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13

INTRODUCTION

When I was in grade school, my parents worried that I was going 
to die. That’s because I was sick a lot. Once I had rheumatic fever, 

and over the years there was often a vaporizer in my bedroom, but most 
of all, my heart didn’t sound right. I was four or five years old when 
I first heard a doctor say I had a “heart murmur.” At swimming les-
sons, the instructor would put his hand on my chest to feel my pulse 
and report back to my mother. My mom and dad regularly would do 
the same. On one occasion, the instructor told my mom my heart 
was “beating like a trip-hammer.” I didn’t know what that was, but 
the meaning was unmistakable: something was wrong with my heart. 
During the entirety of the third grade, I was forbidden to run, which 
meant I had to sit and watch my friends play. My parents often looked 
worried. I remember the doctor’s office where I got a physical so my 
parents could take out a life insurance policy on me. That was signifi-
cant even in my eight-year-old mind. Eventually the doctors told my 
parents I could run again, but that didn’t stop their worry.

Then when I was 15, a 16-year-old friend of mine got cancer. I was 
a Christian by this time, and I prayed for him regularly, but a year later, 
he died. That’s when the horror hit me. I’d find a lump and fear it was 
the beginning of the end. My doctor assured me it was just a swol-
len gland, but then there’d be another lump, or something odd, and 
the fears would start anew. Most parents would do everything possi-
ble to shield their child from experiencing all this, but I thank God I 
went through it! During that time, I was also growing in Christ, and I 
learned that to be happy, I had to trust in Jesus. As I increasingly under-
stood the glory that awaits us in heaven forever, I found that the fear of 
death diminished until the fear of being dead no longer troubled me.
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I M M O R T A L14

Let me bring you now to the present day. I’m not a morning per-
son—I’ve often kidded, “I’d wake up to see the sunrise if it didn’t come 
so early in the morning”—but recently I woke early in my dark bed-
room, and while staring at the ceiling and thinking about death, it 
occurred to me that the thought of my death didn’t bother me. As I 
thought further about it, I realized that the thought of my death didn’t 
bother me at all. It didn’t bother me any more than thinking that I 
needed to turn on the sprinklers. I was comforted that it didn’t bother 
me, but I know the thought of death frightens people. In fact, although 
many won’t admit it, death frightens everyone unless they have a robust 
view of the glorious eternal life that is available in Jesus. That doesn’t 
mean I don’t have a healthy fear of suffering—suffering is suffering, 
after all. I tell my classes, “You can believe this or not,” but I no longer 
fear my being dead. Neither do you have to fear your death. The king-
dom of God is truly the pearl of great price and the treasure in the field. 
And now I see death as a graduation. An upgrade. As Paul puts it in 
Philippians 1:21, “To die is gain.” You too can enjoy that!

While completing the research for my last book, Why Does God 
Allow Evil?, I came upon A Brief History of   Thought by Parisian philos-
opher Luc Ferry. Ferry writes that the human “knows that he will die, 
and that his near ones, those he loves, will also die. Consequently he 
cannot prevent himself from thinking about this state of affairs, which 
is disturbing and absurd, almost unimaginable.”1 That people fear 
death isn’t news to me, but I am surprised that Ferry says, “The quest 
for a salvation without God is at the heart of every great philosophical 
system, and that is its essential and ultimate objective.”2 Even though 
I majored in philosophy, I had never heard anything like that, and I 
wondered if Ferry is right. So I started reading what the famous philos-
ophers had to say about death, and sure enough, he is. Much of philos-
ophy is about how to conquer the fear of death. For now, I’ll give just 
one example. In his Phaedo, Plato (428/427–348/347 BCE), arguably 
the most famous and influential philosopher of all time, tells about the 
last hours before the death of his teacher Socrates (ca. 470–399 BCE). 
Plato writes that Socrates said, “Truly then… those who practice philos-
ophy aright are cultivating dying, and for them, least of all men, does 
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15 Introduction

being dead hold any terror.”3 Later in the Phaedo, Socrates said, “Prac-
ticing philosophy in the right way” is “in fact, training to die easily.”4 
Later I’ll give more examples of philosophers who say that the fear of 
death drives philosophy.

I knew nonbelievers feared hell, but I didn’t realize the extent to 
which they feared death. This led me to hunt for how people handle 
death without Jesus. I read (and watched) what the new and old athe-
ists thought about how to feel good, or at least feel okay, about death. 
I then read what secular psychologists, anthropologists, sociologists, 
and self-help gurus said about how to feel good about death. Fasci-
nating! There’s a tremendous amount written about how people try to 
transcend their deaths—to in some way deny that they are going to 
die. In fact, as you’ll see, many social scientists now argue that the fear 
of death drives all of culture—all of it. These social scientists say there 
wouldn’t be any cultural advancement whatsoever if people weren’t afraid 
of death. I don’t go that far—people are more complex than that—but 
certainly much of what people do on earth is to somehow deny or tran-
scend their deaths.

Christians shouldn’t be surprised that non-Christians fear death 
because Hebrews 2:14-15 (niv) tells us Jesus died for us so “that by his 
death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death—
that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery 
by their fear of death.” Let me emphasize this: the Bible tells us that “all 
their lives,” people are “held in slavery by their fear of death”! Thank-
fully, freedom from the fear of death is available through Jesus—only 
through Jesus—who gives eternal life to those who trust Him. Since 
Scripture is plain about this, we should then expect that non believers 
would devise strategies and philosophical systems to attempt to free 
themselves from their fear of death. As I understood all these strategies, 
a lot of human behavior made more sense to me. I hope you will find 
it as fascinating as I have.

Also fascinating and encouraging was something I never expected: 
many secularists agree, some in the most glowing terms, that Chris-
tianity offers the best possible answer to death. Philosopher Stephen 
Cave writes that reconciling our mortality with our desire to live forever 
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I M M O R T A L16

is something “Christianity achieved spectacularly well, with enormous 
consequences for the development of Western civilization.”5 As Sam 
Harris tells an atheist conference in Australia, “There’s no other story 
you can tell somebody who has just lost her daughter to cancer, say, to 
make her feel good. You know it is consoling to believe that the daugh-
ter was just taken up with Jesus and everyone is going to be reunited in 
a few short years. There’s no replacement for that.”6 Of course, Harris 
goes on to reject the truth of Christianity, but he agrees that if Christi-
anity were true, then it does answer our deepest need.

Although Christians are inheritors of true, glorious, literal immor-
tality, often they take little comfort in it. Why? There are three main 
reasons. First, many Christians don’t know the amazing evidence for 
the resurrection of Jesus. If we don’t have confidence that Jesus was 
raised from the dead, then how can we have confidence that we will 
likewise be raised? Second, and related to the first, the overwhelming 
majority of Christians are hedging their bets and investing themselves 
in various secular immortality projects and the recognition that these 
projects are doomed to fail saddens them. Finally, few Christians have a 
robust view of the glory that awaits them forever. That’s why this book 
concludes with a presentation of what the Scripture teaches about the 
eternal glory. As we study the futility of secular attempts to transcend 
death, please keep in mind, dear Christian, that we are going to live 
forever!

Definition of   Terms
Heaven. By “heaven,” I mean our future eternal state of supreme 

enjoyment of the Creator, each other, and His creation. For the pur-
pose of this book, I’m not taking a position on whether we’ll be in the 
new heavens or on the new earth, whether heaven will be on earth, or 
whether “new heavens and new earth” is a merism for all things, and 
so on.

Immortality project. Immortality projects are attempts to, in some 
way, live forever. There are two types of immortality projects: lit-
eral (examined in chapter 2) and symbolic (examined in chapter 3). 
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17   Introduction

Secularists would classify Christianity as just another immortality proj-
ect, but as I will argue in chapter 6, Jesus really was raised from the dead, 
so when I use “immortality project,” I’m not referring to Christianity. It 
is important to note, however, that many—maybe most—Christians 
also employ secular immortality projects to give them a sense of tran-
scending their deaths without God.

Mortality mitigating project. By “mortality mitigating project,” I 
mean the naturalist’s attempt to make death into something that isn’t 
so bad. I differentiate this from “immortality projects” because many 
atheists reject the idea that one can be immortal. Chapter 4 examines 
mortality mitigating projects and their ultimate failure.

Materialism. Materialism is the belief that nothing exists beyond 
matter. The universe is solely made up of material stuff. Therefore, the 
materialist believes you don’t have a soul because a soul is non material. 
Like naturalists, materialists reject belief in God because God isn’t 
material stuff (Christians believe “God is spirit”; John 4:24).

Metaphysics. Metaphysics is the study of the real, fundamental 
nature of things. Therefore, a metaphysician examines whether there 
is a God, because if there is a God who created the universe, then noth-
ing could be more fundamental to the universe than that.

Naturalism. Naturalism is the belief that nature is all there is. Natu-
ralists therefore believe there is no God and nothing caused the universe. 
Astronomer Carl Sagan (1934–96) famously writes for the opening sen-
tence of his book Cosmos, “The cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever 
will be.”7 We apologists like to point out that this statement has nothing 
whatsoever to do with science—it’s a philosophical statement.

How This Knowledge Helps Us
I found this study helpful in the following ways. First, understand-

ing immortality projects identifies and explains the allegiance to today’s 
false gods. This understanding then explains much of why secularists 
behave as they do and why non-Christians—and too often Christians—
cling to these false gods: these immortality projects, these counter-
feit gods or idols, are an ersatz salvation from death. This perspective 
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I M M O R T A L18

provides a different way of thinking about an age-old problem and will 
allow Christians to better identify these false gods.

Second, understanding the futility of secular immortality proj-
ects and mortality mitigation projects encourages non-Christians and 
Christians to abandon these projects and turn to the only One who 
can give them eternal life.

Third—and this surprised me—understanding how non-Christians 
fear death gave me a greater compassion for the lost. I never dreamed 
that understanding the lost’s futile attempts to obtain self-worth and 
immortality without God would increase my compassion for them, 
but that’s what happened. Non-Christians aren’t just sinful; they’re des-
perate—desperate to escape their impending demise. Let’s help them 
understand the wonder of the eternal life available in Jesus!

Fourth, understanding how the fear of death drives us aids in the 
development of a correct psychology and anthropology. Many psy-
chologists and anthropologists are now convinced that the fear of death 
explains why humans do what they do. Also, depression abounds, as 
do psychoses and schizophrenias, and many secular psychologists argue 
that psychosis and schizophrenia occur precisely because a person is 
afraid of death. We’ll talk about that in chapter 6.

Fifth, understanding how people cope with their fear of death 
explains much about what motivates human evil—namely, murder, 
mass shootings, and genocide. Also, Christians who put any confi-
dence in their failed attempts to obtain a sense of immortality without 
God will always hurt others.

Sixth, understanding what motivates lost family members, friends, 
coworkers, and everyone else helps us better know how to help them.

Seventh, and most importantly, this book will help you, dear Chris-
tian, pursue the glorious immortality available through Jesus so you can 
be comforted by and revel in your possession of eternal life. There is no 
greater problem for Christians than being consumed by a this-worldly 
salvation instead of having a robust, unremitting, joyous appreciation 
of the supreme happiness that awaits them in heaven forever. This is 
the focus of the last three chapters of this book.
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1

The Human Condition

Humans fear death. But it’s even worse than that. Hebrews 2:15 tells 
us that “all their lives,” the lost are “held in slavery by their fear 

of death.” That’s clear, right? Christian philosopher and mathemati-
cian Blaise Pascal (1623–62) sums up the human condition in his Pen-
sées: “Let us imagine a number of men in chains, and all condemned 
to death where some are killed each day in the sight of others, and 
those who remain see their own fate in that of their fellows, and wait 
their turn, looking at each other sorrowfully and without hope. It is 
an image of the condition of men.”1 Thankfully, Pascal was a sincere 
Christian. After he died, a servant found this message sewed into Pas-
cal’s favorite jacket: “ ‘Righteous Father, the world has not known You, 
but I have known You… ’ Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy… ‘This is eternal life, 
that they know you, the one and true God, and the one whom you 
have sent, Jesus Christ.’ ”2 Pascal indeed found the cure for the human 
condition: it’s in Jesus!

The oldest-known fiction, The Epic of Gilgamesh (ca. 2100 BCE), is 
about King Gilgamesh, who was on a fevered quest to find eternal life: 

“How can I rest, how can I be at peace? Despair is in my heart… I am 
afraid of death.”3 About this fear of death, Stanford emeritus profes-
sor of psychiatry Irvin D. Yalom, in his book Staring at the Sun: Over-
coming the Terror of Death, writes, “Gilgamesh speaks for all of us. As 
he feared death, so do we all—each and every man, woman, and child. 
For some of us the fear of death manifests only indirectly, either as 
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I M M O R T A L20

generalized unrest or masqueraded as another psychological symptom; 
other individuals experience an explicit and conscious stream of anxi-
ety about death; and for some of us the fear of death erupts into terror 
that negates all happiness and fulfillment.”4

Psychology professors Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, and Tom 
Pyszczynski write that if humans had an “ongoing awareness of their 
vulnerability and mortality,” they would be “twitching blobs of bio-
logical protoplasm completely perfused with anxiety and unable to 
effectively respond to the demands of their immediate surroundings.”5 
Similarly, sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman (1925–2017) 
writes, “There is hardly a thought more offensive than that of death; or, 
rather, the inevitability of dying; of the transience of our being in the 
world.”6 Bauman continues, “The horror of death is the horror of the 
void” and is “bound to remain, traumatic.”7

When I was an undergrad in the mid-1970s, I heard often of the 
work of psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross (1926–2004). In 1969, she 
wrote the groundbreaking, now famous, On Death and Dying: What 
the Dying Have to Teach Doctors, Nurses, Clergy and Their Own Fami-
lies. There Kübler-Ross explains what she calls “the five stages of death 
and dying”: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. She 
says that if they live long enough, all terminally ill patients will sooner 
or later experience each of these stages of grief, ultimately accepting 
that one day they will die.

It interested me to learn that people came to acceptance about their 
deaths. I thought that meant the terminally ill became okay with their 
dying. I concluded this because Kübler-Ross writes that the terminally 
ill “will reach a stage during which he is neither depressed nor angry 
about his ‘fate.’ ” But she explains that “acceptance should not be mis-
taken for a happy stage. It is almost void of feelings.”8 Wait, “void of 
feelings”? As in numb? When not referring to the physical body, numb 
means “unable to think, feel, or react normally because of something 
that shocks or upsets you: indifferent.”9 That’s not good!

In her 1969 book, Kübler-Ross calls the belief in life after death 
a form of denial—specifically, “religious denial.”10 But after hear-
ing patients talk about their “near death experiences,” Don Lattin in 
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21The Human Condition

SFGate reports, Kübler-Ross began “making headlines with the claim 
that she had ‘hard data’ proving the existence of life after death.” She 
even opened her own Shangri-la called “Shanti Nilaya,” in which 
participants joined séances and then entered dark rooms to have sex 
with “afterlife entities” (or at least someone who talked like an afterlife 
entity—in the heat of passion, it might be hard to tell).11 Lattin contin-
ues, “Suddenly, the woman who told America to look death squarely 
in the face was saying, ‘Death does not exist.’ ” Wow. The psychiatrist 
who became famous for teaching the world about accepting death con-
cluded that death does not exist. After Kübler-Ross had several strokes, 
Lattin reports that she “doesn’t miss a beat when asked which of the 
five stages of death she finds herself in at the moment. ‘Anger.’ ”12 It is 
documented that at the end of her life, she accepted that she would 
die, but that was because she claimed to “know beyond a shadow of a 
doubt that there is no death the way we understood it. The body dies, 
but not the soul.”13 Thus the famous instructor of how humans should 
handle death decided that she herself would never die.

The late Harvard philosopher William James (1842–1910) puts it 
well: “Back of everything is the great spectre of universal death, the 
all-encompassing blackness.”14 James continues, “The fact that we can 
die, that we can be ill at all, is what perplexes us; the fact that we now, 
for a moment live and are well is irrelevant to that perplexity.” Even 
when everything in our lives is going well, James says that for most 
of us, “a little irritable weakness… will bring the worm at the core of 
all our usual springs of delight into full view, and turn us into melan-
choly metaphysicians.”15 Metaphysicians indeed! Because of the spec-
ter of death, James also turned to séances and other occult experiences 
in a scientific search for life after death, but all he succeeded in was 
damaging his reputation while becoming a ghost hunter.16 However, 
James was right that the thought of death drives us to think about the 
big picture. It forces us to ask the important questions. The specter of 
death compels everyone to seek some salvation—thankfully in Jesus, 
that salvation comes! As Paul puts it in Romans 2:7, “To those who by 
patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he 
will give eternal life.”
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I M M O R T A L22

Denial of the Fear of Death
Even though many psychologists, anthropologists, philosophers, 

and, most importantly, Scripture tell us that humans fear death, if you 
ask people if they fear their own deaths, most will say no. When I’ve told 
people that I’m writing about how humans respond to the fear of death, 
some announce, “I don’t fear death!” I’ve concluded that these people 
are somewhat honest because most people don’t think about their deaths. 
In fact, they don’t think about their deaths at all. Of course, they will 
acknowledge in the abstract that one day they will die, but then they go 
happily back to not thinking about their deaths. But when they find a 
lump, have a chest pain, or receive a positive result on a blood test, their 
fear of death towers in front of them and won’t leave the room.

Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski document how facing death 
influences people. In 1987, they began “conducting studies in which 
one (experimental) group of participants was reminded of their mortal-
ity, and another (control) group was not.”17 They “reminded” the exper-
imental group of death to see how the participants would respond in 
various situations. For example, they tested court judges to see how they 
changed their sentencing when asked to “jot down, as specifically as you 
can, what you think will happen to you as you physically die, and when 
you are physically dead.” All the judges were given a fictitious case of a 
prostitute. Those judges who didn’t consider their own deaths before 
their judgment imposed an average bond of $50, which was typical at 
that time. But those who did consider their deaths imposed an aver-
age punitive bond of $455! In another study, those reminded of death 

“tripled the monetary reward people recommended for someone who 
reported a dangerous criminal to the police.”18 As of the publication of 
their book in 2015, Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski report that 

“more than five hundred studies and counting” reveal how people are 
affected by the “terror” of “the knowledge of the inevitability of death.”19

How the Fear of Death Drives Human Behavior
But whether we admit our fear or deny it, the fear of death drives 

us. As Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and grieving expert David Kessler put 
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23The Human Condition

it, “It all boils down to the fear of death, arguably the cause of most of 
our unhappiness. We unknowingly harm our loved ones out of fear; 
we hold ourselves back personally and professionally for the same rea-
son. Since every fear has its roots in the fear of death, learning how to 
relax about the fear surrounding death will allow us to face everything 
with greater ease.”20

As I mentioned in the introduction, social scientists increasingly 
conclude that the fear of death drives all human behavior. In 1973, 
cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker (1924–74) published his semi-
nal and Pulitzer Prize–winning book The Denial of Death. In it, Becker 
writes that “the idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human ani-
mal like nothing else: it is the mainspring of human activity—activity 
designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by deny-
ing in some way that it is the final destiny of man.”21 Later Becker says, 

“All culture, all man’s creative life-ways, are in some basic part of them 
a fabricated protest against natural reality, a denial of the truth of the 
human condition, and an attempt to forget the pathetic creature that 
man is.”22 Similarly, philosopher Stephen Cave writes in Immortal-
ity: The Quest to Live Forever and How It Drives Civilization, “I aim to 
show how we, like all living things, are driven to pursue life without 
end; but also how we, alone of living things, have in the process created 
spectacular civilizations, with stunning artworks, rich religious tradi-
tions and the material and intellectual achievements of science.” “All 
of this,” writes Cave, is because people are following “paths that prom-
ise immortality.”23 Zygmunt Bauman states, “There would probably be 
no culture were humans unaware of their mortality.”24

Similarly, Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski declare in The 
Worm at the Core, “The awareness that we humans will die has a pro-
found and pervasive effect on our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in 
almost every domain of life—whether we are conscious of it or not.”25 
They continue,

The terror of death has guided the development of art, 
religion, language, economics, and science. It raised 
the pyramids in Egypt and razed the Twin Towers in 
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Manhattan. It contributes to conflicts around the globe. 
At a more personal level, recognition of our mortality 
leads us to love fancy cars, tan ourselves to an unhealthy 
crisp, max out our credit cards, drive like lunatics, itch 
for a fight with a perceived enemy, and crave fame, how-
ever ephemeral, even if we have to drink yak urine on 
Survivor to get it.26

Then they add, “The fear of death is one of the primary driving forces 
of human action.”27

This striving to cope with the meaning of life and mortality is what 
Ecclesiastics is all about. As Duane A. Garrett writes, “Ecclesiastes 
could be accurately described as a report on the failed quest for eternal 
life.”28 In the next three chapters, I will examine the contortions and 
circumlocutions, the suppressions and succumbings that occur as peo-
ple attempt to cope with their deaths without hope in Jesus. Chapter 
2 will examine literal immortality projects—how many strive to liter-
ally live forever. Chapter 3 will examine symbolic immortality proj-
ects—how most of us strive to accomplish things that will survive our 
physical deaths. Then in chapter 4, I will examine mortality mitigating 
projects—how naturalists attempt to philosophize death into some-
thing that is either good or at least not so bad. 
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