
References to Rebirth in the Suttas (Dhamma Java 04/15/12)

Insights in the Night before Awakening

First Knowledge. “When the mind was thus concentrated, purified, bright, unblemished, rid of  
defilement, pliant, malleable, steady, & attained to imperturbability, I directed it to the knowledge  
of recollecting my past lives. I recollected my manifold past lives, i.e., one birth, two… five, ten… 
fifty, a hundred, a thousand, a hundred thousand, many eons of cosmic contraction, many eons of  
cosmic expansion, many eons of cosmic contraction & expansion: ‘There I had such a name,  
belonged to such a clan, had such an appearance. Such was my food, such my experience of  
pleasure & pain, such the end of my life. Passing away from that state, I reappeared there. There  
too I had such a name, belonged to such a clan, had such an appearance. Such was my food, such 
my experience of pleasure & pain, such the end of my life. Passing away from that state, I  
reappeared here.’ Thus I remembered my manifold past lives in their modes & details...” - MN19

Second Knowledge. “When the mind was thus concentrated, purified, bright, unblemished, rid of  
defilement, pliant, malleable, steady, & attained to imperturbability, I directed it to the knowledge  
of the passing away & reappearance of beings. I saw—by means of the divine eye, purified & 
surpassing the human—beings passing away & re-appearing, and I discerned how they are inferior  
& superior, beautiful & ugly, fortunate & unfortunate in accordance with their karma: ‘These  
beings—who were endowed with bad conduct of body, speech, & mind, who reviled the noble ones,  
held wrong views and undertook actions under the influence of wrong views— with the breakup of  
the body, after death, have re-appeared in a plane of deprivation, a bad destination, a lower realm,  
hell. But these beings—who were endowed with good conduct of body, speech, & mind, who did not  
revile the noble ones, who held right views and undertook actions under the influence of right views
—with the breakup of the body, after death,...” -MN 19

Third Knowledge: “When the mind was thus concentrated, purified, bright, unblemished, rid of  
defilement, pliant, malleable, steady, & attained to imperturbability, I directed it to the knowledge  
of the ending of the effluents. I discerned, as it had come to be, that ‘This is stress…. This is the  
origination of stress…. This is the cessation of stress…. This is the way leading to the cessation of  
stress…. These are effluents…. This is the origination of effluents…. This is the cessation of  
effluents…. This is the way leading to the cessation of effluents.’ “My heart, thus knowing, thus  
seeing, was released from the effluent of sensuality, released from the effluent of becoming, released  
from the effluent of ignorance. With release, there was the knowledge, ‘Released.’ I discerned that  
‘Birth is ended, the holy life fulfilled, the task done. There is nothing further for this world.’ …” - 
MN 19

Dependent CoArising

Ignorance → Volition → Consciousness → Body/Mind → 6 senses → contact → desire → 
attachment → becoming → birth/death

Realms of Rebirth

"Monks, the taking of life — when indulged in, developed, & pursued — is something that leads to  
hell, leads to rebirth as a common animal, leads to the realm of the hungry shades. The slightest of  
all the results coming from the taking of life is that, when one becomes a human being, it leads to a  
short life span.

"Stealing — when indulged in, developed, & pursued — is something that leads to hell, leads to  
rebirth as a common animal, leads to the realm of the hungry shades. The slightest of all the results  
coming from stealing is that, when one becomes a human being, it leads to the loss of one's  



wealth.” -Vipaka (Result) Sutta AN 8.40

Human or deva destination extremely rare; hell, hungry ghost, asura and animal normal. Often 
single act described as leading to particular destination.

Argument in Favor of Rebirth

“With regard to [the annihilationist view], an observant person considers thus: ‘If there is no next  
world, then—with the breakup of the body, after death—this venerable person has made himself  
safe. But if there is the next world, then this venerable person—with the breakup of the body, after  
death—will reappear in a plane of deprivation, a bad destination, a lower realm, hell. Even if we 
didn’t speak of the next world, and there weren’t the true statement of those venerable  
contemplatives & brahmans [who assert the existence of the next world], this venerable person is  
still criticized in the here-&-now by the observant as a person of bad habits & wrong view: one  
who holds to a doctrine of non-existence.’ If there really is a next world, then this venerable person  
has made a bad throw twice: in that he is criticized by the observant here-&-now, and in that—with  
the breakup of the body, after death—he will reappear in a plane of deprivation, a bad destination,  
a lower realm, hell. Thus this safe-bet teaching, when poorly grasped & poorly adopted by him 
covers (only) one side, and leaves behind the possibility of the skillful.” — MN 60

DN1 critiques annihilationism, eternalism. End of Kalama Sutta (AN 3:65) makes argument similar 
to above quote. This is pragmatic argument. Rarity of human and deva realms can also be given a 
pragmatic argument.

Karma Determines Destination of Rebirth

Karmic result of bad deeds. “… One can fault oneself; observant people, on close examination,  
criticize one; one’s bad reputation gets spread about; one dies confused; and—with the breakup of  
the body, after death—one reappears in a plane of deprivation, a bad destination, a lower realm,  
hell…. “ — AN 2:18

Karmic result of good deeds. “… One doesn’t fault oneself; observant people, on close  
examination, praise one; one’s good reputation gets spread about; one dies unconfused; and—with  
the breakup of the body, after death—one reappears in a good destination, a heavenly world.” — 
AN 2:18

Developing Dispassion

“Long have you (repeatedly) experienced the death of a mother. The tears you have shed over the 
death of a mother while transmigrating & wandering this long, long time—crying & weeping from 
being joined with what is displeasing, being separated from what is pleasing—are greater than the  
water in the four great oceans.

“Long have you (repeatedly) experienced the death of a father… the death of a brother… the death  
of a sister… the death of a son… the death of a daughter… loss with regard to relatives… loss with  
regard to wealth… loss with regard to disease. The tears you have shed over loss with regard to  
disease while transmigrating & wandering this long, long time—crying & weeping from being  
joined with what is displeasing, being separated from what is pleasing—are greater than the water  
in the four great oceans.

“Why is that? From an inconceivable beginning comes transmigration. A beginning point is not  
evident, though beings hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving are transmigrating & 
wandering on. Long have you thus experienced stress, experienced pain, experienced loss, swelling  
the cemeteries—enough to become disenchanted with all fabricated things, enough to become 
dispassionate, enough to be released.” — SN 15:3
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