
Episode 18 
 

Today In Bible Prophecy 
 

Should The Living Pray  
“For” The Dead?  

 
Or 

 
Should The Living Pray  

“To” The Dead? 
 
As we continue looking at questions about the future, and in particular, the afterlife, there are a couple of 
important issues that need to be addressed. They concern praying for those who have already died as well as 
praying to those who are dead. Should believers in Christ pray either “for” the dead or “to” the dead?  
 
This information we are about to give comes from Questions 20 and 22 in our book What Happens One Second 
After We Die? 
 
The Dead Live On 
 
We have seen from Scripture that the dead do not cease to exist. Indeed, though the body may die, the spirit 
lives on in the next world. 
 
Praying For The Dead? 
 
This brings up an often-asked question. Does the Bible indicate that the living should ever pray for the dead? 
Is there any chance that those on earth can somehow help those in the next world? Can they pray them into 
the presence of the Lord, heaven? 
 
The Bible is clear on this subject. Indeed, it says that there is no basis whatsoever for the living praying for the 
dead. The following points can be made. 
 
1. The Condition After Death Is Determined In This Life 
 
Where we go after we die will be determined in this life alone. Jesus made this plain to the religious leaders of 
His day when He said the following. 
 
I told you that you would die in your sins, for you will die in your sins unless you believe that I am he (John 
8:24 NRSV). 
 
Our destination in the next life is dependent upon choices made in this life. Unless a person believes in Jesus 
Christ they will die in their sins. End of story. 
 
2. There Is No Change Possible 
 
Jesus also said that no one could pass from the place of the unrighteous dead to the place of the righteous dead. 
In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, this was explained to the rich man who was in torment. He was 
separated from the righteous without any possibility of cross over. Scripture says. 
 
And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been set in place, so that those who want to go from 
here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us (Luke 16:26 NIV). 



 
Once a person enters the afterlife, there is no crossing over from one side to the other. Destinies are forever 
fixed. 
 
3. After Death There Is Judgment 
 
The Bible says that after death comes judgment. This includes condemnation for the wicked and rewards for 
righteous, not purgatory or any chance of moving from one place to the other. The writer to the Hebrews said. 
 
And just as it is destined that each person dies only once and after that comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27 NLT). 
 
Final judgment is never dependent upon what we do “after” we die. It is only determined by what we do 
“before” we die. 
 
4. Jesus Wept For His Dead Friend 
 
When Jesus came to the tomb of his dead friend Lazarus, the Bible tells us that He wept for Lazarus. Scripture 
says. 
 

Jesus wept (John 11:35 KJV).  
 
Notice that the Lord did not pray “for” him. Prayer wouldn’t have made any difference since the fate of Lazarus 
had already been determined. 
 
5. The Example Of David’s Son 
 
King David prayed fervently for his young son while he was still alive. Once the child died, David stopped 
praying, for there was nothing else anyone could do. We read David’s response in Second Samuel. It says. 
 
David replied, “I fasted and wept while the child was alive, for I said, ‘Perhaps the LORD will be gracious to 
me and let the child live.’ But why should I fast when he is dead? Can I bring him back again? I will go to him 
one day, but he cannot return to me” (2 Samuel 12:22,23 NLT). 
 
The dead cannot return to this life. This is made clear. 
 
6. Rewards Are Only Earned In This Life 
 
Believers earn their rewards in this life. There is no chance to earn them in the intermediate state. Scripture 
teaches that we will be judged for our works, and there is no work that we can do to please God after we have 
died. Works as a basis for our reward are limited to this life. 
 
7. There Is No Example Of Praying For The Dead 
 
In addition, we find no example of Scripture of anyone praying for the dead. All the prayers that are offered 
are for those who are alive. Nowhere are believers commanded to pray for those who have died.  
 
8. It Gives People A False Hope 
 
There is something else which must be emphasized. Praying for the dead gives false hope to people. What is 
worse is that it stops the prayers for the living. This is where our prayers should be directed, not for those who 
have passed on to the next world. They are beyond our help, beyond our prayers. 
 



On the other hand, the Bible does command us to pray for the living saints. Paul wrote the following command 
to the Ephesians.  
 
And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and 
always keep on praying for all the saints (Ephesians 6:18 NIV). 
 
We are to pray for the saints, not to them. Yet all believers are saints. The saints we are to pray for are the living 
saints, our fellow believers in Jesus Christ.  
 
Thus, there is no purpose in praying for the dead. Those who are with the Lord do not need it and those which 
are separated from Him cannot benefit by it.  
    
Summary: Should The Living Pray For The Dead? 
 
The Bible says that the fate of the dead is determined solely by their actions in this life. There is no change of 
destiny possible once a person has died. Scripture says after death comes the judgment. In other words, there 
is not a second chance to believe or to earn favor with God. Therefore, praying for the dead does no good 
whatsoever. 
 
Indeed, there is not one biblical example of a person or persons praying for the dead. Instead, we find Jesus 
crying at the tomb of His dead friend Lazarus, but He did not pray for him. Prayer would not have done Lazarus 
any good. 
 
There is also the example of David’s infant son who was gravely ill. David continuously prayed for the child 
while he was alive. Once he knew that his son was dead, David accepted the fact that nothing else could be 
done for him. He did not pray for him because he knew his prayers would not have made any difference. 
 
Prayers should be made for the living. We pray for the living saints, the believers in Jesus Christ, not to the 
dead saints. The deceased cannot be helped by our prayers.   
 
We should, therefore, realize praying for the dead gives people false hope. It gives the impression these people 
can somehow be helped by our prayers. They cannot. We must realize that Scripture clearly teaches this. Thus, 
our prayers should concentrate on the living. 
 

Is Onesiphorus An Example Of Praying For The Dead? 
 
There are no examples in Holy Scripture of the living believers praying for the dead. The Bible commands no 
such practice. However, some claim a biblical basis for praying for the dead in Paul’s words about a man named 
Onesiphorus. The situation is as follows. 
 
Did Paul Pray For The Dead Onesiphorus? 
 
When Paul wrote his second letter to Timothy, he mentioned a man named Onesiphorus. Paul asked that the 
Lord grant him mercy. He put it this way. 
 
May the Lord grant mercy to the household of Onesiphorus, because he often refreshed me and was not 
ashamed of my chain; when he arrived in Rome, he eagerly searched for me and found me  -- may the Lord 
grant that he will find mercy from the Lord on that day! And you know very well how much service he rendered 
in Ephesus (2 Timothy 1:16-18 NRSV). 
 



Some have used this passage to argue for praying for the dead. It is said that Paul prayed for mercy for 
Onesiphorus, a man who was dead. Therefore, Paul believed his prayer could have some effect on the outcome 
of the destiny, or perhaps, the reward of Onesiphorus.  
 
Consequently, it is contended that if Paul thought it was right to pray for those who have died, we should be 
able to do the same. Thus, prayer for the dead is sanctioned in Scripture. 
 
Response 
 
The following responses can be made to the idea that Onesiphorus is an example of believers praying for the 
dead. 
 
1. We Do Not Know That He Was Dead 
 
First, we do not know that he was dead. Nothing in this passage makes this certain. The fact that Paul prayed 
for his entire household does not mean Onesiphorus himself was dead. Therefore, we do not know whether 
or not this man had died. This is our first point. 
 
2. This Is Not A Prayer On His Behalf 
 
Second, even if he were dead, this is not a specific prayer on his behalf. Paul is merely expressing a desire that 
mercy will be shown to him on the Day of Judgment. Praying for the dead is contrary to everything the Bible 
teaches. 
 
Furthermore, since nowhere else in Scripture is there the slightest hint that the living are to pray for the dead, 
we need to interpret this passage in light of this. God does not contradict Himself. We should not expect to 
find this one passage teaching something which is contrary to the rest of Scripture. A close examination of this 
passage reveals that it does not. 
 
Praying for the dead is not a biblical doctrine. Indeed, we do not find it taught anywhere in Scripture. In fact, 
when we examine the totality of Scripture, we realize that the dead have already had their eternal destiny 
determined the moment they die. Death brings them to one of two destinations, either in the presence of the 
Lord or away from His presence. These destinies are forever fixed. 
 
This being the case we should not assume that this passage is the one exception. God does not contradict 
Himself and He certainly did not contradict Himself in this passage.  
 
To sum up, praying for the dead does not help the dead. Their fate has been sealed by their behavior here upon 
the earth. They are beyond our prayers. 
 

Should The Living Pray “To” The Dead? 
 

We have found that the Bible does not give us any example of someone praying “for” the dead. Once a person 
has died their eternal destiny is forever set. Scripture makes this clear. 
 
This brings up another question about the dead. Though we cannot pray for them, does the Bible allow us to 
pray “to them?” Should we ever direct our prayers to the believers, the saints, in heaven?  
 
Can they help us if we reach out to them.   
 
 
 



The Dead Cannot Help The Living 
 
Again, we discover that the Bible is clear on this matter. We are never instructed to pray directly to someone 
who has died. Furthermore, there are no examples in Scripture of believers praying to the dead. Indeed, there 
is no indication whatsoever that they can help us, or that they could even hear our prayers. Praying to the dead 
is not a biblical practice. Therefore, we should never pray to them because they cannot hear us or help us. 
 
We Should Not Pray To Angels Or Other Spiritual Beings 
 
In addition, we should never direct any prayers to angels or any other spiritual being that the Lord has created. 
They have no authority to answer any of our requests.  
 
The Bible says that angels are “ministering spirits” who do the work of the Lord. They are described in this 
manner. 
 
Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation (Hebrews 
1:14 ESV). 
 
Angels do God’s bidding; they do not act on their own behalf. Therefore, praying to them cannot accomplish 
anything. 
 
To Whom Do We Pray 
 
If we do not pray to the dead, neither to angels or other spiritual beings which the Lord has created, then to 
whom should we direct our prayers? Simply stated, the Bible says we are to pray to God the Father, through 
God the Son, by means of God the Holy Spirit. 
   
We Are To Pray To God The Father   
 
Jesus taught that we are to pray to God the Father. In the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew records Jesus saying 
the following. 
 
Pray like this: Our Father in heaven, may your name be honored (Matthew 6:9 NLT). 
 
He also said this to His disciples on the night of His betrayal. 
 
On that day you will ask nothing of me. Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of the Father in my name, he 
will give it to you (John 16:23 NRSV). 
 
Paul the Apostle also spoke about the necessity of praying to God the Father. He wrote the following to the 
Ephesians. 
 
And you will always give thanks for everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ 
(Ephesians 5:20 NLT). 
 
Therefore, God the Father is the ultimate One to whom we are praying. This is something which the Scripture 
makes clear.  
 
Jesus Christ Is The Intermediary Between Us And God The Father 
 
While we are to address our prayers to God the Father, it is through Jesus Christ that our prayers are heard. In 
other words, He is our “go-between.” The Apostle Paul wrote. 



For there is one God and one intermediary between God and humanity, Christ Jesus, himself human (1 Timothy 
2:5 NET). 
 
The writer to the Hebrews said that Jesus is our Great High Priest, our intermediary or “go between.” He is 
the One who brings the prayers to God the Father on our behalf.  
 
Therefore he had to be made like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he could become a merciful 
and faithful high priest in things relating to God, to make atonement for the sins of the people (Hebrews 2:17 
NET). 
 
In the Old Testament, it was the High Priest who represented the people to God. Jesus, our Great High Priest, 
offers our prayers to the Father. 
 
Scripture is also clear that Jesus understands the problems we face. The writer to the Hebrews emphasized that 
He is able to sympathize with us.  
 
This High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for he faced all of the same testings we do, yet he did 
not sin. So let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, and we will 
find grace to help us when we need it most (Hebrews 4:15 NLT). 
 
Therefore, He can be sympathetic to our needs because He has had similar experiences. 
 
We Do Not Pray Directly To The Holy Spirit 
 
While the Holy Spirit participates in our prayers, we do not pray directly to Him. Our access to God the Father 
is through Jesus Christ alone. The Holy Spirit is the one who guides what we should pray; He is not the object 
of our prayers.  
 
While the Bible does not say that we cannot pray directly to the Holy Spirit, the evidence of Scripture seems to 
be that we should not pray only to Him. 
 
When believers pray it is to the living God. We address our prayers to God the Father, through God the Son, 
by means of God the Holy Spirit. Consequently, when we pray, all three members of the Trinity are involved.  
Jesus Christ is the intermediary between God and humanity.  
 
It is because of His work on the cross as Calvary that believers have access to the living God. He has made it 
possible that we can pray to Him. 
 
In addition, as our great High Priest, Jesus understands our needs. He is able to sympathize with our sufferings. 
 
While we pray to the Father through the Son, we do not directly pray to the Holy Spirit. He is the one who 
lives inside each believer and guides our prayers. Consequently we do not direct our prayers at Him. 
 
Conclusion: Prayer Is Directed To God And To Him Alone 
 
In sum, those believers who are in the “in-between” or intermediate state have no ability to help us or even to 
hear our prayers. Therefore, we should never pray to them or seek them out. The same hold true for angels 
and all other created beings. We are never to address our prayers to them.  Prayers are to be directed to God 
and to Him alone. 
 
 
 



Summary: Should The Living Pray To The Dead? 
 
While those who have believed in the Lord are in a conscious state of existence in His presence, we on earth 
should never direct our prayers to them. There is no example of this in Scripture and nothing that encourages 
such a practice. They cannot help us, only God can.   
 
Neither should we pray to angels. They are merely “ministering spirits” who do the work of the Lord. They 
have no authority to hear our prayers or answer them. In addition, the other beings the Lord has created, the 
cherubim, seraphim, and living beings, do not answer our prayers. 
 
Our prayers must be directed to God. We pray to God the Father through God the Son, Jesus Christ. We do 
this by the leading and guiding of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, our prayers involve each of the three members of 
the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. 
 
 


