
When we understand the doctrine that death does not change us and that the spirit world is actually a 
continuation of our mortal probation, it becomes clear that death is just a doorway.
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“Between the Time of Death 
and the Resurrection”:  
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of the Spirit World
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Institutes.

All men know that they must die,” explained the Prophet Joseph Smith, 
“and it is . . . but reasonable to suppose that God would reveal something 

in reference to the matter.”1

Many people wonder what happens to our spirits when we die, and there 
is “abundant speculation” on this subject.2 But what do we really know about 
conditions in the spirit world? As President Dallin H. Oaks has reminded 
us, the answer is “not as much as we often think.”3 What we do know about 
the spirit world, we know by revelation not speculation. These doctrines are 
found in the scriptures and in the consistent teachings of modern prophets.4 
Alma 40 is one of the primary scriptural texts for our doctrinal understanding 
of the “spirit world” or what Alma calls the “space between the time of death 
and the resurrection” (Alma 40:9). In this article, I use Alma 40 as the foun-
dation to understand, synthesize, and summarize the main doctrines of the 
Church regarding the postmortal spirit world.5 
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Biblical Understanding
It is difficult to appreciate the doctrinal contribution of the Book of Mormon 
on our understanding of the plan of salvation without first becoming aware 
of what the Bible teaches and how other Christians have traditionally inter-
preted these teachings. It might surprise many members of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to discover that the Bible teaches very little 
about the postmortal spirit world and what it does teach is often vague and 
subject to various interpretations. As a result, there are differing views among 
Christians about what happens when we die. 

One biblical passage that informs the Latter-day Saint’s understanding of 
the spirit world is found in Luke 23:43, wherein Christ memorably assured 
the thief on the cross that “to day shalt thou be with me in paradise.” For 
Latter-day Saints, this is read as a reference to the postmortal spirit world 
where spirits who have died temporarily await the resurrection when they will 
be judged and consigned to a kingdom of glory.6 Joseph Smith even rephrased 
the verse while preaching on the subject to read “This day thou shalt be with 
me in the world of the spirits, then I will teach you.”7 

Prominent Christian evangelist Billy Graham, on the other hand, inter-
preted paradise in this passage to simply refer to heaven. According to 
Graham, Jesus is here assuring the thief of his immediate (“To day”) and 
eternal place in heaven, based on his expression of faith in Christ.8 Graham’s 
interpretation is illustrative of what many Christians assume will happen to 
all believers when they die; they will immediately enter the presence of God 
in heaven and there await an eventual bodily resurrection. Such a view leaves 
no room or need for a temporary postmortal spirit world.

In the writings of Peter, Latter-day Saints learn that one reason for a 
postmortal spirit world is to provide time for spirits to further prepare for 
the final judgment. In his first epistle, Peter declared that between his death 
and resurrection, Christ “went and preached to the spirits in prison” (1 Peter 
3:19). Elaborating on this point, Peter explained, “For this cause was the gos-
pel preached also to them that are dead, that they might be judged according 
to men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit” (1 Peter 4:6). 
Beginning with the Prophet Joseph Smith, these verses have long been under-
stood by Latter-day Saints to refer to Christ’s inaugural preaching of the 
gospel in the spirit world.9 These passages even prompted President Joseph F. 
Smith to receive a vision on the subject.10 
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However, as scholar Terryl Givens has shown, traditional Christianity 
has not found consensus on how to interpret this statement from Peter.11 The 
Catechism of the Catholic Church states that “the first meaning given in the 
apostolic preaching to Christ’s descent into hell” was that “Jesus, like all men, 
experienced death and in his soul joined the others in the realm of the dead. 
But he descended there as Savior, proclaiming the Good News to the spir-
its imprisoned there.”12 On the other hand, Protestant reformer John Calvin, 
completely denied this interpretation of Christ preaching to disembodied 
spirits, calling it “nothing but a fable.”13 

A final example is found in the book of Luke, where Jesus Christ described 
the faithful beggar “Lazarus,” who at death “was carried by the angels into 
Abraham’s bosom” (Luke 16:22). Meanwhile, the uncompassionate rich man 
is consigned at death to be “in hell . . . , being in torments” (Luke 16:23). After 
asking Abraham to send Lazarus to help ease his torment, the rich man is 
informed that “between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they 
which would pass from hence to you cannot” (Luke 16:26). 

Reading through the lens of Alma 40, Latter-day Saints have interpreted 
“Abraham’s bosom” as a reference to postmortal spirit paradise, and hell as 
what we have come to call spirit prison. The “great gulf ” between the two 
divisions of the spirit world has commonly been interpreted to mean that 

“there was no intermingling by the spirits in paradise and hell until after 
Christ bridged the ‘great gulf ’ between these two spirit abodes.”14 While this 
description fits the doctrine taught in the Book of Mormon, it is not the tra-
ditional Christian interpretation. 

One problem with interpreting this account is that it is difficult to 
determine whether it is just a parable to be read figuratively or whether it 
represents something more and should be interpreted literally. On this point, 
some traditional Christian teachings assume that it is a simple parable and 
that we should be cautious in inferring any doctrine about the afterlife from 
it. For example, Christian scholar N. T. Wright explained that it “doesn’t add 
anything new to the general folk belief about fortunes being reversed in a 
future life. If it’s a parable, that means once again that we should take it as 
picture language about something that was going on in Jesus’ work.”15 

However, many aspects of this parable make it uncharacteristic of typi-
cal parables (including the proper name of Lazarus), which has led some to 
take a more literal approach to this account, using it to understand the condi-
tion of the spirit or soul after death.16 For example, Martin Luther explained 
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that hell (in this parable) cannot be the final or “true hell that will begin on 
the day of judgment” but must “be a place where the soul can be and has no 
peace, and it cannot be corporeal” (or physical), but it is where the “soul is 
buried and held until the day of judgment.”17 The possibility of a temporary 
spirit abode before judgment was elaborated on in the extrabiblical Catholic 
doctrine of purgatory,18 where unprepared souls await their potential future 
entrance into heaven.

As the above illustrations make clear, there is not a consensus in Christian 
teachings about what happens immediately after death. Vague verses and 
incomplete expressions in the Bible open the topic to various interpreta-
tions and speculations from immediate judgment and consignment to an 
eternal heaven or hell (at death), to a temporary abode in purgatory some-
where between heaven and hell. Fortunately for Latter-day Saints, the Book 
of Mormon and latter-day revelation19 reveal many plain and precious truths 
about the spirit world and other doctrines of the plan of salvation that can be 
used to interpret and understand what is unclear in the Bible.20 

“I Have Inquired Diligently of God That I Might Know”
The Prophet Joseph Smith lamented that “men of the present time testify 

of Heaven, and of Hell, and have never seen either and I will say that no man 
knows these things without [revelation].”21 One man that understood the 
need for revelation to know about life after death was the Book of Mormon 
prophet Alma. Alma knew from the scriptures (for example, Mosiah 15:20; 2 
Nephi 9:12) that “there is no resurrection . . . until after the coming of Christ” 
(Alma 40:2), and he reasoned that “there must needs be a space betwixt the 
time of death and the time of the resurrection” (40:6). Rather than being 
content with this limited information, he did what the prophets of the Book 
of Mormon often did, and what they consistently invite us to do: he inquired 
of the Lord and received revelation.22

“I have inquired diligently of God that I might know” (40:3), Alma 
explained to his son Corianton. Specifically, he inquired, “What becometh 
of the souls23 of men from this time of death to the time appointed for the res-
urrection?” (40:7). In response, the Lord gave Alma a revelation (“Behold, it 
has been made known unto me by an angel”; 40:11), and he then could teach 
with certainty and confidence on this subject (“This is the thing of which I 
do know”; Alma 40:9). His views were not the result of philosophical specu-
lation or reasoning. This was not conjecture or hearsay but sure knowledge 
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based on direct and personal revelation. This is in dramatic contrast with 
many of the theories and ideas in the world regarding life after death.

It is because of his expert knowledge on this topic that Alma can “unfold 
. . . [this] mystery” (40:3). In scriptural terms, “mysteries of God are spiri-
tual truths known only by revelation”24 and include the doctrine of the spirit 
world. As Alma explained earlier in the Book of Mormon, “It is given unto 
many to know the mysteries of God; nevertheless they are laid under a strict 
command that they shall not impart only according to the portion of his 
word which he doth grant unto the children of men, according to the heed 
and diligence which they give unto him” (12:9). Not only had the Lord privi-
leged Alma with the knowledge of this “mystery” of life after death, but he 
also allowed Alma to impart it to his son Corianton and to record the teach-
ings on the plates to preserve this doctrine for us. Therefore, it is as if he is 
addressing all of us who desire to know more about life after death when he 
tells his son, “Now, I unfold unto you a mystery” (40:3). 

“Taken Home to That God Who Gave Them Life”
Alma begins his instruction by teaching “that the spirits of all men, as soon as 
they are departed from this mortal body, yea, the spirits of all men, whether 
they be good or evil, are taken home to that God who gave them life” (40:11).25 
This expression by Alma could lead to the assumption that we immediately 
see God and are judged when we die. However, later in the sermon Alma 
clarified that it is not until the Resurrection that we are “brought to stand 
before God, and be judged” (40:21).26 As a result, the prophetic interpreta-
tion of this verse is to infer that being “taken home . . . to God” simply refers 
to being received back into a spirit realm in the postmortal spirit world.27 

For example, President George Q. Cannon interpreted this verse to mean 
that Alma “has the idea, doubtless, in his mind that our God is omnipres-
ent—not in His own personality but through his minister, the Holy Spirit. 
He does not intend to convey the idea that [spirits] are immediately ushered 
into the personal presence of God. He evidently uses that phrase in a qualified 
sense.”28 Similarly, President Joseph Fielding Smith taught that this phrase 

“simply means that their mortal existence has come to an end, and they have 
returned to the world of the spirits.”29 This was the same understanding of 
President Heber C. Kimball, who taught that “as for my going into the imme-
diate presence of God when I die, I do not expect it, but I expect to go into 
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the world of the spirits and associate with my brethren, and preach the gospel 
in the spiritual world.”30 

As these examples illustrate, the prophetic interpretation of “taken home” 
is to read it in a loose sense to describe our return to a spirit existence in 
the postmortal spirit world and not immediately to the personal presence 
of God. Although it is common in obituaries and funerals to speak of loved 
ones already being in heaven with the Lord, these statements are best inter-
preted as a hope for the future reunion with God that will happen after the 
Resurrection. Until that time, all spirits go to the spirit world.31 

It is also clear that “taken home” does not refer to a return to the premor-
tal spirit realm where spirits await their mortal birth. As Alma explained, this 
spirit world is a place of waiting “between death and the resurrection” (40:11). 
This means that the way we enter this spirit world is through death and that 
the way we depart it is through the Resurrection. As a result, we would not 
expect to see premortal spirits who have not yet been born or angels who 
have already been resurrected in the postmortal spirit world. It is strictly 
the “world of the spirits of the dead” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:57), as 
President Joseph F. Smith described it in vision.32 

In addition, “taken home” seems to refer only to a return to a spiritual 
state, not to a dramatic change of location. The Prophet Joseph Smith taught 
that “the spirits of the just . . . are blessed in their departure to the world of 
Spirits. . . . They are not far from us, and know and understand our thoughts, 
feelings, and motions, and are often pained therewith.”33 President Brigham 
Young was even more plain, teaching: “Where is the spirit world? It is right 
here. . . . Suppose the Lord should touch your eyes that you might see, could 
you see the spirits? Yes, as plainly as you see bodies.”34 Thus, at death, spirits do 
not go to some distant place; they stay right here and simply pass through the 
veil to the spirit world on this earth. As President Ezra Taft Benson explained, 

“Sometimes the veil between this life and the life beyond becomes very thin. 
Our loved ones who have passed on are not far from us.”35 

“The Spirits of All Men, . . . Good or Evil”
Alma is clear that the spirit world is a place for “the spirits of all men, whether 
they be good or evil” (Alma 40:11). Expounding on this point, the Prophet 
Joseph Smith taught, “Hades[,] the Greek, or [Sheol,] the Hebrew. These two 
significations mean a world of spirits. Hades, [Sheol], Paradise,36 Spirits in 
prison,37 are all one, it is a world of Spirits. The righteous and the wicked all 
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go to the same world of Spirits until the resurrection.”38 Similarly, Brigham 
Young explained, “Do the good and evil spirits go together? Yes they do. Do 
they both inhabit one kingdom? Yes they do.”39 

Although the righteous and wicked all enter the same spirit world, the 
scriptures speak of a dichotomous division that exists there. Alma described 
the righteous being “received into a state of happiness, which is called par-
adise” (Alma 40:12) and the wicked being received into a “state of misery” 
(Alma 40:15). As used here, “state” seems to refer primarily to a condition 
or status of the soul—a spiritual “state” of being or mind that is designated 
at death and different for the righteous and the wicked. President Joseph F. 
Smith referred to this differentiation as a “partial judgment.”40

This division appears as not only a difference in our “state” or condition 
but also an actual difference in our dwelling place41 within the spirit world. 
Alma taught that the wicked are “cast out into . . . darkness” (40:13), inferring 
that they reside apart from the righteous. This interpretation is supported by 
Doctrine and Covenants 138, where the spirits of the righteous at the time of 
Christ “were gathered together in one place” (v. 12; emphasis added), which 
the verse summary identifies as “paradise.”42 Furthermore, the revelation 
explains that “unto the wicked [Christ] did not go,” that “where these were, 
darkness reigned” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:20, 22; emphasis added). 
This language implies more than just a difference in experience between the 
righteous and the wicked, but an actual difference in location. 

Confirming this interpretation, President Joseph Fielding Smith taught, 
“All spirits of men after death return to the spirit world. There, as I understand 
it, the righteous—meaning those who have been baptized and who have been 
faithful—are gathered in one part and all the others in another part of the 
spirit world. This seems to be true from the vision given to President Joseph F. 
Smith and found in [Doctrine and Covenants 138].”43 

In Restoration scripture, the place where the righteous dwell in the spirit 
world is consistently referred to as paradise,44 while the place of the wicked 
is variably called hell,45 outer darkness,46 or prison.47 In addition to referring 
to the place where disobedient spirits go, the term “hell” can also refer to the 
suffering and punishment experienced there in consequence of disobedience 
to God’s laws.48 This suffering or hell is also called “spiritual death” (2 Nephi 
9:12) and “eternal” or “endless torment” (Doctrine and Covenants 19:11–12).

What exactly separates these two groups is unclear. As explained above, 
some have interpreted the statement of Jesus Christ about the “great gulf 
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fixed” (Luke 16:26) to mean that there was an actual imposed separation so 
that “there was no intermingling by the spirits in paradise and hell until after 
Christ bridged the ‘great gulf ’ between these two spirit abodes.”49 It is also 
possible that this separation between the righteous and wicked is simply one 
of “self-selection,”50 much like in this life, where the righteous choose to asso-
ciate with the righteous while the wicked choose to gather with the wicked. 

Whatever separation or barrier once existed, it has now been largely over-
come through Jesus Christ. He bridged the gulf when “he organized his forces 
and appointed messengers” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:30) to preach the 
gospel as missionaries to those in spirit prison. Now there is an intermingling 
of spirits,51 as “faithful elders” and sisters who “depart from mortal life, con-
tinue their labors . . . among those who are in darkness and under the bondage 
of sin” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:57; emphasis added). Spirits who once 
dwelt in paradise now appear to spend much of their time in prison as mis-
sionaries. Perhaps this current state in the spirit world was what the Prophet 
Joseph Smith was referring to when he taught that now paradise and spirit 
prison “are all one, it is a world of Spirits.”52 

This intermingling is how President Brigham Young described the pres-
ent situation in the spirit world: “The prophet lays down his . . . life, and his 
spirit goes to the world of the spirits; the persecutor of the Prophet dies, and 
he goes to Hades; they both go to one place, and they are not to be sepa-
rated. . . . The righteous and the wicked are together in Hades. If we go to 
[the United] States, we find there the righteous, and we find the wicked . . . 
all dwelling together; and when we go beyond this veil . . . we go where both 
saints and sinners go; they all go to one place.”53 The association between the 
righteous and the wicked that exists here in this life now continues in the 
spirit world.

Because the spirits of the righteous and wicked now intermingle together, 
the importance of Alma’s emphasis on paradise and prison as “states” of hap-
piness or misery (Alma 40:12, 14) becomes more pronounced. The state of 
mind or condition one experiences in the spirit world is not dependent on 
location. Righteous spirits from paradise do not suffer a state of misery when 
they enter prison and associate with those still in darkness. Rather, they “carry 
the light” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:30) with them. Their state of being 
continues regardless of their dwelling place. 
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“A State of Happiness, Which Is Called Paradise”
Alma taught that those who are received into paradise are “the spirits of those 
who are righteous” (Alma 40:12). Because the term “righteous” is some-
times ambiguous, Church teachings have clarified that paradise is “reserved 
for those who have been baptized and who have remained faithful.”54 This 
interpretation is confirmed in Doctrine and Covenants 138, where those in 
paradise are referred to as “saints” (v. 23) and described as being “faithful in 
the testimony of Jesus,” having performed priesthood ordinances in mortality 
(illustrated by animal sacrifice) and having been persecuted for taking upon 
themselves “their Redeemer’s name” (vv. 12–13), presumably through bap-
tism. It is also revealed that spirit prison includes all the unbaptized, because 

“vicarious baptism” is instrumental in releasing them (vv. 32–34).
These baptized and faithful saints in paradise “rest from all their trou-

bles and from all care, and sorrow” (Alma 40:12). This rest implies an end 
of earthly trials and Satan’s temptations. As President George Q. Cannon 
taught, “Satan is bound as soon as the faithful spirit leaves this tabernacle 
of clay and goes to the other side of the veil. That spirit is emancipated from 
the power and [bondage] and attacks of Satan.”55 Because they have faith-
fully endured “until the end of the day of probation” (2 Nephi 33:9), they are 
guaranteed celestial salvation. President Joseph F. Smith referred to this when 
he said they rest “firm in the hope of a glorious resurrection” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 138:14). A glorious resurrection is a “celestial resurrection.”56 They 
can confidently rest in peace knowing that they will be saved in the celestial 
kingdom of God at the resurrection. This is what President M. Russell Ballard 
referred to when he taught that “life isn’t over for a Latter-day Saint until he 
or she is safely dead, with their testimony still burning brightly.”57 Expounding 
on this comforting doctrine, Elder Bruce R. McConkie taught: 

Everyone in the Church who is on the straight and narrow path, who is striving 
and struggling and desiring to do what is right, though is far from perfect in this 
life; if he passes out of this life while he’s on the straight and narrow, he’s going to 
go on to eternal reward in his Father’s kingdom. We don’t need to get a complex or 
get a feeling that you have to be perfect to be saved. You don’t. There’s only been 
one perfect person, and that’s the Lord Jesus. . . . I’m not saying that you don’t have 
to keep the commandments. I’m saying you don’t have to be perfect to be saved. If 
you did, no one would be saved. . . . What you have to do is stay in the mainstream 
of the Church and live as upright and decent people live in the Church—keep-
ing the commandments, paying your tithing, serving in the organizations of the 
Church, loving the Lord, staying on the straight and narrow path. If you’re on that 
path when death comes—because this is the time and the day appointed, this the 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 21 NO. 1 · 2020114

probationary estate—you’ll never fall from it, and, for all practical purposes, your 
calling and election is made sure. Now, that isn’t the definition of that term, but the 
end result will be the same.”58 

Although those in paradise rest from temptation and trial knowing that 
they are “safely dead,” there is still much work to do in the next life. As used 
by Alma, the term “rest” must be qualified like the Sabbath day of “rest” for a 

Fortunately for Latter-day Saints, the Book of Mormon and latter-day revelation reveal many plain and 
precious truths about the spirit world and other doctrines of the plan of salvation.
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bishop. President Joseph F. Smith saw in vision that one great work that those 
in paradise are involved in is the “preaching of the gospel . . . among those 
who are in darkness.”59 This work appears to be almost all-consuming. 

President Wilford Woodruff explained the urgency of this work when he 
shared the following experience:

The last time I saw [ Joseph Smith] was in [a vision of paradise]. He came and spoke 
to me. He said that he could not stop to talk to me because he was in a hurry. The 
next man I met was Father Smith; he couldn’t talk to me because he was in a hurry. 
I met a half a dozen brethren who held high positions on earth, and none of them 
could stop to talk with because they were in a hurry. . . . By and by I saw the Prophet 
again, and I got the privilege to ask him a question. “Now,” said I, “I want to know 
why you are in a hurry? I have been in a hurry all my life, but I expected my hurry 
would be over when I got into [paradise], if I ever did.” Joseph said, “I will tell you, 
Brother Woodruff, every dispensation . . . has had a certain amount of work to do 
to prepare to go to the earth with the Savior when He goes to reign on earth. Each 
dispensation has had ample time to do this work. We have not. We are the last dis-
pensation and so much work has to be done and we need to be in a hurry in order 
to accomplish it.”60 

President Russell M. Nelson shared a similar experience from the life 
of his grandfather whose own father visited from the spirit world. President 
Nelson’s grandfather recorded: 

I was in bed when Father [who had recently died] entered the room. He came and 
sat on the side of the bed. He said, “Well, my son, as I had a few spare minutes I 
received permission to come and see you for a few minutes. I am feeling well, my son, 
and have had very much to do since I died.”

“What have you been doing since you died, Father?”
“I’ve been traveling together with Apostle Erastus Snow ever since I died. That 

is, since three days after I died. I received my commission to preach the gospel. You 
cannot imagine, my son, how many spirits there are in the spirit world that have 
not yet received the gospel. But many are receiving it, and a great work is being 
accomplished. Many are anxiously looking forth to their friends who are still living 
to administer for them in the temples. I’ve been very busy preaching the gospel of 
Jesus Christ.”

“Father, can you see us at all times, and do you know what we’re doing?”
“Oh, no, my son. I have something else to do. I cannot go when and where I 

please. There is just as much and much more order here in the spirit world than in 
the other world. I have been assigned work to do, and it must be performed.” . . . 

“Father, is it natural to die?”
“It is just as natural to die as it is to be born, or for you to pass out of that door.” 

And here he pointed at the door. “When I told the folks that I could not last long, 
it turned dark and I could not see anything for a few minutes. Then the first thing I 
could see was a number of spirits in the spirit world.”61
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It is comforting to know that our faithful loved ones who die “continue 
their labors in the preaching of the gospel” (Doctrine and Covenants 138:57). 
They are called to serve as missionaries to labor alongside us on the other side 
of the veil.

Another work those in paradise are involved with is the further personal 
development and learning required for their eventual exaltation. The Prophet 
Joseph Smith explained, “It will be a great while after you have passed through 
the vail before you will have learned [the principles of exaltation]. It is not 
all to be comprehended in this world; it will be a great work to learn our 
salvation and exaltation even beyond the grave.”62 President Boyd K. Packer 
described this time in paradise as a “refining process” and explained that 

“when the refining process is complete, I know something of how [a faithful 
Latter-day Saint] will appear. He will be glorious!”63 

In addition to “a state of rest,” paradise is described by Alma as “a state 
of happiness” (Alma 40:12). Commenting on this, Elder Robert D. Hales 
explained: “I testify of the extraordinary peace and tranquility that await 
those beyond the veil who have followed the light and knowledge they have 
received in this life. If we could experience, only momentarily, the scene that 
awaits the righteous there, we would find it difficult to return to mortality. I 
know this from experience.”64 

Although the spirits of the faithful are in a state of happiness, we learn 
from additional revelation that they cannot “receive a fulness of joy” until they 
are reunited with their bodies in the Resurrection (Doctrine and Covenants 
138:17).65 Until then they wait for “their deliverance from the chains of death” 
(v. 18), looking “upon the long absence of their spirits from their bodies as a 
bondage” (v. 50). Thus, even paradise, in one sense, is still a prison that they 
wait to be released from by the power of the Resurrection (v. 51). This was 
what Elder McConkie was referring to when he taught that “the whole spirit 
world, and not only that portion designated as hell, is considered to be a spirit 
prison.”66

What form of ecclesiastical organization exists in the spirit world is not 
completely clear from the scriptures, although the description of “faithful 
elders . . . continu[ing] their labors” (v. 57) does seem to imply some form of 
Church structure or priesthood order. President Woodruff taught: “The same 
priesthood exists on the other side of the veil. Every man who is faithful is in 
his quorum there. When a man dies and his body is laid in the tomb, he does 
not lose his [office]. . . . Every apostle, every seventy, every elder, etc., who has 
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died in the faith, as soon as he passes to the other side of the veil, enters into 
the work of the ministry, and there is a thousand times more to preach there 
than there is here.”67 

In addition to some form of ecclesiastical structure (especially to orga-
nize missionary work), there will also be families gathered together in spirit 
paradise.68 As the Prophet Joseph Smith taught, “When we depart, we shall 
hail our mothers, fathers, friends, and all whom we love, who have fallen 
asleep in Jesus.”69 Family organization even appears to be part of the structure 
or government in paradise.70 At President Jedidiah Grant’s funeral, President 
Heber C. Kimball remarked: “[Brother Grant] said to me, ‘brother Heber, I 
have been into the spirit world two nights in succession, and . . . O, says he, 
the order and government that were there! When in the spirit world, I saw 
the order of righteous men and women; beheld them organized in their sev-
eral grades. . . . He said that the people he saw there were organized in family 
capacities; and when he looked at them he saw grade after grade, and all were 
organized and in perfect harmony.”71

“The State of the Souls of the Wicked”
Alma explained that “the spirits of the wicked . . . shall be cast out into outer 
darkness. . . . Now this is the state of the souls of the wicked, yea, in darkness 
. . . until the time of their resurrection” (Alma 40:13–14). President Joseph F. 
Smith gave a similar description: “Where [the wicked] were, darkness reigned” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 138:22). As used in these verses, the term “darkness” 
or “outer darkness” refers specifically to spirit prison, the temporary place of 

“wicked” spirits who are awaiting the resurrection. Although it has become 
common for latter-day Saints to use “outer darkness” as a description of the 
permanent place where sons72 of perdition dwell after the Resurrection, the 
scriptures do not use this term in that way. The term “hell” is used in scripture 
to describe both the temporary abode (and suffering) in the spirit world for 
disobedient spirits73 and the permanent location of the unredeemed follow-
ers of perdition.74 

Another term that requires definition is the term “wicked,” which in 
scriptural language is often a synonym for “unrepentant” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 138:20). Although we typically think of “wicked” as describing 
terrible people who have committed serious crimes, in the scriptures people 
are wicked if they are merely still in their sins. All of us sin, and without Jesus 
Christ we are all “wicked.” Thus, spirit prison is for those who have not yet 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 21 NO. 1 · 2020118

had their sins washed away by Christ through repentance and baptism (see 
vv. 32–34). 

As President Joseph F. Smith explained, the wicked in spirit prison are 
“those who had died in their sins,” and they fall into two main groups: first, 
those who died “without a knowledge of the truth” and second, those who 
died “in transgression, having rejected the prophets” (v. 32). As a result, spirit 
prison will include a wide variety of people, from the worst criminals to the 
most honorable people. This number will even include those who will even-
tually inherit the celestial kingdom but who died without a knowledge of 
the gospel or an opportunity to be baptized (see Doctrine and Covenants 
137:5–8).

Unlike the righteous spirits in paradise, those in spirit prison are still 
on probation and can be tempted and tried by Satan, who Alma teaches has 
power and influence in spirit prison just as he does here on earth.75 President 
Woodruff confirmed this when he taught that “Satan has no power in the 
spirit world over those who have overcome him in the flesh, but he will have 
over those who have served him all their lives in this world.”76 

What those in spirit prison experience is described by Alma as “weeping, 
and wailing, and gnashing of teeth,” which he explains is “because of their 
own iniquity” (Alma 40:13). The Book of Mormon prophet King Benjamin 
explained that guilt and remorse for sin are a main cause of this suffering. 
He taught that after death, “the demands of divine justice [will] awaken his 
immortal soul to a lively sense of his own guilt, . . . which is like an unquench-
able fire, whose flame ascendeth up forever and ever” (Mosiah 2:38; emphasis 
added). Clearly, the suffering in spirit prison is not literally caused by fire and 
brimstone, but the spiritual remorse they feel is “as a lake of fire and brim-
stone” (2 Nephi 9:16; emphasis added). 

A powerful illustration of this spiritual suffering is found in Alma the 
Younger’s experience after being rebuked by an angel. He explained that he 
was “racked with eternal torment” and “did remember all my sins and iniqui-
ties, for which I was tormented with the pains of hell, . . . even with the pains 
of a damned soul” (Alma 36:12–13, 16).77 This account shows that “they are 
their own accusers.” 78 As the Prophet Joseph Smith taught, “A man is his own 
tormentor, and his own condemner; hence the saying, they shall go into the 
lake that burns with fire and brimstone. The torment of disappointment in 
the mind of man is as exquisite as a lake burning with fire and brimstone. I say, 
so is the torment of man.”79 
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This description of spiritual suffering may cause concern, especially when 
we recognize that spirit prison includes future inhabitants of the celestial 
kingdom. It is important to recognize though that the suffering experienced 
in spirit prison is not uniform and universal. Additional revelation distin-
guishes between “the spirits of men kept in prison” (Doctrine and Covenants 
76:73), who will ultimately inherit the terrestrial kingdom, and those who 
are “thrust down to hell” (v. 84), where they “suffer the wrath of Almighty 
God” (v. 106) until they eventually “bow the knee” to Christ and are released 
into the telestial kingdom (v. 110). This distinction is important because 
it implies that not everyone in spirit prison experiences the same degree of 
suffering. Those who have committed serious sins and choose not to repent 
will experience severe suffering in spirit prison, where “they shall be in tor-
ment” (Moses 7:39; see Doctrine and Covenants 19:15–20), whereas those 
who were honorable in mortality or ignorant of God’s laws are not described 
as having to suffer these same consequences (see Doctrine and Covenants 
76:72–75). Instead, the consequences they will face are described in scripture 
as being “tolerable” (Doctrine and Covenants 75:22; 45:54; Matthew 11:22). 
Perhaps this difference in degree of suffering based on the degree of sin is 
implied when Alma describes this punishment as being “because of their own 
iniquity” (Alma 40:13; emphasis added). 

Fortunately, there is a way to be released from sin and its resultant suffer-
ing. President Joseph F. Smith learned in vision that “chosen messengers” from 
paradise “proclaim liberty to the captives who were bound, even unto all who 
would repent of their sins and receive the gospel” (Doctrine and Covenants 
138:31). Because repentance releases these “captives,” it is clear that the prison 
state they are in is primarily “the bondage of sin” (Doctrine and Covenants 
138:57). Through repentance and vicarious baptism, they receive a remission 
of sins (see Doctrine and Covenants 138:33) and are therefore released from 
this spiritual prison. As the Prophet Joseph Smith explained, “As soon as 
the Law of the Gospel is obeyed here by their friends, who act as proxy for 
them, the Lord has administrators there, to set them free.”80 After spirits in 
prison have received the gospel message from spirit world missionaries and 
have received baptism vicariously in the temple, they are “delivered from the 
prison house in the spirit world.”81 

However, just because there is a provision for repentance in the spirit 
world does not mean that everyone will immediately choose to repent when 
they die. The Book of Mormon prophet Amulek taught, “When ye are 
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brought to that awful crisis [of death], . . . that same spirit which doth possess 
your bodies at the time that ye go out of this life, that same spirit will have 
power to possess your body in the eternal world” (Alma 34:34). The spirit 
that Amulek is specifically referring to is the Spirit of the Lord or the spirit 
of the devil, which he makes clear in the next verse.82 Whichever of these 
contrasting spirits possesses us when we die, that “same spirit” will possess us 
in the next life. This is because our own spirit continues to be the “same spirit.” 
As stated in Preach My Gospel, “Death does not change our personality or our 
desires for good or evil.”83 We maintain the same character, the same attitudes, 
and the same beliefs after death (see Alma 41:3–4). In other words, to apply 
Amulek’s teachings, because we ourselves have the “same spirit,” we continue 
to experience the same spiritual influences we cultivated in mortality. 

Because we continue with the same “spirit,” attitudes, and beliefs when 
we die, we can expect that there will be a great diversity of spirits in prison 
with a wide variety of philosophies and religious views. Missionaries for The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints will not be the only teachers there, 
and it will take faith and discernment to receive the gospel there just as it does 
here. In this way, the spirit world is an extension of our mortal probation. As 
Elder Neal A. Maxwell explained, “We tend to overlook the reality that the 
spirit world . . . [is] part, really, of the second estate. The work of the Lord, so 
far as the second estate is concerned, is completed before the Judgment and 
the Resurrection. . . . [God] provides in the spirit world a continuum of mor-
tality’s probation, the great opportunity for all.”84 

When we understand the doctrine that death does not change us and 
that the spirit world is actually a continuation of our mortal probation, it 
becomes clear that death is just a doorway.85 It is a transition into a new life as 
a spirit. Although we lose our bodies, nothing fundamentally changes about 
who we are when we die. As a result, we should not assume that everyone 
automatically and immediately decides to repent and join the Church the 
moment they die. Although people can still change in the spirit world, we 
would expect that change of heart to take some time there, just as it typically 
does here.86

Elder Melvin J. Ballard explained, “Do not let any of us imagine that we 
can go down to the grave not having overcome the corruptions of the flesh 
and then lose in the grave all our sins and evil tendencies. They will be with 
us. They will be with the spirit when separated from the body. . . . Every man 
and woman who is putting off until the next life the task of correcting and 
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overcoming the weakness of the flesh are sentencing themselves to years of 
bondage, for no man or woman will come forth in the resurrection until he 
has completed his work.”87 

Eventually, many people will receive the gospel in the spirit world. This 
appears to be especially true of our own ancestors. President Woodruff taught 
that “there will be very few, if any, [of your ancestors] who will not accept the 
gospel. . . . The fathers [and mothers] of this people will embrace the Gospel.”88 
President Lorenzo Snow agreed, explaining that “the great bulk of those who 
are in the spirit world for whom the work has been done will receive the truth. 
The conditions for the spirits of the dead receiving the testimony of Jesus in 
the spirit world are a thousand times more favorable than they are here in this 
life.”89 

Unfortunately, this hopeful doctrine of salvation for the dead has led to 
some misunderstandings. Some assume from this that they can deliberately 
reject the gospel in mortality and then receive it in the spirit world and still 
go on to a celestial reward. Addressing this idea, President Nelson taught, 

“Thankfully, I am not [their] judge. But I do question the efficacy of proxy 
temple work for a [person] who had the opportunity to be baptized in this 
life . . . but who made the conscious decision to reject that course.”90 President 
Oaks has also expressed concern, explaining that “this mortal life is the time to 
[repent]. Although we are taught that some repentance can occur in the spirit 
world (see Doctrine and Covenants 138:31, 33, 58), that is not as certain.”91

Consistent with many other prophets and apostles, President Joseph 
Fielding Smith taught that the terrestrial kingdom will include “those who 
refused to receive the gospel when they lived on the earth, but in the spirit 
world accepted the testimony of Jesus [Doctrine and Covenants 76:73–74].”92 
The scriptures are clear that all “who repent [in the spirit world] will be 
redeemed, through obedience to the ordinances of the house of God,” and 
they will be “heirs of salvation” in a degree of glory (Doctrine and Covenants 
138:58–59), but whether they receive a celestial glory will be determined by 
God “according to their works” (v. 59). 

Summarizing this doctrine, the topic of “hell” on the official website 
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints states, “Spirit prison is 
a temporary state in which spirits will be taught the gospel and have the 
opportunity to repent and accept ordinances of salvation that are performed 
for them in temples (see Doctrine and Covenants 138:30–35). Those who 
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accept the gospel may dwell in paradise until the Resurrection. After they are 
resurrected and judged, they will receive the degree of glory of which they 
are worthy. Those who choose not to repent but who are not sons of perdi-
tion will remain in spirit prison until the end of the Millennium, when they 
are freed from hell and punishment and be resurrected to a telestial glory.”93 
Eventually, all will be released from “hell . . . by the power of the resurrection” 
(2 Nephi 9:12). Thus, gratefully, “hell has an end.”94 

Conclusion: “This Much I Say”
Alma concluded his instruction on the spirit world by admitting that he did 
not know everything about life after death. On some things, Alma is willing 
to offer his “opinion” (Alma 40:20), and on others he simply does “not say” 
(v. 21). Like Alma, we recognize that there is still much to learn about the next 
life and that the Lord does not reveal it all to us now. We must walk by faith. 
For all questions about the Spirit world not answered by our revealed doc-
trine, President Oaks offered the following counsel: “I suggest two answers. 
First, remember that God loves His children and will surely do what is best 
for each of us. Second, remember this familiar Bible teaching, which has been 
most helpful to me on a multitude of unanswered questions: ‘Trust in the 
Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. In all 
thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths’ (Proverbs 3:5–6).”95

Although we do not know everything about life after death, there are 
some things of which we can be quite certain. As Alma concluded: “But, this 
much I say, that there is a space between death and the resurrection of the 
body, and a state of the soul in happiness or in misery until the time which 
is appointed of God that the dead shall come forth, and be reunited, both 
soul and body, and be brought to stand before God, and be judged according 
to their works” (v. 21). This, Alma taught, “is the thing of which I do know” 
(v. 9). We can be confident therefore, that when we die we will find the spirit 
world just as Alma and his fellow prophets have described it.  
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