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To use a “euphemism” is to substitute a mild, indirect, or vague expression for one that is 

considered offensive, harsh, or blunt. For instance, to soften discussions of death – a topic that 

many consider dark and frightening – we might use the phrase “pass away.” These figures of 

speech not only soften language but also add color to it. In the Scriptures, the Spirit of God 

employed a number of euphemistic expressions for death, each of them rich in meaning. Let us 

consider a few. 

Going the Way of All the Earth 

Near the end of his life, Joshua stated, “I am about to go the way of all the earth” (Joshua 

23:14, ESV). David used those exact words in his parting charge to Solomon (1 Kings 2:2). In 

this phrase is emphasized the certainty of death. Since the day sin stained Eden’s garden beauty, 

it has been the appointed lot of all men to die (Genesis 2:17; 3:19; Hebrews 9:27) – Enoch and 

Elijah excepted (Genesis 5:24; 2 Kings 2:11). “No man has power to retain the spirit, or power 

over the day of death” (Ecclesiastes 8:8). Death is no respecter of persons. It matters not if you 

are rich, poor, young, old, righteous, or wicked. There is, for all of us, “a time to die” 

(Ecclesiastes 3:2). Indeed, it is “the way of all the earth.” 

Putting off the Body 

Humans are much more than a collection of atoms. Within each body dwells a spirit, 

formed there by God (Zechariah 12:1), that will live somewhere for all eternity. This dual nature 

is implicitly affirmed when death is described the following ways: 

 “…I know that the putting off of my body will be soon, as our Lord Jesus 

Christ made clear to me” (2 Peter 1:14, ESV). 

 “…the body apart from the spirit is dead…” (James 2:26, ESV). 

 “For we know that if our earthly house, this tent, is destroyed, we have a 

building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this we 

groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed with our habitation which is from heaven, if 



indeed, having been clothed, we shall not be found naked. For we who are in this tent 

groan, being burdened, not because we want to be unclothed , but further clothed, that 

mortality may be swallowed up by life. Now He who has prepared us for this very thing 

is God, who also has given us the Spirit as a guarantee. So we are always confident, 

knowing that while we are at home in the body we are absent from the Lord. For we walk 

by faith, not by sight. We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the 

body and to be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:1-8,). 

 When death occurs, one does not cease to exist. As Solomon correctly observed, “the 

dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it” (Ecclesiastes 12:7, 

ESV). 

The Way of No Return 

One of the characteristic doctrines of many Eastern religions and New Age philosophies 

is the concept of reincarnation – that is, “the successive rebirths of a soul into this life, as the soul 

progresses toward perfection or salvation” (Josh McDowell and Don Stewart, Handbook of 

Today’s Religions, Here’s Life Publishers: San Bernardino, CA 1983, p. 555). While the idea of 

a second chance at life might sound attractive, it has no basis in biblical fact. Job correctly 

described death this way, “For when a few years have come I shall go the way from which I shall 

not return” (Job 16:22, ESV). The writer of Hebrews remarked succinctly “it is appointed for 

man to die once, and after that comes judgment” (Hebrews 9:27, ESV). The life with which God 

has blessed us is our only probationary period, in which we must make our choice to follow or 

reject Him. Whatever choice we make in this, our only chance, will determine our eternal 

destiny. 

Sleep 

When Jesus first learned of the illness of Lazarus, He delayed travel to His friend’s side 

until death had captured him. At that time He said to the disciples, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen 

asleep, but I go to awaken him” (John 11:11, ESV). When they revealed their ignorance of the 

Lord’s euphemistic language, He plainly told them, “Lazarus has died” (v. 14). Later, the apostle 

Paul wrote concerning some of the Thessalonian Christians who had died. Note his language: 

“But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, that you may 

not grieve as others do who have no hope” (1 Thessalonians 4:13, ESV). 



Some have erroneously concluded from these verses that in death the spirits, or souls, of 

men sleep. In other words, they believe that the dead are not in a conscious state and therefore 

are unaware of their status between the time of death and final judgment. Yet notice the words of 

Daniel 12:2, “And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to 

everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” The prophet clearly states that 

what sleeps in death is that part of man that is placed “in the dust of the earth” (ESV). The body 

sleeps in death, not the spirit. Therefore, let us not forget the implication of death being 

described as sleep. If the body merely sleeps in death, then it will be raised again (cf. John 11:12; 

1 Corinthians 15:35-49; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). 

Departure 

Paul once wrote of his desire “to depart and be with Christ” (Philippians 1:23). To 

Timothy he said, “The time of my departure has come” (2 Timothy 4:6). The word used in these 

two passages is derived from a compound Greek word meaning “to unloose” or “to break up.” 

Culturally, it was a word that described quite a number of actions, but all with an evident 

connection. It would describe a ship weighing anchor and putting out to sea; shackles falling off 

a freed prisoner or slave; or, the removal of a harness from a weary workhorse. Tennyson’s grasp 

of this idea is expressed beautifully in his classic work, “Crossing the Bar”: 

Sunset and evening star 

And one clear call for me! 

And may there be no moaning of the bar, 

When I put out to sea, 

But such a tide as moving seems asleep, 

Too full for sound and foam, 

When that which drew from out the boundless deep 

Turns again home. 

Twilight and evening bell, 

And after that the dark! 

And may there be no sadness of farewell, 

When I embark; 



 

For though from out our bourne of Time and Place 

The flood may bear me far, 

I hope to see my Pilot face to face 

When I have crossed the bar. 

 

Being Gathered to One’s People 

No less than four times in the book of Genesis, death is described as being “gathered to 

[one’s] people” (15:15; 25:8; 35:29; 49:33). Note especially the application to Abraham in 

Genesis 25:8-9, “Abraham breathed his last and died in a good old age, an old man and full of 

years, and was gathered to his people. Isaac and Ishmael his sons buried him in the cave of 

Machpelah…” (ESV). This passage should offer much comfort and hope to faithful children of 

God who have lost loved ones and wonder if they will be reunited on the other side. At the time 

Abraham was buried in the cave of Machpelah, only Sarah was there. Who, then, were these 

“people” to whom Abraham was gathered? This phrase must refer not to the destination of the 

body, but the soul. What anticipation it creates to think of being united with faithful children of 

God who have crossed the bar before us. Yes, one day we will “recline at table with Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 8:11, ESV). 

Death comes everyday to someone and someday to everyone. But death need not be 

feared. When a faithful Christian goes the way of all the earth and his body sleeps in the dust of 

the ground, his spirit puts out to sea and arrives safely and permanently on the other shore to be 

welcomed into the loving arms of his Lord and his people. 

Now, I ask you, what can be frightening about that? 


