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Foreword

“Eternal conscious punishment of the wicked?” This is what hell 
means, and it is not an easy idea to think about. Yet Dave Moore’s 
book argues that we must not only think about it but also believe it if 
we want to be faithful to the teachings of the Bible.

This is an important book for evangelicals to read. It is important, 
first, because controversies over the doctrine of hell show signs of 
increasing in the next few years: several prominent writers within 
evangelicalism have used strong arguments to tell us that we should no 
longer believe in the doctrine of hell, and Moore considers those 
arguments carefully. But the book is important for a second reason: it 
will give Christians a deeper understanding of the doctrine of hell, and 
a stronger persuasion that it really exists.

This is a fair book. It represents the arguments of those who 
oppose the doctrine of hell in an honest and detailed way, often 
quoting from these writers themselves. Moore does not make 
simplistic arguments against easy opponents that he has invented; 
rather, he gives careful answers to the actual arguments made by 
respected writers who no longer believe in hell.

This is also a thorough book. His footnotes and bibliography will 
give the serious reader opportunity to explore this question in much 
more detail.

Finally, this is a sobering book. Moore deals honestly with the 
emotional struggles that all Christians must feel in pondering the 
doctrine of hell. If we really believe the biblical teaching on hell, then
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it will certainly affect our entire attitude toward life, and toward the 
urgent necessity of proclaiming the gospel throughout the world.

This book is written clearly, but it is not an easy book to read. The 
difficulty comes in the nature of the subject matter. Hell is not 
something that any of us would choose to think about. But it is taught 
in Scripture, and that means that God thought that this teaching was 
profitable for our instruction and edification. Moore lays out the 
biblical teaching on this subject in a way that is faithful to Scripture, 
and that also shows much pastoral wisdom in helping us to deal with 
this subject in terms of our hearts as well as our minds.

viii

Wayne Grudem, Ph.D.
Professor of Biblical & Systematic Theology 
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 
Deerfield, Illinois



Preface

The traditional teaching on the doctrine of hell is certainly one of 
the most troubling doctrines of the Christian faith. Is belief in hell 
necessary for true, evangelical faith? Or most importantly, is the 
doctrine of hell the teaching of Scripture?

Recently, a number of evangelical scholars have commented on 
their belief in the annihilation of the unrepentant. Instead of non- 
Christians suffering forever in an eternal hell, a growing number of 
scholars hold that the non-Christian will be obliterated into non­
existence. Much rests on which of these two is correct.

After key terms are defined, and the importance of this issue 
discussed, chapter 1 begins with a survey of where some evangelical 
scholars stand on the judgment of the unredeemed. Chapter 2 looks at 
several of the objections that noted proponents of annihilation bring to 
bear. Important passages of Scripture are looked at, theological 
concerns, especially the justice of God, are evaluated, and the 
supposed influence of Greek philosophy on the doctrine of hell is 
considered. In chapter 3, an attempt is made to answer some of the 
emotional struggles Christians have with the doctrine of hell. This 
chapter presupposes that many Christians have misunderstood the 
nature of hell. There are then struggles with God’s goodness that are 
often misplaced. The implications and applications of this study are 
far-reaching, so chapter 4 will delineate some of these. In the fifth 
chapter, I share some of my own personal struggles with the 
traditional doctrine of hell.
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I am extremely grateful for the many people (as the 
acknowledgements will show) who have taken the time to give of 
themselves personally to me in this writing endeavor. Some of these 
people, like Dr. Clark Pinnock of McMaster College, are individuals 
that have very different views from the ones I hold on this subject. 
That being the case only increases my appreciation and heartfelt 
gratitude to them. I am glad that we as brothers and sisters can 
lovingly and truthfully grapple with what Scripture teaches on this 
most difficult subject. I will be most thankful to our gracious Lord if 
this book helps in some small measure to that end.



Acknowledgements

My wife, and closest friend, Doreen, has been the greatest source of 
encouragement in my life. I praise the Lord that she models that no 
true dichotomy exists between rigorous study and devotion to our great 
God.

To my sons, David and Christopher, who are everything I ever 
wanted in boys. I pray that you will learn to trust the Scriptures and 
love the Lord whom they reveal. To my dad for inculcating in me the 
values of integrity, responsibility, and hard work. To my mom for 
teaching me to be curious about the world we live in, and for giving 
me a love for reading. To my parents-in-law for encouraging me by 
demonstrating genuine interest in my research.

To John Freeman for first nurturing me in the Christian faith. To 
Darin Maurer for wearing out his knees on my behalf. To Dr. Robert 
Pyne, John Freeman, Roger Medd, Tom Wright, and Kurt Richardson 
for encouraging me by word and deed to strive for excellence in my 
studies.

To Dr. Wayne Grudem for his encouragement to me personally, 
and for modeling the all sufficiency of Scripture. To Dr. Thomas 
Nettles for modeling a very attractive form of integrating church 
history with biblical studies which has been a source of great 
edification. To Dr. John Woodbridge for consistently taking initiative 
and personal interest in my life. And for personal mentoring in the 
exciting field of history. To Rev. Keith Wells for going above the call 
of duty (as is his habit!) in helping me to locate appropriate research 
materials. To Dr. Fred Howe, my first theology professor, who always 
had time to listen.

To Dr. Clark Pinnock for quickly responding to my various 
inquiries, and for graciously sending me some extremely helpful

xt



The Battle For Hell

unpublished materials. Also, much thanks to him, Dr. Dallas Willard, 
and Dr. J. I. Packer for taking the time to endorse the book.

To Roger Berry and Warren Culwell who have provided much 
wisdom and sanity here in Austin. Thanks for being such loyal 
friends. To Dr. Max Anders and Rich Van Houten for believing a 
“parachurch guy” was a good fit for Grace. To the pastors and elders 
at Grace for giving me the freedom to exercise my gifts. Special 
thanks to John Babcock for being such a gracious sounding board, and 
to our new senior pastor, Jim Rose, who gives me tremendous hope for 
the evangelical church. To my students at the Ezra Institute who 
make the teaching of theology such a delight. To my secretary, Barb 
Miaso, and to her husband, Jack, for taking the time to reformat this 
book. Thanks for being so conscientious, and such a joy to work with.

To Jon Boyd for his eagerness to serve me by formatting my 
computer, and for answering a myriad of questions about my Mac. 
More recently, to Matt Henke and Chris Glass who have lent a helping 
hand.

To all of the financial supporters who faithfully gave during the 
time when much of this research was initially done, I am deeply 
grateful.

To the following people (along with those already mentioned) who 
have in one form or fashion interacted with me on this topic. Their 
comments where incorporated certainly made this book stronger than 
it would have otherwise been. Any infelicities, of course, are solely 
mine. Dr. Wesley Allen, Dr. Gerry Breshears, Kent Bressie, Ben 
Bums, Brooke and Karen Butler, Rich Carlson, Lambert Dolphin, 
Steve and Wanda Faivre, Bill and Leslie Ferrell, Dr. B.J. and Shirley 
Fregly, Rich and Linda Gabel, Doug Goins, Rich Good, Dr. Evan and 
Janet Hock, Dr. Richard Howe, Dennis and Laurie Johnson, Lyle and 
Betsy Johnson, Randy Jones, Steve and Erica Lawry, John Lierman, 
Darin and Allison Maurer, Dr. Dick and Kathy Mason, Mark 
McCloskey, Dr. Gary McKnight, Brian Morgan, Jeff and Amy Pitts, 
Geoff Potts, Kurt and Susie Richardson, Dr. Timothy Savage, Greg 
and Mary Kaye St. Cyr, Randall Trainer, Bob and Kathleen Weaver, 
Dr. Jack Wilson, Tim and Cindy Zulker, all the inquisitive students at 
Stanford University whom I had the pleasure to teach, and the 
bachelors of Menlo Park (Joe, Louis, and Rod).

xii



Advance Praise

“A very valuable analysis of options and opinions on a taxing theme.” 

J. I. Packer
Sangwoo Youtong Chee Professor of Theology 
Regent College 
Author, Knowing God

“In a day when prominent evangelicals are charging that to view the 
nature of hell as everlasting conscious torment is hideous and 
unscriptural, a burden to the church and a blot on her message, it is 
only natural that defenders of tradition would arise with a reply. 
Moore is a worthy defender—his book is fair and well documented and 
I commend it.”

Clark Pinnock
Professor of Systematic Theology 
McMaster Divinity College 
Author, The Scripture Principle

“David Moore’s book...is an urgent note of clarity in the increasingly 
bewildered world of ‘evangelical theology. ’ I especially urge pastors 
and teaching elders to study it with their people. It will serve well as a 
basis for study groups in the local congregation.”

Dallas Willard 
Professor of Philosophy 
University of Southern California 
Author, The Spirit o f  the Disciplines

xiii





Chapter 1

Current Evangelical Thinking on Hell

“The ultimate horror of God’s universe is hell,” so writes John 
Wenham.1 Indeed, hell is a brutal reality that challenges the 
Christian’s commitment at the deepest level of his being. The 
prospect of this horrible reality has caused several evangelical leaders 
to reconsider their views of hell.2 A belief that the Bible is teaching an 
eternal, conscious suffering of the impenitent in hell is no longer held 
by these individuals. As an alternative to the traditional teaching on 
hell, the doctrine of annihilationism is being posited as the proper 
view of Scripture. It should be noted that universalism, the belief that 
everyone will be saved in the end, has not yet made any significant 
inroads within evangelicalism.3

Definition o f  Key Terms

Before proceeding further, it must be made clear what is meant by 
the doctrines of hell and annihilationism.

In the Old Testament, the word Sheol does not appear in a limited 
or technical sense. Rather, it is used as the place where both the 
righteous and unrighteous go (Gen. 37:35; Job 14:13; Num. 16:33; Ps. 
55:15; and Prov. 9:18).4 Certainly, the Old Testament does not give as 
clear a picture of the afterlife as does the New Testament. The LXX 
usually has the Hebrew Sheol translated into the Greek Hades.5 In the 
New Testament, Hades is the “underworld, the world of the 
departed.”6 Sheol however, does not always refer to Hades, a reminder 
of the unfolding nature of revelation in Scripture.

It is the Greek word Gehenna that always means a place of 
suffering,7 what people commonly think of when the word hell is used.
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The historical background to the term Gehenna is quite graphic. The 
valley of Hinnom, located south of Jerusalem, was the site for human 
sacrifices to the pagan god Molech (II Kgs. 16:3; 21:6). Prophets of 
God warned that impending judgment was the consequence for such 
sin (Jer. 7:32; 19:6).8

In sum, Sheol and Hades are usually descriptive of temporary 
dwellings of the dead, whereas Gehenna depicts the future punishment 
in the eternal state.9

In the book of Revelation, “death and hades were thrown into the 
lake of fire” (Rev. 20:14) where the unrighteous were thrown as well 
(Rev. 20:15). The lake of fire carries the same meaning that Gehenna 
does in the gospels; that is, a permanent residence for those who reject 
God.10

I will be using the word hell in the way just described; a 
permanent, eternal dwelling place for those who refuse to acknowledge 
Christ as Lord.

The concept of annihilationism needs to be understood as well. 
Those who hold to the doctrine of annihilationism believe that 
rejection of Christ will result in obliteration, utter non-existence. This 
will occur at the Great White Throne judgment. A related concept, 
conditional immortality, holds that immortality is not the inherent 
right of man, but God’s gift. Conditions must be met before fallen 
man can receive eternal existence.11 Though these two terms 
(annihilationism and conditional immortality) are not absolutely 
identical, they do not seem to amount to any substantive “theological 
difference.”12 Therefore, in this book, only the term annihilation will 
be used.

Historical Background

Over the past 15 years, the traditional teaching on the doctrine of 
hell has come under increased scrutiny and attack. Many have 
chronicled the debate. Donald Bloesch writes,

If anything has disappeared from modem thought, it is the belief in a 

supernatural heaven and hell. Even those who retain some vague idea 

of heavenly bliss beyond the pale of death are extremely reluctant to 

give serious credence to the threat of a final judgment and eternal 
condemnation.13
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During the same year that Bloesch’s systematic theology was 
published, Jon Braun wrote a book entitled Whatever Happened to 
Hell?14 Braun sounded the alarm that the doctrine of hell had fallen 
on hard times.15 Interestingly, Harry Blamires has said that there was 
a time in the not too distant past when hell was probably talked about 
too much.16 Now we have theologians announcing the death knell for 
the doctrine of hell. Gordon Kaufman of Harvard Divinity School 
says, “It seems to me we’ve gone through irreversible changes...I don’t 
think there can be any future for heaven and hell.”17 Furthermore, 
hell is seen by some as too trite for serious scholarship.18

Vernon Grounds also attests to the disappearance of belief in hell.

What William Gladstone wrote about eternal punishment in the late 

nineteenth century is equally true today: “It seems to be relegated at 
present to the far-off comers of the Christian mind, and there to sleep 

in deep shadow.”19

Interestingly, noted church historian, Martin Marty, has written 
about the disappearance of hell from public discourse.20

Evangelicals Who Object to the Doctrine o f  Hell

The debate about the traditional doctrine of hell has recently come 
into prominence with many evangelical leaders voicing opposition to 
it. In the rest of this chapter, I will sketch the views of key 
evangelicals who no longer hold to the doctrine of hell. In the next 
chapter, these views will be evaluated.

Major leaders in evangelicalism who either no longer believe in 
hell, or give much credence to opposing views include, but are 
certainly not limited to: Stephen Travis, John Wenham, John Stott, 
and Clark Pinnock.21

In Christian Hope and the Future. Stephen Travis gives a brief 
discussion of annihilationism and hell.22 His opinion on the existence 
of hell seems to be somewhat agnostic.

Nevertheless, a sense of proportion is required. The very ambiguity of 

the biblical evidence ought to suggest to us that this was an issue of 

secondary importance to the New Testament writers. We saw earlier
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that judgment and salvation are to be understood in terms of 

relationship to God. In keeping with this, the most significant thing 

about the destiny of unbelievers is that they will be separated from 

Christ. Compared with that tragic fact, there is—according to the 

New Testament writers— little point in asking whether the lost 
continue to be conscious or are annihilated. It is because later 

Christians have been more concerned about happiness and misery than 

about relationship to God that they have persisted in asking such 
questions.23

Two years later, Travis seemed to come to a more definitive 
conclusion on the doctrine of hell. Although Travis begins his 
discussion on hell in I Believe in the Second Coming of Jesus by 
saying that he does not see the New Testament clearly teaching either 
annihilationism or hell,24 he concedes that if pressed he would hold to 
the former.25

John Wenham has also publicly commented on his leanings 
towards belief in annihilationism.26 The late Philip Hughes held to 
annihilationism as well.27

First o f all, because life and death are radically antithetical to each 

other, the qualifying adjective eternal or everlasting needs to be 

understood in a manner appropriate to each respectively. Everlasting 

life is existence that continues without end, and everlasting death is 

destruction without end, that is, destruction without recall, the 

destruction of obliteration.28 (emphasis his)

Hughes claims that heaven and hell existing simultaneously 
throughout eternity poses an unbiblical dualism which would 
undermine the sovereignty of God.29 A cosmic battle that goes on 
endlessly is not acceptable. Furthermore, Hughes mentions that belief 
in annihilationism does not detract at all from the dread that 
unbelievers will experience when judged by God.30

John Stott31 and Clark Pinnock32 have equally made clear their 
lack of belief in hell and adoption of the annihilationist position.

John Stott says that he approaches the issue of judgment with great 
reluctance.33 Although Stott sees universalism as antithetical to the 
teaching of Scripture,34 he does believe that Scripture might be 
pointing in the direction of annihilation of the unredeemed.35 Stott 
confesses that he holds to annihilationism “tentatively.”36
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It is instructive to cite briefly some of the issues that Stott is 
bringing to the fore in his opposition to the traditional doctrine of hell. 
A major concern of Stott’s, as we will also see with Pinnock, is the 
emotional heartache that comes with believing in an eternal hell.

Well, emotionally, I find the concept [hell] intolerable and do not 
understand how people can live with it without either cauterising their 

feelings or cracking under the strain.37

Stott sees many Christians as callous and diffident with respect to 
the lostness of man. His clarion call for believers to be more 
compassionate towards the lost is a good and necessary message for 
the Church.38

For John Stott, and many others, hell is not an easy doctrine to be 
believed.39 The awfulness of hell causes its opponents and proponents 
alike to struggle with its awesome ramifications.40

Clark Pinnock is another evangelical41 scholar who holds to 
annihilationism. Unlike the other four scholars previously mentioned, 
a more protracted look at Pinnock’s views on this issue will be given.

Clark Pinnock is a prolific writer.42 His Ph.D. is from the 
University of Manchester where he studied under the late F. F. 
Bruce.43 Pinnock’s wide-ranging influence in the theological world is 
without dispute. Some see him as the heir apparent to the role that 
Carl F. H. Henry has occupied for many years,44 though this is 
questioned by others.45

Over the years, Pinnock has drastically changed his views on such 
areas as politics46 and apologetics.47 More important to our particular 
concerns here is Pinnock’s shift on various theological issues. So 
pronounced have some of these changes been that it has even caused 
Pinnock to exclaim of himself,

It [Price’s article] certainly showed up my propensity to change my 

mind. Although this is part o f life which is dynamic, I do worry that I 
am too vacillating. I do not always like myself when I think how many 

changes I have had to make and am still making. I wish I was more 

stable. Part of that may be the fact that a postfundamentalist like me 

really has no set tradition and has to find or create one.48
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For example, in former days, Pinnock was decidedly Calvinistic in 
his theology.49 However, in recent years Pinnock has clearly moved to 
an Arminian position.50

Rakestraw comments on the book, The Grace of God. The Will of 
Man, which describes Pinnock’s “conversion” to Arminian theology.

These essays present and defend the proposition that God is a dynamic 

personal agent who respects the freedom he, by his sovereign choice, 
gives to human creatures...Pinnock is excited about the current 
theological shift among evangelicals and other Christians away from 
determinism in the doctrine of salvation and toward a genuine human 

freedom. The Bible is more and more being read in a fresh manner, 
he believes, in dialogue with modem culture, with the emphasis being 

placed on autonomy, temporality, and historical change.51

Although Pinnock is now clearly Arminian in his theology, there 
may be seeds of apprehension with Calvinism inherent in his earlier 
views. Robert Price sees this in Pinnock’s early approach to 
apologetics. If the unbeliever is blinded by the noetic effects of the 
Fall (the proper Calvinistic understanding according to Price and 
many others), how would it be possible to reason with him about the 
Christian faith as Pinnock clearly did in his early work, Set Forth 
Your Case? To Price’s way of thinking this seems inconsistent with 
true Calvinism.52 Though Price’s analysis may have some merit, other 
Reformed theologians have argued that a more rational, or even 
Thomistic apologetical system is not antithetical to Calvinism.53

Pinnock’s current difficulties with Calvinism can be summarized 
by his trenchant comment that it “is the kind of theology that makes 
atheists.”54

Another major shift in Pinnock’s theology occurs with his view of 
Scripture. In Set Forth Your Case. Pinnock is openly critical of those 
who deny the full inerrancy of Scripture.

A destructive principle has been admitted, the dichotomy of biblical 
errancy. If something is taught in Scripture, it may or may not be true.

In other words, Scripture is not the ground for believing anything. If 
the Bible errs in minor matters, perhaps it errs also in major ones; if 

in incidental things, perhaps in substantial things as well...There is no 

real alternative to the dilemma, either a divine Savior and an infallible 

Bible, or a fallible Bible and no divine Savior. From the documents
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alone it is possible to learn that they are reliable to a substantial 
degree (see chapter nine), but from Jesus Christ we learn their 

divinely inspired nature. Their general reliability is a matter of public 

fact; their infallibility is a doctrine revealed through Jesus Christ.55

Pinnock goes on to give a good summary of how apparent errors are to 
be treated while holding to the inerrancy of Scripture.56

In 1971, Pinnock’s book, Biblical Revelation—The Foundation of 
Christian Theology57 was published. This book clearly enunciated the 
inerrancy of Scripture. So significant was this book’s influence that it 
caused Gordon Lewis to say that it was the best scholarly treatment of 
Scripture since Warfield.58

In 1984, Pinnock’s book, The Scripture Principle59 was published. 
This book is clearly at odds with his earlier work on Scripture. In the 
foreword to a 1985 version of Biblical Revelation—The Foundation of 
Christian Theology. J. I. Packer writes that,

...it is noticeable that his recent writing about the Bible offers a more 

“functional,” less “intrinsicalist” view of the inspiration, inerrancy, 
and authority of Scripture than we find here.60

Packer sees that Pinnock’s change on the sovereignty of God may well 
have influenced his view on the inerrancy of Scripture.61

Pinnock is fully aware of the fact that his position changed with 
regard to the inerrancy of Scripture.

I thought Brown was perceptive when he noted that my book was both 

a defense of the traditional evangelical doctrine of Scripture and at the 

same time a thorough criticism of it. There is surely both continuity 

and discontinuity between The Scripture Principle and my earlier book 

Biblical Revelation (1971), for example. In the recent title, I toned 

down the precision of what I though (sic) the Bible actually claims for 

itself when I reviewed the evidence again for that book. I had to admit 
that it does not appear to have a developed doctrine of its own 

“errorlessness,” for instance.62
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Pinnock now describes himself as holding to an inerrancy of 
purpose. That is, the Bible is inerrant when it achieves its intended 
goal.63

I mention Pinnock’s shift on these other areas because they have 
important ramifications for how one views the doctrine of hell. We 
will see this more fully in the following chapters.

One last area64 that is most pertinent to our purposes here, where 
Pinnock has clearly shifted views theologically, is with respect to the 
doctrine of hell.

It is ironic that Pinnock used to be very concerned that the 
traditional teaching of hell not “be safely jettisoned as nonessential 
baggage.”65 Furthermore, Pinnock’s earlier view of Jonathan 
Edwards’s preaching on hell was extremely favorable.

In his day Jonathan Edwards sought to destroy false happiness by 

presenting the reality of hell and judgment. We must seek to destroy 

that spurious security too by whatever tool at our disposal.66

Moreover, Pinnock wrote disparagingly of modernist moves away 
from the wrath of God when the gospel message is preached.67 Since 
this time, Pinnock has adopted belief in the doctrine of 
annihilationism. Not surprisingly, his current view of Jonathan 
Edwards’s preaching about hell has changed considerably.

Pusey used hell as a whip to keep people morally observant, and 

Edwards used it to frighten them into faith. People even oppose 

annihilation on the grounds that it is not frightening enough and lets 

the wicked get off too easy! A great deal more than exegesis goes into 

decisions like these.68

Additionally, Pinnock says that God would be more like Satan if 
there were a place where the impenitent suffered eternally.69

It is important here to take a few moments and sketch Pinnock’s 
reasons for holding to the annihilation of the impenitent. I use 
Pinnock’s comments because his position represents several of the 
common objections that others level against the doctrine of hell.

As Pinnock surveys what the Scriptures record about the fate of the 
unredeemed, he finds an unconvincing case for a doctrine of eternal 
suffering. In fact, he feels that there is more biblical warrant to 
support the annihilation of the wicked than their eternal suffering.
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Positively I am contending that Scripture and theology give solid 
support to the doctrine of the annihilation of the wicked. The case is 
impressive if not quite unambiguous, and the traditional view looks 
less likely in comparison with it.70

The concept of the “destruction of the wicked” plays a 
determinative role in convincing Pinnock that the Scriptures are 
pointing to the annihilation of the unsaved. He cites passages like: Ps. 
37 where the wicked are said to fade like grass, be cut off and be no 
more; Matt. 10:28 where Jesus is said to destroy both the soul and 
body in hell; and Phil. 3:19 where the wicked’s end is destruction. 
These are a mere sampling of the verses he gives in support of his 
position.71

Pinnock also says that Greek philosophy has played a key role in 
influencing Christians about the natural immortality of the soul. He 
believes that this is what drives the traditional doctrine of hell more 
than exegesis.72

Moreover, Pinnock holds that Augustine exerted tremendous 
influence on the Christian Church towards belief in the traditional 
doctrine of hell.73 He argues that we must seriously consider whether 
Augustine was wrong about the doctrine of hell because he seemed to 
err on other issues (e.g.—the millennium, infant baptism, and God’s 
“sovereign/arbitrary reprobation of the wicked).”74 Pinnock declares 
that the “strongest argument for holding the Augustinian view of hell 
is the long tradition.”75 Quite clearly this is a different Clark Pinnock 
from the one that said,

If the character of God is compatible with His excluding sinners 
eternally from himself (Matthew 25:46), it would be petty to suggest 
that the temporal punishment of sinners in the Old Testament was 
intolerable.76

Here we find that Pinnock’s understanding of the fairness of God’s 
wrath in the Old Testament is predicated upon his belief in the 
doctrine of hell. However, in his current denial of the traditional 
doctrine of hell, Pinnock makes it clear that he is not trying to detract 
from the awfulness of God’s judgment.77
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The Challenge Ahead

The challenge to the traditional doctrine of hell is nothing new. 
Other times in the history of the Church have seen the same debate 
surface.78 However, the need to address the peculiarities of the present 
debate about hell remain.79 Unfortunately, the vacuum left by a dearth 
of scholarly writing on this topic makes it all the more critical and 
certainly calls for remedying.80 It is with this conviction in mind that 
this present work is written.

With this sketch of where some noteworthy scholars stand on the 
doctrine of hell, we proceed in the next chapter to critique the 
annihilationist position from a biblical and theological perspective. 
Though this has been a broad overview encompassing several of the 
objections that are held by proponents of annihilationism, the next 
chapter will analyze some of them more closely.

Notes

1. John W. Wenham, The Goodness of God (Downers Grove, Dl.: 
InterVarsity Press, 1974), 27. Roman Catholic philosopher Alfred Freddoso 
heartily agrees, “...there is ample reason for thinking that ultimately the most 
troublesome form which the problem of evil can take for the orthodox 
Christian is this: How is the existence of a benevolent and almighty God to be 
reconciled with even the possibility of someone’s going to hell (whether this 
is thought to involve simple annihilation or the pain of everlasting separation 
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Chapter 2

Explication and Evaluation o f the 

Annihilationist Doctrine

Attention will now be given to evaluating the most common 
objections that are marshaled against the traditional doctrine of hell. 
Clark Pinnock’s writings on the subject of annihilationism will serve 
as the focal point since he has written so candidly and clearly on the 
subject. Furthermore, the objections that Pinnock raises are the 
common objections other annihilationists raise.

It needs to be stated at the beginning of this chapter that the burden 
of proof rests upon the annihilationist, not the so-called traditionalist.1 
Though Pinnock believes that the burden of proof lies with the 
traditionalist,2 I strongly disagree because the annihilationist doctrine 
has been a minority view throughout the history of the Christian 
Church. A doctrine which has been held by a minority of Christians 
clearly has the burden of proof residing with it.3 Kendall Harmon 
has stated the case quite cogently.

The great majority of the finest theologians in the church for the last 
twenty centuries have held to the traditional view...This, in itself, is 

not definitive—the Scriptures are always the final court o f appeal.
But it does mean that if  we are going to disagree with Augustine and 

Aquinas and Luther and Calvin and Jonathan Edwards (to name only a 

few among so many) we need to have extremely strong grounds for 

doing so and the burden of proof is on those who wish to change the 

traditional doctrine.4
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In this chapter, it will be helpful to divide the annihilationist’s 
objections into three main categories:5 biblical issues, theological 
considerations, and philosophical implications. Some emotional 
ramifications and objections will be addressed in chapters 3 and 4. 
Under biblical issues, four areas will be included: (i) the implications 
of the words “destruction” and “fire” in the New Testament; (ii) Matt. 
25:31-46 with special attention paid to the word “eternal” (cdwvioq); 
(iii) Rev. 14; and (iv) Rev. 20. Theological objections to the doctrine 
of hell will focus primarily on the character of God, with the justice of 
God receiving special emphasis. The only philosophical area which 
will be touched upon is the alleged Greek influence on the traditional 
doctrine of hell. Other philosophical issues could be mentioned, but 
they are outside the purview of this book.6

In chapter 3, I will argue that the emotional heartache many 
experience with the Bible’s teaching on hell, though understandable 
and very real, is possibly misplaced. Chapters 3 and 4 will underscore 
the fact that emotional reservations about the doctrine of hell are not 
limited only to those who hold to annihilationism.

The format for the three areas of objections brought forth by the 
annihilationists will be as follows: an explanation of the objection will 
be given, then an evaluation of that objection, and finally positive 
evidence will be brought forth for the traditionalist position on hell.

Biblical Objections to the Traditional Doctrine o f  Hell

Pinnock and others7 find that the word “destroy” (dndAAopi) and 
its cognate words carry weighty evidence in favor of the annihilationist 
position. There are several verses that Pinnock commonly uses to 
prove the point that the word destruction=annihilation of the 
unbeliever. Matt. 3:10,12,® Matt. 5:22,9 I Cor. 3:17,10 Phil. 1:28," 
Gal. 6:8,12 and II Thess. 1:913 are popular verses that are listed by him 
in this regard. We will examine these verses below. Other passages of 
Scripture are mentioned, but this sampling will be more than adequate 
to show the argument that Pinnock is seeking to make.

In response to Pinnock’s argument that “destroy” (dndAAupi) and 
its cognate words imply annihilation, we can note several verses where 
these words clearly do not take that meaning. Ip Rom. 14:15; Paul 
says that it is possible for a Christian to destroy or “ruin” (dnoAAopi)



Explication and Evaluation o f  the Annihilationist Doctrine 19

his relationship with a fellow brother in Christ. The word(hpollumPis 
also used in Luke 5:37 for wineskins that are ruined. Though the 
wineskins are ruined, they obviously do not cease to exist. The “lost” 
(dudAAupi) sheep of Luke 15:4,6 and the “lost” (dndAAupi) son of 
Luke 15:2,4 are equally not references to annihilation. The point of 
lostness is that finding remains a real possibility. Something that is 
annihilated cannot be found! In John 6:27, certain food is said to 
“perish” (dm5AAopi). The food is not obliterated into non-existence; it 
just ceases to be useful. In Matt. 2:13, Herod wanted to find Jesus and 
“destroy” (drrdAAopi) Him. From the context (Matt. 2:16ff), it is clear 
that Herod wanted to kill Jesus, but killing certainly does not imply 
non-existence, especially with reference to Jesus! When people are 
killed, they continue to exist, albeit in a different form and dimension. 
Later, in the gospel of Matthew (8:25), when the disciples get caught 
in a storm, they cry out to Jesus to save them from “perishing” 
(dndAAupi). Again, the reference is to dying, not annihilation.

Matt. 3:10,12 is a favorite of Pinnock’s to prove the annihilationist 
doctrine. In these two verses, Matthew records John the Baptist’s 
commentary on judgment.

And the axe is already laid at the root o f the tree; every tree therefore 

that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire...And 

His winnowing fork is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clear His 

threshing floor, and He will gather His wheat into the bam, but He 

will bum up the chaff with unquenchable fire.

A brief response to Pinnock et al. on this passage comes in the way 
of a question: why is the fire unquenchable? If it continues to bum, it 
seems that there must be something to bum. As will be seen later with 
Matt. 25, Rev. 14, and Rev. 20, the fire does not go out because it 
continues to serve a purpose, namely the judgment of the wicked.14 
Furthermore, just because a verse like Matt. 5:22 speaks of “fiery hell” 
does not compel one to believe in annihilationism. In this verse and 
others, Pinnock sees fire as totally consuming (annihilating) the 
wicked. The argument for this perspective is made however with little 
appreciation of whv the fire continues. „ p AtWe ire \ pv * ' ' '

---- 1----------------------------------- ^  Vxr c t-p -
In I Cor. 3:17, Paul says that if anyone destroys the temple of God, 

God will destroy him. Here the “temple of God” refers to the Church
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(see verses 9,17). It is not possible to annihilate the temple of God. 
“Destroying” the temple occurs when things such as divisions take 

x place in the Body. A man may ruin or corrupt the Body of Christ, but 
never annihilate it. Similarly, God will not annihilate the one who 
causes divisions, but cause him ruin for such misdeeds.15

Another verse that Pinnock uses to prove that the Bible teaches 
annihilationism is Phil. 1:28. Paul says that those who oppose the 
gospel show that a sign of “destruction” (dmoAeia) is true of them. 
But, dnajAeia is used in Mark 14:4 (cf. Matt. 26:8) when a woman 
“wastes” perfume by pouring it on the head of Jesus. The perfume did 
not stop existing; it just was used for other purposes than the scribes 
and chief priests deemed appropriate.

Gal. 6:8 says that the one who sows to his flesh will reap 
“corruption” (<|>0opd). BAGD mentions that reap corruption is 
opposite “eternal life” aioivicx;).16 Paul is exhorting his readers 
to realize that there are real consequences that continue as a result of 
the choices we make. It makes less sense to think that sowing to the 

7̂ -  Spirit has eternal ramifications, but sowing to the flesh results in 
annihilation. The force of Paul’s exhortation would be greatly 
diminished, or completely lost by such an interpretation.

II Thess. 1:9 records the fate of those who do not know God. They 
are described as “away from the presence of the Lord.” Edward Fudge 
has commented accordingly on this verse, ^  v

apo frojon-ou

The “everlasting destruction” (2 Thess. 1:9) o f the wicked does not 
mean that Christ will be forever in the process o f destroying them but 
that their destruction, once accomplished, will be forever. The wicked 
will never reappear.17

Fudge believes this passage teaches that the wicked are 
annihilated. The effects of God’s judgment are eternal. That is, the 
annihilated will never come back to life again. This interpretation is 
difficult to sustain for three reasons. First, destruction is modified by 
eternal. Gerstner has aptly said in challenging Fudge on the 
interpretation of another verse that, “Destruction and eternal 
destruction; fire and eternal fire; punishment and eternal punishment, 
are not synonyms.”18 Second, SAeGpoq (the same word is used in II 
Thess. 1:9) in I Cor. 5:5 does not mean the obliteration of the wayward

^  " +OC-S'jufA <*• Ont Q Vi?,r- -ftr f V fM7 n
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“brother,”19 but a warning of physical death for his sinful behavior. I 
Thess. 5:3 mentions the “destruction” (5Ae9poq) that will come upon 
the ungodly. The destruction is meted out because the day of the Lord 
has come (5:2). The wrath of God will be upon the ungodly (5:8). In i 
Tim. 6:9, Paul writes, “but those who want to get rich fall into 
temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which 
plunge men into ruin and destruction.” “Ruin and destruction” is 
elaborated as including “all sorts of evil,” “wandering away from the 
faith,” and “piercing themselves with many a pang.” These kinds of 
consequences require existence. To say that “ruin and 
destruction”=annihilation here does a disservice to the context.

There is a third reason why it is highly doubtful that annihilation 
of the wicked is being described in II Thess. 1:9. Paul says that the 
ungodly will be “away from the presence of the Lord.” Being away 
from God connotes another place, thereby requiring existence.20

The following phrase suggests that Paul sees the punishment of 

persecutors as consisting in separation from the Lord; for this to mean 

anything they would have to continue to exist...For Paul there would 
probably always remain in the background the notion of a dreary, 
wretched existence, removed by the whole infinitude of God from that 
which he designated ‘Life,’ and this indeed is what is implied by 
separation from God.21

In closing, it is helpful to remember that the word “destruction” 
needs to be looked at as one of three images used to portray hell. 
Other images are punishment and privation, exclusion, or 
banishment.22 Kendall Harmon wisely observes how annihilationists 
like Edward Fudge tend to emphasize the metaphor of destruction to 
the exclusion of the other two.23 In so doing, the case for 
annihilationism seems more convincing than it actually is.

The words of Hodge, though quite strong, must be weighed.

To destroy is to ruin. The nature of that ruin depends on the nature of 

the subject of which it is predicated. A thing is ruined when it is 

rendered unfit for use; when it is in such a state that it can no longer 

answer the end for which it was designed....A soul is utterly and
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forever destroyed when it is reprobated, alienated from God, rendered 

a fit companion only for the devil and his angels.2*

Matthew 25:31-46 and the Implications o f  Alwvio^

Referring to Matt. 25:46, S. Lewis Johnson has said that it is 
“doubtful that there is a doctrine in the Bible easier to prove than that 
of eternal punishment...”25 Suffice it to say annihilationists do not 
agree.

Matt. 25:31-46 describes what it will be like “when the Son of Man 
comes in His glory” (25:31). It will be a time of separation between 
the sheep and the goats (25:32,33). Those represented by the sheep 
are separated to the Lord’s right and receive the blessings of the 
kingdom (25:34). Those separated to the left of the Lord Jesus are told 
by Him to “Depart from Me, accursed ones, into eternal fire which has 
been prepared for the devil and his angels...” The unrighteous “will 
go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” 
(25:46).

The controversy with this passage revolves around whether 
“eternal fire” (25:41) and “eternal punishment” (25:46) refer to an 
eternal place of suffering for the impenitent or annihilation. Clark
Pinnock admits,

’ Kolas

that the interpretation of hell as everlasting conscious torment can be 

found in this verse [Matt. 25:46], if  one wishes to, especially if  the 

adjective “conscious” is smuggled into the phrase “eternal 
punishment” (as is common).26

However, Pinnock says, “Jesus does not define the nature either of 
eternal life or of eternal death.”27 According to Pinnock this allows 
for the interpreter to see either the traditional doctrine of hell or 
annihilation being taught here.28 John Stott agrees with Pinnock. 
Claiming that eternal conscious punishment is in Matt. 25 reads too 
much into the text. All Jesus said is that both the life and the 
punishment would be eternal. He did not describe the nature of either 
one. Since Jesus said eternal life “is a conscious enjoyment of God



(John 17:3), it does not follow that eternal punishment must be a 
conscious experience of pain at the hand of God.”29

In Matt. 25:46, Jesus says that the unrighteous go “into eternal 
punishment” (lit. eiq xdAaaiv aiwviov) and the righteous “into 
eternal life” (lit. eig aiwviov). The juxtaposition of eternal
with punishment and life is quite clear. Whatever is true of the 
punishment being eternal must equally be so with the eternal that 
modifies life.30 D. P. Walker has stated the case well.
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...it could be argued that the “everlasting fire” and “everlasting
punishment” ( t 6 nOp t 6 aiw viov, K(5Aaai<; aiwvioi;), to which
Christ says He will send the wicked at the Last Judgment, did not a <o in io s')
necessarily mean that their torments would be eternal, since the word
aiwvioq or its Hebrew equivalent is often used elsewhere in the Bible
in contexts where it cannot mean an indefinite period of time, as for
example in Jude 6, where it is applied to the fire which destroyed
Sodom and Gomorrah. But this interpretation is highly improbable,
since Christ is clearly drawing a parallel between the eternity of bliss
awaiting the sheep and the eternity of misery awaiting the goats. It
can only stand if one also denies eternal life to the saved.31

Annihilationists feel that it is wrong to import the word 
“consciouS” into this passage, yet they draw a bifurcation between 
what is true of eternal punishment and eternal life. The former deals 
with annihilation because what is eternal is not people being judged 
throughout eternity, but the effects (they were annihilated) of the 
punishment.32 The objection that traditionalists are reading eternal 
conscious punishment into this passage seems a bit strange in light of 
the arbitrary distinction annihilationists give to eternal punishment 
and eternal life.

Further problems can be adduced with saying Matt. 25:46 is 
teaching the annihilation of non-Christians. Alan Gomes has said,

...the mere fact that the wicked are said to experience “punishment” 

(Greek: kolasin) proves two inescapable facts by the nature of the 
case: the existence of the one punished, and the conscious experience 

of the punishment...Someone cannot be punished eternally unless that 
someone is there to receive the punishment. One can exist and not be
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punished but one cannot be punished and not exist...Punishment per 

se, is conscious or it is not punishment. A punishment that is not felt 
is not a punishment.33

In critiquing Edward Fudge on his belief that the results of the 
punishment are eternal, Gerstner has offered this rejoinder,

...I repeat my earlier critiques that it is the punishment, not the result 
of it, that lasts forever: “everlasting punishment,” to be punishment 
must be punishing.34

Other problems persist if Jesus was speaking about annihilation 
and not eternal conscious punishment. John Broadus’s comments 
underscore the difficulty.

It will at once be granted, by any unprejudiced and docile mind, that 
the punishment of the wicked will last as long as the life of the 

righteous; it is to the last degree improbable that the Great Teacher 
would have used an expression so inevitably suggesting a great 
doctrine he did not mean to teach.35

Indeed, why would Christ if wanting to teach annihilation of the 
wicked use such language that would lead His Church astray?36 Even 
Bertrand Russell understood Christ as teaching an eternal hell, 
something he believed to be a serious defect in Christ’s character.37 
Additionally, how would Christ’s words about Judas in Matt. 26:24c 
(“It would have been good for that man if he had not been bom.”) 
make any sense if annihilationism were true?38 William Crockett’s 
observation that Pinnock steers clear of how Christ would have 
certainly been understood by the Pharisees is worth serious
C O n sid crn tiO lt \ s , t -£ tj-fvrv C' • Ifc t»| -  y\o/vbt
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Convinced that the doctrine of eternal hell is savage beyond belief, 
Pinnock ignores the contexts and historical settings of the New 

Testament, opting (as I said in my chapter) for possible interpretations 
rather than the more probable. What Pinnock needs to grapple with, 
but does not, is the historical setting in which Jesus’ statements about 
hell are found. Pinnock overlooks the significant fact that the 

Pharisees were the largest and most popular Jewish sect in first-



century Palestine, and they taught that the soul suffered eternal 
conscious punishment. So when Jesus talked about the destruction of 

the wicked in hell and referred to their weeping and suffering, the 
Pharisaic crowds would have understood him to mean endless 

suffering, unless he specified that the punishment was annihilation 

(which of course he never did).39

Ironically, it is Jesus who tells us more about hell than heaven, yet 
it is He whom we appeal to for hell’s non-existence!40 Jesus did not 
equivocate in Matt. 25:31-46. Judgment will be eternal.41 In the same 
way we may be confident that life will be eternal. The words of Pusey 
are instructive here.

Even men who would say, ‘I would rather believe S. Matthew wrong 

than such a doctrine true,’ would be shocked at the thought, if, for the 

name of S. Matthew, there had to be substituted the Name of our 

Redeemer. And yet if  we know anything at all, we know that the 

doctrine of Everlasting Punishment was taught by Him Who died to 
save us from it.42
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Revelation 14:9-11

Clark Pinnock believes that a “more promising proof text for the 
traditional view is Revelation 14:9-11.”43 This text comes the closest 
in convincing Pinnock of the traditional view of hell.44

In John’s apocalypse, we observe that those who worship the beast 
and his image receive a mark on the forehead or hand (14:9). This 
results in God’s wrath and being tormented with fire and brimstone 
(14:10). John then declares in Rev. 14:11,

And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they 

have no rest day and night, those who worship the beast and his 

image, and whoever receives the mark of his name.

Pinnock finds that it is significant that the smoke goes up forever. 
He states that “the text does not say the wicked are tormented 
forever.”45 Pinnock says that there is no relief from the wicked’s
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suffering as long as that suffering lasts, but the passage does not 
mention how long that is. ft could fit either the annihilationist or 
traditional view. Rev. 14 does not detail the end of history which is 
called the second death, an image he sees very much in agreement 
with annihilationism (20:14).46

In like manner, Fudge sees that the wicked are punished “until it is 
over.”47 Elaborating on this he says,

The victims can anticipate no respite by day or night. Their suffering 

is not exclusively a “daytime” activity, nor it (sic) it exclusively a 
“nighttime” activity. There is no intermission in the suffering while it 
continues. But the other three figures in this scene all suggest that it 
will finally cease, when the destruction is completed and nothing is 

left. Then only rising smoke will testify to the everlasting penalty that 
has been exacted.48

Kendall Harmon astutely observes many problems with Fudge’s 
methodology of interpreting Rev. 14. Fudge believes that conscious 
suffering is being spoken of in Rev. 14 and says that its figures must 
be interpreted in light of the Old Testament. Harmon points out 
however that this causes difficulties for Fudge because John the apostle 
speaks of people tormented with fire.

If, as Fudge has argued, the New Testament only uses Old Testament 
ideas, but Fudge finds in this text [Rev. 14:10,11] the idea of fire as 

an image for suffering, then what Old Testament passage is the source 

on which Fudge is drawing for this idea? There are no Old Testament 
texts which speak of torment in fire, so Fudge is actually admitting an 

idea which came from somewhere else...49 (emphasis his)

Other problems arise for interpreting the doctrine of annihilation 
from this passage. The word “torment” (Paaavf^ui) is so strong that 
even annihilationists do not attempt to make it mean something other 
than painful torture.50 Again, their view would be that the torture is 
either temporary before annihilation, or directed at fallen angels, not 
humans.

The smoke of the torment is eternal (14:11). Smoke that is eternal 
requires an eternal fire, and an eternal fire connotes something is
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being burned. To say that we have eternal smoke with no fire and 
nothing that kindles the fire seems rather odd.51

The eternal nature of the impenitent’s suffering is amplified by the 
words “they have no rest day or night (14:l l) .”52 Fudge’s comment 
that this connotes temporal suffering misses the brutal and inexorable 
nature of the suffering described. The “forever and ever” with “no rest 
day or night” is so emphatic it makes one wonder how any contrary 
interpretation to eternal conscious torment of the damned is possible.

Revelation 20:10-15

Rev. 20:10-15 is closely akin to much of what we observed in Rev. 
14:9-11.53 In Rev. 20:10, the devil, the beast, and the false prophet 
were thrown into the lake of fire “where they will be tormented day 
and night forever and ever.” Rev. 20:11-15 describes the great white 
throne judgment with the result that if “anyone’s name was not found 
written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire (20:15).”

Unlike Rev. 14:11 where Pinnock admits humans are in view, it is 
the devil, the beast, and the false prophet who are present in Rev. 
20:10 and they surely cannot be equated with ordinary human beings, 
can they? Furthermore, Pinnock approvingly quotes commentator G. 
B. Caird in saying that the second death is “extinction and total 
oblivion.”54

To hold as Pinnock does that the three mentioned in Rev. 20:10 
“come to an absolute end [annihilation]”55 is amazing considering the 
emphatic nature of the phrase “tormented day and night forever and 
ever.” It is compelling that every instance of d q  T o o q  aiwvaq t w v  

aiwvwv means “absolute endlessness or eternity.”56 This is “the most 
emphatic expression of unending, ceaseless activity possible in the 
Greek language.”57 As was seen with Rev. 14:11, the force of the 
passage is difficult to construe as anything less than eternal suffering. 
Even if one concedes that the three listed in Rev. 20:10 are very 
different from humans,58 it is clear from Rev. 20:15 that the fate of 
unrepentant humans is the same. They are also “thrown into the lake 
of fire.”

It is quite interesting to find that Pinnock believes Rev. 14:9-11 is 
the most problematic text for annihilationism,59 while Fudge, another 
annihilationist, finds Rev. 20:7-10 to be the most troublesome.60 This
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seems indicative of the fact that the New Testament teaching on the 
traditional doctrine of hell is not limited to one obscure text.61

The Justice o f  God

The justice of God is an extremely important area for consideration 
in the debate about hell. Clark Pinnock sees that God would be like a 
“bloodthirsty monster who maintains an everlasting Auschwitz for his 
enemies” if the traditional doctrine of hell is upheld.62 James Mill, the 
father of John Stuart Mill, would have agreed.

...all ages and nations have represented their gods as wicked, in a 

constantly increasing progression...till they reached the most perfect 
conception of wickedness which the human mind can devise, and have 

called this God, and prostrated themselves before it.63

Furthermore. Pinnock believes it to he terribly unfair to have 
everlasting suffering for “finite sins.”64 Equally, John Stott questions 
whether etemar^ohscious Torment is compatible with the doctrine of 
God’s justice.65 Pinnock goes on to say that hell “offends our sense of 
natural justice. Hell as annihilation on the other hand does not.”66 
Annihilation “makes better sense of hell in terms of justice.”67 The 
argument that sins are worthy of an eternal punishment because they 
are committed against an eternal God does not convince people any 
longer like it did during the Middle Ages. -

The claim that God would be a “bloodthirsty monster who 
maintains an everlasting Auschwitz” if the traditional doctrine of hell 
is true carries problems even from the beginning of the analogy. 
Those who suffered in Auschwitz suffered under the cruel tyranny of 
truly evil men. Justice was not served in any way whatsoever by 
having Jews suffer there. On the other hand, the justice of God is 
compatible with the traditional doctrine of hell because all people truly 
deserve it. Pinnock’s comparison with Auschwitz evokes strong 
emotion, but fails in offering an adequate analogy.68 One could argue 
that Pinnock’s analogy is an “absurd analogy” because of the 
incongruities between traditionalists’ views of God and the truly 
barbaric monsters that ran places like Auschwitz. Pinnock’s analogy 
further fails since people are in hell of their own will, whereas those in
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Auschwitz were not in any form or fashion there because they had 
chosen that for themselves! Stott also decries the injustice in having 
people eternally suffer for sins (“finite sins” as Pinnock so labels them) 
committed here on earth.

Many criticisms of the annihilationist understanding of what God’s 
justice should look like can be given. First, the designation “finite 
sins” is an awkward one. It is granted that humans are finite, but it is 
clear that we as time-space creatures frequently make decisions that 
have eternal import. Passages such as Rom. 8:18 and I Cor. 4:17,18 
remind us of this fact.

Second, Stott’s difficulties pertaining to the seeming unfairness of 
God if hell includes eternal suffering is answered by his own remark.
He mentions that eternal suffering would not necessarily be unfair if^7 

V those in hell never repented.69 Indeed, as will be argued in the next 
chapter, that is the case.

Third, Pinnock’s objection that hell “offends our sense of natural 
justice” is quite troubling. The trumpeting of the attractiveness of 
annihilationism because it is not offensive to our sense of natural 
justice70 is even more alarming. .It must be stated quite emphatically 
that our sense of justice is perverted, twisted, and distorted. What we 
as humans deem to be fair can many times be far removed from what 
God says.71 This certainly is depicted in Paul’s exhortation in Rom. 
3:1-4. Paul raises the question whether the unbelief of certain Jews 
nullifies the faithfulness of God. In verse 4, Paul uses strong language 
to retort to such fallacious reasoning.

May it never be! Rather, let God be found true, though every man be 

found a liar, as it is written, That Thou mightest be justified in Thy 

words, and mightest prevail when Thou art judged.

^Man’s sense of justice fails miserably,*'
Fourth, Pinnock’s statement that annihilation is more compatible 

with God’s justice is simply outrageous. In fact, Harry Blamires 
believes God would be more like Satan (contra Pinnock)72 if 
annihilationism were true.73 Blamires believes that God could not be 
just if Himmler was annihilated.74 How would Jews who suffered in 
Nazi concentration camps feel about Himmler being annihilated?75 
Would their sense of “natural justice” find annihilation or eternal 
suffering for Himmler as more appropriate? Amazingly, neither



30 The Battle For Hell

Pinnock nor Philip Hughes sees annihilationism as mitigating its 
awfulness!76 It is common for God’s justice and love to be scrutinized 
by people who see an eternal hell as violating either, or both of these 
character qualities.77 C. Samuel Storms’s remarks on the justice of 
God are good to remember.

Justice is that principle in virtue of which a person is given his due.
To withhold from a person what he deserves or what the law demands 

that he receive is to act unjustly. How, then, can it be unjust to 

withhold from a person what he does not deserve? If you are in my 

debt and I demand payment, I can hardly be said to have acted 

unjustly. Similarly, should you not pay me, as you are obligated by 

law, it is justice that demands you suffer the consequences. All 
humanity stands infinitely indebted to God, rightly condemned to 

suffer the penal consequences that our sin deserves. No man can 

rightfully claim to deserve divine clemency, for ‘there is none who 

does good, there is not even one. (Rom. 3:12b).’78 -

Interestingly, prominent sociologist, Peter Berger, sees the traditional 
doctrine of hell as manifesting man’s moral outrage at injustice. 
Instead of hell depicting some vindictive, dark side of man, it may 
reflect a profound moral sensitivity.79

Unfortunately, it is all too commonplace for critics of the 
traditional teaching on hell to portray believers in heaven manifesting 
a sick glee as they observe those in hell suffering.80 Again, these 
images provoke great emotional resistance to hell, but fail to describe 
adequately the phenomena of Scripture. God takes no pleasure in the 
death of the wicked (Ezek. 18:23) and neither should His followers. In 
heaven, believers will be like Christ (I John 3:3) and Christ’s desire 
was to save people, not condemn them (Matt. 9:36-38; Mark 10:45; 
John 3:17; II Pet. 3:9). Though many in the end will not be saved 
(Matt. 7:13,14), there is no reference in Scripture that depicts the 
believer manifesting some sick glee as he contemplates the fate of the 
lost. Pinnock et al. do not have a defensible protest here. The 
reasoning that an eternal hell must include believers with some 
demented type of joy over the fate of the lost is not biblically 
warranted. It certainly is the case that believers should have joy over 
the exercise of God’s justice (see Prov. 21:15), but it is a non sequitur 
to understand that as synonymous with a sick delight.81 It does seem



Explication and Evaluation o f  the Annihilationist Doctrine 31

somewhat commonplace with this issue to portray falsely those who 
hold to the traditional doctrine of Scripture as obscurantists of one sort 
or another.

Though the following two people are universalists, their objections 
to the traditional doctrine of hell clearly dovetail in many ways with 
the objections mentioned by annihilationists.

Talbott designates those who hold to the traditional doctrine of hell 
as “hard hearted theists.”82 Those who hold to universalism he labels 
“biblical theists.”83 He is honest enough to admit that these 
descriptions are a “concession to my own biases.”84 Arbitrary and 
emotionally laden tags such as Pinnock and Talbott use might prove 
productive polemically, but they do a grave disservice to furthering the 
debate at hand.

A further example of a faulty view of justice comes from another 
universalist. Though universalism is not the doctrine under question, 
it is helpful to observe one writer’s use of the parable of the workers 
(Matt. 20:1-16) to draw out some implications about God’s justice. 
Again, the reasoning sounds very similar to that of some 
annihilationists.

Some people conceive of justice in such a way that a person is just, if  

and only if  (i) he is fair (i.e., treats like cases alike) and (ii) treats no 
one worse than he deserves to be treated. Clearly no one who 

conceived of justice in this way could argue that God’s perfect justice 

required him to put men who are sufficiently sinful in hell. On this 

conception, God will be unjust only if he treats equally sinful men 

differently or if he treats some persons worse than they deserve. But 
God could avoid both of these actions if  he awarded eternal salvation 

to everyone without exception. The fact that he gave eternal salvation 
to Judas as well as to Peter and John would no more make him unjust 
on this conception, than it would show that the vineyard owner in 

Jesus’ parable (Matthew 20:1-16) was unjust because he gave a penny 

both to the men that worked all day and to the men who worked for 

one hour. Treating like cases alike, does not require treating unlike 

cases differently. And someone who treats all cases alike can be just 
on this conception, provided only that he treats no one worse than he 
deserved to be treated.85
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Many problems arise with Adams’s analysis of God’s justice. 
First, she uses language that is vague and open to all types of 
interpretations. What does it mean to be “sufficiently sinful?” 
Biblically, all of us are. Second, God does not treat anyone “worse 
than they deserve.” All of us deserve hell.86 Romans 3 is quite clear 
on this fact. The amazing thing is that God treats many of us far 
better than we deserve. With this reminder, we are getting closer to 
the meaning of the parable that she cites. The parable of the workers 
is in Scripture to teach us that even some who are late in coming to 
Christ (the classic deathbed scenario) will enjoy the bliss of heaven. 
To use this parable to make a statement for universal salvation does 
not even fit the story. In the parable of the workers, the workers come 
to work freely. Adams’s concept of salvation seems to be given to all 
people regardless of their willingness. She is fuzzy in her thinking 
when it comes to understanding God’s grace vis a vis His justice.87 
Packer has well said,

God is not true to Himself unless He punishes sin. And unless one 

knows and feels the truth o f this fact, that wrong doers have no natural 
hope of anything from God but retributive judgment, one can never 

share the biblical faith in divine grace.88

One final difficulty with the annihilationist position in sustaining 
any meaningful idea of God’s justice has to do with levels of hell. The 
New Testament teaches that it will be “more tolerable” for some 
people on the day of judgment than for others (Matt. 11:24). Some 
will receive “many lashes” (Luke 12:47); some “will receive but few” 
(Luke 12:48). It seems that the unrighteous will be assigned to the 
level of hell commensurate with their deeds (Rev. 20:12,13). A Stalin 
or a Hitler89 would suffer more than someone who did not exhibit such 
depraved behavior.90 It would be a “moral and rational outrage” to 
have some hard-core drug pusher who had ruined many people’s lives 
simply be annihilated.91

It should be stated that there are annihilationists who believe that 
there will be a time of temporary suffering proportionate to how evil 
an individual has been on earth,92 but the final outcome will be 
obliteration into non-existence. There are some problems with such a 
view. First, Fudge and Pinnock are probably conceding more than 
they think with the view that some suffering will take place as a result
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of God’s judgment. This clearly shows that they do not entirely object 
to unbelievers consciously suffering for their sins.93 So the issue is not 
that God will punish people for their sins, but that the length cannot be 
eternal. Second, though it seems like a mediating position to allow for 
some suffering on the part of the ungodly, it ends up with the same 
difficulty inherent in immediate annihilation of the wicked. Would we 
think that it was more just if a mass murderer who remained 
unrepentant was released from prison even after serving 30 years?94 
Third, if the suffering has paid for their sins, then why don’t they get 
to go to heaven? This would be similar to a Roman Catholic 
understanding of purgatory. If their suffering does not pay for their 
sins, why do they cease paying for it?95 Ultimately, even temporary 
judgment before final annihilation eliminates the consequences of a 
sinful life.96 It seems that annihilationism is much more offensive to 
our “sense of natural justice” than its adherents let on.

The Alleged Influence o f  Greek Philosophy

According to some annihilationists, Greek philosophy has played a 
very significant role influencing the Christian Church to believe in 
the traditional doctrine of hell.97 Pinnock believes that the traditional 
doctrine of hell posits a “cosmological dualism.”98 The idea of two 
kingdoms (God’s and Satan’s) existing eternally “just doesn’t sound 
right.”99 Pinnock feels that annihilationism ’ makes- more sense 
metaphysically because the idea of God having any opposition in the 
form of Satan and unredeemed humanity is eliminated.100 Pinnock 
also sees Augustine, not Scripture as the culprit responsible for 
promulgating the traditional doctrine of hell.101

The argument to show Greek philosophy’s influence on the 
traditional doctrine of hell goes something like this: only God 
possesses immortality (I Tim. 6:16), and he graciously gives 
“embodied life” to his people (I Cor. 15:21, 50-54; II Tim. 1:10). 
Nothing resides in the nature of the human soul which demands it go 
on living forever.

Many things can be said by way of criticism about the claim that 
Greek philosophy has exerted great influence on the traditional 
understanding of hell. First, the notion of “cosmological dualism” that 
Pinnock brings as his criticism toward the traditional view of hell
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obscures the issue. It is conceded that a dualism where God and Satan 
have equal authority and power throughout eternity would in fact be an 
unbiblical notion. Satan is a created being (Isa. 14; Ezek. 28; Col. 1). 
God is uncaused and self-existent (Ex. 3:14; Isa. 43: lOd, 11). Satan’s 
power is derived from God (Job 1,2).

The generic umbrella “cosmological dualism” however fails to 
explain clearly whether any form of dualism is unbiblical. H. B. 
Kuhn’s comments are helpful in this regard.

Christian theology generally accepts a modified moral dualism, 
recognizing God as supremely good and Satan as a deteriorated 

creature bent everywhere upon the intrusion of evil. This, however, is 

not dualism in the sense of its usual definition, since Christian 

theology does not consider Satan to be ultimate or original, and sees 
him ultimately excluded from the universe.102

The reason why Satan existing eternally does not sound right to 
Pinnock is because he makes the jump that Satan’s eternal 
existence=perpetual opposition against God. To say that a bound and 
banished creature is exercising true opposition against God fails to 
understand Satan’s judgment in the lake of fire.

Though Pinnock feels that annihilationism will eliminate the 
supposed difficulty of “cosmological dualism,” it is ultimately 
Scripture that must be our guide in determining what ultimate reality 
is, not what seems correct. Pinnock often invokes phrases like “it just 
doesn’t sound right” to knock down the traditional doctrine of hell.103 
The nature of special revelation however, is such that we would never 
naturally come to God’s truth on our own initiative. God must 
intervene and show us His truth, which needs to be our ultimate 
authority. Ironically, it was Pinnock who years ago eloquently penned 
the following words.

The sola scriptura is the Protestant answer to the problem of authority. 
Theology without valid authority is like art with all freedom and no 

form, or a ship without a rudder. An authority is simply that which 

has a recognized right to rule us. Divine revelation itself structures 

authority for us. Scripture alone has a right to command our 
compliance and obedience.104
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A departure from the authority of Scripture is always disastrous. 
By authority, we need to recognize that this is not just mental assent to 
the inerrancy of Scripture, but allowing God’s Word the right to be 
supreme over our feelings and/or what we think is fair and proper.105

Conceding that God alone has immortality does not necessarily 
lead one to conclude that an eternal hell can’t exist.106 God is able107 
to give immortality to anyone—the redeemed or the unredeemed.

Conclusion

In sum, the traditional doctrine of hell is well grounded in 
Scripture, in concert with the justice of God, and not some fanciful 
idea of pagan philosophy. It does seem that much of the objection to 
the doctrine of hell is based on human reason and emotional revulsion. 
The role of emotions and how that figures into this whole debate is 
where our study now turns.

Notes

1. One who holds to the traditional teaching on the doctrine of hell.
2. “The Bible gives a strong impression to any honest reader that hell 

denotes final destruction, so the burden of proof rests with those who refuse to 
believe and accept this teaching.” Clark H. Pinnock, “The Fire That 
Consumes,” in Four Views on Hell. 145.

3. This in no way implies that a minority view will most likely be wrong. 
Its proponents, however, have the responsibility for proving the legitimacy or 
plausibility of the view in question. Even John Stott mentions his hesitancy to 
acknowledge his belief in annihilationism because of his respect for the 
“longstanding tradition which claims to be a true interpretation of Scripture.” 
David L. Edwards and John Stott, Evangelical Essentials. 319. “Heaven and 
hell have been two virtually unquestioned doctrines of the Bible since the 
Christian church began.” John H. Gerstner, Repent or Perish. 29.

4. Kendall Harmon, “The Case Against Conditionalism: A Response to 
Edward William Fudge,” in Universalism and the Doctrine of Hell. 200.

5. Alan Gomes uses different names for his divisions in critiquing the 
annihilationist doctrine, but the issues addressed are similar. See Alan W. 
Gomes, “Evangelicals and the Annihilation of Hell,” Part 2 Christian 
Research Journal 14 (Summer 1991): 9.
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6. Philosophical speculations can be dangerous when it comes to 
understanding what the Bible is teaching on a difficult subject like hell. One 
writer says, “So far as I can tell, not a single passage in the Bible would 
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Chapter 3

Understanding the Nature o f  Hell: 

a Reappraisal

The belief in annihilationism, that unrepentant sinners will be 
obliterated into non-existence, rather than suffer eternal, conscious 
torment in hell, has far-reaching consequences. Separate cases have 
been made that annihilationism greatly affects missions,1 evangelism,2 
the authority of Scripture,3 other important doctrines,4 and even the 
role of church history.5

Proper interpretation of the Bible as to what God will do to 
unbelievers at the Great White Throne Judgment is certainly debated 
by proponents on both sides of this issue. But, quite clearly, the text of 
Scripture is not the only significant area in influencing how people 
feel about this issue. Emotions and personal intuition play a much 
larger part than one might suspect. Specifically, there is a sense of 
moral outrage many experience as they consider a good, loving, 
merciful, kind, and forgiving God allowing the impenitent to suffer 
consciously in an eternal hell.

Emotional Objections to the Doctrine o f Hell

Consider some of the candid comments that are made in this 
regard. John Stott has said, “Well, emotionally, I find the concept 
[hell] intolerable and do not understand how people can live with it 
without either cauterising their feelings or cracking under the strain.”6

Clark Pinnock, with equal force has said,
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Would it be right to pretend to be calm when I am not?...I do not feel 
calm about the traditional doctrine of hell, and so I will not pretend. 
Indeed, how can anyone with the milk of human kindness in him 
remain calm contemplating such an idea as this?7

Later in the same article, Pinnock concedes,

Second, my own essay illustrates the primary reason why people
question the tradition so vehemently. They are not first of all
impressed by its lack of a good scriptural basis (that comes later).
They are appalled by its awful moral implications.8

In a recent book entitled, Four Views on Hell. Pinnock comments 
accordingly,

But are annihilationists perhaps in the same situation with the 
experience-culture factor dominating their view as well? There is 
some evidence of this. The reader will have detected, for example, 
strong emotion in my rejection of the traditional view. Obviously, I 
am rejecting the traditional view of hell in part out of a sense of moral 
and theological revulsion to it. The idea that a conscious creature 
should have to undergo physical and mental torture through unending 
time is profoundly disturbing, and the thought that this is inflicted 
upon them by divine decree offends my conviction about God’s love.
This is probably the primary reason why people question the 
tradition so vehemently in the firs t place. 9(emphasis added)

Proponents of both annihilationism and the traditional doctrine of 
hell agree on one thing—hell is an extremely difficult doctrine to 
accept.10 It is clearly understandable why annihilationists are aghast at 
the implications of the traditional doctrine of hell. Donald Guthrie’s 
comments in this regard are worth noting.

Another undeniable fact is that judgment is eternal. It is this latter 
fact which has led some, who consider unending punishment to be 
unethical, to propound a theory of annihilation. The doctrine of 
eternal punishment is not an attractive doctrine and the desire to 
substitute for it the view that, at the judgment, the souls of the wicked 
will cease to exist, is understandable.11
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Responding to Various Emotional Objections: Introduction

Some of the emotional heartache that Pinnock and others describe 
can easily be remedied by showing that there are erroneous ideas that 
many carry with them about the nature of hell. For instance, Pinnock 
pictures Christians as having a sick delight in heaven as they observe 
the plight of the damned in hell. Pinnock uses the analogy of the glee 
some people feel when they watch a cat squirming in agony as it is 
tortured in a microwave.12 One searches the Scriptures in vain for 
believers experiencing this kind of demented joy in heaven. Some 
may point out that Rev. 19:3 validates what Pinnock and others are 
saying here. This verse records saints in heaven singing praises to 
God because His judgment has taken place. However, even a cursory 
reading of Rev. 19:1-3 will reveal that these praises are not borne out 
of some sick delight in watching others suffer, but in the vindication of 
God’s justice (see especially verse 2).

But, the fact still remains, as John Wenham has said, that the 
“ultimate horror of God’s universe is hell.”13 How are Christians to 
address these penetrating reservations that many have about the 
traditional doctrine of hell?

The difficulties many have with hell do not need to be resolved by 
adopting the annihilationist doctrine. It is my contention that these 
and other emotional struggles with the traditional doctrine of hell are 
frequently borne out of a fundamental misunderstanding about the 
nature of hell. My purpose is to show that proponents of both the 
traditional doctrine of hell and annihilationism tend to misunderstand 
or possibly neglect altogether some crucial doctrines related to the 
doctrine of hell. Therefore, attendant emotional struggles that ensue 
are often misplaced. The following discussion will certainly not 
eliminate all struggles people have concerning the doctrine of hell, but 
it should clear the dust considerably and hopefully offer some helpful 
perspective.

Understanding the Ramifications o f an Unrepentant Heart

The story of Lazarus and the Rich Man in Luke 16 is a good 
starting point in considering some of the commonly held 
misconceptions people carry about hell.14 In this passage, Luke tells 
us a little about the lives and future destinies of a certain Rich Man
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(commonly referred to as Dives15) and Lazarus, a poor man 
(16:19,20). Upon death, Lazarus is carried to Abraham’s bosom 
(16:22) and Dives finds himself tormented in Hades (16:23). Dives 
cries out, “Father, Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that 
he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool off my tongue; for I 
am in agony in this flame” (16:24). As the story progresses, Dives is 
clearly told that relief of any sort is an impossibility (16:25,26). In the 
comment made by Dives to Abraham, notice that he does not say, “I 
was wrong in living such a sinful life. God have mercy on me. I 
repent. I am now ready to serve God. I have learned my lesson.” 
Dives never admits wrongdoing of any kind whatsoever. This passage 
is deafening in its silence in this regard. Dives simply wants the 
consequences of his sin reduced, but he never recognizes his sin! I. 
Howard Marshall has said that Dives remains “totally blind and 
unrepentant.”16

The Bible makes it clear that there is a sorrow that leads to 
repentance (II Cor. 7:9), “but the sorrow of this world produces death” 
(II Cor. 7:10). Godly repentance seeks forgiveness from God because 
there is the acknowledgement of being a sinner, not because sin has 
caused embarrassing or difficult circumstances in one’s life. David in 
Psalm 51:4 is a good example of godly repentance. The 
acknowledgement that his sin was ultimately “against God” proved the 
authentic nature of his repentance.

In contrast to David, Esau is a good example of someone who 
displayed the type of sorrow that leads to death. Hebrews 12:16,17 
records,

that there be no immoral or godless person like Esau, who sold his 
own birthright for a single meal. For you know that even afterwards, 
when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found 
no place for repentance, though he sought for it with tears.

Esau cried not because he realized what he did was wrong, but 
simply because he lost the blessing (Gen. 27:34-38). It was the result 
of Esau’s sin that saddened him, not the sin itself.

The lesson from Dives and Esau is this: those in hell never truly 
repent of their sin. They forever remain in a state of rebellion toward 
God because their fallen nature does not carry the ability to recognize 
its depravity and need for God.
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There are some who would take great exception to what I have just 
described about the unregenerate’s lack of ability to repent. One such 
objector, Thomas Talbott, speaks to the issue in this way.

And the New Testament does, it seems to me, present such a picture, 
namely this: The more one freely rebels against God, the more 
miserable and tormented one becomes; and the more miserable and 
tormented one becomes, the more incentive one has to repent of one’s 
sin and to give up one’s rebellious attitudes.17

Nels Ferre, a believer in universalism has said that “there are no 
incorrigible sinners; God has no permanent problem Children.”18 
Such lofty views of man’s inherent goodness are not found in 
Scripture. On the contrary, it seems that the unbeliever in hell will 
persist in his rebellion toward God,19 with the consequent lack of 
desire to repent.20 Indeed, the case has been made that unbelievers in 
hell become more obstinately defiant toward God, not less so.

There is no line in the Bible which could lead us to think that Hell is 
in any wise a place where repentance could reform the sinner and 
bring him to bow before God. There seems, on the contrary, to be 
evidence that men will grow harder and harder against God when they 
are separated from him. There is no evidence that the suffering of 
Hell does anything to change the heart of unrepentant men. In fact, 
when the devil is finally cast into the lake of fire where the Antichrist 
and the false prophet have already been for a thousand years, there is 
no suggestion that they are in any wise repentant.21

Indeed, as Rev. 9:20,21 and 16:9-11 clearly show, man does not 
repent when judgment increases. Rather, he only blasphemes God all 
the more.22

Man does not end up in hell against his will.23 On the contrary, it 
is a place where God says to men, “Thy will be done.”24 It seems that 
there is much biblical warrant for Milton’s comment that the 
impenitent would rather “reign in hell than serve in heaven.”25 Apart 
from the grace of God in redemption, all humans would desire to be 
autonomous from God rather than love and serve Him in heaven. 
Unregenerate man remains a rebel forever.

The objection could be leveled that no one would want to stay in 
hell once they experienced its awfulness. How many non-Christians
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could be found who would say they prefer hell to heaven? The reason 
that non-Christians would voice their desire to be in heaven over hell 
however is the fundamental misunderstanding they have of what 
heaven will be like.

In heaven, the supreme joy is God Himself,26 yet the self, not God, 
is the center of the non-Christian’s being.27 How is it possible then for 
those who reject the love of God to desire to be where love is 
supreme?28

Furthermore, Psalm 16:11 says that “in God’s presence there is 
fulness of joy,” yet the idea of being in God’s presence worshipping 
and adoring Him is abhorrent to a non-Christian. Puritan Richard 
Baxter has said, “When carnal persons think of heaven, their 
conceptions of it are also carnal; and were it possible for such to obtain 

-pf- it, it would certainly be their trouble, not their rest, because it is so 
contrary to their nature.”29 JJiave never heard a non-Christian tell me 

. he gets excited about the prospect of worshipping God throughout 
eternity! So, in one sense the unbeliever would rather have hell than 
heaven because heaven is totally contrary to his nature and affections. 
It is not the suffering of hell they choose or even desire, but the 
alternative (heaven) is so repulsive to them that they continue to 
choose hell even with its attendant suffering. It does seem, as C. S. 
Lewis has noted, that hell is a place where the door is locked on the 
inside.30

An illustration here might help to further make the point about 
unregenerate man’s disdain for God and His heaven, and why hell 
would be more consistent with his nature.

Consider the many clinically depressed people that fill the 
psychiatric wards of hospitals throughout this country. Are they 
happy, or enjoying themselves? By definition of their problem we 
know that they are not. Do they want to get well? Well, it is common 
knowledge in the mental health care profession that many do not. 
There seems to be a sick delight in their depression.31 When a 
psychologically healthy person observes someone who has suffered 
from severe depression for many years and does not want to get well, 
there is a great bafflement that occurs, “Why doesn’t this person want 
to get well? Life is worth living!” In similar fashion, though baffling 
to Christians, it seems Scripture gives us a portrait of a non-Christian 
hating hell, yet not wanting to leave. This kind of destructive and 
irrational32 behavior is foreign to the thinking of a Christian, and
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therefore difficult to understand. This will be looked at further in the 
discussion of Romans 1.

Understanding the Depravity o f  Man

Most of us do not have a proper appreciation for how sinful man is. 
Various polls have been taken that reveal as few as 5% of the 
population believe that they have any chance of going to hell.33 Hell 
simply does not have much influence in Western Christianity 
anymore.34

Mark Littleton has said that unbelievers are “far more malicious 
and pernicious than they might appear to be on the surface.”35 There 
certainly is much biblical warrant for such an idea. The following 
discussion will demonstrate this.

Furthermore, it is common for Christians to transfer how much 
they shudder in utter horror of hell, and erroneously believe that the 
non-Christian views hell in the same way. Much can be said to the 
contrary.

The Image o f God in Man

The image of God is what distinguishes man from the rest of God’s 
creatures.36 Millard Erickson has said the image of God is “intrinsic 
to man” and “man would not be human without it.”37 Believers and 
unbelievers alike are created in the image of God. The image of God 
incorporates the concept of personality.38 Millard Erickson has said 
with regard to the image of God, that,

God’s creation was for definite purposes. Man was intended to know, 
love, and obey God. He was to live in harmony with his fellow man, 
as the story of Cain and Abel indicates. And he was certainly placed 
here upon earth to exercise dominion over the rest of creation. But 
these relationships and this function presuppose something else. Man 
is most fully human when he is active in these relationships and 
performs this function. Man qua man has a nature that includes the 
whole of what constitutes personality: intelligence, will, emotions.
We experience full humanity only when we are properly related to 
God. No matter how cultured and genteel, no one is fully human
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unless a redeemed disciple of God. This is man’s telos, that for which 
he was created.39 (emphasis added)

2
<

f
\

I agree with Erickson’s observations and believe that the 
relationship of man’s humanness relative to the image of God is 
something that has been sorely missing in discussions about the fate of 
unbelievers in hell.

Many Christians, as mentioned previously, struggle with the 
concept of an eternal hell because its awfulness seems so inconsistent 
with the benevolence of God. Christians are growing into 
Christlikeness, and therefore having the image of God restored.40 In a 
real sense, to borrow Erickson’s description, Christians are becoming 
more human. Again, such a person views the terror of hell from a 
different perspective than an unbeliever who is uninterested in the 
things of God. Moreover, a Christian’s conception of hell is more 
stark and awful because he knows something of the difference between 
man’s supposed goodness and the burning holiness of God. A non- 
Christian, on the other hand, doesn’t see this distinction so 
graphically, or possibly not at all. Hell is repugnant to a Christian 
because he doesn’t want to be there, and that is truly where he doesn’t 
belong. On the other hand, hell will be a “home” of sorts, but 
certainly not an enjoyable one for the non-Christian; a place or 
existence that is totally consistent with his corrupt nature. This does 
not mean that hell really isn’t that awful. Quite the contrary. Hell is 
not a place of joy, peace, or anything good. Non-Christians will suffer 
tremendously in hell. However, Christians commit a grave error when 
they assume that non-Christians would view hell in entirely the same 
way as them. A Christian truly would want to leave hell because it is 
most certainly antithetical to his nature and affections; a non-Christian 
will never want to leave hell even though there is unending pain and 
misery. Again, it is not because the non-Christian likes pain or that 
the pain is not severe. Rather, it is because the alternative of heaven is 
not desirous to the non-Christian in any sense at all. Hell is perfectly 
consistent with his fallen and corrupt nature.

Calvin said that there is a degeneration in the image of God among 
non-Christians. “For as believers are recognized to be Sons of God by 

Viv ’ bearing His image, so the wicked are properly regarded as the children 
vV o- o f  Satan, from having degenerated into his image.”41 As being in 
; - heaven holds no interest for Satan, so the same is true for those who 

follow him (John 8:44).
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“Beastlikeness” o f Unregenerate Man

Additionally, from Scripture we find that there are many 
“animal/beast-like” characteristics that are attributed to unregenerate 
man. Before proceeding along this line of reasoning, this claim is not 
being made to posit any ontological dissimilarity between unregenerate 
and regenerate men. However, I do believe that it will emphasize how 
spiritually unlike unbelievers are from believers, and therefore 
underscore again how faulty it is for Christians to imagine that their 
abhorrence of hell is exactly the same as a non-Christian’s.

In Deut. 23:18 a male prostitute is called a “dog,” something that 
both Goliath (I Sam. 17:43) and Hazael (II Ki. 8:13) knew to be a 
loathsome term. II Chronicles 33:11 records that Manasseh was 
captured with hooks. These hooks were used “as though he were a 
wild bull.”42

Ps. 106:19,20 says that the Israelites, “made a calf at Horeb, and 
worshipped a molten image. Thus, they exchanged their glory for the 
image of an ox that eats grass.” Later in the Psalms, we find that 
those who worship idols will become like them (Pss. 115:8 and 
135:18). There is a real sense in which we take on the characteristics 
of who or what we adore.

The word “leviathan” can appear in the Old Testament “as a literal 
animal, a figure for Egypt (Ps. 77:14), and a figure for sinful humanity 
in general (Isa. 27: l).”43

Vine has also made some interesting comments about the beast­
like tendencies of man in rebellion to God.

Symbolically, man in separation from God, and relying on his own 
thought and strength, and resources, is a beast. When Asaph envied 
the prosperity of the wicked, he confessed to God, ‘I was as a beast 
before Thee’ (Psalms 73:22); ‘man being in honour abideth not [that 
is, apart from God]: he is like the beasts that perish’ (Psalms 49:12).
The natural tendency of the beast is ‘downward’ (Ecclesiastes 3:21).
As man was made in the image of God, he is only manly when he is 
godly (compare 2 Peter 2:12).44

The most vivid portrayal of sinful man’s propensity to act like a 
beast is seen in the life of Nebuchadnezzar. Dan. 4:25-26,30 records 
that Nebuchadnezzar was driven from mankind because of his pride.
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His judgment was that he would live with the beasts in the fields 
(4:15,23,25,32). His physical appearance included hair like eagles’ 
feathers and nails like birds’ claws (4:23).

Later, when Nebuchadnezzar humbled himself before God, he says 
that his reason returned to him (4:34,36). Nebuchadnezzar mentions 
that his reason came back to him when he honored and praised God 
(4:34). Previously, Nebuchadnezzar was said to have a “beast’s mind” 
(4:16).

An unregenerate man in the process of perishing will always see 
God’s ways as foolish (I Cor. 1:18). As with Nebuchadnezzar, so it is 
true for all—only God can show someone the folly of their thinking 
about Him. Man out of fellowship with God reasons instinctively 
about what is fair and good. Man’s standard for such things is always 
found wanting because it goes no further than himself for the reference 
point.

At the end of this dramatic lesson, Nebuchadnezzar proclaims the 
greatness of God and His prerogative “to humble those who walk in 
pride.” (4:37) Nebuchadnezzar comes to his senses and realizes that it 
was perfectly right for God to allow him to undergo this severe test. 
God certainly has the prerogative to judge sin, whether by temporary 
means as in the case with Nebuchadnezzar, or by eternal means (hell) 
for those who persist in their rebellion against Him.

The disease where someone takes on the characteristics of an 
animal was recorded as early as the fourth century, possibly even 
earlier.45 The illness has certainly been observed in modern times.46 
The story of Nebuchadnezzar is no fanciful tale, but a vivid depiction 
of how severely sin can destroy someone.

In the New Testament, we have false teachers called “unreasoning 
animals” (II Pet. 2:12; Jude 1:10). Again, we see that these godless 
teachers live their lives by instinct, rather than the dictates of Scripture 
(II Pet. 2:19-22). One commentator has said with respect to these 
verses that,

...these apostates (whether false teachers, their victims, or both) never 
were what they seemed to be and returned to what they had been all 
along. Dogs and pigs can be scrubbed but not kept clean, for it is in 
their nature to return to unclean living. Such apostates are in a tighter 
bondage, they are farther from the truth, and they are in deeper in 
spiritual filth than ever before.47
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Other verses attest how “beastly” man can be. Imagery such as 
“lusty horses” (Jer. 5:8), and dogs are just some of them (Phil. 3:2; 
Rev. 22:15).

Romans 1 also shows where rebellion against God results in all 
kinds of ungodly behavior, including a “depraved mind” (1:28). 
Those described in this passage are doing the very thing that destroys 
them, yet they continue to do it (1:18-32, esp. w . 21-24). They seem 
to love what they hate, and hate what they love. It is extremely 
difficult for a Christian to grasp this type of thinking because its 
irrationality48 comes from a foolish heart (1:21; cf. Eph. 4:17,18). Sin 
destroys what God desires to remake (I Pe. 2:11); it will never give 
lasting fulfillment (Heb. 11:25).

Examples of people choosing to destroy themselves by willful 
rebellion to God are certainly not limited to the pages of Scripture. 
People with destructive drug or sexual addictions continue in their 
aberrant behavior even though in many cases it no longer offers any 
pleasure or satisfaction. Moreover, the real possibility of AIDS is no 
deterrent for those who obstinately continue in their depraved 
lifestyles.

Sanctification, on the other hand, brings joy (Gal. 5:22), and 
progressively makes someone more like Christ (Ro. 8:29). This 
certainly is the more reasonable way to live one’s life.

A Christian’s abhorrence of sin (that it is first and foremost against 
God) is totally unlike the sadness sin brings to the life of the 
unbeliever. The non-Christian is saddened, as mentioned earlier, by 
the consequences of sin, not that it separates him from God. Esau was 
“repentant” about losing his birthright, but afterwards he still wanted 
to kill Jacob (Gen. 27:30-46, esp. w . 41,42)!

Again, thinking that a non-Christian views spiritual reality in the 
same way as a Christian is an erroneous assumption because the two 
are pictured very differently in Scripture—children of Satan (John 
8:44); children of God (I John 3:1-3).

Others have spoken of the “beast-like” nature of fallen man. C. S. 
Lewis writes,

To enter heaven is to become more human that you ever succeeded in 
being in earth; to enter hell, is to be banished from humanity...To be a 
complete man means to have the passions obedient to the will and the 
will offered to God...There may be a truth in the saying that ‘hell is 
hell, not from its own point of view, but from the heavenly point of
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view.’ I do not think this belies the severity of our Lord’s words. It is 
only to the damned that their fate could ever seem less than 
unendurable.49

Millard Erickson, W. E. Vine, and C. S. Lewis all agree that true 
humanness only comes from obedience to God. It seems that the 
Scriptures concur with that consensus.

In The Weight of Glory. C. S. Lewis mentions that,

the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a 
creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to 
worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you meet, if at all, 
only in a nightmare.50

Whether one entirely agrees with Lewis’s dramatic depiction of 
hell and those who are part of it, it does seem to be helpful in 
reminding us that believers and unbelievers are fundamentally 
different in their outlooks about God and His universe, something that 
many Christians would do well to keep in mind.

In his Pensees. Pascal said the following about the differences 
between man in relationship with God, and man apart from God.

These fundamental facts, solidly established on the inviolable 
authority of religion, teach us that there are in fact two equally 
constant truths. One is that man in the state of his creation, or in the 
state of grace, is exalted above the whole of nature, made like unto 

' God and sharing in his divinity. The other is that in the state of 
corruption and sin he has fallen from the first state and has become 
like the beasts....Whence it is clearly evident that man through grace 
is made like unto God and shares his divinity, and without grace he is 
treated like the beasts of the field.51

Pascal further develops the idea of man’s beastlikeness apart from 
God when he describes fallen man’s pursuit of fleshly pleasures.52

Equally, Calvin has described the beastlikeness of man apart from 
God.

Thus, Gryllus, also, in Plutarch (lib. quod bruta anim. ratione 
utantur), reasons most skilfully, when he affirms that, if once religion 
is banished from the lives of men, they not only in no respect excel,
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but are, in many respects, much more wretched than the brutes, since, 
being exposed to so many forms of evil, they continually drag on a 
troubled and restless existence: that the only thing, therefore, which 
makes them superior is the worship of God, through which alone they 
aspire to immortality.53

In a similar way, Jonathan Edwards believed that countries 
influenced by God’s revelation made people more humane, while lack 
of revelation caused people to be more brutish or beast-like. This is 
why Edwards saw tribal peoples as being more animalistic than 
civilized people. It was in no way meant as a racial slur, but simply an 
observation that man achieves true humanity by access and 
responsiveness to God’s truth.54

Modern-Day Illustrations

When ghastly displays of man’s inhumanity to man take place, we 
expect non-Christians who believe in the inherent goodness of man to 
be surprised. Some recent events underscore this phenomenon. A 
recent article in Maclean’s was entitled, “Saddam is Not a Human 
Being.” The author portrays Hussein in the following way.

Afterwards, in a classic act of terrorism Saddam got the leadership of 
the party to ‘volunteer’ to participate in the firing squad that 
summarily executed these ‘conspirators,’ thus making everyone 
complicit in murder. This is not a human being in any normal sense 
of the word.55

As an aside, this is an interesting thought because Hussein saw himself 
as the heir to Nebuchadnezzar’s throne, another person who 
experienced beastlikeness!

The brutal murdering56 spree of Jeffrey Dahmer is another case in 
point of how man has the ability to act like an animal. In Time 
magazine, one author concluded his article about Dahmer in this way, 
“We have spent a great deal of time trying to understand the 
motivation for such a heinous crime and concluded that some acts are 
so evil they simply cannot be explained.”57 The Jeffrey Dahmers of 
this world catch many of us off guard. How can someone be so 
wicked?58 Thoughts such as these show that many people, Christians
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included, have a lack of appreciation for Scripture’s clear appraisal of 
man apart from the redeeming work of God. The Bible says that 
unregenerate man has a “throat that is an open grave” (Rom. 3:13), 
and “feet that are swift to shed blood” (Rom. 3:15). Ghastly and 
depraved behavior like cannibalism is not something limited to fiction 
like Lord of the Flies, but a brutal reality that the Scriptures tell us we 
are all capable of apart from the grace of God (Deut. 28:53-5759; II Ki. 
6:28,29).

Conclusion

These are tough truths to acknowledge, but utterly crucial if we are 
to understand a little bit better why hell may be different than we 
commonly conceive. It still holds true that all people are created in 
the image of God (Gen. 9:6; Jas. 3:9), thereby endowing them with 
great worth and dignity. Though the image of God in man can be 
marred, it seems that Scripture indicates it can never be totally lost. 
Our understanding and appreciation, however, for the imago Dei in 
man should not cause us to lose sight of the fact that man apart from 
God’s salvific grace is capable of horrendous evil.

In sum, it is my conviction that the doctrine of man’s depravity has 
been increasingly de-emphasized, or even forgotten by many 
evangelicals. When this important truth is lost, it is no wonder that 
our self-indulgent, what’s in it for me? culture, which many Christians 
have become part of, would struggle with the doctrine of hell. Man 
apart from God hates Him, and wants nothing to do with Him. The 
appropriate place for such a person is hell, a place entirely consonant 
with his corrupt nature.
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Chapter 4

Implications and Applications 

From This Study

It is always important to consider the “so what?” of theology. 
When theology becomes purely an intellectual pursuit with no 
application to life, the very nature of theology is jeopardized, for 
theology is meant to transform the entire person, not just part of him.1 
True mental transformation will result in life transformation. Paul 
understood all too well that what we think about will transform who 
we are (Rom. 12:2; Phil. 4:8).

Why the Doctrine o f Hell is Being Contested Today

There are many reasons one could give why the doctrine of hell is 
debated so vigorously at this time in the Church. First, the influence 
of modernity has played a determinative role. James Davison Hunter 
argues that the evangelical church in its desire to be culturally 
relevant, and thereby inoffensive to non-Christians, has become more 
“civil” and less likely to tell non-Christians about such things as hell.2

Second, a strong case can be made that most Christians, though 
intellectually believing in the afterlife, are nonetheless apt to not have 
it impact them or occupy too much of their time. Harry Blamires has 
declared in this regard, “The young do not want to think about the 
afterlife because it is too far off, and the old do not want to think about 
it because it is too near.”3

Third, preaching on such things as judgment and hell is almost 
non-existent.4 Much could be said about this, but comments will be 
limited to five of the more pronounced reasons. First, if the truth were
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known, there is much dissonance between what preachers preach and 
what they truly believe.5 This disparity is unfortunately not limited to 
preachers. Others are affected as well. One missiologist has soberly 
declared that, “Many of us [Christians] are closet universalists.”6 A 
poll at an Urbana conference revealed much the same. Only 37% of 
the 5,000 who participated in the survey believed that a person was 
eternally lost without Jesus!7
^  Another reason why many preachers no longer preach on subjects 
like judgment, fear of God, and hell, is the “me” orientation that 
permeates much of evangelical Christianity in the West. A step into 
just about any Christian bookstore will tell this tale quite dramatically. 
“How to” books are displayed at the front of the store because they sell. 
The paucity of classics, serious theology books, commentaries, and the 
like are usually reserved for the back of the store, because they are not 
popular, even among pastors. Pop psychology has clearly made its 
way into many so-called Bible believing churches, and has become the 
definer of spirituality, rather than theology.8 Fortunately, many 
wonderful exceptions to this prevalent malady exist.9

Third, too many preachers fail to preach the whole counsel of 
God’s Word (Acts 20:27). When ministers use the pulpit as a 
platform for various hobby horses, preaching focuses on certain truths 
of Scripture to the neglect or total exclusion of others. For example, if 
a preacher desperately wants his congregation to understand God’s 
love (a noble and biblical goal), he might only direct his 
congregation’s attention to passages that talk about God’s love.

Thus far, the vacillation of preachers, the “me” orientation of 
American Christianity, and preachers not preaching the “whole 
counsel of God’s Word” have been mentioned as reasons why 
judgment and hell are not being preached on very much. A fourth 
reason is discordant views among those who eventually exert 
tremendous influence (albeit unrecognized for the most part) on 
pastors and their congregations, viz. evangelical scholars.

Recently, a conference sponsored jointly by the National 
Association of Evangelicals and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 
met to hammer out a statement that would reflect evangelical beliefs. 
The statement on judgment reads as follows:

We affirm that only through the work of Christ can any person be 
saved and be resurrected to live with God forever. Unbelievers will 
be separated eternally from God. Concern for evangelism should not
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be compromised by any illusion that all will be finally saved 
(universalism). We affirm the preaching of ultimate hope in and 
through Christ. In an age of anxiety and despair, the blessed hope of 
God’s ultimate victory is not only a warning of divine judgment, but a 
wonderful hope that gives light and meaning to the human heart.10

A clear dismissal of universalism is certainly superior to an earlier 
statement on evangelical belief put out by Fuller Seminary.11 The 
Evangelical Affirmations statement modifies the separation from 
God—eternally, something the Fuller statement failed to do. However, 
the Evangelical Affirmations statement is not without its problems.
The statement does not tell us what eternal separation is. It would lS  
have been extremely helpful to say “hell,” especially in our day and 
age when so many Christians are waffling on this issue. Separation, 
even modified by eternal is a bit innocuous. The statement also fails to 
say that annihilationism is an inappropriate view for an evangelical 
Christian. An explicit statement declaring that annihilationism is not 
consistent with evangelical Christianity is certainly a touchy issue, 
especially when you have someone of John Stott’s stature who has 
made such a tremendous contribution to evangelical Christianity. 
However, to say John Stott is not in line with evangelical convictions 
on this issue does not necessarily nullify him from being considered an 
evangelical. Reymond’s words are instructive in this regard.

But nothing I have said should be construed to mean that I regard him 
[John Stott] as an untrustworthy guide in all things Evangelical. He is 
far too significant a leader in modem Evangelicalism and I have 
learned far too much from him myself—indeed, I have learned from 
him even in this very book fEvangelical Essentials!—for me to suggest 
that. But on this point I would urge the church not to follow him, 
however horrible the traditional depiction of hell is. We must bear in 
mind that it is not the church or its pastors, as I have already pointed 
out, who authored the doctrine of hell. Rather, it is Christ and those 
apostles—particularly the apostle John—whom He inspired who were 
the chief exponents of it. If we would be Christ’s disciples, I submit 
that we must teach it too.12 (emphasis his)

If the doctrine of hell is a cardinal doctrine of the evangelical 
faith,13 then it behooves us to be vigilant to preserve it. It is quite
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ironic that the same publisher (Zondervan) that published the book, 
Evangelical Affirmations, wrote the following words.

So disturbing is the idea of hell that most pastors and church members 
simply ignore the doctrine of final retribution, preferring to talk in 
vague terms about a separation of the wicked from the righteous.14

A fifth and final reason why there is so much debate about hell 
today are the misrepresentations and misunderstandings many people 
carry with them about hell. Some of this was already looked at in the 
previous chapter, but a few more things need to be said. First, the 
issue of whether the fire is literal or metaphorical is not a crucial area 
for determining whether someone will hold to the traditional teaching 
on the doctrine of hell. Contrary to the representation by some 
people,15 there are many who believe in the traditional doctrine of hell 
who see the fire as metaphorical.16 Second, many Christians have 
rebelled against the graphic notions of hell articulated by people like 
Dante and Jonathan Edwards. In the case of Edwards, whether one 
appreciates the style he employs in his best known sermon, “Sinners in 
the Hands of an Angry God” or not, it is important to remember that 
hell was well established in his mind, and therefore in his preaching.17 
We would do well to consider a little more closely why Edwards 
thought it so important to communicate the doctrine of hell in this 
way, rather than just dismissing him and the doctrine of hell as relics 
of the past. Moreover, Christians who aggressively strive to be 
“culturally relevant” in order to buy a hearing, and supposedly more 
converts to the faith, need to ponder that sermons stressing the 
sovereignty of God and the unworthiness of sinners were some of 
Edwards’s most effective in seeing people come to know Christ.18 
This is not to argue however, as some have misunderstood, that hell is 
being used for pragmatic purposes.19 It is just to say that the whole 
counsel of God’s truth must be preached.

What the Church Should Do

Many positive points of application can be listed. Our discussion 
will be limited to seven areas.

First, our hearts as believers should cry for compassion toward 
those who are headed down the path to hell. Stott and Pinnock’s
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exhortations to be more emotionally moved bv this issue are helpful, 
though they seem to caricature traditionalists as uncaring about the 
plight of the unredeemed.20 If we as Christians experienced hell for a 
moment, how much that would influence the way in which we share 
our faith!21 Flippancy in our speech about hell reveals how little we ' A 
appreciate the magnitude of eternal matters. We must cease and desist 
from such empty and worldly chatter if we are to honor our Lord, who 
spoke on the subject of eternal judgment with tremendous sobriety.

Second, pastors and ministers of Scripture must teach the whole 2. 
counsel of God’s Word, including topics like sin22 and hell. The 
whole gospel must be preached. Pastors must view, as Richard Baxter 
did, that evangelism is a “great work” to participate in.23 It should be 
stated, however, that extremes exist on both sides of teaching about 
hell. Some Christians overemphasize things like hell and judgment to 
the loss of teaching on grace and forgiveness.24 Other Christians react 
to this “hell fire and brimstone” approach and “abbreviate the gospel 
by presenting only the attractive side of the message.”25 Preaching the 
whole counsel of God’s truth prevents such excesses. Historian 
Jeremy Jackson helps us with an historical example.

If Wesley had sometimes to recommend preachers to stress the love 
and mercy of God, along with his justice, nowadays he would find 
himself giving the opposite advice in most of our churches.26

Third, hell should not be looked at as a “stick to beat people into 5 
salvation”27 though this in no way diminishes the need for direct and 
honest preaching on the subject. People do not need to be harangued 
incessantly by judgment, but they do need honest, bold, loving, and 
patient correction in their errant ways (II Tim. 2:24-26).

Fourth, it needs to be remembered that hell is inextricably linked to . 
other doctrines such as sin, judgment, and the atonement.28 This 
should serve as a great motivation not to abandon lightly the preaching 
and teaching about hell.29 R.V.G. Tasker even wrote that eliminating 
hell will eventually eliminate heaven.30

Fifth, it seems quite clear that annihilationism undermines the <; 
urgency of preaching the gospel.31 Groups that stress annihilationism 
or universalism have not launched great missionary enterprises.32 
This makes sense because a doctrine like annihilationism tends to 
“comfort sinners”33 and does not provoke any real soul-searching on 
the part of the unbeliever.34 Again, the comment of Jesus pertaining to
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Judas that it would have been better for him not to have been bom 
makes the point here.

Sixth, we need to consider why it is that the major cults reject 
hell.35 Though we must be careful not to apply “guilt by association” 
as Clark Pinnock has cautioned against, it does seem odd that so many 
heterodox groups reject an eternal hell. Having so-called authoritative 
books in place of, or in addition to the Bible, could certainly be one 
leading reason for this. Clearly Christians should not accept hell 
simply for the pragmatic reason of not wanting to be identified with 
cults.36 Being convinced from Scripture must be paramount.

Seventh, pastors must preach doctrine. It is a shame when so 
many people complain that learning theology is an impractical and 
unnecessary endeavor. This is not the fault of theology, but of those 
who are trying to teach it. Deep truths of God’s Word need to be 
understood by all believers. They are not to be limited to some select 
group of initiates. To teach doctrine properly requires a deep 
understanding of it, and a passion to communicate its beauty and life­
transforming power to others.

Where We Need to Go From Here

The debate about the traditional doctrine of hell is a crucial area 
that many evangelicals are currently grappling with. What does in 
fact happen to those who reject Christ? Are they damned for all 
eternity, or are they annihilated into oblivion? As seen in this study, it 
is no trivial matter to be bypassed.37 It is imperative that believers 
search the Scriptures so as to be faithful to the charge to “contend 
earnestly for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints 
(Jude 1:3).”
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Chapter 5

Some Personal Reflections

It has been nearly thirteen years since I sat down in a McDonald’s 
restaurant pondering the horrific ramifications of Matt. 7:13,14. In 
this passage, Jesus reminds us that the way is broad that leads to 
destruction and many are those who will enter by it.

As I sat there contemplating the awesome implications of such a 
statement, I started to observe more closely the people that were eating 
lunch that day. I saw caring mothers with their children, elderly 
people enjoying one another’s company, and just plain ol’ Americans 
sharing lunch with a spouse, business partner, or friend. Could most 
of these folks be headed to hell? What did Jesus’ use of the word 
“many” mean? So troubling were these questions that it not only 
caused me to reconsider seminary studies, but I was evaluating 
whether I could adhere to the Christian faith any longer. At the time, 
I figured that I was somewhat odd for these sorts of doubts, but now I 
know differently.

Though there were many ways that God ministered to me during 
this difficult time, not the least of which was some very supportive 
friends, I did find great comfort in a growing appreciation for the 
hidden counsels of God’s will. Scripture makes it quite clear that all 
things will not be clear. There are certain things that only God knows 
(Deut. 29:29; Isa. 55:8,9). Even the apostle Paul, for all his brilliance 
and erudition, exclaimed that we now see “in a mirror dimly” (I Cor. 
13:12). As Proverbs 25:2 says, “it is the glory of God to conceal a 
matter.” Does this make our heavenly Father cruel, or on some power 
trip? Absolutely not.

Consider the following illustration. A young boy goes out to play 
with his neighbor friend who lives across the street. This is the 
regular time when the young boy is allowed to play with his buddy. 
As the young boy makes his way across the street, he fails to see a car
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which is speeding his way. Alerted to the impending danger, the 
father grabs his son by the shirt and throws him out of harm’s way. 
All the young boy knows at the moment is that his father spoiled his 
fun. Instead of playing with his friend (something the father 
supposedly sanctioned), he is presently face down on the grass of his 
front yard. As the father goes over to lovingly help his son up, the boy 
is perplexed why the father would act in such a seemingly cruel 
manner. Here his father had given him permission to play, and now 
he seems to be reneging on his word. Is he schizophrenic, or worse 
yet, is he just downright mean-spirited? Though these are certainly 
two options that could cross the boy’s mind, there is another, 
especially if he has a good relationship with his father. If the 
relationship with his father is a solid one, built on years of trust, the 
son will most likely believe that the father’s intentions were for his 
good, even though that may be perplexing to him at the moment of 
impact with the Bermuda grass. It is the father’s stellar character that 
causes the son to wait and gather more data. In his little psyche the 
“jury is still out.”

I think most of us can identify with this little boy, especially when 
we are facing difficult times in our own lives, or observing others 
whose lives are marked by suffering of an extremely graduated form. 
Like the little boy, we find ourselves perplexed. We are not in bad 
company when we do. Many stalwarts of the faith have been 
perplexed by suffering, including the apostle Paul and John the 
Baptist. Even our Lord in his humanity could be counted among this 
illustrious group as we consider his plea for release in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. As with the little boy, we have a heavenly Father whose 
character is impeccable. He can be trusted.

When the father went to pick up his son, he immediately started to 
explain his seemingly unloving behavior. Though the father’s 
explanation was tremendously comforting, it did not surprise his son, 
because he knew his father could be trusted. It is the same with our 
heavenly Father. The only difference is that explanations are many 
times detained until we get to heaven. Many people, however, see this 
as a cop-out. If God has such great reasons, why doesn’t he start 
revealing them to us? Though Scripture gives us some reasons for 
things such as an eternal hell, the complete picture is unavailable to us 
here on earth. It does not, as some would have us believe, show that 
God is unwilling to disclose them to us; it is simply that we could not 
comprehend what he was saying in our present, fallen state. No
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matter how fabulous the physics instructor, it is going to be impossible 
for an infant to understand quantum mechanics! The deficiency is not 
with the teacher, but with the pupil. It is inherently impossible for an 
infant to comprehend such lofty matters. It is the same with us. Look 
at Job. God told Job that he could not pass the introduction to 
theology class so how could he expect to take upper division classes? 
This is no “power play” fueled by arrogance on God’s part, but merely 
a statement of fact. Another incident in the New Testament will 
underscore this.

Right after Jesus fed the five thousand, He began to say some 
difficult things. He claimed to be the bread of life and that life would 
only be found by eating his flesh and drinking His blood. Strange 
words. What on earth did He mean by this? It certainly did not 
comfort the masses, because most stopped following Him. Peter 
however, was different. Though it seems that Peter was not totally 
certain what Christ meant, he responded in faith. When Christ asked 
Peter if he was going to depart as well, Peter responds, “Lord, to 
whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. And we have 
believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One of God. 
(John 6:68,69).” Peter knew enough about the character of Jesus to 
trust Him with the statements that were as John records “difficult 
statements.”

From Scripture we find that there is much we can know about God 
and His ways, yet to think we can fully understand His plan is the 
height of arrogance. As Paul says, “For who has known the mind of 
the Lord, or who became His counselor.” The context of this 
particular verse in Romans 11:34 underscores the point again. On the 
heels of a very challenging description of God’s sovereign prerogatives 
(Ro. 9-11), Paul announces that God’s ways and thoughts are truly 
higher than ours.

I have learned when confronted with something that does not seem 
to be consistent with a good and loving God to rest on passages like 
Ps. 145:17 which are eminently clear in describing God’s nature. He 
is righteous and kind in all that He does. I can bank on the fact that 
everything He does will be marked with righteousness and kindness. 
In the glories of heaven, when I am being picked off the “grass” by my 
loving, heavenly Father, will I “know fully just as I also have been 
fully known (I Cor. 13:12).”
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