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Past issues of these letters (over 500 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm.  Other writings of mine (over 45 articles, 36 commentaries, and 40+ audio files) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  

Previously these letters have addressed God’s judgment. But what happens to a person after death and before the Day of Judgment? This state is called the intermediate state. Although the Bible does not offer a clear description, enough is given so that a Christian does not fear death and can actually look forward to that state. Some have postulated that a Christian in this intermediate state is in a “soul sleep” state, but that is not taught by the Bible. One verse that some have taken to validate this theory is 1 Thess. 4:13-18 where Paul addresses the future state of those who have “fallen asleep”. The Greek word can be translated asleep or dead. It was rather common at this time to refer to the dead as asleep, but there is no implication that this means they are in some sort of soul sleep. Paul is not addressing the intermediate state of those who have died but their future state at the Parousia. He states in verse 14 that Jesus will bring with Him those who have previously died so they will be present at that glorious time. 

Others have postulated purgatory where people spend time for some level of purification. This theory was developed during the Middle Ages and hardened into dogma by the Roman Catholic Church during the rejection of this concept by the Reformers. The Council of Trent (1545-63) declared that anyone who rejected this doctrine is “anathema” or accursed. Recent Roman Catholic development has defined purgatory more in terms of preparing, cleansing, or maturing of a person from life on earth to the joys of heaven. The only possible supportive text is in the Apocrypha (2 Maccabees 12:43-45). The doctrine also claims that ecclesiastical actions on earth can have clout in heaven that deprives God of His freedom and majesty as Judge. This doctrine reflects a loss of the reality of justification through the cross of Christ: “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” (Rom 8:1). Although purgatory remains an attractive concept to some people as a way to atone for their sins even after death, we have to reject both a soul sleep and purgatory as intermediate states. 

There are at least three clear scriptural verses supporting life after physical death. Jesus is quoted in Mat 10:28: "Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” This verse states that even though someone may kill your body, the soul continues in existence. Rev 6:9 and Rev 20:4 refer to the souls of people who had been martyred as being still in existence. Man cannot destroy another person’s soul, but the assurance to believers is that one day they will be reunited with a resurrected body. 

The Old Testament clearly teaches of a continued existence of mankind after death generally in a place called Sheol. This Hebrew word is sometimes translated “soul” and sometimes “grave” and in some translations it is not translated but remains Sheol. Generally the word means the realm of the dead as in Gen 37:35. Sheol is similarly used in Gen 42:38. Although uncommon, it sometimes implies the grave as in Psalm 141:7. The OT does teach that the fate of the godly and the ungodly are not the same even though both continue to exist after death. Psalm 49:14 states that the wicked “are appointed as a flock for Sheol; death shall be their shepherd” but verse 15 states that God will redeem the soul of the godly from the power of Sheol. Psalm 16:10 stating that “thou will not leave my soul to Sheol” is also quoted by Peter in his Pentecost sermon. 

In the New Testament Hades is the usual Greek translation of Sheol. However the meaning of the word is different. Hades means the realm of the dead in Matt 11:23; 16:18. There is a parable however in Luke 16:19-31 that teaches Hades as a place for the wicked after death (the rich man) and that Lazarus is in “Abraham’s bosom”. Thus we learn from this parable that the intermediate state is a place of torment for the wicked and that there is another place for the godly. Perhaps the clearest statement that the ungodly are in a place of torment after death is 2 Peter 2:9 “then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from temptation, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment for the Day of Judgment,” 

There are three important verses in the NT concerning the intermediate state for the godly. The first is Luke 23:42-43 “And he was saying, Jesus, remember me when You come in Your kingdom! And He said to him, Truly I say to you, today you shall be with Me in Paradise.” The thief probably believed in a Jewish Messiah who would restore Israel and was asking to be included in His kingdom, but Jesus told him that he would be with Him in Paradise today. The word “paradise” is used only here and in 2 Cor 12:4 and Rev 2:7, and in those cases it refers to what the Jews called the third heaven or the realm of the blessed dead and the special habitation of God. The second important verse is Phil 1:21-23 where Paul states that death is better than life for he will then be with Christ. We read the third important verse in 2 Cor 5:6-8 where Paul states that it is better to be absent from the body and present with the Lord. It is clear then that the godly people in the intermediate state after death will be with the Lord Jesus Christ in paradise. Death for the Christian then is a homecoming! But even in this wonderful event we still will be awaiting the resurrection of our glorified body for a complete existence forever.

There is no biblical justification that people in the intermediate state will be aware of what is happening to people still living on earth. Some have claimed Heb. 12:1 for such justification.  However the “therefore” of that verse links it to chapter eleven where a list of great martyrs of the faith is given. So the “cloud of witnesses” refers to those who died for the faith and the writer is just stating that many people whose lives were a testimony to the faith already in heaven are examples for us to maintain our witness here. This does not mean that those who die see what is happening to people on earth. In the 2000 years since this was written there are many more Christians in heaven who serve as our witnesses to encourage a steadfast devotion to Christ. 

Should we baptize people for the dead? The Mormons use as part of their justification for such baptism 1Cor 15:29. Again, context is critical in interpretation. This entire chapter relates to the subject of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. If Jesus was not resurrected then the Christian faith is meaningless and all are lost. If that is so, then there is no reason to keep baptizing future believers to continue witnessing to the world. That is what Paul is writing in verse 29. He is not saying that living people should be baptized for the benefit of those who died. He is saying that if the resurrection of Jesus did not happen there is no need to baptize more believers to take the place of the dead since the faith is meaningless. Heb. 9:27 states that people die and then there is judgment. There is no second chance. If the Lord wills, this topic will be continued next week. 

