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This life is all too fleeting, and we naturally want 

there to be something more. But how can we 

really know what happens beyond the great 

gulf of death? Chances are you’ve never found 

a satisfactory or convincing answer. Is death a 

terrifying reality to be feared, or is there a hopeful, 

satisfying answer to what happens after death?

What Happens  
After Death?
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Life’s Greatest Question
We generally avoid thinking about death whenever we 

can. But when a loved one dies or when we face our own 

mortality, we cannot escape one of the deepest, most 

important questions: What happens after death?

Death is one of our least favorite top-
ics. It provokes worry and fear about 
our own well-being, as well as feel-
ings of sadness, regret and loss for 
family and friends who have died. 
But we can’t ignore death because it 
is something we all must confront at 
some point.

One reason death causes so much 
fear is confusion about what comes 
next. What really happens after we 
die?

Numerous cultures and religions 
have proposed answers to that ques-
tion. The scores of explanations 
can be summarized by three basic 
options:

• There is no afterlife, and death 
is literally the end of life for all 

eternity. This is the answer com-
monly proposed by atheists. 
According to this explanation, 
we should live life to its fullest, 
perhaps do something to help 
make the world a better place 
and prepare to die because after 
that there is nothing more.

• After death, humans are rein-
carnated into a different kind of 
life-form, moving up or down 
the hierarchy of existence based 
on how they live. This view is 
often held by adherents of East-
ern religions. 

• The typical Christian belief is 
that after death, the human soul 
continues to live in an alternate 
state. Though specifics vary, the Ph
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Billions of people have 
lived and died throughout 
history; there has to be an 
answer to where they all 
are now. 



8 THE LAST ENEMY LifeHopeandTruth.com

most common beliefs are that 
the soul either ascends to the 
reward of heaven after death or 
descends to punishment in hell. 
Oddly enough, this teaching 
originated long before Christi-
anity and is, in fact, the belief of 
many ancient religions and cul-
tures—including those in Baby-
lon, Egypt, Greece and Rome.

The last two belief systems are still 
the most common. We want to 
believe that our loved ones—and we 
ourselves—are not lost for all eternity 
after death. We want there to be a 
greater purpose for our existence that 
extends beyond the grave. Billions of 
people have lived and died through-
out history; there has to be an answer 
to where they all are now. 

But if we are to come to any mean-
ingful and true understanding about 
what happens after death, we must 
consider what source we will use as 
the basis for our understanding. Is 
human reason alone adequate to pro-
vide a clear, believable, universally 
accepted understanding of what hap-
pens after death? If not, is there any 
reliable, authoritative source that has 
the ability to help us understand a 
matter that lies completely outside of 
human experience?

It is logical that the giver of life would 
be the ultimate source for under-
standing what happens when life 

ends and what the entire purpose of 
human existence is. 

The only viable source for answers 
to these questions is the being who 
created life. He has not hidden the 
answers away in some obscure place, 
but has shared them with those who 
are willing to turn to Him for under-
standing. He has revealed the truth to 
us plainly, beginning in the first verse 
of His Bible: “In the beginning God 
created the heavens and the earth” 
(Genesis 1:1). A few verses later, we 
read: “Then God said, ‘Let Us make 
man in Our image’” (verse 26). 

Since God created life, He can reveal 
its purpose and what happens when 
human life ends. This booklet will 
present what the Bible actually 
teaches about these great questions. 

The answers may be surprising 
because the teachings of the Bible 
contradict what most believe about 
life and death. The beliefs listed ear-
lier are myths—none represents the 
teachings of the Bible.

What you will find throughout the 
pages of this booklet is a much more 
exciting answer to these fundamental 
questions. You will learn that God 
has a much greater plan for your life 
than you have ever imagined or been 
taught.

Continue reading to learn the com-
forting and challenging truth about 
life after death.
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The Nature of Death
Death is our enemy—but there is disagreement about what 

it is. Is it just the death of the body, while our soul lives on? 

Or is it a complete end of consciousness? Is death forever, or 

is it reversible?

The first question we must address is, 
What is the nature of death? What 
exactly happens after a human being 
draws his or her last breath—and 
dies? 

The Bible teaches that the human 
body was only designed to last for a 
limited time: “The days of our lives 
are seventy years; and if by reason 
of strength they are eighty years. …” 
(Psalm 90:10). Though the average 
lifespan has varied at different times 
throughout history (depending on 
health and environmental condi-
tions), the reality is that all human 
beings die. The Bible makes this even 
more clear in Hebrews 9:27: “It is 
appointed for men to die once.” 

So the Bible is clear that death is a 
natural and inescapable part of life. 

History of the immortal soul 
doctrine
Most religions teach a form of a phi-
losophy called dualism. Dualism 
teaches that there are two distinct 
elements of human existence—the 
body and the soul. Though the 
details vary, the common belief is 
that, at death, a person’s soul dis-
connects from his or her body and 
remains conscious. Many assume 
that this belief in an immortal soul is 
taught in the Bible. But the roots of 
this doctrine are not in the Bible—
but in ancient pagan beliefs and phi-
losophy. 
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The ancient Egyptians believed in a ba 
(soul) that was “a concrete entity, invisible 

during life, [having] its residence in the 
human body” which “dwelt in the body 

during life but departed from it at death.”
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Notice this quote from the article 
“Immortality of the Soul” in the 
Jewish Encyclopedia: “The belief in 
the immortality of the soul came to 
the Jews from contact with Greek 
thought and chiefly through the 
philosophy of Plato, its principal 
exponent, who was led to it through 
Orphic and Eleusinian mysteries 
in which Babylonian and Egyptian 
views were strangely blended.”

Ancient pagan religions had elaborate 
rituals related to death. The common 
thread that linked these ideas was that 
the consciousness of a human being 
continued to live on after death. 

The ancient Egyptians believed in a 
ba (soul) that was “a concrete entity, 
invisible during life, [having] its resi-
dence in the human body,” which 
“dwelt in the body during life, but 
departed from it at death” (Encyclo-
paedia of Religion and Ethics, 1908, 
Vol. 11, p. 752). The Egyptians devel-
oped an elaborate Book of the Dead, 
which contained spells “to protect 
and aid the deceased in the hereafter” 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Book of 
the Dead”). 

The ancient Babylonians had a very 
dismal view of the afterlife, believing 
“that those who had departed this life 
dragged out a miserable existence in 
a subterranean cavern. In this cheer-
less abode the departed were thought 
to assume the forms of partially 
decomposed bodies” (Encyclopaedia 
of Religion and Ethics, Vol. 11, p. 749). 

Though nearly all ancient pagan 
religions had some form of belief 
in an immortal soul, it wasn’t until 
the advent of Greek philosophy that 
the idea coalesced into a thoroughly 
developed teaching. Historians credit 
the Greek philosopher Plato (who 
lived during the fifth century B.C.) 
with the full-fledged philosophy of 
the immortal soul. Plato’s ideas were 
influenced by earlier Greek philoso-
phers Pythagoras and Socrates. 

Plato taught that humans possessed 
a soul that could never be destroyed. 
The Catholic Encyclopedia explains: 
“For Plato, the soul is a being quite 
distinct from the body, related to it 
as the pilot to the ship, the charioteer 
to the chariot. The rational soul is the 
proper soul of man. It is a Divine ele-
ment, and it is this which is immor-
tal” (“Immortality”). 

Plato’s philosophy of the immortal 
soul is further explained in his work 
Phaedo: “The soul, whose insepa-
rable attribute is life, will never admit 
life’s opposite, death. Thus the soul 
is shown to be immortal, and since 
immortal, indestructible” (Plato the 
Teacher: Being Selections From the 
Apology, Euthydemus, Protagoras, 
Symposium, Phaedrus, Republic and 
Phaedo of Plato, 1897, p. 449). 

Also in this work he wrote, “Is this 
[death] anything but the separation 
of soul and body? ... Being dead is 
the attainment of this separation 
when the soul exists in [it]self, and Ph
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Six scriptures in the Bible refer to a spiritual element known 

as “the spirit in man” or “the spirit of man.” Some mistakenly 

equate this with the idea that we possess an immortal soul. 

What exactly is this spirit?

The first place this term appears in the Bible is in Job 32:8: 

“But there is a spirit in man, and the breath of the Almighty 

gives him understanding.” 

In order to understand this, we must go back to the 

beginning of human existence. “And the Lord God formed 

man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils 

the breath of life; and man became a living being” (Genesis 

2:7). It was the “breath of life” from God that made Adam a 

“living being” with temporary physical life.

By this spirit God also gave Adam, and all humans since, all the 

unique abilities that set humanity apart from every creature 

of the animal kingdom. As Job wrote, the spirit in man gives 

human beings “understanding”—the ability to demonstrate 

the high-level cognitive skills of reasoning, designing, creating 

and analyzing that are distinctively human.

Is the Spirit in Man an 
Immortal Soul?
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The apostle Paul further explained: “For what man knows the 

things of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him?” 

(1 Corinthians 2:11). In this passage Paul contrasts the “spirit 

of man” with the Spirit of God. The “spirit of man” allows us 

to understand “the things of a man” (the physical realm), but 

to appreciate and grasp the spiritual requires another spirit—

the Spirit of God. 

Ecclesiastes 12:7 reveals that this spirit in man “will return to 

God who gave it” after we die. Some assume this is referring 

to an immortal soul going to heaven. But there is no 

indication that this spirit in man is conscious apart from the 

body. 

Since Scripture clearly says that man does not have an 

immortal soul, it appears that the spirit in man contains the 

complete record of each person—our thoughts, memories, 

personalities and character. At death it is that record that 

returns to God. When He resurrects human beings, He 

will put that spiritual element in their resurrected bodies, 

which will allow them to live—with all their memories and 

identities completely restored!

To learn more about this fascinating component of humanity, 

read “Spirit in Man: What Is It?” on the LifeHopeandTruth 

.com website.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/spirit-in-man/
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is parted from the body” (pp. 425-
426).

Greek influence on early 
Christianity
As we will see, the doctrine of 
humans possessing an immortal soul 
is not found in the Bible. Yet most 
mainstream Christian churches hold 
to this doctrine, believing that after 
the body dies, the soul continues to 
live on in another state (typically 
heaven or hell). 

How did this unbiblical doctrine 
become a standard Christian teach-
ing?

History records that the immortal 
soul doctrine entered Christendom 
early in the third century (nearly 
200 years after the death and ascen-
sion of Jesus Christ). As Christianity 
expanded throughout the Roman 
Empire, certain thinkers and teach-
ers arose who began to combine ele-
ments of the Christian message with 

the other philosophies and religions 
that existed throughout the Roman 
Empire at that time. This is known as 
syncretism. 

Many historical sources document 
the doctrinal transformation that 
took place as the Christianity we 
read about in the Bible (based on 
the teachings of Jesus Christ and the 
apostles) morphed into a very differ-
ent Christianity that became popular 
throughout the Roman Empire.

The doctrine of the immortal soul 
is a major example of an unbibli-
cal teaching being syncretized from 
paganism into Christianity in the 
century following the death of the 
last original apostle, John. 

Theologian Van Harvey explained: 
“With the emergence of Christian-
ity into the Graeco-Roman world, 
theologians tried to establish a rap-
prochement with Greek philosophy, 
especially Platonism. At the heart of 

Is this [death] anything 
but the separation of soul 

and body? ... Being dead 
is the attainment of this 

separation when the soul 
exists in [it]self, and is 

parted from the body.” 
 -Plato
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Platonism, however, was the idea of 
an indestructible, immortal S. [soul], 
the salvation of which consisted 
in being liberated from the body” 
(Handbook of Theological Terms, 
1992, p. 226, emphasis original). 

In his book Christian Doctrine, theo-
logian Shirley Guthrie wrote: “We 
refer to the belief in the immortal-
ity of the soul. This doctrine was not 
taught by the biblical writers them-
selves, but it was common in the 
Greek and oriental religions of the 
ancient world in which the Christian 
church was born. Some of the earli-
est Christian theologians were influ-
enced by it, read the Bible in light of 
it, and introduced it into the think-
ing of the church. It has been with us 
ever since” (1994, p. 378). 

The early Christian theologians who 
were influenced by the Platonic belief 
in the immortality of the soul and 
brought the idea into Christianity 
were men such as Clement of Alexan-
dria, Origen, Augustine and Thomas 
Aquinas. Inadvertently or not, they 
introduced Greek philosophical ideas 
that are contrary to the teachings of 
the Bible into Christianity. 

Even after the Protestant Reforma-
tion of the 16th century, these beliefs 
about the immortality of the soul 
continued in the Protestant denomi-
nations that sprang from the Roman 
Catholic Church. 

Nearly all branches of mainstream 

Christianity today get their beliefs 
about the afterlife from these schol-
ars and historians (who got their 
beliefs from ancient paganism and 
philosophy)—not from the Bible! 

The biblical teaching on the 
soul
The basis of our belief must be God’s 
inspired words of Scripture (John 
17:17; 2 Timothy 3:16)—not pagan 
doctrines and ideas adopted decades 
after the completion of the Bible 
(Revelation 22:18-19).

To understand the true nature of 
humanity and death, we must go to 
the beginning—the book of Genesis. 
Genesis reveals that God formed 
Adam on the sixth day of the cre-
ation week. 

Notice what is revealed about the 
nature of humanity: “And the Lord 
God formed man of the dust of 
the ground, and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of life; and man 
became a living being” (Genesis 2:7, 
emphasis added throughout, except 
where noted). The King James Ver-
sion translates the last phrase “man 
became a living soul.” Paul para-
phrases this statement in 1 Corin-
thians 15:45: “The first man Adam 
became a living being.”

In the Old Testament the Hebrew 
word translated “being” or “soul” in 
English Bibles is nephesh. This word 
very simply means “a living, breath-
ing creature.” The Brown-Driver-
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Brigg’s Hebrew Lexicon translates it 
as “that which breathes, living being, 
creature.” 

The word nephesh can describe any 
kind of living creature. The word 
translated “creatures” in Genesis 
1:21 describing animals is the plural 
form of nephesh. On a physical level, 
human beings are composed of the 
same substance (matter) and are kept 
alive by the same physical processes 
as land mammals.

Contrary to the dualist theory that 
man is composed of two distinct ele-
ments—body and soul—Genesis 2:7 
declares that man is a soul. 

So from Genesis we see that a soul 
is simply what a human being is—a 
physical, living, breathing creature. 

Is the soul immortal?
We have seen that the Bible clearly 
teaches that we are souls (living crea-
tures). But are we created immor-
tal—as many believe and teach? 

The clear answer is found a few 
verses later where God revealed to 
Adam the consequences of eating 
from the forbidden tree (sin): “For 
in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die” (Genesis 2:17). 

God does not say that Adam’s soul 
will continue to live on, either in tor-
ment or in bliss. He says clearly that 
Adam would die, that is, he would 
cease to live. Adam and Eve, and all 
humanity that sprang from them, 
were created mortal. 

Shortly after this warning, Adam and 
Eve did eat of that forbidden tree and 
were told by God, “In the sweat of 
your face you shall eat bread till you 
return to the ground, for out of it you 
were taken; for dust you are, and to 
dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19). 
There is no hint of their bodies dying 
while their souls continued to live on 
in another place or form. 

Adam and Eve eventually died. The 
apostle Paul taught that, because of 
sin, “death spread to all men, because 
all sinned” (Romans 5:12). 

This essential truth of the mortality 
of human beings is found throughout 
the Bible. 

God revealed to the prophet Ezekiel 
that “all souls are Mine; the soul of 
the father as well as the soul of the 
son is Mine; the soul who sins shall 
die” (Ezekiel 18:4; see also verse 20). 

Perhaps the most important scrip-
ture on this topic was penned by 
the apostle Paul. In Romans 6:23 he 
wrote very clearly and dogmatically: 
“For the wages of sin is death.” 

Because we are created of physical 
matter, we die just like animals. “For 
what happens to the sons of men also 
happens to animals; one thing befalls 
them: as one dies, so dies the other. 
Surely, they all have one breath; man 
has no advantage over animals. … 
All go to one place: all are from the 
dust, and all return to dust” (Ecclesi-
astes 3:19-20). 
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These scriptures are very clear: 
Human beings are mortal and will 
eventually die. The Bible is clear that 
God “alone has immortality” (1 Tim-
othy 6:16), while humans are “mor-
tal” (Romans 6:12). 

It is interesting to note that the only 
individual in the Bible who made 
the claim that human beings inher-
ently possess immortality was Satan. 
When Satan (disguised as a serpent) 
was working to convince Eve to take 
of the forbidden fruit, he made this 
statement: “You will not surely die” 
(Genesis 3:4). By openly contradict-
ing God’s pronouncement that eating 
from the forbidden tree would result 
in death (Genesis 2:17), Satan laid the 
groundwork for one of many false 
doctrines he has foisted on human-
ity—the doctrine of the immortality 
of the soul.

What death is like
We have seen that the Bible clearly 
teaches that human beings are mor-
tal and die. But how does the Bible 
define death? Is death merely separa-
tion of something from the body?

Many are surprised to learn that 
the Bible teaches that death actually 
means death! Death is the total cessa-
tion of life and consciousness. 

Ecclesiastes 9:5 is one of the clearest 
scriptures that define what death is 
like: “For the living know that they 
will die; but the dead know nothing.” 
A few verses later, we read: “What-
ever your hand finds to do, do it with 

your might; for there is no work or 
device or knowledge or wisdom in 
the grave where you are going” (verse 
10). 

These scriptures describe death as a 
complete end to all consciousness, 
thought, knowledge or action. 

David, the great king and psalm-
ist, wrote that at death a person’s 
“plans perish” (Psalm 146:4). He also 
wrote that “the dead do not praise 
the Lord, nor any who go down into 
silence” (Psalm 115:17). David’s writ-
ing is consistent with the rest of the 
Bible in describing death as a state 
of total unconsciousness. The dead 
do not make plans or worship God 
(contrary to the belief that some of 
the dead reside in heaven), but are in 
a state of silence.

David also used another metaphor 
for death. Notice what he wrote in 
Psalm 13:3: “Enlighten my eyes; 
lest I sleep the sleep of death.” The 
comparison of death to sleep occurs 
throughout the Bible.

When David died, the Bible says that 
“David slept with his fathers, and was 
buried in the city of David” (1 Kings 
2:10, King James Version). 
In the famous account of Jesus Christ 
resurrecting His friend Lazarus from 
the dead, Jesus informed His dis-
ciples of Lazarus’ death by saying, 
“Our friend Lazarus sleeps” (John 
11:11). Verse 13 makes it very plain 
that Jesus’ comment about sleep was 
referring to the death of Lazarus. 
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We also find this metaphor in the 
account of some who were resur-
rected to physical life after Jesus 
Christ died at Golgotha. We read that 
“the graves were opened; and many 
bodies of the saints who had fallen 
asleep were raised” (Matthew 27:52). 

Both of these accounts of physical 
resurrections during the time of 
Christ liken death to sleep. These 
individuals were simply uncon-
scious until they were raised from 
the dead and awoke to renewed 
physical life.

The Bible reveals that there is coming 
a time when those who sleep in death 
will be awakened to life: “And many 
of those who sleep in the dust of the 
earth shall awake, some to everlast-
ing life, some to shame and everlast-
ing contempt” (Daniel 12:2). 

Knowing that some Christians 
would still be alive when Jesus Christ 
returns, the apostle Paul wrote, “We 
shall not all sleep, but we shall all be 
changed. … And the dead will be 
raised” (1 Corinthians 15:51-52). In 
1 Thessalonians 4:13-14, Paul makes 
two clear references to the dead as 

“those who have fallen asleep” and 
“those who sleep in Jesus.” 

We will cover more of the details 
about this coming resurrection in 
chapter 3. 

The truth of the resurrection of the 
dead is one of the most encouraging 
and comforting truths we can under-
stand. 

Recap
We’ve looked at many key scriptures 
that reveal the nature of death as well 
as a brief history of unbiblical ideas. 
In summary:

• The idea of the immortality of the 
soul comes from ancient pagan 
beliefs and Greek philosophy.

• Early church leaders introduced 
the immortal soul doctrine in an 
attempt to reconcile Greek phi-
losophy with Christianity. 

• The Bible teaches that humans 
are mortal beings who will even-
tually die. 

• The Bible defines death as a state 
of unconsciousness, often liken-
ing it to sleep. 
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Heaven and Hell: Two Common 
Myths About Death
Some of the most common views of what happens after death 

don’t come from the Bible. What does the Bible really say about 

heaven and hell?

According to the popular belief, 
those who have lived a good life 
and have accepted Jesus Christ will 
ascend into heaven when they die 
and spend the rest of eternity with 
God in heaven. Though this is taught 
with authority by most Christian 
churches, surprisingly little detail is 
given about what we’re supposed to 
do in heaven. It is often described as 
a blissful existence with God. Some 
portray our being given angel’s wings 
and harps and sitting on clouds for-
ever. 

But these teachings and assumptions 
directly contradict Scripture. (And, 
as we will see, the truth of what God 
has in store for us is much better!)

Christ’s clear teaching about 
heaven
Many are surprised to learn that 
Jesus specifically stated that no one 
had gone to heaven. Notice His state-
ment recorded in John’s Gospel: “No 
one has ascended to heaven but He 
who came down from heaven, that 
is, the Son of Man” (John 3:13). Jesus 
Christ made this statement in the 
context of a conversation about the 
ultimate destiny of human beings 
(verses 5, 15-16).

Christ said that only He—the Son of 
God who came down from heaven 
(John 1:14; 1 Corinthians 15:47; Phi-
lippians 2:7)—had been to heaven. 
And He returned to heaven. Acts 1:9 
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The traditional idea claims that since the soul is 
immortal, it must go somewhere after the body 

dies—either heaven or hell. But since we have 
already seen that the immortal soul doctrine is 

unbiblical, we can see there are serious problems 
with the popular concepts of heaven and hell. 
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records His ascension into heaven 
40 days after His resurrection. Upon 
arriving in heaven, we are told that 
Jesus “sat down at the right hand of 
the Majesty on high” (Hebrews 1:3). 

Jesus also told His disciples shortly 
before His crucifixion: “Little chil-
dren, I shall be with you a little while 
longer. You will seek Me; and as I 
said to the Jews, ‘Where I am going, 
you cannot come’” (John 13:33). 

Few grasp the significance of what 
Christ said. Only He was ascending 
into heaven—no one else! He clearly 
said that we cannot come to where 
He was going, and the Bible is clear 
that heaven is where He went. 

He later explained this further: “I 
go to prepare a place for you. And 
if I go and prepare a place for you, I 
will come again and receive you to 
Myself” (John 14:2-3). This scrip-
ture gives us a clue that the answer 
to life after death involves the return 
of Jesus Christ and is in the future. 
These scriptures show us clearly that 
Jesus Christ did not teach that good 
people ascend to heaven at death. The 
apostles continued that teaching to 
the New Testament Church.

The apostles’ clear teaching
In his famous sermon on the Day 
of Pentecost, the apostle Peter made 
a statement about heaven. In the 
context of Jesus’ resurrection (Acts 
2:24), Peter said specifically that King 
David was “both dead and buried” 

(verse 29) and “did not ascend into 
the heavens” (verse 34). This is pow-
erful proof that humans do not go to 
heaven, because the Bible specifically 
says that David was “a man after 
[God’s] own heart, who will do all 
[God’s] will” (Acts 13:22). 

If anyone were worthy to go to 
heaven, it would have been David. 
But we are specifically told that 
David did not go to heaven. Peter 
reinforced what is taught through-
out the Bible—that David and all 
humans are literally dead.

Also note that nowhere in the apostle 
Paul’s writings does he teach that 
human beings ascend to heaven after 
death. In fact, Paul’s two major writ-
ings that deal directly with death—1 
Corinthians 15 and 1 Thessalonians 
4:13-18—say nothing about our 
going to heaven after we die. Both of 
these sections teach the consistent 
biblical truth about the resurrection 
of the dead, which will be explained 
thoroughly in the next chapter. 

Even when Paul expressed his “desire 
to depart and be with Christ” (Phi-
lippians 1:23), he was not saying it 
would happen at the time he died. 
He knew that he would be raised or 
changed at the “coming of the Lord,” 
who “will descend from heaven with 
a shout” (1 Thessalonians 4:15-16).

In the book of Hebrews we find fur-
ther evidence that heaven is not our 
destination. In the midst of Hebrews 
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11, which gives various examples of 
faithful people from the Old Testa-
ment, we read, “These all died in 
faith, not having received the prom-
ises, but having seen them afar off 
were assured of them, embraced 
them, and confessed that they were 
strangers and pilgrims on the earth” 
(verse 13). All these men and women 
have died and await the promises. 
Verse 40 shows that none of them 
will be “made perfect apart from us.”

The biblical truth is that all of the 
faithful from every generation will 
be “glorified together”—given their 
reward at the same time (Romans 
8:17; see also 1 Thessalonians 4:15). 
They are not in heaven watching over 
us as some have supposed, but we 
can find greater comfort in the fact 
that their Father and ours always sees 
and cares for us. 

The teachings of Christ and the apos-
tles require a resurrection when the 
dead will be raised to life together. 
And, as we will see, that is exactly 
what the Bible teaches!

Hell
Another common belief about what 
happens after death is that those who 
have been evil go to hell where they 
will suffer punishment for all eter-
nity. This is based on the false prem-
ise that since the soul is immortal, it 
must go somewhere after the body 
dies—either heaven or hell. 

The traditional definition of hell is 

eternal life in a condition of torment 
as a penalty for leading a sinful life. 
Throughout the centuries, there have 
been various descriptions of hell, 
from a place of eternal torment in an 
underworld of flames to a place of 
blackness and despair. 

Historian Paul Johnson wrote that 
the doctrine of hell emerged in 
Christianity as a scare tactic to keep 
people dedicated to Christianity. 
“The carefully imagined vision of 
Hell had been a very early Chris-
tian accretion, and it had always 
been regarded by the authorities as 
an essential element in maintain-
ing Christian morality. Even those 
thinkers who were skeptical about 
the part played by physical pun-
ishment in Hell, or even about its 
existence, thought it right that the 
generality of believers should be 
encouraged to fear it” (A History of 
Christianity, 1976, p. 340).

Over the centuries writers such as 
Augustine of Hippo (fourth-century 
theologian), Dante Alighieri (14th-
century philosopher and poet), 
Thomas Aquinas (13th-century theo-
logian) and Jonathan Edwards (18th-
century Christian preacher) created 
vivid, unbiblical descriptions of the 
pains and agonies of hell in order to 
frighten people into obedience to the 
form of Christianity they promoted. 
Though the Bible certainly teaches 
that one should fear to disobey God, 
that fear should be based on truth 
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and understanding, not the false 
ideas of men.

Four words for “hell”
The word hell appears 54 times 
in the King James Version of the 
Bible, translated from one Hebrew 
word (Sheol) and three Greek words 
(Hades, Gehenna and Tartaroo).

1. Sheol is the only Hebrew word in 
the Old Testament that is trans-
lated “hell.” Sheol is “a poetic 
synonym for qeber, ‘grave.’ There 
are no references to eternal des-
tiny but simply to the grave as 
the resting place for the bod-
ies of all people” (Zondervan 
Expository Dictionary of Bible 
Words, 1991, p. 336). Scholars 
almost unanimously understand 
that Sheol is a synonym for the 
grave or the place of the dead. 
Psalms 18:5; 116:3; Proverbs 5:5; 
and 27:20 are examples of Sheol 
being used to poetically describe 
death and destruction.

2. Hades refers to “the grave,” “the 
pit” or the “place of the dead.” 
The Holman Bible Diction-
ary explains that “Hades is the 
Greek equivalent of the Hebrew 
term Sheol, which refers in gen-
eral to the place of the dead” 
(1991, “Hades”). Acts 2:27 uses 
Hades to describe the location of 
Christ’s body when He was dead 
for three days and three nights 
(Matthew 12:40).

3. Gehenna refers to the valley of 
Hinnom, “a valley near Jeru-
salem … where children were 
sacrificed by fire in connection 
with pagan rites” (New Bible 
Dictionary, 1982, “Hell”). Later, 
refuse and dead bodies were dis-
posed of and burned in this val-
ley. Gehenna represents the “lake 
of fire” described in Revelation 
19:20, the unquenchable fire 
(Mark 9:43) that will completely 
destroy the unrepentant (Mat-
thew 10:28).

4. Tartaroo appears once in the 
Bible in 2 Peter 2:4 and refers 
to a condition of restraint for 
demons (fallen angels) until their 
later judgment. 

None of the above words denote the 
common belief of hell being a place 
or condition of eternal torment for 
evil humans. 

The true fate of the wicked
The idea that an eternal life of tor-
ment is the punishment for sinners 
directly contradicts what the Bible 
teaches. 

One of the clearest scriptures on the 
ultimate result of evil is found in 
Romans 6:23: “For the wages of sin 
is death, but the gift of God is eter-
nal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” 
(Romans 6:23). 

This future punishment of the 
wicked is described as Gehenna—the 
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lake of fire in which the incorrigibly 
wicked will be completely burned up 
and destroyed (Revelation 20:15).

The ultimate destruction of the 
wicked is a consistent teaching 
throughout the Bible. In fact, one 
of the most quoted scriptures in the 
entire Bible reinforces this truth: 
“For God so loved the world that 
He gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have everlasting life” (John 
3:16). 

He made the same point in Luke 
13:3: “Unless you repent you will all 
likewise perish.” Those who ulti-
mately refuse to repent and accept 
Jesus Christ will perish. The Greek 
word translated “perish” (apollumi) 
in both of these scriptures literally 
means “to destroy fully” (Strong’s 
Greek Dictionary) and “to put out 

of the way entirely, abolish, put an 
end to, ruin, render useless, to kill” 
(Thayer’s Greek Lexicon). 

Jesus Christ taught what the entire 
Bible teaches—those who ultimately 
refuse to repent will be totally 
destroyed. The false teaching that 
evil people will burn for eternity in 
an everlasting hellfire is cruel and 
does not represent the true God of 
love and mercy who reveals Himself 
in the Bible. The true God reveals 
that He will mercifully destroy those 
who refuse to repent and obey Him 
so that they will no longer produce 
suffering for themselves and others 
as a consequence of their sins. 

But the ultimate focus of the Bible 
is the incredible hope of eternal life 
through the resurrection of the dead. 
We will explain this awesome truth 
in the next chapter.
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The Incredible Truth of the 
Resurrection of the Dead
What does the Bible teach will happen to those who die? God’s 

plan to bring everyone back to life in a resurrection shows His 

love and fairness.

Up to this point, this booklet has 
examined a number of important 
truths about death revealed in the 
Bible. We have learned that human 
beings are mortal, that death is total 
unconsciousness, and that the wide-
spread beliefs about heaven and hell 
do not represent the biblical answer 
to what happens after death. 

The full answer to the question 
of what happens after death is so 
important that it is listed as one of 
the foundational doctrines of the 
Bible in Hebrews 6:2: the “resurrec-
tion of the dead.” 

It is astounding that a teaching so 
clear and so amazingly positive is 

missed by most who claim to fol-
low the teachings of the Bible. In this 
chapter, we will uncover one of the 
greatest mysteries of the ages—what 
really is the future of the dead. 

The future resurrections
Since the dead are literally dead 
and asleep in the grave, the only 
hope for the billions who have died 
throughout history is for their Cre-
ator to bring them back to life. The 
Bible reveals a future time when the 
“dead shall live; together with my 
dead body they shall arise. Awake 
and sing, you who dwell in dust; for 
… the earth shall cast out the dead” 
(Isaiah 26:19). 
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Yes, though it hasn’t occurred yet, 
there is a time coming when all those 
who have died—including your loved 
ones—will be resurrected and will 
live again. 

The prophet Daniel wrote of the 
same future hope when he penned 
the words, “Many of those who sleep 
in the dust of the earth shall awake” 
(Daniel 12:2). 

This is the greatest hope a person can 
have! 

We have seen that Jesus Christ 
directly stated that the dead do not 
go to heaven, but He also revealed 
that the dead would live again at a 
future time: “Do not marvel at this; 
for the hour is coming in which all 
who are in the graves will hear His 
voice and come forth—those who 
have done good, to the resurrection 
of life, and those who have done evil, 
to the resurrection of condemnation” 
(John 5:28-29). In verse 26, Christ 
revealed that He and the Father are 
the only beings with the ability to 
raise the dead. 

The future resurrection was the hope 
that motivated the apostle Paul: “I 
have hope in God … that there will 
be a resurrection of the dead, both of 
the just and the unjust” (Acts 24:15). 
He also wrote that the dead in Christ 
“will be raised incorruptible” (1 Cor-
inthians 15:52).

The above scriptures are just a few 
of the many that reveal the truth 

that the resurrection of the dead is a 
future event. They blend seamlessly 
with the passages already cited in 
this booklet that show the mortal-
ity of human beings. We do die. And 
when we die, we are literally dead—
asleep in the grave. But that is not the 
end. God will resurrect all the dead 
to life again at a future time. 

The Bible actually teaches that there 
will be three future resurrections 
of the dead. It gives us considerable 
detail of the general time frame of 
these three resurrections and what 
will occur. These resurrections are 
revealed sequentially in Revelation 20. 

The first resurrection
The first resurrection is revealed 
in Revelation 20:4-6: “And I saw 
thrones, and they sat on them, and 
judgment was committed to them. 
And I saw the souls of those who had 
been beheaded for their witness to 
Jesus and for the word of God, who 
had not worshiped the beast or his 
image, and had not received his mark 
on their foreheads or on their hands. 
And they lived and reigned with 
Christ for a thousand years. … This 
is the first resurrection. Blessed and 
holy is he who has part in the first 
resurrection. Over such the second 
death has no power.”

This thousand-year period is only the 
beginning. Those in this first resur-
rection will be raised to a new, glori-
fied, immortal existence. Paul fills 
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in details of this resurrection and 
transformation: “Behold, I tell you a 
mystery: We shall not all sleep, but 
we shall be changed—in a moment, 
in the twinkling of an eye, at the last 
trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, 
and the dead will be raised incor-
ruptible, and we shall be changed” (1 
Corinthians 15:51-52). 

This key verse reveals three vital 
truths. First, it reinforces the scrip-
tural teaching that death is like sleep 
(total unconsciousness). The dead are 
not awake in heaven, but asleep in 
the grave. Second, we learn that this 
resurrection will immediately fol-
low the trumpet call that announces 
Jesus Christ’s return to earth. Third, 
those brought back to life at this 
time will be changed. Their bodies 
will be raised and transformed into 
incorruptible spirit and will “put on 
immortality” (verse 53). 

More is revealed in 1 Thessalonians 
4:16: “For the Lord Himself will 
descend from heaven with a shout, 
with the voice of an archangel, and 
with the trumpet of God. And the 
dead in Christ will rise first.” 

The sound of a trumpet will herald 
the return of Jesus Christ to earth 
(Matthew 24:31; Revelation 11:15). As 
He descends to earth, Christ will res-
urrect His faithful servants who will 
meet Him in the air, followed closely 
by His servants who are alive at that 
time.

Those raised to life in this resur-
rection are the “called, chosen, and 
faithful” (Revelation 17:14) servants 
of God who have lived throughout 
the millennia. As Revelation reveals, 
this group will include the end-time 
Christians who will be faithful to 
God despite persecution and martyr-
dom (Revelation 12:17). 

The first resurrection truly is the 
greatest hope we can have in this life. 
It should inspire and motivate us to 
remain faithful to God and be dili-
gent in our obedience to Him. The 
apostle Paul wrote that he personally 
sacrificed almost everything in his 
life and pursued the righteousness of 
God, “if, by any means, I may attain 
to the resurrection from the dead” 
(Philippians 3:11).

But the story does not end with the 
first resurrection. If there is a first 
resurrection, by implication there 
has to be a second! The second resur-
rection answers another great mys-
tery of the ages: What will happen to 
the billions of people who have lived 
and died without accepting or even 
understanding about Jesus Christ? 

The second resurrection
What will happen to all who have 
lived and died throughout the thou-
sands of years of human history? 
Some estimates place the total num-
ber of human beings who have ever 
lived at over 100 billion. Yet the vast 
majority have lived and died with-
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out even hearing the name of Jesus 
Christ or having access to the Bible. 

The Bible dogmatically states that 
salvation is only available through 
Jesus Christ (Acts 4:10-12) and that 
the way to salvation is “narrow” and 
“there are few who find it” in this 
present evil age (Matthew 7:14; Gala-
tians 1:4). 

Most Christians would have to admit 
that while they aren’t certain about 
the fate of the unsaved dead, they 
assume that those who don’t accept 
Jesus in this lifetime are condemned. 
But we must ask, Would a loving 
God who declares that He “desires all 
men to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 
2:4) punish billions who were born 
in places or at times when they had 
no access to the Bible or never even 
heard the name of Jesus Christ? 

Surprising as it may sound, the Bible 
does reveal the future for the major-
ity of humanity who lived and died 
without having an opportunity to 
know the true Jesus Christ. We find 
a second resurrection revealed in 
Revelation 20:11-12: “Then I saw a 
great white throne and Him who sat 
on it, from whose face the earth and 
the heaven fled away. And there was 
found no place for them. And I saw 
the dead, small and great, standing 
before God, and books were opened. 
And another book was opened, 
which is the Book of Life. And the 
dead were judged according to their 

works, by the things which were 
written in the books.” 

This resurrection can be called the 
second resurrection, which begins 
the Great White Throne Judgment 
period. It is specifically for “the rest 
of the dead” (Revelation 20:5)—those 
who will not be raised to life in the 
first resurrection (verse 4). 

The Bible reveals that God is calling 
a select group of people in this age 
(Matthew 22:14; John 6:44). Without 
that calling, it is impossible for a per-
son to come to God (verse 65). The 
“rest of the dead” are those who lived 
out their lives in blindness to the 
spiritual truths of God (John 12:40; 
Romans 11:7; 2 Corinthians 3:14; 4:4; 
Ephesians 4:18). 

This great resurrection will occur 
after the 1,000-year rule of Jesus 
Christ on earth (the Millennium). 
The second resurrection will include 
the “small and great” (Revelation 
20:12) who will be raised to physical 
life and will have “books” opened 
to them (Ezekiel 37:6; Revelation 
20:12). 

The Greek word for books is biblion—
which here refers to the books of the 
Bible (see Luke 4:17; John 20:30; 2 
Timothy 4:13). The knowledge and 
understanding of the Bible will be 
opened to these people—which is 
what the Bible calls enlightenment 
(Ephesians 1:18; Hebrews 6:4). This 
will occur because God will make 
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the Holy Spirit available to them 
(Ezekiel 37:14). 

Having the understanding of the 
Bible through the gift of the Holy 
Spirit will allow the Book of Life to 
be opened to these people (Revela-
tion 20:12). The Book of Life is God’s 
record of His faithful servants, and 
having it opened represents God’s 
offering more people the opportunity 
to receive eternal life (Philippians 
4:3; Revelation 3:5; 21:27). 

Revelation 20:12 represents a period 
of time when these billions of people 
will live out their lives and will be 
“judged according to their works, by 
the things which were written in the 
books.” 

The Bible is clear that we are judged 
by our actions based on the knowl-
edge we are given. Those who do not 
have the truth now are not currently 
under the same judgment as those 
who are called now (Matthew 13:12; 
Romans 4:15; 5:13; 2 Peter 2:21). The 
billions of people raised to life in 
this resurrection will finally have an 
opportunity to experience the call-
ing of God and understanding of His 
Word, and they will be judged based 
on their response to the understand-
ing they are given.

This opportunity is not a second 
chance! This will be the first oppor-
tunity for these people to receive the 
calling and knowledge of God. Jesus 
Christ was very clear that without 

God’s calling, we cannot “under-
stand” or “perceive” the truth of God 
(Matthew 13:13-14). (For more about 
this, see the articles “Called and 
Chosen” and “Predestination” on the 
LifeHopeandTruth.com website.)

Throughout the Bible, God’s char-
acteristic of mercy is consistently 
taught. The second resurrection is 
the ultimate demonstration of the 
incredibly merciful character of 
God. He has not given up on those 
who never had an opportunity for 
salvation. He will raise them back 
to physical life and will give them 
the opportunity to receive the gift of 
eternal life (Ezekiel 37:26). 

God’s desire is for each person to 
be saved and receive eternal life in 
His family (1 Timothy 2:4), and the 
second resurrection is the means by 
which God will “have mercy on all” 
(Romans 11:32). 

The third resurrection
We have seen that the Bible reveals 
a resurrection of true Christians at 
the return of Jesus Christ (Revelation 
20:4) and a resurrection of the “small 
and great” who have not yet had a 
chance for salvation (verse 12) after 
the 1,000-year reign of Jesus Christ. 

But Jesus said “all who are in the 
graves” will be resurrected (John 
5:28-29), so there must be one more 
group of people who will be resur-
rected: Those who have been con-
verted in this life and received the 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/called-and-chosen/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/called-and-chosen/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/predestination/
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As Jesus was sending His 12 disciples out to preach the gospel, He 

made a statement regarding those who would hear but not heed 

the message: “Assuredly, I say to you, it will be more tolerable for 

the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for 

that city!” (Matthew 10:15). 

The “day of judgment” Christ referred to corresponds to the Great 

White Throne Judgment of Revelation 20:12 when “the dead, small 

and great” will be raised to life. According to Jesus, the people 

of Sodom and Gomorrah, the two ancient cities destroyed in 

Genesis 19 for their wickedness, will live again in a future day of 

judgment. Jesus Christ did not teach they will be resurrected to 

be immediately judged and thrown into hell. He taught that the 

people of Sodom will be less guilty than the people who heard 

and rejected Christ’s message. 

It is likely that those from Sodom and Gomorrah who arise in the 

Great White Throne Judgment will more easily accept God’s truth 

than those who had already heard portions of it and rejected it.

Later, Jesus confronted the scribes and Pharisees over their 

insistence that He show a sign to prove that He was the Messiah. 

The Gospels record that Jesus had already performed many 

miracles that demonstrated He was the Messiah—but these men 

refused to accept those miracles and believe Christ. 

Jesus Christ Taught the 
Second Resurrection
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Jesus then said: “The men of Nineveh will rise up in the judgment 

with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at 

the preaching of Jonah; and indeed a greater than Jonah is here. 

The queen of the South will rise up in the judgment with this 

generation and condemn it, for she came from the ends of the 

earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and indeed a greater than 

Solomon is here” (Matthew 12:41-42). 

Here Jesus used two examples of ancient people who positively 

reacted to servants of God in the past—the Ninevites, who 

physically repented as a result of Jonah’s preaching (Jonah 3:10), 

and the queen of Sheba, who recognized that King Solomon’s 

wisdom came from the true God (1 Kings 10:9). 

Jesus Christ’s point was that these two examples showed a 

willingness to accept a portion of God’s message through 

imperfect servants. The scribes and Pharisees had God in the flesh 

in their midst performing amazing miracles and teaching the full 

truth—yet they rejected Him completely. It seems the Ninevites 

and the queen of Sheba will more readily accept the calling of 

God in the judgment than the scribes and Pharisees.

These two examples prove that there is a future opportunity 

for those who did not receive the calling of God in this age. 

The queen of Sheba and the people of Sodom, Gomorrah and 

Nineveh will live again and be given an opportunity to have the 

books of the Bible fully opened to their understanding (Revelation 

20:12) and be offered the Holy Spirit of God (Ezekiel 37:26-27). They 

are neither in heaven nor hell. 

Their ultimate judgment is yet to come! 
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Holy Spirit, but then sinned willfully 
and did not repent (Hebrews 6:4-6; 
10:26-27). (See the article “Unpar-
donable Sin” for details of this rejec-
tion of God and how to avoid it.) 

Those in this third resurrection will 
be “cast into the lake of fire. This is 
the second death. And anyone not 
found written in the Book of Life was 
cast into the lake of fire” (Revelation 
20:14-15).

This is the resurrection of those who 
have had an opportunity to under-
stand the Bible and to respond to Jesus 
Christ, but who ultimately decided 
to reject Him and chose to live a life 
contrary to the law of God. This resur-
rection will be the ultimate fulfillment 
of a key scripture we have already cov-
ered—Romans 6:23, which reveals that 
“the wages of sin is death.” 

The Bible reveals there will be some 
who will die for all eternity because 
of their wickedness and rejection of 
God and His truth. Hebrews 10:26 
reveals who will face the fate of the 
third resurrection: “For if we sin 
willfully after we have received the 
knowledge of the truth, there no lon-
ger remains a sacrifice for sins, but a 
certain fearful expectation of judg-
ment, and fiery indignation which 
will devour the adversaries.” 

This is why Christians must take 
their calling seriously and strive to 
remain faithful to the end of their 
lives. Read Hebrews 2:1-3 and 6:4-6 

for further warnings about who will 
experience the eternal punishment of 
the lake of fire. 

The incorrigible and unrepentant 
wicked will be cast into the lake of 
fire where they will die forever. God 
will destroy the wicked, not out of 
hatred for them, but because the 
most loving thing He can do is to put 
an end to their sinning and the suf-
fering it causes.

Jesus Christ warned that we should 
“not fear those who kill the body but 
cannot kill the soul. But rather fear 
Him who is able to destroy both soul 
and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28). 
The word soul in this verse is the 
Greek word psuche and closely corre-
sponds to the Hebrew word nephesh. 
It essentially refers to “one’s life” 
(Harper’s Bible Dictionary, 1985, p. 
983).

The word hell here is Gehenna, which 
is synonymous with the lake of fire. 
This fire will completely destroy 
those cast into it—both their soul 
(life) and body (material existence). 
They will become “ashes under the 
soles of your feet” (Malachi 4:3)—in 
other words, completely incinerated.

Though some will meet this fate, we 
believe that the vast majority of man-
kind will repent and turn to God in 
this life or in the second resurrection 
and will eventually receive salvation. 
God “desires all men to be saved 
and to come to the knowledge of the 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/sin/unpardonable-sin/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/sin/unpardonable-sin/


 33

truth” (1 Timothy 2:4), and we hold 
out hope that the vast majority will 
be saved eventually. 

The truth about the lake of fire 
should teach us two very important 
lessons:

• It should encourage and moti-
vate those who have come to 
an understanding of God and 
His truth to stay faithful to the 
end of their lives and avoid this 
fate (Matthew 10:22; 2 Peter 3:7, 
10-11; Revelation 17:14). 

• It provides the ultimate hope 
and encouragement that death 
itself will be destroyed: “The last 
enemy that will be destroyed is 
death” (1 Corinthians 15:26).

Overview of the resurrections
Though the dead are currently asleep 
in their graves, the Bible assures us 
there is coming a time when Jesus 
Christ will bring them back to life. In 
fact, the resurrection is guaranteed 
by the resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 
Corinthians 15:12-13, 21). 

The Scriptures reveal that there 
is an “order” to the resurrections 
(verse 23). An overview of the order 
is found in Revelation 20:4-15, with 

dozens of other scriptures providing 
further details. 

• The first resurrection: This is 
the resurrection of the “dead in 
Christ” (1 Thessalonians 4:16)—
converted Christians who were 
called by God in this present 
age (James 1:18). This resurrec-
tion occurs at the return of Jesus 
Christ. Those in this resurrec-
tion will be transformed into 
immortal, spirit beings (1 Corin-
thians 15:52-54). 

• The second resurrection: This 
is the resurrection of “the rest 
of the dead” (Revelation 20:5) to 
physical life. This resurrection 
will occur after the 1,000-year 
rule of Christ on earth and will 
be to a renewed physical life (Eze-
kiel 37:8) with the opportunity to 
repent and receive eternal life.

• The third resurrection: This is 
the resurrection of the wicked 
who have known and rejected 
God’s true way of life. This res-
urrection will occur after the 
White Throne Judgment period. 
Those raised in this resurrection 
will be condemned and “cast 
into the lake of fire. This is the 
second death” (Revelation 20:14). 
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Better Than Heaven: 
 The Real Hope of the Saved

Few grasp what the Bible actually teaches about the 

incredible purpose and plan God has for those He is saving. 

The truth about what the saved will be like and be doing is 

beyond our wildest dreams!

We have seen that heaven is not the 
reward of the saved. As we have 
already quoted, Jesus Christ clearly 
taught that “no one has ascended to 
heaven” (John 3:13). We have also 
seen that numerous scriptures prove 
that the hope of the dead is a future 
resurrection. This is clearly taught 
throughout 1 Corinthians 15—the 
longest and most detailed discussion 
of the future of the dead in the entire 
Bible. 

The question we must now consider 
is, What happens to faithful Chris-
tians who will be resurrected at the 
return of Jesus Christ? Where will 
they be and what will resurrected life 
be like? 

First, it’s important to realize that 
truly converted Christians in this age 
are those who have the Holy Spirit 
of God dwelling in them (Romans 
8:9). That Holy Spirit—which is the 
divine power of God—comes into 
a person after baptism and the lay-
ing on of hands (Acts 2:38; 8:17). The 
Bible is very clear that the Holy Spirit 
is the power of God that converts 
Christians—helping them to develop 
God’s very character in their lives. 
(You can read more about this in 2 
Corinthians 3:18; Galatians 5:22-23; 
and 2 Timothy 1:6-7.) 

But the Bible also teaches that the 
Holy Spirit has another important 
function. “He who raised Christ from 
the dead will also give life to your 
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mortal bodies through His Spirit 
[which] dwells in you” (Romans 8:11). 

The Holy Spirit is a deposit—or a 
down payment—on everlasting life (2 
Corinthians 1:22; 5:5; Ephesians 1:13-
14). God promises to give His people 
eternal life in the future. Our physi-
cal bodies—wondrously designed 
by God for our temporary existence 
today—are not designed to live 
forever. Eternal life requires being 
transformed into a spirit-composed 
being. Having a small portion of the 
Holy Spirit now is the promise of a 
greater gift that will come later. 

The coming transformation
Those who have the Holy Spirit and 
have been faithful to Jesus will be 
raised from the dead at His return 
(the first resurrection). At that time, 
“mortality [will] be swallowed up 
by life” (2 Corinthians 5:4). In other 
words, mortal human beings will 
be given immortality (1 Corinthians 
15:53-54). 

But this will not be immortal life as 
a physical human being. The Bible is 
clear that “flesh and blood [physical 
beings] cannot inherit the kingdom 
of God” (verse 50). 

At the return of Jesus Christ, Chris-
tians will be raised with “a spiritual 
body” (verse 44) as beings composed 
of immortal spirit. At the return of 
Christ, Christians will literally be 
born into the family of God. 

The reality of God’s purpose for 

human beings is so astounding that 
most either read right over it or fail 
to grasp its depth. God’s purpose for 
your life—for all human life—is for 
you to become an eternal being, born 
into His family.

Right now we are physical, bearing 
“the image of the man of dust,” but 
God’s purpose is for us to “bear the 
image of the heavenly Man” (1 Cor-
inthians 15:49). Notice these pow-
erful scriptures that reinforce this 
truth:

• “For whom He foreknew, He also 
predestined to be conformed to 
the image of His Son” (Romans 
8:29).

• “Who will transform our lowly 
body that it may be conformed 
to His glorious body” (Philippi-
ans 3:21). 

• “When He is revealed, we shall 
be like Him, for we shall see 
Him as He is” (1 John 3:2). 

Jesus Christ was “declared to be the 
Son of God with power according to 
the Spirit of holiness, by the resur-
rection from the dead” (Romans 1:4). 
He is called “the firstborn among 
many brethren” (Romans 8:29) 
because others will be born into the 
God family later. God is in the pro-
cess of “bringing many sons to glory” 
(Hebrews 2:10).

This is your hope and purpose in life!

You are now a physical human being. 
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Being born into the God family is easier to understand 

when we understand the four planes (or levels) of existence 

described in Scripture. The destiny of humankind is to be 

transformed from the human plane and be elevated to the 

God plane. That will happen when we are born into the God 

family.

• The God plane. Elohim—the God family—is presently 

composed of only God the Father and Jesus Christ the 

Son (Genesis 1:1, 26; John 1:1; 10:30; 2 John 1:3, 9). 

• The angelic plane. The “ministering [serving] spirits” 

(Hebrews 1:14) made by God were created to serve 

God and humanity. This plane would include both the 

righteous angels and the rebellious angels (demons).

• The human plane. We are created in the “image 

of God” (Genesis 1:26-27) and are presently “a little 

lower than the angels” (Hebrews 2:7), but we have the 

potential to be elevated to the God plane in the future 

(Philippians 3:21; 1 John 3:2).

• The animal plane. All living creatures are under the 

dominion of humanity, including mammals, insects, 

birds and aquatic life-forms (Genesis 1:28).

The Four Planes of Existence
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But your purpose is not to remain 
like this. God’s purpose for you is to 
be a part of His family—completely 
immortal and composed of spirit.

What will resurrected 
Christians do?
We have shown what Christians will 
be after the resurrection. But what 
will they do? And where will they be? 

The truth is that God did not call 
Christians to just receive eternal life 
for their own benefit. Many religions 
teach that the end goal of living a 
good life is just to get a better life. But 
the Bible reveals so much more! 

Notice what Jesus Christ will do after 
His return: “And He Himself will 
rule them [the nations] with a rod of 
iron” (Revelation 19:15). Jesus Christ 
is returning to rule the earth! But not 
alone.

Notice what is revealed about those 
who are resurrected at His return: 
“Blessed and holy is he who has part 
in the first resurrection. … They 
shall be priests of God and of Christ, 
and shall reign with Him a thousand 
years” (Revelation 20:6). 

The purpose of the Christian life 
is not to merely receive eternal life. 
Your true purpose is to receive eter-
nal life and become a part of the 
Kingdom of God—which is the fam-
ily of God that will rule and govern 
the earth after Christ returns. Jesus 
Christ will be the King of Kings in 

that Kingdom (Revelation 19:16). But 
He will be assisted by those who are 
born into His family at His return. 

Now notice what is revealed about 
the future of God’s servants in Reve-
lation 5:10: “And have made us kings 
and priests to our God; and we shall 
reign on the earth.” God’s spirit-born 
family will serve as kings and priests 
over the nations of the earth after 
Christ returns. In the priestly role we 
will support mankind’s High Priest, 
Jesus Christ, in educating people 
about God’s way of life and leading 
them to eternal life.

The purpose of Christianity is not 
living eternally in heaven—it is being 
a part of God’s government on earth! 
When Jesus said He would prepare a 
place for His disciples in our Father’s 
house (John 14:2-3), He was referring 
to these family responsibilities cen-
tered on earth!

This is further described in Revela-
tion 2:26: “And he who overcomes, 
and keeps My works until the end, 
to him I will give power over the 
nations.” In the parable of the minas 
Jesus indicated that those who 
proved their faithfulness would be 
given authority over cities (Luke 
19:12-19). 

The opportunity to govern and serve 
with Jesus Christ over the nations of 
the earth and to teach them God’s 
way of life is part of the reward of the 
saved. 
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It is important to grasp the difference 
between salvation and reward. Salva-
tion is the free gift of forgiveness and 
eternal life (Romans 6:23; Ephesians 
2:8). Salvation is “not of works”—we 
cannot earn it (Ephesians 2:9). The 
reward, on the other hand, includes 
the specific responsibilities that 
will be given to the saints after they 
have received eternal life (Revela-
tion 22:12; Colossians 3:24; 2 John 
1:8). Matthew 16:27 reveals that each 
Christian will be rewarded “accord-
ing to his works.”

Our level of faithfulness, obedience 
and service now will determine the 
position of responsibility and service 
we will be given in the Millennium 
and beyond. 

God’s plan to give His servants the 
earth to govern is found throughout 
the Bible. Notice these passages that 
reinforce this truth:

• “For evildoers shall be cut off; 
but those who wait on the Lord, 
they shall inherit the earth. … 
But the meek shall inherit the 
earth, and shall delight them-
selves in the abundance of 
peace” (Psalm 37:9-11).

• “For those blessed by Him shall 
inherit the earth, but those 
cursed by Him shall be cut off” 
(verse 22). 

• “The righteous shall inherit the 

land, and dwell in it forever” 
(verse 29). 

• “The righteous will never be 
removed, but the wicked will 
not inhabit the earth” (Proverbs 
10:30). 

• “Then you shall delight yourself 
in the Lord; and I will cause 
you to ride on the high hills of 
the earth, and feed you with the 
heritage of Jacob your father. The 
mouth of the Lord has spoken” 
(Isaiah 58:14).

• “Also your people shall all be 
righteous; they shall inherit the 
land forever” (Isaiah 60:21). 

• “Blessed are the meek, for they 
shall inherit the earth” (Mat-
thew 5:5). 

And this is only the beginning! After 
God’s throne comes to a new earth, it 
will be the hub of the universe (Rev-
elation 21:1-5). God’s plans for eter-
nity are beyond our imagination (1 
Corinthians 2:9). Could there be any-
thing more exciting than the truth of 
the Bible? 

You were born to receive eternal life 
as a member of the God family and 
receive the reward of rulership and 
service with Christ over the earth—
and the entire universe. This future 
hope is what should help motivate us 
to live a life today “in holy conduct 
and godliness” (2 Peter 3:11). 
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Dealing With Grief
The sudden or untimely death of a loved one—is there anything 

that rocks human emotions more? Here’s a look at grief and how to 

deal with loss.

We’ve seen what the Bible reveals 
about death. If you have read this far, 
you now understand that there is a 
great hope for the future.

But we still face the reality that when 
a loved one dies, those who live on 
will deal with grief and mourning for 
the one who has died. We cry, grieve 
and seek answers. If the death was 
unexpected, we ask how and why this 
could have happened. Initial shock 
and numbness eventually give way 
to loneliness as we struggle with the 
emptiness left in the aftermath of 
death.

In coming to grips with loss, griev-
ing is a healthy part of the process 
of recovery. The book of Ecclesias-
tes tells us that there is a “time to 
weep” (Ecclesiastes 3:4). Grieving is 
a normal part of the emotional heal-
ing process. How long—and to what 

degree—depends on the situation 
and the person.

There is no standard time frame for 
dealing with loss. 

Five “stages” of grief
In her 1969 book On Death and 
Dying, Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross 
outlined what’s become known as the 
Kübler-Ross model for how people 
deal with grief. She wrote about five 
“stages” that human beings often 
go through in dealing with their 
own impending death or with the 
loss of loved ones or other extreme 
situations. (In answer to critics, she 
acknowledged that some people go 
through some of these emotions con-
currently or in a different order and 
that they may not experience some of 
them at all. Each person’s experience 
is unique. These five “stages” may be 
better thought of as five aspects of 
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grieving rather than rigid stages.)

The Kübler-Ross model is only one 
approach, but it can be useful to con-
sider the five aspects she described:

Denial: In the first stage of grief, 
we operate from the standpoint of 
“I’m fine.” We are not yet able to 
accept the reality of the situation and 
instead deal with it by denying its 
severity. Refusing to acknowledge the 
loss is an initial defense mechanism.

Anger: At some point, denial may 
give way to anger. We may ask ques-
tions like, “Why me?” Or we may 
make statements such as, “It isn’t 
fair!” We may demonstrate our anger 
by yelling at others or exhibiting a 
lack of patience.

Bargaining: This reaction is expe-
rienced in certain cases of grief. For 
example: We are told by a family 
member or friend that he or she is 
dying, and we begin to try to bargain 
with God. We may cry out to God 
and ask that He spare the person’s 
life. We tell Him that, in return, we 
will be a better person, go to church 
every week, volunteer at a soup 
kitchen or homeless shelter, etc.

Depression: For the one facing 
death, depression may well be the 
next step. For those struggling 
to accept the loss of a loved one, 
this may also be familiar territory. 
“What’s the use?” “I just don’t care 
anymore.” Having experienced waves 
of nearly every emotion up to this 

point, we find nothing that fills the 
void. In our grief, we may feel there 
is nothing to be done and enter a 
depressed state of mind—mentally 
and emotionally surrendered.

Acceptance: Finally, we may come to 
an acceptance of the loss. Shock and 
numbness fade somewhat. We real-
ize that there is nothing we can do to 
bring the person back (or to change 
the impending outcome, if it’s our 
own demise we face). We accept that 
fact, and we move forward with life 
as it really is, taking one step at a 
time.

Navigating uncharted waters

As we face these five aspects of grief, 
we may find that we move through 
some faster than others. For example, 
we may make our way through the 
shock and numbness of denial rather 
quickly, but then find ourselves 
laboring in the emptiness of depres-
sion. 

Ultimately our desire is to move to 
acceptance. But how do we get there? 
Can we do it on our own? What role 
may others play in dealing with our 
grief?

We may be in what we call uncharted 
waters, experiencing things we have 
never experienced before. We may 
not want to ask for help. Some may 
feel like asking for help is a sign of 
weakness. But, really, nothing could 
be further from the truth! 
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On the other hand, some try to deal 
with grief by using alcohol or other 
drugs. Using mood-altering sub-
stances can temporarily diminish 
our grief or mask our pain. However, 
after coming out of our substance-
assisted escape, we find ourselves 
right back where we were before—
needing to deal with the grief. 

Remember, our goal in dealing with 
grief is to make it to the final stage of 
acceptance.

So how do we get there? How do we 
get to acceptance?

There is no set template that can be 
universally followed. However, there 
are a few commonsense solutions to 
get us back to moving on with our 
lives. 

Family and friends
Family members and friends can be 
a tremendous source of encourage-
ment, comfort and help (Proverbs 
18:24). Having a few close friends 
with whom we can talk about our 
grief is extremely therapeutic. We 
may not be asking them for answers 
as much as just needing to talk to 

Jesus Christ promised that those 
who mourn “shall be comforted” 
(Matthew 5:4) if they seek God and 
focus on the hope His Word contains.
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someone who will empathize with 
us.

Note: When we are on the other side, 
supporting a friend or family mem-
ber dealing with loss, it is important 
that we empathize and listen—but 
not try to match his or her grief with 
stories of our own past grief. We 
should not tell the person how he or 
she should be feeling or what he or 
she needs to do. We are not there to 
offer advice, but support.

Counselors
When we are grieving, it can also be 
helpful to seek a minister or profes-
sional counselor who can offer help-
ful expert advice and counseling. 
A professional can help you under-
stand that what you are experienc-
ing is normal and can help you sort 
through your feelings.

Encouragement and 
guidance from God
Talking to family, friends and coun-
selors can help us through the griev-
ing process, but it is even more 
important that we look to the higher 
power of Almighty God for strength 
and guidance as we navigate the 
heavy, rushing river of emotions and 
grief following a loved one’s death.

God promises that He “will never 
leave you nor forsake you” (Hebrews 
13:5). This is especially true when 
you are dealing with the grief and 
stress of the death of a loved one. 

Go to God in prayer and ask for 
His guidance, strength and help in 
coping with the loss (Psalms 10:14; 
22:24). It may be helpful to read the 
many Psalms that focus on crying 
out to God in our troubles. 

Jesus Christ promised that those who 
mourn “shall be comforted” (Mat-
thew 5:4) if they seek God and focus 
on the hope His Word contains. The 
Bible assures us that God gives spe-
cial attention to those who grieve 
(Psalm 34:18; Matthew 5:4). 

Focus on the truth of the 
resurrection
When dealing with the loss of a loved 
one, one of the surest ways to find 
comfort is by focusing on the hope 
God promises in the Bible. Under-
standing that our loved one is not 
lost forever and will live again in a 
better world can provide us comfort, 
encouragement and strength as we 
move forward. 

The apostle Paul wrote that the 
knowledge of the resurrection helps 
us to not “sorrow as others who have 
no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13). Sor-
row and grief are not wrong—in fact, 
they can be an essential part to the 
grieving and healing process. But 
thankfully we can grieve with hope 
and an understanding and faith in 
the future time when “all who are in 
the graves will hear His voice” (John 
5:28). 

Human beings often view death as 
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permanent and final. Yet the biblical 
analogy that likens death to sleep is 
designed to teach us that death is just 
temporary.

Reading and meditating on the sec-
tions of the Bible that clearly teach 
this truth can help us keep this 
proper focus through grief. Excel-
lent scriptures to read and meditate 
on include 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 1 
Corinthians 15:50-58; and Ezekiel 37. 

The Bible prophesies of a time after 
the resurrections when death, sorrow 
and grief will be a distant memory. 

“And God will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes; there shall be no 
more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. 
There shall be no more pain, for the 
former things have passed away” 
(Revelation 21:4).

What a wonderful time to look for-
ward to!

• Purpose of Life.
• Children of God.
• Why Does God Allow 

Suffering?
• How to Deal With Grief.
• Immortal Soul: What Is a 

Soul?
• Spirit in Man: What Is It?
• What Is Heaven?
• Do We Go to Heaven 

When We Die?
• Thief on the Cross: What 

Happened to Him?

• Enoch and Elijah: Are 
They in Heaven?

• What Is Hell?

• What Is the Punishment 
of the Wicked?

• Lazarus and the Rich 
Man: Proof of the 
Existence of Hell?

• Resurrections: What Are 
They?

• Seven Seals.

• Judgment of God: The 
Real Story.

Additional Resources
To learn more of the encouraging teaching of the Bible 
about life after death, see the following articles on the 
LifeHopeandTruth.com website:

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/purpose-of-life/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/children-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/evil-and-suffering/why-does-god-allow-suffering/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/evil-and-suffering/why-does-god-allow-suffering/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/evil-and-suffering/how-to-deal-with-grief/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/immortal-soul/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/immortal-soul/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/spirit-in-man/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/go-to-heaven/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/go-to-heaven/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/thief-on-the-cross/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/thief-on-the-cross/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/enoch-and-elijah/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-heaven/enoch-and-elijah/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/punishment-of-the-wicked/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/punishment-of-the-wicked/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/lazarus-and-the-rich-man/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/lazarus-and-the-rich-man/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/what-is-hell/lazarus-and-the-rich-man/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/resurrections/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/life-after-death/resurrections/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/seven-seals/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/judgment-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/judgment-of-god/
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