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Conversion After Death? 

Q:  We are taught that no one gets another chance to believe after he or she dies.  But how 

do we know this to be true? 

A:  (I’ll answer this partway, and then I’ll leave some trails for you to follow if you care to 

research more.)  As a preliminary answer, I should point out that we are not told explicitly one 

way or another whether people get another chance to believe after their physical death.  

However, the biblical witness strongly supports the traditional view that death is the end of 

opportunity for conversion.  If God works with unbelievers’ souls after their earthly lives cease, 

we are not informed of it by his revealed words; therefore any assumption that this is so would 

be mere wishful thinking or speculation.  We must humbly accept that, as far as we’ve been 

told, our responsibility (both to respond to God ourselves and to offer this opportunity to 

others) is bracketed by the beginnings and ends of human lives on planet earth, so that we will 

invest our efforts accordingly. 

Scriptural Supports:  The NT witness about death and the afterlife is much clearer than the 

OT’s, so I’ll concentrate on post-resurrection revelation.  Interestingly, we gather much of our 

understanding of death only in passing, in the course of other topics and discussions.   

Hebrews 9:27 is the most direct statement we are given:  “…it is appointed for man to die once, 

and after that comes judgment.”  (The simplest interpretation is that some kind of judgment 

occurs immediately upon one’s death – though since the final judgment of humanity will not 

occur until the Last Day, there could also be a time delay implied here before judgment occurs 

at all, in which God could presumably work to call a person to faith if he wished to.  So we need 

more than this to support the traditional view.) 

Luke 16:19ff. contains the parable of The Rich Man & Lazarus.  While this parable appears to 

be a stylized illustration full of elements familiar from Second Temple Jewish storytelling (and 

so not necessarily meant as a literal description of the conditions of the afterlife), the 

immediacy of the separation between the men at death is foundational to the story and 

provides the basis for the tension and the conclusion of the parable.  God’s judgment on 

unbelief is a given, and the chance one has during one’s earthly life to receive or reject his 

revealed gospel is all one gets. 

Those without Christ are described by Paul as “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3), those “without 

God and without hope in the world” (Eph. 2:12, referring especially to unbelieving Gentiles), 

“those who are perishing” (2 Cor. 4:3), “dead in their transgressions and sins” (Eph. 2:1), and 

“enemies of God” (Rom. 5:10).  Similarly, in John’s Gospel, Jesus (or John himself) states that 

“whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of 
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the only Son of God” (3:18b).  Language like this indicates that in order for human beings to 

move out of the wrathful, dead, condemned camp, they must embrace Jesus in the gospel, 

which is to be spoken by God’s messengers in real time on planet earth.  Without such verbal 

intervention in this life, their trajectory is assumed to be hopeless and their fate grim – hardly 

what we would expect if there is really a do-over possibility after death. 

(These scriptural examples aren’t meant to be exhaustive, and you can probably come up with 

more than I’ve mentioned here.) 

Hints for further research 

This question actually lands us right in the middle of a larger discussion concerning what 

happens to those who die without being evangelized.  Different solutions have been proposed 

by various theologians over the centuries, some more biblically sound than others.  The idea 

that God may intervene after a person’s physical death to bring the gospel more clearly is only 

one of many proposals, and it does not get as much attention in the literature as, say, the idea 

that sincere adherents of non-Christian religions end up getting a “pass” even though they 

don’t know Jesus by name.  But if you wish to see what others have thought about this 

particular aspect, you might try tracking down references to post-mortem evangelism (also 

eschatological evangelism and divine perseverance), either in indexes of larger works on the 

subject or through an internet search for articles and other references.1  Two authors who treat 

this concept at least briefly in their works on evangelism are Millard Erickson (How Shall They 

Be Saved?  The Destiny of Those Who Do Not Hear of Jesus, 1996) and John Sanders (What 

about Those Who Have Never Heard? Three Views, 1995).  Erickson’s theology, though not fully 

Reformed, is more conservative than Sanders’s perspective.   

 

                                                           
1
 Note that internet searches will not necessarily gain you reliable information or sound conclusions, even if you do 

find something.  Find out as much as you can about the theological background of the sources you find, and 
compare multiple sources with each other (and with the Scriptures) before allowing any anonymous information 
to influence your thinking.   


