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The Problem of Death
By Warren Prestidge
(This is extract from Chapter 1 of Life Death
and Destiny. See the end of the article for details on how to purchase the book.)

To number our days is esse tial to wisdom.3

THE BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVE ON
DEATH

Second, according to the Bible
death is indeed total. There is no
denial of the reality of death
here. In full agreement with most
modern anthropology, and with
common sense, the Bible insists
that human beings are indivisible
units and that the whole person
ceases to function at death. Man
in total is mortal, finite.

The Bible insists that death must be
faced realistically. Psalm 39:4 says:
LORD, let me know my end,
and what is the measure of my days;
let me know how fleeting my life is.

Unless we take full account of
death, we may very well miss the
whole point of life, including our dependence upon God: 1
What is your life? For you are a mist that
appears for a little time and then van2
ishes.

Does the Bible have a definition
of death? Indeed it does. You are
dust and to dust you will retur . 4 The Bible repeatedly confirms this view and it is never contradicted:
You [God] turn us
a k to dust, a d sa , Tur a k,
ou
ortals. 5
Whe
their
breath departs, they return to the
earth… 6 This is not merely an
earlier outlook superseded by the
New Testament. The Apostle Paul
explicitly confirms its abiding validity: The first a as fro the
earth, a a of dust. 7 It is often
argued that this applies only to

the body, not to the soul, but there
is no such distinction in the text. The
only distinction Paul makes is between what a person is now, as a
whole, a
a of dust , and what
we may hope to become in the future, through Jesus Christ, who is
the a fro hea e . 8
To be dead is to sleep i the dust
of the earth. 9As we shall see,
sleep is a egula i li al etaphor for death. It confirms again
that death is a state of totally unconscious inactivity,10 even though

in some contexts11 there is a further connotation of hope that
death will not last forever.12
Not o l does o e s od die,
e e o e s po e to elate to God
eases. The dead do not praise
the LORD . ‘athe , death is
sile e .13 For in death there is
no remembrance of you (God) .14
…death
cannot
praise
15
you (God) . Eberhard Jungel explains: The perso
ho is d i g
does not return home to God; he
returns to the dust from which he

as reated. 16 The Bible says, There words which correspond to the
is no work or thought or knowledge or concept occur a total of 17 times:
wisdom in Sheol [the death state], to
athanasia,
hi h ou are goi g. 17 In fact, God
i
o talit ; aphtharsia,
has expressly denied to us the power
i o upti ilit ; apthartos,
to live forever, denied us access to the
i o upti le .
tree of life , a o di g to Ge esis
3:22-23. In the Genesis account, it is In his monograph on the whole
the serpent, not God, who says, You subject, Murray Harris observes:
…these ords e er o ur [i the
ill ot die! 18
Bi le] i o e tio
ith soul or
This point will be explored much furspirit .22 In every case where
ther in later chapters. Let me simply
they apply to humans, 23 the refreinforce it here by quoting three
erence is to a future state. Harris
great modern Bible-based theologiconcludes:
ans. Emil Brunner: Not
od
The o ept of the i
ortalit of
dies; I die. 19 Karl Barth: …death
means the radical negation of life and the soul ill a ords ith the te or of
therefore
of
human
exis- the New Testament teaching and
therefore the expression deserves
te e. 20 Helmut Thielicke: …the total
o pla e i Christia ter i olog . 24
21
person is extinguished in death.
And further:
As for immortality, the Old TestaWhereas Plato saw immortality as
ment has no distinct word for it. In
the New Testament, three Greek the natural property of all human
souls, the New Testament regards it
as a conditional as well as a future
possessio . A ordi g to Paul…it is
those ho elo g to Christ , ot all
ho are i Ada , ho at Christ s
coming will be made alive by a resurrection transformation that issues
25
in immortality .

In contrast to humanity, it is God
alone who has immortality. 26 This contrast between the
immortality of God and the mor-

tality of human beings is fundamen- …the LO‘D ga e, a d the LO‘D has
taken away; blessed be the name of the
tal to biblical understanding. 27 In LO‘D. 31
fact, according to Paul, the primal sin
However, there is more to be
of humanity is that we e ha ged the
glory of the immortal God for images re- said.
sembling a mortal human being or birds
of death is
or four-footed a i als or reptiles and The eal p o le
orshiped a d ser ed the reature that human mortality signifies
God s judg e t o hu a si .
rather tha the Creator. 28

According to the Bible, we have no
hold or claim on life in ourselves: it is
God s to gi e a d to take. God is so e eig dispose of life a d death: I
kill a d I ake ali e. 29
If he (God) should take back his spirit to
himself,
And gather to himself his breath,
All flesh would perish together
And all mortals return to dust.30

And this tremendous biblical insight
is vital to our whole theme, for it
ea s that the p o le
e humans face is not really death at all: it
is God! The real issue, then, is not
how to cope with, escape from, or
rationalise death, but how to relate
to God, upon whom in reality we all
infinitely depend.

Rightly we sense that, as persons,
we are not meant to die. We
are meant for life. Yet the reality is,
we die. The truth is, that death is
not merely natural: it also signifies
judgment. Accordingly, the Bible
reveals that death is not merely a
biological inevitability: it is a provisional judgment of God because of
hu a si ful ess. Death spread
to all because all have sinned. 32
Actually, God wills life for us: …I
have no pleasure in the death of
anyone,
says
the
Lord
GOD .33 Death is God s Ki gdo s
last e e . 34
In no sense is
death to be regarded as a friend.
Yet death is what we have all incurred, through both general
olle ti e, o igi al
a d pe sonal sin. The real issue, then, is
how we may be reconciled to God,
from whom we are alienated
through sin.

From this perspective, there is truth
i the accommodation app oa h
to death we referred to earlier. In
grateful submission to God, we
might perhaps, with Job, quite prop- We can see now why the Bible
erly accommodate to our death:
uses the te
death i t o pa -

ti ula
a s. Usuall , death is
meant quite literally. This is certainly true also in Genesis
2:17,
he e the ph ase in the
day does ot e essa il i di ate
the time the judgment of death
will fall, but is a judicial expression
indicating the inevitable certainty of that judgment should humanity disobey God.35 Genesis
3:19 defines very clearly what is
meant by death in this context!
… ou are dust,
and to dust you shall return.

“e o d, ho e e , death does
sometimes refer to a spiritual reality in the Bible: that of being cut
off from God relationally through
sin, since such sin and separatedness lead to literal death. Humanit s a tual o talit is s ptoati of hu a it s falle , si ful
state. In this sense we are dead
through…trespasses
a d
36
sins,
si e the wages of sin is
37
death.
God s p o isio al judg e t has
fallen.
Death i the i li al se se, is…our
death as those who want to be divine
and thus have to learn that we are only
human.38

In
contrast
to
the
accommodation
solutio
to
death, the Bible insists that death
itself can never signify fulfillment:
rather, it signifies estrangement
from God. Neither can we justifiably complain about our mortality.
Being creatures, we have no inherent right to immortality and being
sinful, we deserve death.39
The sting of death is sin. 40 What
death teaches us, above all, is that
our greatest need is for reconciliation with God:
And now, O LORD, what do I wait for?
My hope is in you.41

By the grace of God, death is only
provisional. …i death God alo e
is to be feared and He alone is our
consolation. 42 God, the disposer
of life and death, in sheer mercy
has spoken to sinful humanity a
second word besides Death. In Jesus Ch ist, God s “o a d ou

Brother, who died for our sin and
rose immortal, God has spoken
Life.
For God so loved the world that he
gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but may
have eternal life.43

Death is real, but it is not the end,
for anyone. It is an interim, provisional judgment. In the end, God
will
raise
every
person
for final judgment, when the Son
of God comes in glory.44 For those
ho ha e efused God s o d of
life in Christ, the final judgment
will justify, ratify and finalise the
se te e of death, i the se o d
death .45 For those who, through
faith i that o d, ha e died to
si i this life, the death se te e
will be reversed, as it was for Jesus
Christ Himself, in a resurrection to
eternal life.46 . This is o ditio al
i
o talit . We do ot ha e su h
life in ourselves, nor can we gain it
for ourselves. But we can receive it,
as the f ee gift of God i Ch ist Jesus ou Lo d. 47
Meanwhile, temporal death remains, even for Christians, as a
godl dis ipli e. Fo , i God s p o idence, death has positive significance also.

(a) It limits the evil people may do!
(b) It recalls us from the besetting
delusion that we are gods48 and
reinforces the fundamental
truth of our dependence on
our Creator.
(c) It signifies to us our perilous
condition before God apart
from Christ.
(d) It shows us how precious life is.
(e) It teaches us to make the most
of our time, as a real but limited opportunity to serve God
and others.
(f) It is the end of conscious existence away from Christ!49
For those who trust Christ, death is
merely what the New Testament
calls it some 17 times, with positive
connotations of fearlessness and
hopeful ess: a sleep . The fea of
death is gone.50 In the ultimate
se se, Ch ist has
abolished
death .51 Th ough Ch ist s death fo
us, and our death in Him, we are
alive to God even now, in the Holy
Spirit, free to live authentically, neither in despair nor in recklessness,
neither in illusion nor in worldliness,
ut fo God s Ki gdo a d His ight-

eousness. For the person who is not
reconciled to God, death calls absolutely everything into question. But
the person who has already died to
self,
faith i Ch ist, a depart in
52
peace,
ha i g see God s sal ation, awaiting the resurrection to
eternal life.
One short sleep past, we wake eternally.
And death shall be no more; death,
thou shalt die. 53
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The One and Only : Mark 12:28-30
by Jefferson Vann
One of the teachers of religious law
was standing there listening to the debate. He realized that Jesus had ans ered ell, so he asked, Of all the
commandments, which is the most importa t? Jesus replied, The ost i porta t o
a d e t is this: Liste ,
O Israel! The Lord our God is the one
and only Lord. And you must love the
Lord your God with all your heart, all
your soul, all your mind, and all your
stre gth.
(Mark 12:28-30 NLT)

At it s hea t, this is a o
a de t fo God s people to e lo al to
him. You do not have to be an expert in the Old Testament to know
that staying loyal to the LORD was
the
challenge the
Israelites
faced. The people of the exodus
struggled to stay loyal in spite of
their wilderness wanderings. The
people of the conquest struggled to
stay loyal in spite of the fact that it
meant fighting what seemed a
hopeless cause. The people of the
monarchy struggled to stay loyal in
spite of the constant temptation to
give in to other deities – often being
tempted to do so by their own kings
and priests.

Every generation has its own test
of loyalty. Ours is no different that
the ones who have come and
gone. It is our test – it is not
God s. He knows who He is. He
knew the time in the beginning
when no one else existed. He had
no rivals. He also knows about
eternity future. He has appointed
a day of judgment. He knows that
there will be no rival standing after

that day. He has a day of destruction coming that will deal effectively with all his enemies. One by
one, all humans and all demons
who have dared compete with him
for the allegiance of others will be
judged, punished, and destroyed,
until the last enemy (death itself)
will be destroyed (1 Cor. 15:26).
The Judgment Day is the Final
Exam. It is the time when all will
see who made it to the next term
(which, in this case, is eternity).
The standard is this: loving the
LORD as the one and only
lord. The apostle Paul said:
There a e so-called gods
both in heaven and on earth, and
some people actually worship
many gods and many lords. But
we know that there is only one
God, the Father, who created
everything, and we live for him.
And there is only one Lord, Jesus
Christ, through whom God made
everything and through whom
e ha e ee gi e life.
(1 Corinthians 8:5-6 NLT)

Living for the one creator and
trusting in his one means of life is
what Christians do. It is how we
show our loyalty to our LORD. We
have been born into a generation

of religious pluralism, but we dare
to be religious singularists. We will
tolerate and befriend others who
hold to other faiths, and accept
them as individuals. We may even
defend their right to believe what
they do. But we cannot join their
worship, nor allow our children to
be proselytized. The Bible teaches
the truth. Things that contradict
the Bi le s
essage a ot e
taught or accepted without breaking the most important commandment.
Our God looks beyond this age
with its relativism and uncertainty. He sees into eternity, when
no rival to his throne exists. He
knows what is real and what is just
a passing fancy. The Christian is
challenged to see this world as God
sees it. Today it is filled with things
that are temporary, but there are
some things that will remain. Loy-

alty to the LORD makes sense, because only he and those who cling
to him will last. It is not just that we
want to be on the winning team. It
is that we understand that even the
contest is temporary. God s e emies will be destroyed. Those who
follow them will be destroyed. Jesus is not just one of those offering
life: he is the life.
A d this is the testi o : God
has given us eternal life, and this
life is in his Son. The one who has
the Son has this eternal life; the
one who does not have the Son of
God does not have this eter al life.
(1 John 5:11-12 NET).

The life we are born into is a gift
from our creator. The life that we
expect to receive at our resurrection is a gift from our redeemer. He
is coming in the clouds one day, and
he has a gift with him. We are so
certain that he is coming back and
has that gift for us that we can talk
about having it now. It is a done
deal, because it is a promise from
the one who loves us so much that
he went to the cross for us. He is
not going to let us down. So,
whether we are alive when he
comes, or asleep in death, we know
we will live along with him. He is
the first fruits from among those

who sleep (1 Cor. 15:20,23). Just
as he was raised (awakened) to life
again, so we will be raised
(awakened) as well.
THE ORGAN OF LOYALTY
In ancient days, the heart was
more than the seat of the emotions. It was the organ of loyalty. When God told the Israelites
that they would rebel against him,
he also promised that
The LO‘D our God ill also lea se
your heart and the hearts of your descendants so that you may love him
with all your heart and soul and so that
ou
a li e. (Deutero o
0:
NET).

If the opposite of loving God is
rebellion, how do we show our
love for him? Those who rebel
must return. You cannot love God
if you remain distant. The first
Christians were taught how to live
e ause the ai of ou i st u tio
is love that comes from a pure
heart, a good conscience, and a
si e e faith
Ti oth : . You
have a heart which is capable of
clinging to the LORD in loyal
love. The Father knows that you
will do it. He sees into the future,
and sees you loving and serving
him forever (if you are a believer
now).

THE LOYAL LIFE
Your soul is not some invisible life
force which survives death and
flies away when the body
dies. Your soul is your life itself. The Old Testament Hebrew
word nephesh is related to
a Ugaritic
word for neck or
throat. It had to do with eating
and breathing. The word came to
e p ess o e s life. In the New Testament, Jesus said:
Therefore I tell ou, do ot e a ious
about your life, what you will eat or
what you will drink, nor about your
body, what you will put on. Is not life
more than food, and the body more

tha lothi g? (Matthe
ESV).

:

That
od
life
as the
word psuche, the Greek word for
soul. It had to do with eating and
drinking. Disembodied souls do not
eat and drink, but living souls do,
because eating and drinking keeps
them alive. Jesus was challenging
his disciples to live lives so loyal to
him that the LORD was more important that staying alive. That is
what it means to love the LORD
with all your soul.
THE LOYAL MIND
To love the LORD with all your

mind entails surrendering your mind
to his. It is not simply allowing someone to indoctrinate you in religious
things. It is setting your mind free to
become what God intends it to be. A
mind loyal to God is always open to
learn. The prophets in the ancient
world has students, and taught them
how to see what God sees. Jesus
gathered
disciples
around
him, invited them to follow him, and
promised to turn them into something more than they were. To simple fishermen, he promised to make
them into fishers of men (Matthew
4:19; Mark 1:17). To teachers in Israel he promised to teach
them heavenly things (John 3:12).
Satan wants to keep us from devoti g ou
i ds to the LO‘D s se vice. He likes to convince people
that God is not interested in their
minds: he only wants their
hearts. But this commandment requires us to be completely and comprehensively
loyal
to
the
LORD. There is no hierarchy of loyalty. Our thought lives are just as important to God as our emotions
are. Especially in this age where all
religions are criticized for being primeval, we need men and women
who dare to challenge that assumption. We need Christian doctors and

lawyers and teachers to unashamedly proclaim that God is sovereign in the classroom as well as
the prayer room.
PRIME TIME LOYALTY
For the Hebrews, the word
strength had the connotation of
youth
and
vigour
(Joshua
14:11). Another strategy that the
Enemy uses against the LORD is to
convince people to waste their
strong years on themselves, and to
put aside the LO‘D s o k u til etirement. But the LORD commands prime time loyalty. He
wants the years of our strength. In
fact, if we dedicate our strength to
loving him, he will renew that
youth (Psalm 103:5). This appears
to have been what happened in
Cale s life. Sadly, the Calebs of
this world are few, because Satan
has convinced most that there is
plenty of time for religion later on,
after you spend your life on other
pursuits. But, imagine a generation
of young men and women whose
hearts and souls and minds and
strengths are wholly committed to
the LORD!
ONLY ONE THING
The greatest commandment challenges us to forsake a life of many

you can put it all together. Discover Christ – the one and only —
and keeping the greatest commandment can be done. Come,
sit at his feet, and your life will
have meaning.

pursuits and to concentrate our devotion and efforts on God: the one
and only. Most of us who want to be
good Christians struggle with
this. Like Ma tha, e a e dist a ted
ou
a
tasks Luke
:
NRSV).
Jesus
commended
Mary because
There is o l o e thi g orth ei g o cerned about. Mary has discovered it, and
it ill ot e take a a fro her (Luke
10:42 NLT).

Have you discovered it yet? Life is
like a puzzle that only makes sense
when you see the big picture. Then,

Jefferson Vann, missionary
with Advent Christian General
Conference, and elder at McAlpin Advent Christian Church in
Florida. He is pictured below
with one of his grandsons Jeffrey. You can find more of writings on www.afterlife.co.nz

Does Our Belief About the Ultimate End of the
Unredeemed Really Matter?
By Doug Smith.
There are many important issues
that Bible-believing Christians may
emphasize, including evangelism,
missions, serving the needy, political involvement, societal problems,
economic challenges, and moral
decay. With all of these competing
interests, why should we spend
time trying to understand what
happens to the wicked after death?
This is a valid question. It is so
easy for us to focus on things that
make no difference in the lives of
real people. If we spend our time
on merely academic pursuits that
do no practical good, we are wasting the valuable time God has given
us.
However, if our view of the end of
the wicked is wrong, and it turns
people away from the God who
loves them and sent His son to die
for them, then few things could be
more important. In fact, an incorrect message hinders efforts in
evangelism, missions, and serving–

driving people away from Christ instead of drawing them to Him.
The core of the Christian message
is to offer people hope after death
(John 3:16). If we are not teaching
what Jesus actually taught, or
what the rest of Scripture affirms,
we lead people astray. We keep
people from knowing Jesus and
finding His forgiveness. Ultimately,
e o st u t Jesus goal fo us to
go i to all the o ld a d ake
disciples
of
all
the
natio s. Matthew 28:19)
Orthodox tradition teaches that
unrighteous people will be tortured in something like a fire for
an endless eternity with no hope
or escape. Unbelievers hear this:
Jesus lo es ou a d a e to die
for your sins. Repent and ask for
His forgiveness, or you will burn in
hell fo a e dless ete it . No
matter how we package it, this is
the bottom line of the traditional
view of the end of wicked. No

wonder people turn away.
If the Bi le does t tea h this ie ,
then every Christian should take the
time to find out what it actually says
so that we can draw as many people
to Christ as possible and avoid putting
a ha ful stu li g lo k i the
way of those who might otherwise
follow Christ (Matthew 18:7).

with a punishment that fits the
crime, then completely destroy
them so they never live again (2
Thessalonians 1:8-9). I encourage
you to compare your personal Bible study with these articles and
see this important teaching for
yourself.

If we actually believed the tradiMany articles on this site clearly tio al ie , ould t e spe d
teach the Biblical view of conditional every waking moment trying to
immortality. God alone possesses im- convince people that they need to
mortality (1 Timothy 6:16), and gives tu to God so the
o t suffe
eternal life to those who receive His such a horrible fate? Does the fact
gracious offer of forgiveness and fol- that e do t feel a o e hel low Him (John 3:16). After death, God i g u ge
sho that e do t
will rightly judge the unredeemed

really believe the traditional view of
endless, conscious torment for the
wicked? Or, does it show that we
just do t a e?
Not that the view of conditional
immortality removes an urgency for
evangelism. It just turns the message from a negative to a positive
one, and leaves room for God to use
a
ea s to pla t … ate , a d
… ause g o th. 1 Corinthians 3:6)
While the traditional view should
make us frantic to save people as if
from a burning building, the conditionalist view motivates us to encourage people to turn to God out
of love instead of irrational fear. The
wonderful mercy and justice of God
is evident in the conditionalist view:
e
fo those ho e ei e God s
gracious offer of forgiveness by following Christ, and measured, understandable justice for those who reje t God s g a ious offe .
We do need to focus on evangelism, missions, serving, and all of the
other things that the Bible emphasizes as important. In order to do
those things effectively, we must
have a correct, Biblical understanding of what happens to the wicked
after death. When we reject the traditional view of hell in favor of the

Biblical teaching of conditional immortality, we have a much better
platform from which to reach our
desperately needy world.

Doug Smith is a
grateful
follower of Christ
and an avid Bible student who
is willing to believe the Bible,
even when it contradicts tradition.
D o u g
w r i t e s
a t
www.endlesshellended. com. He is
blessed by his wife Lynetta, who is
also a professional editor. Doug
and Lynetta share four daughters
and live near Nashville, TN.

The spirit shall return to God who gave it
By Dr. Glenn Peoples
Qohelet  ק ֹהֶ לֶתthe Hebrew name
the author of Ecclesiastes gives himself, wrote that life was meaningless,
that so much that goes on in the
world just does t make sense, and
that our existence seems so fleeting
as to make us wonder why we even
bother. Depressing stuff! And yet,
plenty of Christians have managed to
find in the book of Ecclesiastes the
promise of heaven when our bodies
die. In chapter 12 verse 7 we find
these words:
The dust returns to the earth as it was,
and the spirit returns to God who gave
it.

Is this meant to offer us relief from
the grim picture of life that the author offers? Is this the silver lining
that makes it all worthwhile? Does it
show us that in spite of the brevity of
life in this world, we will escape it
through death to live on in the next?
There have certainly been those who
thought so, but I am not one of
them.

Gill managed to get thoroughly
tangled up in Ecclesiastes 12:7,
a d it s ot ha d to see h . Before even mentioning the spirit he
appeared to be on a mission to
deny the view that human beings
perish in death, while at the same
time wanting to retain the essential portrait found in this book of
human beings as frail and temporary:
The body, which is made of dust, and
is no other in its present state than dust
refined and enlivened; and when the
above things take place, mentioned in
(Ecclesiastes 12:6) , or at death, it returns to its original earth; it becomes
immediately a clod of earth, a lifeless
lump of clay, and is then buried in the
earth, where it rots, corrupts, and turns
into it; which shows the frailty of man,
and may serve to humble his pride, as
well as proves that death is not an annihilation even of the body; see
(Genesis 3:19) (Job 1:21) ;1

Of ou se, if
annihilation e
mean the metaphysical eliminaTraditional mishandling of Ecclesi- tion of every smallest constituent
astes
part that was a part of something,
Beloved Baptist commentator John so that the total amount of stuff in

all of existence decreases, then Gill is
correct. But that would be a fairly hollow victory over an imaginary opponent. Those who claim that human beings truly die when the body dies (the
sorts of people against whom this
comment was directed) do not speak
of annihilation in this sense – if they
speak of it at all. Be o i g lifeless
and turning back into earth is more
than enough to fit the bill of what
someone probably means when they
say that a person does not survive
their death. The comment betrays an
effort to pick a fight. This is a case of
someone needing to prompt Mr Gill:
Easy there, tiger, just tell us what the
text is saying and stop looking for targets.
With this course set, Gill presses on:
and the spirit shall return unto God who
gave it; from whom it is, by whom it is created, who puts it into the bodies of men, as
a deposit urn they are entrusted with, and
are accountable for, and should be concerned for the safety and salvation of it; this
was originally breathed into man at his first
creation, and is now formed within him by
the Lord; hence he is called the God of the
spirits of all flesh; see (Genesis 2:4)
(Zechariah 12:1) (Numbers 16:22). Now at
death the soul, or spirit of man, returns to
God; which if understood of the souls of
men in general, it means that at death they

return to God the Judge of all, who
passes sentence on them, and orders
those that are good to the mansions of
bliss and happiness, and those that
are evil to hell and destruction.

Gill adds that:
this sho s that the soul is i
ortal, and dies not with the body, nor
sleeps in the grave with it, but is imediatel ith God.

One moment Gill is quite correctly noting that death highlights
the frailty of man, a d ith the
next stroke of a pen he leaves us
wondering
exactly
how death highlights the frailty
of man, given that they return to
the judge of all and, if they are
good, they enter the mansions of
bliss and happiness. Where is the
frailty in being immortal? To make
things more difficult for himself,
he drags in reference to the
soul although the ite of E clesiastes did not), making it identical with the spirit that departs,
is judged, and moves on to bliss
or hell. As an aside, although it is
promising to see Gill using the
biblical language of hell as
destruction, do t get ou
hopes up. When commenting
elsewhere on Matthew 10:28, he
e plai s the ea i g of God s

a ilit to destroy body and soul in
hell like this: He is able to destro , that is, to torment and punish oth od a d soul in hell , in
everlasting burnings. It is t ul
easier for a camel to go through
the eye of a needle than for some
people to allow the Scripture to
speak!
As a reader of the King James Bible (living his life mostly in the 18th
Century), it would have been easy
for him to compare Genesis 2:7,
which he refers to in noting that
God breathed the spirit into man,
with Ecclesiastes 12:7, and note
that he was mistaken about the
soul. After all, Gill thought the
soul was the spirit that was
breathed into that first man. Genesis 2:7, however, says that God
breathed the breath of life into
Adam, and then Adam became a
living soul.
In the early 19th century Adam
Clarke took a similar line of thought
on Ecclesiastes 12:7:
Putrefaction and solution take place;
the whole mass becomes decomposed,
and in process of time is reduced to
dust, from which it was originally made;
while the spirit, haruach, that spirit,
which God at first breathed into the

nostrils of man, when he in consequence
became a Living Soul, an intelligent, rational, discoursing animal, returns to God
who gave it. Here the wise man makes a
most evident distinction between the
body and the soul: they are not the
same; they are not both matter. The
body, which is matter, returns to dust, its
original; but the spirit, which is immaterial, returns to God.2

Like Gill, Clarke knew where the
first reference to the spirit of man
was found – in the creation of Adam
when God breathed life into him. He
even points out that when the spirit
was breathed into Adam, he
became a living soul. Well said!

Yet, like Gill, Clarke then immediately presses on to equate the distinction between body and spirit
with the distinction between body
and soul.
Albert Barnes similarly claimed:
The spirit – i. e., The spirit separated
unto God from the body at death. No
more is said here of its future destiny. To
return to God, who is the fountain (Psalm
36:9) of Life, certainly means to continue
to live.3

From pulpits to popular books, this
way of reading Ecclesiastes 12:7 is
still fairly widespread today: When
the body dies, the body goes back to
the dust, but the conscious, undying
soul returns to God and moves on to
heaven, hell, or something else. But
the difficulties in reading Ecclesiastes this way are considerable, and
they all have to do with the appeara e of the o d etu ,  ּׁבin
Hebrew, meaning to turn back.

Holes in the traditional interpreta- Fi stl , those ho sa that spi it
here refers to the undying soul, the
tion
centre of human consciousness,
surely do not believe that this is a
etu . Ce tai l , the
ight thi k
that the dust, the physical matter
that makes up the body, existed
prior to the creation of Adam. The
physical materials that make up our
own bodies have been around as
long as the universe in one form or
another. None of us have a problem
admitting that. When we die, our
bodies go back to where they were
before – the dust of the earth. But
what about my conscious soul, in
the view of these commentators?
Where was it before I existed, where
it will return at death? And surely if
it existed – I existed! We can sensibly talk about it returning to God
only if it was there before I existed.

But was I with God before my body
existed? Not that I can recall, and as
far as I know the above commentators do not affirm the pre-existence
of the soul, as did Plato, for example, who believed that his soul had
been around long before his body
was formed. Surely what our commentators must mean is not really
that the soul goes back to where it
once lived, but rather that God created us and so is the one who gave
us life. It makes little sense, then, for
Barnes to say that to surrender this
a k to God ea s o ti ue to
li e. O e ould thi k just the opposite is the case.
Secondly, it is impossible not to see
that the writer is drawing on Gene-

sis 2:7, which shows us exactly why
the o d etu
is used. The
o
e tato s I e uoted he e all
see the reference to the account of
the creation of Adam, but the fact
that the writer is drawing on that
account seems to make no difference to their commentary. In Genesis 2:7 God takes dust, forms a man
and breathes into him the breath of
life also alled spi it i a ious
places in our English Bibles), and
the man comes to life – becomes
a living eatu e o soul i ou
older Bible versions). In Ecclesiastes
12:7 things go back to a former
state. The dust of Genesis 2:7 retu s to the ea th, just as it as,

as Ecclesiastes stresses. The breath
of life of Genesis 2:7 goes back to
God, who breathed it out. It is as
though Genesis 2:7 had never happened. Reading these two texts
side by side makes it obvious that
the writer of Ecclesiastes is describing the undoing of Genesis 2:7.
Man was made in creation and is
unmade in death. This is not a celebration of survival. It is dismal. It is
compared to a cord that severed, a
shattered pitcher, its contents completely lost, or a broken wheel at
the well (12:6). Something is fundamentally wrong with that way that
this passage has been treated if it
ends up giving hope.
Taking a fresh look
Commentaries are changing, and
certainly for the better. The
strongly partisan taste that the previous treatments of Ecclesiastes left
in the mouth is fading. Evangelical
Old Testament scholar Tremper
Lo g a s a al sis of E lesiastes
12:7 is refreshing by contrast to
what we saw earlier for its perceptiveness:
In conclusion to his meditation on
death, Qohelet makes allusion to Genesis 2:7 and 3:19, particularly the former.
God created Adam, the forefather of all

human beings, by forming his body from
the dust of the ground and endowing it
with his spirit. Genesis 3:19, in the context of the judgment that is the result of
the fall, as the return of the body to the
dust to [sic] the ground. Thus, what Qohelet describes is a reversal of creation,
the dissolution of human creation. This
is true as well of the last part of the
verse, which states that the spirit returns to God who gave it. This is not an
optimistic allusion to some sort of consciousness after death, but simply a return to a prelife situation. God temporarily united body and spirit, and now
the process is undone. We have in this
verse no affirmation of immortality. According to Qohelet, death is the end.4

James Crenshaw likewise draws
out the wholly negative picture of
death in this text:
There is nothing comforting in Quohelet s a k o ledge e t that life
comes from God, who breathed into the
human nostrils and now sucks the
breath back out.5

Just one more example: Peter
Enns offers yet another gloomy
take:
We return to dust. That is all. That is
where we came from and that is where
we are going. It should be clear by this
point that unlike the use of this verse at
funerals, Qohelet is not submitting himself to the sovereign will of a good God
who reminds us of our brief time on this

earth. Rather, Qohelet remains here, as
he has throughout the book, in a state of
vexation and agitation over what God
has done. Breath returns to God who
gave it in the first place.6

Looking frankly at the text, its use
of earlier material, its logical implications and the overriding context
of despair, the meaning that Christian biblical scholars are now identifying seems obvious. The evidence, of course, has always been
sitti g u de the eade s ose, ut
for many there was simply no will
to find it. We can only be appreciative of this overall shift from a
strongly polemical use of texts of
Scripture to find ammunition
against the view one wishes to attack, and towards a much more
honest grappling with the biblical
material, allowing the authors to
say what they were trying to say,
regardless of what we might wish
to hear. It is precisely this encouraging sea change that has
prompted many Christians to look
again at the wider picture of human nature and destiny in Scripture, and for that we can be very
thankful indeed.
It s a ha ge that a t o e soo
enough.
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We believe in God and His one and only Son, Jesus
the Christ. Heb. 11:6; John 14:1; 3:16; 20:31; Mat.
16:16.
2. We believe in the Holy Spirit. 2Pet. 1:21; 1Cor.
6:19; Jude 20; Eph. 3:5.
3. We believe that Jesus died for us and gave himself
a ransom for all. Rom. 5:8; 1Cor. 15:3; 1Tim. 2:6.
4. We believe that God raised Jesus from the dead;
that by resurrection He became Lord of both the
dead and the living, and the first fruits of those who
have fallen asleep; and that whoever believes in
Him shall not perish but have eternal life. Rom.
10:9; 14:9; 1Cor. 15:20; John 3:16.
5. We believe that baptism is commanded by Christ,
was practiced by His Apostles, and is taught in the
New Testament. Mat. 28:18,19; Acts 8:12,38.
6. We believe that all Scripture is God-breathed and is
useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness, so that the people of God
may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
2Tim. 3:16,17.
7. We believe that human beings are by nature
mortal. Gen. 2:7; 3:19; 1Tim. 6:16; 2Tim. 1:10;
Rom. 2:6-7.
8. We believe that human beings in death are
unconscious. Psa. 6:5; 115:17; Ecc. 9:5,10. This is
likened to "sleep". Job 14:12; Psa. 13:3; Jer. 51:39;
Dan. 12:2; John 11:11-14; 1Cor. 15:51.
9. We believe that immortality is obtained only
through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 1Cor. 15:2123; 2Tim. 4:7-8; 1John 5:9-12.
10. We believe that there will be a resurrection of both
the righteous and the wicked, to be followed by the
Judgment. Acts 24:15; John 5:25,28,29; Rev.
20:12,13.
11. We believe that evil and evil-doers shall be finally
destroyed. Psa. 145:20; Mat. 10:28 Rom. 6:21;
Phil. 3:19; Heb. 2:14; 1John 3:8; Rev. 22:3.
12. We believe in the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.
Acts 1:11; John 14:3; 1Thes. 4:16.

