesus insofar as he had no beginning or end as far as Scripture is concerned. 
Jesus had no beginning because He is the eternal God who became a human being. Melchizedek is not an 
illustration of reincarnation. 
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There Is No Wheel In The Sense Of Reincarnation’s Endless Rebirths 
 
The reference to James and the wheel of life is misleading. It does not refer to the wheel or cycle of endless 
rebirths as taught by reincarnationists but rather it speaks of the entire course of one’s life. Modern translations 
make this clear. The English Standard Version says: 
 

And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the 
whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell (James 3:6 ESV).  

 
This clearer translation of the words of James demonstrates that he did not have reincarnation in mind when 
he wrote. 
 
The Law Of Cause And Effect Is True But Not In The Sense Of Reincarnation 
 
A number of passages used by those who believe in reincarnation speak of the law of cause and effect. However, 
they are not to be understood in the same sense as those who believe in reincarnation.  
 
In fact, Galatians 6:7, which is often cited by reincarnationists, is only partially quoted. It says the following in 
context: 
 

Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his 
sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit 
will reap eternal life (Galatians 6:7-8 NIV). 

 
To begin with, we must understand that this verse assumes that a personal God exists. This is contrary to the 
belief of reincarnation. Next, we are told that those who sow to the spirit reap eternal life but those who sow 
to the flesh reap destruction.  
 
Destruction refers to eternal separation from God, the judgment of hell. Again, this is something reincarnation 
does not teach. Nothing in this passage suggests that the human spirit is reincarnated in another life as a 
different person. 
 
Other passages which supposedly refer to the law of cause and effect in the sense of karma do no such thing. 
Again, the law of karma is not taught in Scripture.  
 
Resurrection Is Not Reincarnation 
 
Scripture teaches resurrection, not reincarnation. Resurrection means restoration in our present bodies. Jesus 
rose with the same body that was put into the tomb. This was His own testimony as to what occurred. We read 
in John’s gospel:  
 

So the Jews replied to Him, “What sign [of authority] will You show us for doing these things?” Jesus 
answered, “Destroy this sanctuary, and I will raise it up in three days.” Therefore the Jews said, “This 
sanctuary took 46 years to build, and will You raise it up in three days?” But He was speaking about the 
sanctuary of His body. So when He was raised from the dead, His disciples remembered that He had said 
this. And they believed the Scripture and the statement Jesus had made (John 2:18-22 CSB). 

 
It was His body that was to be raised from the dead. 
 
On the day of His resurrection, Jesus said: 
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See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit does not have flesh and bones 
as you see that I have (Luke 24:39 ESV). 

 
Jesus came back in a resurrected body, but it was the same Jesus. 
 
John wrote about Jesus telling Thomas to touch His body. We read the following in the Gospel of John: 
 

Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my 
side. Do not doubt but believe” (John 20:27 NRSV UE). 

                            
Reincarnation says we come back to this world in another body as a different person. Resurrection, not 
reincarnation is what the Bible promises. The word resurrection is found often in Scripture. It is used of the 
dead body of Jesus which was raised to life. In Jesus’ case, raised in a body that would never again die, a glorified 
body. However, the word reincarnation is never found in the Bible nor is any similar word. Reincarnation is 
simply not taught in Scripture. 
 
The evidence shows that passages used by reincarnationists are misapplied and used out of context. 
Consequently, there is no biblical evidence for the doctrine of reincarnation. None whatsoever. 
 
What The Bible Does Teach About These Subjects? 
 
So far, we have seen what the Bible does not teach. Now we want to consider some of the things it does teach 
about salvation, judgment, and related subjects. 
 
1. After Death There Is Judgment 
 
The Bible says that after death comes judgment. There is no coming back to live another life as another person. 
The writer to the Hebrews stated it this way: 
 

And just as each person is destined to die once and after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27 NLT). 
 
Judgment comes after death, not another chance at life in another human form. We must face the consequences 
of how we have lived in this life after we die. There are no second chances, no ability to make any more 
decisions. Destines have been determined once and for all. 
 
2. Jesus Was The Sacrificial Lamb  
 
This brings us to one of the main points of Scripture. Jesus Christ came into the world to be a sacrifice for sin. 
Indeed, Jesus’ death on the cross is what takes the sins of the world away. John the Baptist testified to Him as 
follows: 
 

The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world! (John 1:29 NRSV UE). 

 
Jesus died as the “lamb of God” for the sins of the world. His sacrifice is what saves us. We cannot take away 
our own sin by self-effort. 
 
3. The Death Of Christ Is Sufficient For Sin 
 
Those who hold a belief in reincarnation deny the worth of the death of Jesus Christ. Yet the Bible teaches that 
Christ’s death satisfied God’s standards: 
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It’s the same way with the Son of Man. He didn’t come so that others could serve him. He came to serve 
and to give his life as a ransom for many people (Matthew 20:28 God’s Word). 

 
His death is satisfactory to save us from sin. Nothing else is necessary. 
 
4. He Redeemed Us With His Blood  
 
Salvation is accomplished by His death on the cross, not our own good works. Paul said the following to the 
elders at the church in Ephesus: 
 
Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, 
to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood (Acts 20:28 NKJV). 
 
Jesus redeemed us with His blood. He has paid the price for our sins. We have no ability whatsoever to pay for 
our own sins. 
 
5. Jesus Bore The Curse For All Humanity 
 
The Bible says that Jesus Christ suffered on behalf of us so that we do not have to suffer ourselves. He became 
a curse for us. Paul wrote: 
 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is 
everyone who hangs on a tree” (Galatians 3:13 NRSV UE). 

 
Jesus took the curse, the condemnation, which we deserved.  
 
6. Jesus Took Our Sin On Himself 
 
The Bible says Christ bore our sin on the cross. The Book of Hebrews emphasizes that Jesus sacrificed Himself 
on our behalf:  
 

For it was fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, blameless, undefiled, separated from sinners, 
and exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he has no need to offer sacrifices day after 
day, first for his own sins and then for those of the people; this he did once for all when he offered himself 
(Hebrews 7:26,27 NRSV UE). 

 
His sacrifice paid the price for our sins. In other words, we do not have to pay for them with our own good 
works. This is the good news of the gospel. 
 
7. The Hope For Believers Is The Redemption Or Transformation Of Our Body 
 
The hope for the believer is the redemption, the transformation, of our individual body. Paul wrote: 
 

And we believers also groan, even though we have the Holy Spirit within us as a foretaste of future glory, 
for we long for our bodies to be released from sin and suffering. We, too, wait with eager hope for the day 
when God will give us our full rights as his adopted children, including the new bodies he has promised us 
(Romans 8:23 NLT). 

 
It is the one body (singular) which is to be redeemed, not many bodies which we have had throughout history. 
Indeed, it is our present body which will be transformed.  
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Paul wrote to the Philippians about how Christ will change our mortal bodies to bodies like His. He put it this 
way: 
 

But our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He 
will transform the body of our humble condition into the likeness of His glorious body, by the power that 
enables Him to subject everything to Himself (Philippians 3:20-21 CSB). 

 
The new body will have continuity with our present body. Paul explained this as he wrote the following to the 
Corinthians: 
 

So it is with the resurrection of the dead: Sown in corruption, raised in incorruption; sown in dishonor, 
raised in glory; sown in weakness, raised in power; sown a natural body, raised a spiritual body. If there is 
a natural body, there is also a spiritual body (1 Corinthians 15:42-44 CSB). 

 
It is the same body because we are the same person. 
 
8. We Do Not Work For Our Salvation 
 
Humans do not earn salvation. Our works, not matter how good they may be, cannot please God. The Bible 
tells us God’s view of our works: 
 

All of us have become like something unclean, and all our righteous acts are like a polluted garment; all of 
us wither like a leaf, and our iniquities carry us away like the wind (Isaiah 64:6 CSB) 

 
Our works do not bring spiritual life. They cannot take away our sin. 
 
If one wishes to do the works of God, then they must believe in Jesus Christ. Jesus Himself made this plain. 
We read in John: 
 

“What can we do to perform the works of God?” they asked. Jesus replied, “This is the work of God: that 
you believe in the One He has sent” (John 6:28,29 CSB). 

 
Believing in Jesus is the work of God; it is not earning eternal life by our own good works. Reincarnation, on 
the other hand, appeals to the pride of human beings. We earn our own salvation. Our own efforts merit some 
type of a reward.  
 
This is in total contrast to the gospel message which says we cannot do it on our own. Our destiny is not 
determined by our own set of good works.  
 
9.      Believer’s Immediately Go To Be With The Lord 
 
Those who die do not come back again to the earth as another person. Indeed, those who have believed in 
Christ go to be with the Lord immediately. Paul wrote the following to the Corinthians about this wonderful 
truth: 
 

Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord (2 
Corinthians 5:8 ESV). 

 
The believing dead go to be immediately with the Lord and the unbelieving dead go to a place apart from Him. 
There is no third place for anyone to go. Certainly, they do not go into another body. 
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10. Salvation Becomes Immediate For The Believer 
 
The Bible says that “now” is the time of salvation, it is immediate. We read in Second Corinthians the following 
words of Paul: 
 

For God says, “At just the right time, I heard you. On the day of salvation, I helped you.” Indeed, God is 
ready to help you right now. Today is the day of salvation (2 Corinthians 6:2 NLT). 

 
Salvation is now, not in some future life. 
 
11. We Leave This World With Nothing 
 
Contrary to the teaching of reincarnation, the Bible says we leave the world with nothing. In the Book of Job, 
we note the following: 
 

Job stood up and tore his robe in grief. Then he shaved his head and fell to the ground to worship. He 
said, “I came naked from my mother’s womb, and I will be naked when I leave. The Lord gave me what I 
had, and the Lord has taken it away. Praise the name of the Lord (Job 1:20,21 NLT). 

 
Just as we cannot bring anything with us when we come into this world, we cannot take anything with us from 
this world when we leave it.  
 
Conclusion: There Is No Coming Back From The Dead As Reincarnation Teaches 
 
It is not possible for humans to come back to earth in another form. This includes as either another human 
being or some other form of plant or animal life. The Western idea of reincarnation, coming back as another 
human, or the Eastern idea of transmigration of souls, coming back as a human, plant, or animal, is not biblical.  
 
Once a person dies there is no coming back. The belief in reincarnation is based upon human speculation of 
what occurs, it is not based upon divine revelation.  
 
Summary To Question 30 
Do Human Come Back In Other Lives As Different People  
(Reincarnation) What Does The Bible Say About This Subject? 
 
The doctrine of reincarnation states that this life is not all that there is for us. It is argued that each of us may 
have been someone else in a past life where we lived as another person, in another place, and at a different 
time.  
 
Furthermore, we may come back to this earth as another person sometime in the future. Consequently we may 
be someone else in our next life. The reason this occurs is because we are working out our own salvation. Until 
our character, and our behavior, reaches a certain degree of perfection, where we no longer have to live on this 
earth, we will continue to return as different human beings.  
 
Scripture as well as personal experience are appealed to in advocating the doctrine of reincarnation.  
 
However the doctrine of reincarnation is not taught in Scripture. To begin with, the Bible knows nothing of 
any preexistent state of humans where we have knowledge before our birth. According to Scripture, we do not 
exist until we are conceived in the womb. The doctrine of the preexistence of souls is not a biblical doctrine. 
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Neither does the Bible say that Elijah was John the Baptist as reincarnationists claim. John himself said he was 
not Elijah. John came in a ministry similar to that of Elijah, warning the people of the coming judgment unless 
they repented. 
 
The question that Jesus’ disciples asked about a man born blind does not mean they believed in reincarnation. 
It was a popular belief at the time of Jesus that there could be sin in the womb which would cause physical 
defects upon birth. Furthermore, it does not matter what the disciples said or believed. The issue is what Jesus 
Christ taught. He did not believe in reincarnation. 
 
Contrary to the teaching of reincarnation, the Old Testament character Melchizedek did have a beginning, but 
it is not recorded in the Old Testament. This is why he is similar to Christ; he had no recorded beginning. 
Melchizedek is not an example of reincarnation. 
 
In addition, after death, the Bible says there is only judgment, there is no second chance. This is because Jesus 
Christ paid the price once and for all for the sins of the world. Thus, it is not necessary for us to pay for our 
sins. Scripture says that the death of Christ was sufficient. The Bible says that He took our suffering upon 
Himself. We cannot pay for our own sins no matter how much we may suffer. 
 
In fact, we cannot do any good deeds in order to please God. As far as obtaining eternal salvation is concerned, 
our works are worthless. The only work we can do is to believe in Him whom He has sent. Salvation from sin 
is a gift. It is not something which is earned. 
 
When a person believes in Jesus Christ, salvation becomes immediate. The person is then “born again.” They 
have a spiritual rebirth. Born again, therefore, means being, “born from above.” It does not refer a succession 
of births in this world.  
 
Moreover, Scripture teaches resurrection not reincarnation. Indeed, Jesus rose with the same body that was put 
into the tomb. He did not have a different body when He came back to life three days after He was dead. 
Hence, His resurrection cannot be used as an example of reincarnation or coming back in a different form as 
a different person. Indeed, He was the same person before and after His death. 
 
It becomes obvious that reincarnation, when weighed by the balances of the Word of God, is found wanting. 
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Question 31 
 

Were Texts Which Support Reincarnation 
Removed From The Bible? 

 
While reincarnationists often appeal to the Bible to support their belief system, some of them actually claim 
that texts in Scripture which support the idea of reincarnation were removed by the church. Supposedly, at 
some time in the past, these passages were excised from the Bible by church authorities to cover up the fact 
that the Bible taught reincarnation. 
 
Is there any evidence of this? Has the text of Scripture been tampered for the purpose of removing references 
to reincarnation? We can make the following observations. 
 
This Is An Inconsistent Position By Reincarnationists 
 
Reincarnationists are inconsistent when they claim certain texts were removed from Scripture which support 
their belief system. For one thing, they point to a number of passages which are presently in the Bible which 
they claim give evidence of the belief of the biblical writers in reincarnation.  
 
Therefore, if the church authorities removed certain texts from Scripture that supported reincarnation, they 
were rather incompetent in their removal because, according to reincarnationists, other texts still exist which 
teach their doctrine! 
 
Reincarnation Was Never An Issue 
 
The claim that texts were removed has no merit whatsoever. Indeed, there is no evidence that the doctrine of 
reincarnation was ever discussed by church officials as a viable option at any time in church history. In other 
words, it was never an issue.  
 
The only subject that was discussed, which is even remotely related, is the subject of the pre-existence of souls. 
The belief in the pre-existence of the soul was held by an early church father named Origen. Origen was 
condemned by the church leaders for his heretical or non-biblical view. However, Origen made it clear that he 
did not believe in the idea of reincarnation. Other early theologians explicitly rejected any idea of reincarnation 
because they believed and taught that it was contrary to Scripture. Therefore, it was never a debatable issue 
among Bible-believers. 
 
There Is No Historical Basis For This Claim 
 
When the historical evidence is examined, we find no basis for the claim that certain texts were removed from 
Scripture which supported reincarnation. The text of Scripture reads the same as it was originally written. This 
has been demonstrated over and over again. What we read today in both testaments faithfully represents what 
was originally written by the authors of Scripture.  
 
Consequently, there is no factual basis for the contention that certain texts have been removed from the Bible 
because they supported the idea of reincarnation.  
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Summary To Question 31 
Were Texts Which Support Reincarnation  
Removed From The Bible? 
 
The accusation is sometimes made by those who believe in the doctrine of reincarnation that certain texts which 
support their belief have been removed from Scripture.  
 
This removal supposedly came after the time of Jesus Christ by church authorities who wanted to hide the true 
belief of the biblical writers. While reincarnation was originally taught, there was the attempt to remove all 
aspects of it from the Scripture. 
 
However, this claim has no basis in fact. Indeed, those who advocate this position have a number of questions 
to answer.  
 
For one thing, those who accept reincarnation as true often cite a number of biblical passages as supportive of 
their claims. If there are passages in Scripture which support reincarnation, as they claim that there are, then 
how can it logically be claimed that other passages were removed? When were they removed and who removed 
them?  Reincarnationists have no answer because there is no answer. Texts were not removed. 
 
Neither do we find that reincarnation was a topic of discussion among early church leaders. Indeed, it was not 
an issue for them. 
 
Furthermore, why didn’t these authorities remove all references to reincarnation, not merely some? Those who 
promote this position have no answer. No proof is offered, nor can it be offered because there is no evidence 
that this ever occurred. 
 
As we examine how the text has been transmitted to us we find that it says the same thing as what was originally 
written. It hasn’t been changed or altered. The same message is found in every text, every manuscript. This 
message of the Bible does not include the doctrine of reincarnation. 
 
Consequently, we conclude that no texts were removed from either testament which supports the false teaching 
of reincarnation. None. 
 
 
  



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 143 

Question 32 
 

What Observations And Conclusions Can We Make About  
What Happens To Us One Second After We Die? 

 
In this book we have looked at the subject of the intermediate or in-between state of the dead; what happens 
immediately after we die. We discovered that this is a temporary state of humans between this life and our 
eventual resurrection from the dead and the final judgment. In other words, it is not our ultimate destination.   
 
From Scripture, we can make a number of observations and conclusions with respect to the in-between state. 
They are as follows. 
 
Observation 1: There Are Limited Things Revealed 
 
To begin with, Scripture does not reveal very many things about the temporary state of the dead. Indeed, it is 
much more interested in our eternal state, where all of us will eventually end up. Therefore, the information we 
do have is limited. 
 
Observation 2: We Can Know Certain Things 
 
Even though the information on the in-between state of the dead is fragmentary, there are still a number of 
things which we can learn from the Scripture. Therefore, we are not completely ignorant about what happens 
to people immediately upon death. 
 
Observation 3: There Is A Temporary State Of The Dead 
 
It is clear that death does not bring us to our final destination. Instead there is a temporary state before the 
resurrection of the dead and then the final judgment.  
 
Therefore, our lives are in three stages; the time we spend here upon earth, then the time in the intermediate 
state, and finally there is eternity. 
 
Observation 4: Those Who Have Died Are Conscious In The In-Between State 
 
The dead are not asleep in the grave as some people like to think. The bodies are in the grave, but the spirits 
are alive and conscious. Believers are in a state of complete happiness and bliss in the presence of the Lord 
while unbelievers are suffering while waiting for their final judgment.  
 
Observation 5: The Intermediate State Is An Incomplete State 
 
We also learned that the intermediate state of the dead is an incomplete state. While the Bible represents it as 
conscious joy for the believer and conscious pain for the unbeliever, it also represents it a state that is 
incomplete. Indeed, the perfect joy of the believers and the ultimate misery of the unbelievers will only begin 
with the resurrection from the dead and the final judgment.  
 
Observation 6: This Temporary State Will End Someday 
 
Since the in-between state is only for a limited period of time, it will eventually end. In fact, Scripture says that 
both death and the temporary realm of the dead, Hades, will be thrown into the lake of fire. In other words, 
they will cease to exist. 
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Observation 7: Our Destinies Are Determined During Our Lifetime 
 
It is crucial for us to realize that where we will spend eternity is determined in this life, not in the in-between 
state. Indeed, eternal destinies have already been determined the moment we enter the afterlife. There is no 
second chance, no coming back.  
 
This life determines what will happen in the next. Indeed, once we reach the “other side” our future has been 
settled.  
 
A Final Question 
 
With these things in mind, the question each of us has to answer is this: when this life is over will you be in the 
presence of the Lord or forever banished from His presence? The choice is yours. 
 
Summary To Question 32:  
What Observations And Conclusions Can We Make About  
What Happens To Us One Second After We Die? 
 
From a study of the Scripture we can make a number of conclusions about the in-between or intermediate state 
of the dead.  
 
To begin with, though the Bible does not give us much information on what happens immediately after we die, 
it does tell us certain things.  
 
What we do know is this: there is a temporary state of the dead which everyone enters immediately upon their 
death. This occurs before the resurrection of the dead and the final judgments on the human race.  
 
We also know that those who have died are conscious. They are either in the presence of the Lord or they are 
separated from Him. Because the intermediate state is temporary it means it is incomplete. While the believers 
are in a state of joy and bliss, and the unbelievers in a state of misery, the complete joy for the believer and the 
fullness of the punishment for the unbeliever will take place in the future. 
 
The temporary state will end someday and then eternity will begin. However, destinies will have already been 
decided in this life and in it alone. Therefore, once a person enters the in-between state their eternal destiny has 
been forever settled.  
 
Consequently, it is crucial that unbelievers make their decision for Jesus Christ while they still have the chance. 
Indeed, once this life is over there is no possibility to change our eternal destination. There is no second chance, 
no hope for the unbelieving dead. That’s the bad news.  
 
The good news is that there is still hope for the living. Hopefully, everyone who is reading this has made his or 
her personal decision for Christ. If so, you can be confident in the knowledge about what awaits you once this 
life is over. 
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Appendix 1 
What Are The Various Views Of Sheol 

 
The Hebrew word “Sheol” is used 65 times in the Old Testament. Though it is often translated “hell” in the 
some of the older English versions, this gives the wrong inference. It is never used of the final destination of 
the wicked.  The following are some of the ways in which Bible-believers interpret the word Sheol. 
 
1.  The grave-the actual place where bodies are buried  
 
2 The unseen realm of the dead-the underworld 
 
3.  Specifically, the place of punishment for the wicked 
 
4. It is used symbolically 
 
5. It speaks of the place from where the righteous are saved 
 
These are the various ways in which the Old Testament uses this term. However, there is disagreement as to 
whether certain of these interpretations are to be understood in a literal manner.  
 
Many Bible students see only “one meaning” of Sheol, the grave. In other words, it only refers to the place 
where the dead are buried. The other meanings are found in poetical contexts and are not to be understood 
literally.  
 
The Context Determines The Meaning Of Sheol 
 
Even if we are to assume each of these five meaning can be attached to the word Sheol, at times, it is difficult 
to know which of these categories Sheol is referring to. In other words, the exact meaning is hard to determine. 
In fact, it can overlap these categories.  
 
Consequently it is essential to check out the context to find the correct meaning of Sheol each time it is used. 
 
The Uses Of Sheol In The Old Testament 
 
We will now consider the different ways in which Sheol is used in the Old Testament. They are as follows. 
 
1. Sheol Represents The Grave 
 
The primary meaning of Sheol seems to be the actual physical place where the literal bodies of the dead are 
buried. The psalmist wrote: 
 

Like a rock that one breaks apart and shatters on the land, so shall their bones be strewn at the mouth of 
Sheol.(Psalm 141:7 NRSV). 

 
The New International Version translates Sheol as “the grave” in this context. 
 

They will say, “As one plows and breaks up the earth, so our bones have been scattered at the mouth of the 
grave” (Psalm 141:7 NIV). 

 
This use of the word refers to the actual place the bodies are placed once a person dies, namely the grave. 
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The patriarch Jacob was sorrowful at what he thought was the loss of his youngest son Benjamin. He put it this 
way: 
 

But he said, “My son shall not go down with you, for his brother is dead, and he is the only one left. If 
harm should happen to him on the journey that you are to make, you would bring down my gray hairs with 
sorrow to Sheol” (Genesis 42:38 ESV). 

 
In this instance, Sheol could refer either to the actual grave or merely the realm of the dead. As we indicated, 
some see an overlap between the various meanings of the word. 
 
2. Sheol Is The Unseen Realm Of The Dead 
 
As mentioned, it is argued that Sheol can mean the unseen realm of the dead, the present state of the deceased. 
Both the godly and ungodly go to Sheol in this sense of the term.  When used in this way, there is no idea of a 
place of judgment or condemnation.  
 
It is, for example, the place where the righteous Jacob would go. We read of this in Genesis. It says: 
 

All his sons and all his daughters sought to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted and said, “No, I 
shall go down to Sheol to my son, mourning.” Thus his father bewailed him. (Genesis 37:35 NRSV UE). 

 
Some contend that Jacob was indicating that he was going to go to realm of the dead, the place in the unseen 
world where spirits of the dead gather. However, his statement could merely mean that he was going to the 
grave, nothing more. 
 
Sheol was also the place where sinners would end up once they passed on. We read the following in the Book 
of Numbers: 
 

But if the Lord creates something new, and the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up with all that 
belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, then you shall know that these men have despised the 
Lord (Numbers 16:30 ESV). 

 
The New Living Translation translates the verse in this manner: 
 

But if the LORD performs a miracle and the ground opens up and swallows them and all their belongings, 
and they go down alive into the grave, then you will know that these men have despised the LORD 
(Numbers 16:30 NLT). 

 
In this context, Sheol may have the idea of the living going to the place where the dead reside. Yet it is also 
possible it is only referring to the grave and not the place of departed spirits. 
 
Consequently, these passages may simply be referring to the grave, the actual burial place of the dead, and 
nothing more. 
 
3. It Is The Place Of Punishment For The Wicked 
 
While Sheol originally meant only the grave, it seems that the word eventually came to be used of the temporary 
place of punishment for the wicked. In other words, Sheol is the place where the deceased unbelievers are 
gathered while awaiting God’s coming judgment.  
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It Is The Place Of Spiritual Death 
 
Therefore, the word Sheol can be refer to a place in the unseen realm of spiritual death, or spiritual separation 
from God. We read the following in the Book of Psalms: 
 

Let death come upon them; let them go down alive to Sheol, for evil is in their homes and in their hearts 
(Psalm 55:15 NRSV UE).  

 
Those who are spiritually dead, the wicked, are punished in Sheol. In Sheol, they await the final judgment. Yet 
again, this may be reading too much into this particular passage.  
 
Sheol Has An Insatiable Appetite For The Wicked 
 
We are told that Sheol has an appetite that cannot be satisfied. We read about this in the Book of Proverbs. It 
says: 
 

Death and the grave [sheol] are never satisfied, and neither are we (Proverbs 27:20 God’s Word) 
 
We also read in Proverbs: 
 

The leech has two daughters: Give and Give. Three things are never satisfied; four never say, “Enough”: 
Sheol, the barren womb, the land never satisfied with water, and the fire that never says, “Enough (Proverbs 
30:15,16 ESV).  

 
Sheol is never satisfied. 
 
The prophet Isaiah also wrote of the appetite of Sheol: 
 

Therefore Sheol has enlarged its appetite and opened its mouth beyond measure; the nobility of Jerusalem 
and her multitude go down, her throng and all who exult in her (Isaiah 5:14 NRSV UE). 

 
The prophet Habakkuk spoke of the width of Sheol: 
 

Moreover, wealth is treacherous; the arrogant do not endure. They open their throats wide as Sheol; like 
Death they never have enough. They gather all nations for themselves, and collect all peoples as their own 
(Habakkuk 2:5 NRSV UE). 

 
Sheol is thus spoken of as never being able to be satisfied. It has an insatiable appetite. Again, while this may 
only be referring to the grave, the place of burial, it also may also be referring to the temporary place of 
punishment for the wicked. 
 
4. Sheol Is Used Symbolically  
 
Sheol is also used symbolically in the Old Testament. We find the following examples of this use of the term. 
 
A. It Is Symbolic For Great Sin 
 
We find Sheol used symbolically for great sin. The prophet Isaiah wrote: 
 

Because you have said, “We have made a covenant with death and with Sheol we have an agreement, when 
the overwhelming whip passes through it will not come to us, for we have made lies our refuge, and in 
falsehood we have taken shelter” (Isaiah 28:15 ESV). 
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Sheol and sin are seemingly used interchangeably in this passage. 
 
B. It Is Symbolic For Greed 
 
Sheol is also used symbolically for greed. The prophet Habakkuk wrote: 
 

Indeed, wine betrays him; he is arrogant and never at rest. Because he is as greedy as the grave and like 
death is never satisfied, he gathers to himself all the nations and takes captive all the peoples (Habakkuk 
2:5 NIV) 

 
Sheol is equated with greed. 
 
5. It Is The Place From Which The Righteous Are Saved 
 
While the wicked remain in Sheol, it is the place from where the righteous are saved. The psalmist wrote about 
God saving people from the power of Sheol. He put it this way: 
 

But God will ransom my soul from the power of Sheol, for he will receive me. Selah (Psalm 49:15 NRSV 
UE). 

 
The psalmist also wrote: 
 

For great is your steadfast love toward me; you have delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol (Psalm 
86:13 ESV). 

 
The righteous are saved from Sheol. 
 
These passages may be speaking of only death itself rather than a specific place the departed spirits go to. 
However, the second part of Psalm 49:15 “he will receive me” is seen by many to indicate conscious existence 
after this life is over. 
 
Some Further Observations About Sheol 
 
There are a number of other observations we can make about Sheol from the Old Testament. They are as 
follows. 
 
1. Sheol Is Still Within God’s Reach 
 
Those in Sheol, though they may be dead, are still within the reach of the God of the Bible. The prophet Amos 
said: 
 

If they dig into Sheol, from there shall my hand take them; if they climb up to heaven, from there I will 
bring them down (Amos 9:2 ESV). 

 
Like everything else in the universe, Sheol can be reached by the God of Scripture. 
 
Sheol has no lasting influence on the godly. We read in Hosea: 
 

Shall I ransom them from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from Death? O Death, where are your 
plagues? O Sheol, where is your destruction? Compassion is hidden from my eyes (Hosea 13:14 NRSV 
UE). 
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Sheol here seems to be synonymous with death. The good news is that Sheol has only temporary influence on 
the godly. It will have no lasting influence on those who belong to the Lord. 
  
2. Sheol Is Symbolically Located In The Lower Parts Of The Earth 
 
Whenever there is a geographic reference to Sheol, it is described as being below, in the lower parts of the 
earth. God said: 
 

For a fire is kindled by my anger, and it burns to the depths of Sheol, devours the earth and its increase, 
and sets on fire the foundations of the mountains (Deuteronomy 32:22 ESV).  

 
This of course, is only a symbolic description.  
 
3. Sheol Is Contrasted With The Highest Heaven 
 
In the Book of Job, Sheol is contrasted with the highest heaven. It says: 
 

It is higher than heaven—what can you do? Deeper than Sheol—what can you know (Job 11:8 ESV).  
 
The New Living Translation says: 
 

Such knowledge is higher than the heavens--but who are you? It is deeper than the underworld--what can 
you know in comparison to him? (Job 11:8 NLT) 

 
Sheol is deeper than the underworld. 
 
In the Book of Proverbs it says the following about Sheol being a place which is below:  
 

For the wise the path of life leads upward, in order to avoid Sheol below (Proverbs 15:24 NRSV EU).  
 
The Contemporary English Version translates it this way: 
 

All who are wise follow a road that leads upward to life and away from death (Proverbs 15:24 CEV). 
 
The direction of life is upward while the direction of death or Sheol is downward. 
 
4. It Is The Lowest Depths 
 
Sheol is not only located downward, it is in the lowest depths. Isaiah the prophet said: 
 

Yet you shall be brought down to Sheol, to the lowest depths of the Pit (Isaiah 14:15 NKJV).  
 
The New Living Translation says: 
 

But instead, you will be brought down to the place of the dead, down to its lowest depths (Isaiah 14:15 
NLT).  

 
Ezekiel testified that Sheol is located in a downward direction. He explained it in this manner: 
 

They also went down to Sheol with it, to those who are slain by the sword; yes, those who were its arm, 
who lived under its shadow among the nations (Ezekiel 31:17 ESV).  
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Since every geographic description of Sheol refers to some place that is down, it has led some theologians to 
suggest that Sheol is somewhere in the heart of the earth. 
 
5. It Is Not The Final State Of The Righteous 
 
Whatever the term Sheol means, it is clear it was never regarded as the ultimate home of the righteous. It was, 
at best, only a temporary place where the righteous dead went when they died. However, God has promised 
them something better.  
 
6. The Wicked Will Eventually Leave Sheol 
 
Sheol is also a temporary place for the wicked dead. After the resurrection and final judgment of all humanity, 
the wicked will be sent to their ultimate destination, Gehenna. This is also known as “hell” or the “lake of fire.”  
 
We read about this in the Book of Revelation where it tells us that Sheol, or Hades, will no longer exist: 
 

Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire 
(Revelation 20:14 ESV). 

 
Sheol, then, is seen as a temporary place of the departed. It will eventually be destroyed when the Lord creates 
a new heaven and a new earth. 
   
Summary To Appendix 1 
What Are The Various Views Of Sheol 
 
According to the Old Testament, all people who die go to “Sheol.” This Hebrew word, unfortunately translated 
“hell” in some English versions, has a variety of meanings and these meanings must be determined by the 
context.  
 
The main meaning of the word is “the grave.” It is the place where the bodies of the dead are buried. Everyone 
agrees upon this. However, there is no agreement among Bible students upon other possible meanings of Sheol. 
Indeed, many assume that the grave is the “only” meaning of this Hebrew word. Where it does speak of the 
souls of the departed spirits it is always in a poetic context. Consequently, many believe that Sheol is not meant 
to be literally understood as a place where the spirits of the dead congregate.  
 
Some argue that while the word originally meant the grave, it later took on the meaning of the place in the 
netherworld where the spirits of the deceased gathered. Therefore, depending upon the context, Sheol can 
mean the grave, the unseen realm of the dead, as well as the special place where the wicked reside. Sheol is also 
used symbolically in a number of contexts. It is used as the place from where the righteous are saved. Sheol can 
also refer to a combination of these symbolic meanings.  
 
The context must always determine the meaning. “Grave” is probably the best English word to translate Sheol 
in most contexts. Sheol is often described as being a dark lonely realm under the earth.  
 
In the Old Testament, there seems to be no distinction between the righteous and the unrighteous in Sheol. 
This distinction between the believers and unbelievers is made clear in the New Testament.  
 
Sheol, or the grave, will continue until the resurrection of the dead. Since Sheol is a temporary in-between state 
for the deceased, it will come to an end someday. Like death itself, Sheol will be cast into the lake of fire never 
to exist again.  
  



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 151 

Appendix 2 
 

How Is Sheol Described? 
 
Sheol, the grave, or possibly the place where the spirits of the dead congregate, is described in a number of 
ways in the Old Testament. The following descriptions are given of Sheol. 
 
1. Sheol Has Gates Or Bars 
 
Sheol is symbolically described as having gates or bars. In the Book of Job, we read the following about Sheol: 
 

Will they go down to the gates of Sheol? Shall we have rest together in the dust? (Job 17:16 NKJV). 
 
While the New King James translations uses the word “gates” it has been also translated as “bars.” The New 
Revised Standard Bible says: 
 

Will it go down to the bars of Sheol? Shall we descend together into the dust? (Job 17:16 NRSV UE). 
 
The idea seems to be that people cannot escape from its presence. Therefore, the place has gates or bars to 
keep the residents inside. 
 
2. It Is Dark And Gloomy  
 
Sheol is a place that is dark and gloomy. In the Book of Job, it also says: 
 

If I look for Sheol as my house, if I spread my couch in darkness (Job 17:13 NRSV UE). 
 
This is certainly an ominous description of death and the grave. 
 
3. There Is Sorrow In Sheol 
 
There is sorrow in Sheol, the place of death.  We read in Samuel:  
 

The sorrows of Sheol surrounded me; the snares of death confronted me (2 Samuel 22:6 NKJV). 
 
Sheol is a place of sorrow. 
 
4. There Is Pain In Sheol 
 
Sheol is also described as a place of pain. The psalmist wrote of the pangs or pain of Sheol He put it in this 
manner: 
 

The snares of death encompassed me; the pangs of Sheol laid hold on me; I suffered distress and anguish 
(Psalm 116:3 ESV). 

 
There is distress and anguish in Sheol. 
 
5. Sheol Is A Place Of Darkness And Silence 
 
Sheol is a lowly region of darkness and silence. In the Book of Job, it describes it in this way: 
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The land of gloom like thick darkness, like deep shadow without any order, where light is as thick darkness 
(Job 10:22 ESV). 

 
There is both darkness and silence in this region. 
 
6. It Is A Place Of Shadows 
 
Sheol is a place where people are mere shadows of their former selves. Isaiah described them in the following 
manner: 
 

Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were 
leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who were kings of the nations. All of them will speak 
and say to you: “You, too, have become as weak as we! You have become like us!” (Isaiah 14:9,10 NRSV 
UE). 

 
It is also the place of shadows, a place of weakness, not of strength. 
 
Thus, we find that Sheol is described to us in a number of graphic ways in the Bible. 
 
The fact that the realm of the dead is described in this manner further illustrates the need for an authoritative 
word concerning what happens to the dead. To take away the terror of the unknown, we need to know what 
to expect.  
 
The good news is that God’s Word, the Bible, gives us authoritative answers. We do not have to be ignorant 
about the afterlife! 
    
Summary To Appendix 2 
How Is Sheol Described? 
 
Sheol, which represents death, the grave, and perhaps in certain contexts the unseen realm of the dead, is 
described in a number of ways in Scripture. Often these descriptions are from the perspective of those which 
are still living. These symbolic representations include a place that has gates, somewhere where it is dark and 
gloomy, a place of sorrow, a place of pain, a place of darkness and silence, and a place where the wicked are a 
shadow of their former selves. These graphic descriptions make the point that death is still an enemy. The grave 
holds terror for the living because it is the great unknown. Sheol, when used in many Old Testament contexts, 
reflects this fear of the next world as far as the living are concerned.  
 
This again illustrates the need for God’s divine revelation on the subject so that we can know exactly what lies 
ahead for those who have passed on to the next world. Indeed, for without divine revelation, the grave holds 
nothing but fear and dread. 
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Appendix 3 
 

Who Are The Shades Which Live In Sheol? 
(The Rephaim) 

 
In a few places in the Old Testament there are personages spoken of as existing in Sheol, or in the underworld, 
called, “shades.” Who are these shades? What do we know about them? 
 
The Shades (Rephaim) 
 
The English word “shade” is a translation of the Hebrew word rephaim. Interestingly, this Hebrew word has a 
double usage in the Old Testament.  
 
On the one hand, it describes an ancient people called the Rephaites. They were also known as giants. For 
example, we read of them in Deuteronomy: 
 

Like the Anakites, they too were considered Rephaites, but the Moabites called them Emites (Deuteronomy 
2:11 NIV). 

 
The New King James Version translates the word as “giants.” It says: 
 

They were also regarded as giants, like the Anakim, but the Moabites call them Emim (Deuteronomy 2:11 
NKJV). 

 
The word “rephaim” is also used of an actual place. It says in Samuel: 
 

Once again the Philistines came up, and were spread out in the valley of Rephaim (2 Samuel 5:22 NRSV 
UE). 

 
While this word can refer to this particular group of people who lived here on the earth, as well a geographical 
place, there are a few times in the Old Testament where this word specifically refers to the realm of the dead 
or shadowy individuals living in this dark realm.  
 
These references are found in the books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, and Isaiah.  
 
Why Does The Same Word Refer To Giants As Well As The Dead? 
 
It has puzzled many Bible students as to why the same word would refer to a race of giants and then to those 
shadowy figures in the realm of the dead. A number of possible solutions have been suggested.  
 
Perhaps the best solution is to see it as a contrast between the powerful living and the weak dead. The rephaim 
were the great people of ancient society. Indeed, they were kings and warriors.  
 
However, when these great men entered the realm of the dead they were as weak as the weakest common 
person. In other words, those who were the powerful and mighty in this life did not bring their power with 
them to the next life. In other words, they were like everyone else. If this is the correct understanding of the 
double usage of this term, then it teaches us a powerful lesson.  
 
The following are a list of references to the dead as “shades.” From these few places we can learn some 
important truths about them. 
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The Shades Live Below 
 
In the Book of Job we read the following about the shades: 
 

The shades below tremble, the waters and their inhabitants (Job 26:5 NRSV UE). 
 
The translation, God’s Word, puts it this way: 
  

The souls of the dead tremble beneath the water, and so do the creatures living there (Job 26:5 God’s 
Word). 

 
In this passage, the shades are said to be existing somewhere “below the water.”  
 
The Shades Are Equated With The Dead 
 
In Psalms, we find the shades equated with the dead. The psalmist wrote: 
 

Do you work wonders for the dead? Do the shades rise up to praise you? Selah (Psalm 88:10 NRSV). 
 
The New International Version translates it in this manner: 
 

Do you show your wonders to the dead? Do those who are dead rise up and praise you? Selah (Psalm 88:10 
NIV). 

 
Here the shades are the dead. 
 
The Shades Are Equated With Death 
 
The next time this rare word is used is in the Book of Proverbs. It says: 
 

For her way leads down to death, and her paths to the shades (Proverbs 2:18 NRSV UE). 
 
The Christian Standard Bible translates it in this manner: 
 

For her house sinks down to death and her ways to the land of the departed spirits (Proverbs 2:18 CSB). 
 
The land of the shades is the land of departed spirits. 
 
The Shades Are The Dead 
 
In another instance in Proverbs, the shades refer to the dead. It states the following: 
 

But they do not know that the dead are there, that her guests are in the depths of Sheol (Proverbs 9:18 
NRSV UE). 

 
The word translated “dead” is the Hebrew word “rephaim.” Here it indicates the shades of Sheol, those who 
live in shadows. 
 
 
 
 
 



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 155 

The Shades Are The Assembly Of The Dead 
 
Again, we find the word used in Proverbs. In this case, most English translations translate the word as 
“assembly of the dead” rather than shades. For example, the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition 
translates the verse in this manner: 
 

Whoever wanders from the way of understanding will rest in the assembly of the dead (Proverbs 21:16 
NRSV UE). 

 
The shades are equated with the assembly of the dead. 
 
The Shades Greet Those Who Come To Sheol 
 
In the Book of Isaiah, we read again of these shades. It says that they are the ones who greet those who come 
to Sheol, to the realm of the dead: 
 

Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, all who were 
leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who were kings of the nations (Isaiah 14:9 NRSV UE). 

 
The Christian Standard Bible puts it this way: 
 

Sheol below is eager to greet your coming. He stirs up the spirits of the departed for you—all the rulers of 
the earth. He makes all the kings of the nations rise from their thrones (Isaiah 14:9 CSB). 

 
These dead spirits are eager to greet those who arrive. 
 
The Shades Remain Dead 
 
In another instance in Isaiah we read about how the shades are not able to rise up and come back to live on 
the earth. We read: 
 

The dead do not live; shades do not rise-because you have punished and destroyed them, and wiped out 
all memory of them (Isaiah 26:14 NRSV UE). 

 
The translation God’s Word puts it this way: 
 

The wicked are dead. They are no longer alive. The spirits of the dead won’t rise. You have punished them, 
destroyed them, and wiped out all memory of them (Isaiah 26:14 God’s Word). 

 
Here they are the called “the spirits of the dead.” These spirits will not rise back to life on this earth. Indeed, 
the next time they will arise will be on judgment day when they are sent away to eternal punishment. 
 
The Great Old Testament Passage On The Resurrection 
 
The final reference to the shades is also found in Isaiah. Here the word is again referring to the “dead.” This 
passage is one of the greatest Old Testament passages referring to the future resurrection of the dead. It reads: 
 

Your dead will live. Their corpses will rise. Those who lie dead in the dust will wake up and shout for joy, 
because your dew is a refreshing dew, and the earth will revive the spirits of the dead (Isaiah 26:19 God’s 
Word). 
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The dead will someday live. The shades will be revived by the Lord Himself. This wonderful promise of the 
resurrection of the dead is further developed in the New Testament. 
 
This summarizes the references to these shadowy individuals who live in the realm of the dead, the shades.  
  
Summary To Appendix 3 
Who Are The Shades Which Live In Sheol? (The Rephaim) 
 
On a few occasions, the Old Testament refers to those living in Sheol as “shades.” They are described as spirits 
of the dead who are merely a shadow of their former selves. They exist in the realm of the dead and they remain 
dead. Indeed, they cannot come back to life.  
 
It is difficult to develop any real doctrine about these shades because the few texts in which they are referred 
to are not historical texts but rather poetical. In other words, we are not given specific facts about these shades 
since we read about them in non-historical contexts. 
 
What makes matters more difficult is that the same Hebrew word, rephaim, is used of an ancient race of people 
who were characterized as giants, powerful men in the ancient world.  
 
The best solution to this problem seems to lie in the contrast between the powerful living rephaim and the dead 
weak shades. These dominant individuals of the ancient world were as weak as the weakest common person 
when they reached the realm of the dead. Their riches, power and might were not brought over with them in 
the afterlife. They were like everyone else in the next world.  
 
This is consistent with what the remainder of the Scripture teaches about life and death. We enter the world 
with nothing, and we leave the world with nothing. No matter how rich or powerful we may be, we do cannot 
take anything with us. Therefore, these powerful rulers, mighty men of the earth, became weak shadows of 
their former selves. 
 
If this is the correct understanding of the two terms, sheol and rephaim then it teaches us a powerful lesson. 
Death is the great equalizer. Once an individual is dead, their riches, glory, and strength are all lost.  
 
Consequently, humans need to prepare in this life for the things which really matter in the next life. This is one 
of the lessons we learn from the “shades.” 
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Our Next Book In The Afterlife Series: 
(Volume 3) 
Resurrection And Judgment 
 
As we have seen, the present state of the dead is only temporary. Indeed, there will come a day when the dead 
will be raised and judged. Our next book in the series on the afterlife will deal with questions concerning the 
resurrection of the dead and final judgments. In this book, we will answer questions such as these: 
 
Why Do Believers Need A Resurrected Body? 
 
What Will The Resurrected Bodies Of The Righteous Be Like? 
 
On What Basis Will People Be Judged? 
 
What Is The Last Judgment (The Great White Throne) 
 
What Will Be The Results Of God’s Final Judgment? 
  
 
  
  



            What Happens One Second After We Die? 

© Don Stewart 158 

About The Author 
 
Don Stewart is a graduate of Biola University and Talbot Theological Seminary (with the highest honors). 
 
Don is a best-selling and award-winning writer having authored, or co-authored, over eighty books. This 
includes the best-selling Answers to Tough Questions, with Josh McDowell, as well as the award-winning book 
Family Handbook of Christian Knowledge: The Bible. His various writings have been translated into over thirty 
different languages and have sold over a million copies.  
 
Don is now a full-time missionary with GoinChrist Ministries. His website educatingourworld.com provides 
many free resources for those wanting to know what Christians believe, as well as why we believe.  
 
Currently under eleven different categories, there are 64 books on the site in PDF form, containing thousands 
of pages of material while answering over 1,900 questions about the Christian faith. All of the books can be 
downloaded for free at educatingourworld.com. 
 


