
The Doctrine of the Dead 
All Scriptures are from the English Standard Version unless otherwise indicated. 

Introduction 
What happens when a person dies? Throughout history, people have offered many answers 
shaped by culture, tradition, philosophy, and emotion. Scripture alone teaches the truth about 
life and death based on divine revelation, but Christians often disagree sharply on this subject. 

This treatise will examine the biblical teaching about the intermediate state, the condition of the 
dead between death and the resurrection. It will focus on five main areas: the nature of human 
life, the biblical description of death, the central role of the resurrection, the origin and 
development of the immortal soul doctrine, and several commonly misunderstood passages 
related to this topic. 

This treatise will focus on the widespread belief that human beings possess an immortal soul 
that immediately enters heaven or hell at death. While this view is deeply rooted in Christian 
tradition, it raises serious questions when compared with the Bible’s emphasis on resurrection, 
judgment, and the future transformation of the body. If reward or punishment is already 
experienced at death, the biblical teaching about the resurrection becomes difficult to explain. 

The Bible consistently points to the resurrection as the hope set before humanity. History shows 
that the doctrine of the immortal soul came from Greek philosophical ideas that gradually 
entered Jewish and Christian thought, shaping later theology in ways that often go unexamined. 

By carefully defining key terms and distinguishing Scripture from later philosophical influences, 
this study seeks to present a coherent view of the state of the dead that is faithful to the biblical 
text and consistent with the larger story of redemption. 

The Nature of Human Life 
Any discussion about the intermediate state must begin with a clear understanding of what 
human life is. Confusion about life after death often arises when people interpret biblical 
language through the lens of later philosophical ideas rather than being defined by the Bible 
itself. 

Scripture describes humans as temporary, finite, created beings, not immortal spirits temporarily 
housed in physical bodies. Moses described the creation of humanity in simple, concrete terms: 
“Then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the 
breath of life, and the man became a living creature” (Genesis 2:7). 

According to this passage, man did not receive an immortal soul. Instead, man became a living 
being when God breathed the breath of life into the body He formed from the ground. The result 
was a living person. This passage does not describe three separable parts (body, soul, and 
spirit), nor does it suggest that the breath of life is a conscious entity that exists apart from the 

1 



body. 

The Hebrew word translated “living creature” in Genesis 2:7 is nephesh. Translators often 
render this term as “soul,” but it usually refers to a living person or creature. The same word is 
used of animals as well as humans: “And God said, ‘Let the waters swarm with swarms of living 
creatures…’” (Genesis 1:20). 

Here again, nephesh refers to living beings. Biblically speaking, a soul is not something a 
person has; it is what a person is while alive. This concept is consistent throughout the Old 
Testament and provides an essential foundation for understanding what death is. 

Job 33:4 connects creation, life, and God’s supernatural power in plain terms: “The Spirit of God 
has made me, and the breath of the Almighty gives me life” (Job 33:4). Here, two closely related 
Hebrew terms appear. Ruach refers to wind, breath, or the spirit that proceeds from God. 
Neshamah refers to breath, such as the life-giving breath that comes from God. Scripture uses 
these terms together to describe how God gives life. Neither term describes a conscious, 
personal entity that lives forever apart from the body. They describe God’s power to animate 
what He has formed. 

The consistent biblical pattern is simple and concrete. God forms a body, and He supplies the 
breath or spirit of life. The result is a living being. Remove any one element, and life does not 
exist. The Bible never presents humans as naturally immortal or self-sustaining. Life is a gift, not 
a possession. 

Other passages reinforce this view. In Genesis 7:22, all land creatures that perish in the flood 
are described as those “in whose nostrils was the breath of life” (Genesis 7:22). Animals and 
humans alike share this life-principle. Scripture makes no distinction between a human and an 
animal. Both live because God gives breath. 

Psalm 104:30 describes this dependence in personal terms: “When you send forth your Spirit, 
they are created, and you renew the face of the ground” (Psalm 104:30). Life flows from God’s 
Spirit. It does not originate within the creature. Scripture never tells people to look inward to find 
eternal life. It directs them upward, to the Creator who alone gives it. 

By defining human life as a body animated by God’s breath, Scripture establishes a consistent 
framework. Humans do not have souls as separable entities; they are living beings sustained by 
God. 

The New Testament maintained this earlier concept. The Greek term psuchē is often translated 
as “soul” and is used in ways that are consistent with the Hebrew nephesh, referring to life, the 
self, or the person as a living being. “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and 
forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul?” (Matthew 16:25–26). In this 
passage, “life” and “soul” refer to the same reality. Jesus is not contrasting a physical body with 
an immortal inner being. He is speaking of the whole person and the life that person lives. 

The Bible presents human beings as unified, living persons whose life depends entirely on God. 
There is no biblical teaching that humans possess inherent immortality or a conscious soul that 
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exists independent of the body. Life is a gift sustained by God, and when that gift is withdrawn, 
the person no longer lives. 

This biblical view of human nature is essential for understanding death. If a human being is a 
living person animated by God’s breath, then death is not the release of an immortal soul but the 
loss of life itself. Only by beginning here can the biblical teaching on death and the future hope 
of a resurrection be understood. 

The Biblical Description of Death 
The Bible does not present death as a transition to a higher form of conscious existence, nor as 
the separation of an immortal soul from the body. Instead, Scripture consistently describes 
death as the end of life, marked by the loss of breath, the return of the body to dust, and the 
cessation of all activity. 

The Bible repeatedly describes death as the reversal of creation. What God joined together to 
give life is undone when life ends. In Genesis 3:19, God said to Adam: “For you are dust, and to 
dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19). 

This statement described the penalty that Adam would receive for eating from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. The body that was formed from the ground returns to the ground 
when life departs. 

Scripture speaks just as plainly about what happens to the life-giving breath. Ecclesiastes 12:7 
says: “The dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it” 
(Ecclesiastes 12:7). 

Scripture does not describe the “spirit” as a conscious personality ascending to heaven, but as 
the life-giving breath that belongs to God. When God withdraws that breath, life ends. The 
passage does not suggest that there is any awareness, reward, or punishment at death, but 
simply the termination of life. 

The Bible repeatedly affirms that death is a state of inactivity and unconsciousness. “For the 
living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no more reward, for the 
memory of them is forgotten” (Ecclesiastes 9:5). The point of this passage is direct. The dead do 
not think, plan, remember, or experience reward. Conscious awareness belongs to the living, 
not to those who have died. This is reinforced a few verses later: “Whatever your hand finds to 
do, do it with your might, for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to 
which you are going” (Ecclesiastes 9:10). 

Sheol is a Hebrew term that refers to the grave, the realm of the dead; it is not portrayed as a 
place of active existence but as the absence of life’s activities. Scripture offers no hint of 
conscious fellowship with God or conscious torment in this state. 

The Psalms repeat the same understanding. Death is associated with silence and the end of 
praise. “The dead do not praise the LORD, nor do any who go down into silence” (Psalm 
115:17). 
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If the dead were consciously alive in heaven, this statement would be difficult to explain. 
Instead, it fits naturally with the biblical picture of death as the absence of life, activity, and 
awareness. 

Because of this, Scripture frequently describes death using the language of sleep. This 
metaphor is not used to suggest a conscious experience, but to describe a temporary state from 
which one must be awakened. For example, in Psalm 13:3, David cried out, “Consider and 
answer me, O LORD my God; light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death” (Psalm 13:3). 

The analogy is deliberate. Sleep describes a state of inactivity and unawareness. In this sense, 
the dead are asleep in the grave. 

The New Testament continued this pattern. In John 11:11, Jesus used the same language when 
speaking about death when He said: “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I go to awaken 
him” (John 11:11). When the disciples misunderstood Him, Jesus clarified that Lazarus was 
dead. Jesus used the metaphor of sleep to describe death because the dead are unconscious 
and inactive. 

Taken together, these passages present a consistent biblical picture. Death is the loss of life, the 
cessation of thought and activity, and a state often described as sleep because it is temporary 
and will end in resurrection. 

Scripture does not describe the dead as conscious or experiencing reward or punishment. 
Instead, it directs attention forward to the moment when God restores life. 

This biblical foundation prepares the way for the Bible’s solution to human mortality, which is the 
resurrection of the dead. 

The Resurrection of the Dead 
The Bible’s answer to death is the resurrection of the dead. From Genesis to Revelation, 
Scripture presents resurrection as God’s solution to human mortality. It is not a symbolic idea or 
a secondary doctrine. It is the inevitable destiny of the righteous and the wicked. 

The Old Testament introduced the hope of life beyond death in a future awakening, not in 
continued existence after death. “And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall 
awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt” (Daniel 12:2). 

God described the dead as sleeping in the dust. Life and judgment occur only after they awake. 
The order matters. Reward and punishment follow resurrection rather than precede it. This 
prophecy assumes that the dead are asleep in the grave awaiting final judgment. 

Jesus affirmed this same teaching. He spoke of a future time when the dead would rise from 
their graves, not of an immediate transition to heaven or hell at death. “Do not marvel at this, for 
an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come out, those who 
have done good to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of 
judgment” (John 5:28–29). Jesus said that both the righteous and the wicked are in the tombs, 
awaiting a future summons. The decisive event is not death, but the resurrection. 
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The apostle Paul made the central role of resurrection even clearer in 1 Corinthians 15. He 
explained that immortality is something that humans do not possess by nature, but something 
that God grants at a specific time. “For this perishable body must put on the imperishable, and 
this mortal body must put on immortality” (1 Corinthians 15:53). 

Paul’s language is deliberate. Mortality is the present condition; immortality is future. It is 
received when the body is transformed, not when the body dies. If believers already possessed 
immortal souls, this transformation would be unnecessary and meaningless. 

Paul plainly stated that without the resurrection, the Christian faith totally collapses. “Now if 
Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no 
resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has 
been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in 
vain” (1 Corinthians 15:12–14). 

Paul did not comfort believers with the idea that they will live consciously apart from the body at 
death. He directed them to the future act of God that overcomes death itself. 

The same framework applies to final judgment. Scripture teaches that God will raise the wicked 
to face final judgment. This preserves the moral order presented throughout the Bible: death, 
resurrection, judgment, and then final punishment. 

For this reason, resurrection stands at the center of biblical teaching about life after death. Any 
doctrine of the intermediate state must account for this reality. 

The Immortal Soul Doctrine 
The belief that humans possess an immortal soul that survives death did not come from the 
Hebrew Scriptures. It developed in a different intellectual world, shaped by Greek philosophy 
rather than biblical revelation. Understanding this background is essential, because doctrines 
about the state of the dead are often assumed to be biblical when, in fact, they are imported 
ideas. 

In classical Greek thought, especially in Plato, the soul was viewed as inherently immortal and 
temporarily imprisoned in the body. Death was seen as a release of the soul from its physical 
shell, allowing it to receive reward or punishment immediately. This framework assumes that the 
body is secondary and that an immortal soul exists apart from it. That assumption directly 
contradicts the biblical view of humanity as a unified, embodied being formed from dust and 
animated by God’s breath. 

During the intertestamental period, Jewish communities encountered Greek culture and 
philosophy. As a result, some Jewish writings from this era reflect ideas that moved away from 
the earlier biblical emphasis on resurrection and toward concepts of postmortem 
consciousness. These sources are valuable for historical context, but they also show a shift in 
thinking rather than a continuation of the doctrine found in the Old Testament. 

By the time of the early church, this philosophical tension was well established. Some church 
fathers adopted elements of Greek anthropology and attempted to harmonize them with 
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Christian teaching. Others resisted these ideas and maintained that immortality belongs to God 
alone and is granted to humans through resurrection. The patristic record is therefore mixed. It 
serves as historical testimony to doctrinal development, not as a uniform witness to apostolic 
teaching. 

Over time, the immortal soul concept gained dominance, especially as Christianity spread 
throughout the Greco-Roman world. As this happened, resurrection increasingly became a 
formality rather than the centerpiece of future hope. The dead were thought to be already alive 
elsewhere, and resurrection was reduced to a secondary affirmation rather than a necessary act 
of God to restore life. 

This historical trajectory helps explain why the immortal soul doctrine is widely assumed today, 
even though it does not arise naturally from the biblical text. This raises an important question: 
when Scripture is read on its own terms, without philosophical assumptions, does it support this 
doctrine at all? 

Commonly Misunderstood Passages 
Advocates of the immortal soul doctrine often appeal to a small group of New Testament 
passages that are assumed to teach conscious existence immediately after death. They 
deserve careful examination because doctrine must be built from clear teaching rather than 
isolated or ambiguous statements. When these passages are read in context and in harmony 
with the rest of Scripture, they do not overturn the consistent biblical emphasis on death as 
unconsciousness and resurrection as the restoration of life. 

Lazarus and the Rich Man (Luke 16:19–31) 
The story of Lazarus and the rich man is one of the most frequently cited passages in support of 
the immortal soul and the conscious state of the dead. Many assume that Jesus was giving a 
literal description of what happens to people immediately after death, but when this account is 
read in context, considering the rest of Scripture and late Second Temple Jewish beliefs, it 
becomes clear that Jesus was doing something very different. He was not making a statement 
about the nature of the afterlife; He was exposing the spiritual blindness and moral corruption of 
the Pharisees. 

Luke introduces the story by identifying its intended audience and purpose: “The Pharisees, 
who were lovers of money, heard all these things, and they ridiculed him” (Luke 16:14). 

In verse 15, Jesus rebuked them for justifying themselves before men while ignoring God’s 
standards. He told them the story of Lazarus and the rich man as an illustration of that rebuke. It 
is a symbolic parable aimed at religious leaders who trusted in wealth, status, and lineage rather 
than obedience to God. 

The Pharisees held strong views about the afterlife. The Jewish historian Josephus records that 
they believed in conscious reward or punishment after death, including the idea that the 
righteous and wicked were separated in the underworld (Antiquities 18.1.3, The Jewish War 
2.8.14). Jesus used their own beliefs, not to endorse them, but to turn them against the 
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Pharisees. Just as modern pastors may use popular images to make a moral point, Jesus used 
the Pharisees’ own theological language to confront their sin. 

The story itself shows clear marks of parable and satire. It contains highly symbolic elements 
that no one takes literally. A man in torment holds a conversation with Abraham. A finger dipped 
in water supposedly cools flames. A great chasm prevents movement between two 
compartments. These features function as storytelling devices, not as a map of the afterlife. The 
Bible does not teach any of these concepts, and Scripture elsewhere shows that Jesus’ 
parables should not be taken literally (Matthew 13:1–52). 

Jesus made the moral lesson explicit at the end of the story: “If they do not hear Moses and the 
Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead” (Luke 16:31). 

The issue was not where the dead go, but whether people listen to God’s Word. The Pharisees 
claimed to honor Moses, but they rejected the Torah’s demand for justice, mercy, and 
faithfulness. The story is a warning that ignoring Scripture leads to judgment, even in the face of 
miracles. 

The rest of the New Testament confirms that this parable does not redefine the state of the 
dead. Paul, writing decades later, still taught that the dead are asleep, awaiting resurrection. 
“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” 
(1 Corinthians 15:20). “We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet” (1 Corinthians 15:51–52). 

If the righteous already enjoyed conscious bliss and the wicked already suffered torment, these 
statements would make little sense. Resurrection would add nothing. Judgment would be 
redundant, but Scripture consistently places reward and punishment after the resurrection, not 
at death. 

Revelation 20 reinforces this conclusion. In this passage, John saw the dead raised, judged 
according to what they had done, and only then cast into the lake of fire. If the wicked already 
suffer conscious torment in an underworld immediately after death, this final judgment becomes 
meaningless. 

The sequence that God revealed through John directly contradicts the afterlife scene in Luke 
16. That proves Jesus was not unveiling the true condition of the dead; He was deliberately 
using Pharisaic beliefs to deliver a warning they could not ignore. 

The story of Lazarus and the rich man cannot be used to overturn the clear teaching of 
Scripture. It is a parable of reversal and warning. The poor man whom the Pharisees despised 
is honored. The rich man whom they admired is humbled. Abraham, the father they adored, 
stands against them, and Scripture becomes the final witness that they refuse to hear. 

Jesus did not tell this story to reveal the geography of the afterlife. He told it to confront 
hardened hearts. When read as He intended, it strengthens, rather than weakens, the biblical 
case for resurrection as the true hope beyond death. 

The Thief on the Cross (Luke 23:43) 
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During the crucifixion, Jesus said to the repentant thief on the cross, “Truly, I say to you, today 
you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43). 

Many people have cited this passage as decisive proof that the righteous dead enter conscious 
bliss immediately at death, but this view contradicts the general teaching of Scripture, and 
several other interpretations are possible, none of which require belief in an immortal soul or a 
conscious intermediate state. 

First, the earliest Greek manuscripts of the New Testament have no punctuation. Translators 
must supply it, and their decisions reflect their theological assumptions. Grammatically, Luke 
23:43 can be read in more than one way, and Scripture sometimes uses the word “today” to 
emphasize the seriousness or certainty of a declaration, not the timing of its fulfillment. 

This expression appears repeatedly in the Old Testament. For example, in Deuteronomy 8:19, 
Moses warned Israel, saying, “I testify against you today that you shall surely perish” 
(Deuteronomy 8:19 NASB 1977). In Deuteronomy 30:18, Moses also said, “I declare to you 
today that you shall surely perish” (Deuteronomy 30:18). 

In these passages, “today” modifies the act of speaking, not the moment of fulfillment. Yeshua of 
Nazareth, speaking as a Jewish teacher steeped in the Hebrew Scriptures, used the same 
solemn formula: “Truly I say to you.” Adding “today” in this context heightens the certainty of the 
promise given at the darkest moment of apparent defeat. 

Second, the thief did not ask to go to heaven that day. He said, “Jesus, remember me when you 
come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). His request concerned a future event, the coming of the 
kingdom of God. Jesus’ reply directly answered that request. He assured the man that they 
would be together in that future reality. Nothing in this exchange requires an immediate 
fulfillment at death. 

Third, Scripture clearly states that Jesus did not ascend to the Father on the day of His death. 
After His resurrection, Jesus met Mary near His tomb and said to her, “Do not cling to me, for I 
have not yet ascended to the Father” (John 20:17). If Jesus did not enter heavenly glory on the 
day of crucifixion, then the thief could not have gone there with Him. 

Earlier in His ministry, Jesus told Nicodemus: “No one has ascended into heaven except he who 
descended from heaven, the Son of Man” (John 3:13). This also shows that the thief on the 
cross did not enter Paradise when he died. He is in the grave awaiting the resurrection and the 
fulfillment of Jesus’ promise. 

Fourth, Jesus repeatedly stated where He would be after death: “For just as Jonah was three 
days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and 
three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40). Scripture places Jesus in the grave until 
resurrection. Any interpretation of Luke 23:43 that places Him consciously enjoying Paradise 
that day contradicts His own teaching. 

There is another interpretation of Luke 23:43 that is also possible. If the dead are not conscious, 
then they experience no passage of time. From the thief’s perspective, death would be followed 
immediately by awakening at the resurrection. 
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Scripture supports this interpretation by describing death as sleep and resurrection as 
awakening. In this sense, Jesus’ promise is fully true. The thief died that day, and the next 
conscious moment of life will be with Christ in the Kingdom. 

People sometimes misunderstand what Jesus meant. For example, in Matthew 16:28, Jesus 
promised His disciples: “Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will not taste 
death until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Matthew 16:28). That promise was 
fulfilled through the vision of His transfiguration in Matthew 17, not by avoiding death, but by 
granting a foretaste of future glory. 

Luke 23:43 cannot be used to establish the doctrine of the immortal soul or a conscious 
intermediate state. That would conflict with clear teachings about death, resurrection, and 
Christ’s own whereabouts after crucifixion. 

Sound doctrine does not rest on an isolated verse interpreted against the weight of biblical 
teaching. When Scripture speaks plainly and repeatedly about death as unconsciousness and 
resurrection as the moment of reward, unclear passages must be read in harmony with that 
truth. 

The hope Jesus offered the thief is not escape from the body at death, but life restored by God 
through resurrection. That hope remains firmly grounded in Scripture, not in Greek philosophical 
assumptions about the soul. 

With the Lord (2 Corinthians 5:8, Philippians 1:23) 
Some of Paul’s statements are cited as evidence that believers go immediately to heaven at 
death. In 2 Corinthians 5:8, he said he would rather be “away from the body and at home with 
the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8), and in Philippians 1:23, he wrote that he desired “to depart and be 
with Christ” (Philippians 1:23). At first glance, these phrases sound as if Paul expected 
conscious fellowship with Christ the moment he died, but when these statements are read 
alongside Paul’s own teaching elsewhere, they point to resurrection, not to a conscious 
intermediate state. 

Paul consistently described death as sleep. Writing to the Thessalonians, he said: “We do not 
want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as 
others do who have no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13). 

He then explained what he meant by being “with the Lord”: “For the Lord himself will descend 
from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the 
trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be 
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be 
with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:16–17). 

Paul did not say that Christians are with Christ at death. He said that they will meet Him at the 
Second Coming and the resurrection of the dead. This is his own inspired definition of the 
phrase “with the Lord”. 

The same framework governs his words in 2 Corinthians 5:1–5. Paul contrasted the present, 
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fragile body with the future resurrection body. He longed, not to be unclothed, but to be clothed 
with immortality. He explained this hope clearly: “He who has prepared us for this very thing is 
God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee” (2 Corinthians 5:5). 

His desire to be “away from the body” does not mean existing as a disembodied spirit. He 
meant leaving behind the mortal weakness of this life to receive the everlasting life that God has 
promised in the resurrection. 

Philippians 1:23 fits the same pattern. Paul said that he desired “to depart and be with Christ,” 
but just a few verses later, he spoke of continuing in the flesh for the benefit of others. He did 
not describe an intermediate state. He simply expressed confidence that his final destiny lies 
with Christ in the resurrection. 

Scripture elsewhere confirms that death does not bring immediate heavenly fellowship. “No one 
has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man” (John 
3:13). After His death, burial, and resurrection, Jesus told Mary not to touch Him, saying, “I have 
not yet ascended to the Father” (John 20:17). If even Christ did not enter heaven at death, then 
neither do His followers. 

Paul’s hope rested in resurrection. In his great chapter on the subject, he wrote: “The dead will 
be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed” (1 Corinthians 15:52). This is when 
immortality begins. This is when believers will finally be with their Lord. 

Paul’s longing to be with Christ is not a statement about the moment of death. It is a statement 
about the future God has promised. Death brings sleep. Resurrection brings life. And at that 
moment, as Paul said, “we will always be with the Lord”. 

Souls under the Altar (Revelation 6:9–11) 
Revelation 6:9–11 is often cited as proof that the dead are conscious in heaven. John saw “the 
souls of those who had been slain for the word of God” crying out to God and asking how long 
until they are vindicated. 

On the surface, this scene appears to show dead believers awake, speaking, and aware of 
events on earth. Yet once again, when the passage is read in its biblical and literary context, it 
cannot be used to support the doctrine of the immortal soul. 

The first key is recognizing the genre of Revelation. It is apocalyptic literature, filled with 
symbols, visions, and dramatic imagery. John sees lampstands that represent churches, beasts 
that represent empires, and a dragon that represents Satan. No one treats these figures literally. 
The same rule must apply to the souls under the altar. 

The image itself comes directly from the Old Testament. In Leviticus, the blood of a sacrificed 
animal was poured out at the base of the altar, and Scripture repeatedly equates blood with life. 
“For the life of the flesh is in the blood” (Leviticus 17:11). 

John saw the lives of these martyrs poured out before God, not disembodied spirits floating in 
heaven. The imagery portrays their sacrificial deaths and God’s awareness of their unjust 
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suffering. 

Genesis provides a similar example. After Cain murdered Abel, God said: “The voice of your 
brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground” (Genesis 4:10). Abel was not literally speaking 
from the soil. His blood cried out for justice in a figurative sense. Revelation uses the same kind 
of language. The blood of the martyrs cries out to God for vindication, not because they are 
conscious, but because God remembers their faithfulness. 

God’s response confirms this. He does not tell them to enjoy heaven while they wait. He tells 
them to rest until the appointed time: “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 6:11). 

The concept of rest fits the biblical description of death as sleep. It does not describe active, 
conscious existence. 

Later in Revelation, John explained when this vindication will occur: “I saw the souls of those 
who had been beheaded for the testimony of Jesus… They came to life and reigned with Christ 
for a thousand years” (Revelation 20:4). 

The souls “come to life” at the resurrection. That is when they reign with Christ. They were not 
already living and reigning beforehand. 

So, Revelation 6 does not teach a conscious intermediate state. It presents a symbolic 
courtroom scene in which the shed lives of the martyrs call out for justice. God hears, God 
remembers, and God promises vindication at the time He has appointed. 

This passage offers comfort, not metaphysics. It assures persecuted believers that their deaths 
are not forgotten. When Christ returns, they will rise again and reign with Him. 

Conclusion 
The biblical teaching about the state of the dead is consistent, coherent, and grounded in God’s 
revelation rather than human speculation. Scripture presents human life as a unified whole. A 
living person is not a body inhabited by an immortal soul, but a living being sustained by the 
breath of life given by God. When that life is withdrawn, the person truly dies. Thought, 
awareness, and activity cease, and the dead await God’s future act of restoration. 

According to Scripture, death is repeatedly described as sleep. The dead do not praise God, 
plan, reason, or experience reward or punishment. Their condition is one of complete 
unconsciousness. This understanding preserves the seriousness of death and underscores 
humanity’s dependence on God for life beyond the grave. 

The hope of the believer is not found in an immortal soul escaping the body, but in the 
resurrection of the dead. Resurrection stands at the center of biblical eschatology. When Christ 
returns, the righteous will be raised, transformed, and clothed with immortality. Eternal life is 
consistently portrayed as a gift that God grants at the resurrection, not as a possession that 
humans already have by nature. Likewise, the final judgment of the wicked occurs after 
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resurrection, not at death. 

The doctrine of the immortal soul did not arise from the Hebrew Scriptures. It entered Jewish 
and Christian thought through Greek philosophical influence, particularly Platonic ideas about 
inherent immortality and postmortem reward or punishment. While these ideas became 
widespread in later tradition, they remain out of step with biblical revelation. Scripture places 
justice, reward, and punishment in the future, under God’s direct action, not an ongoing 
conscious existence after death. 

When difficult or disputed passages are read in context and in harmony with the whole of 
Scripture, they do not overturn this consistent teaching. Instead, they confirm that God alone 
possesses immortality and that human beings receive eternal life only through the resurrection 
in Christ. 

The biblical doctrine of the intermediate state protects the integrity of the gospel. It preserves 
the necessity of resurrection, the authority of God’s judgment, and the centrality of Christ’s 
return. Most importantly, it directs attention away from human tradition and back to the clear 
testimony of Scripture, where the hope of life after death rests in the power and promise of God. 
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