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“All hope abandon, ye who enter in!” 

These words in sombre colour I beheld 

Written upon the summit of a gate; 

Whence I: “Their sense is, Master, hard to me!” 

– Dante’s Inferno, Canto 3
1
 

I. The Traditional Doctrine and Why We Dislike It 

 

  Hell, in the present-day Western mindset, is perhaps the most difficult, 

offensive concept that Christianity has to offer the world.  Many have probably rejected 

Christ and the cross precisely because of this doctrine.  Popular pastor and author Rob Bell 

perfectly captures the emotional response that a hell-preaching Christian faith is capable of 

generating in the preface to his recent book, Love Wins: 

I’ve written this book for all those, everywhere, who have heard some version of the Jesus 

story that caused their pulse rate to rise, their stomach to churn, and their heart to utter those 

resolute words, “I would never be a part of that.”
2
 

 

“A part of what?” we might ask.  The specific “version of the Jesus story” he is writing in an 

attempt to free us from actually sounds somewhat familiar.  Bell clarifies it and gives us his 

personal evaluation just a few lines down: 

                                                           
1
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A staggering number of people have been taught that a select few Christians will spend 

forever in a peaceful, joyous place called heaven, while the rest of humanity spends forever in 

torment and punishment in hell with no chance for anything better.  It’s been clearly 

communicated to many that this belief is a central truth of the Christian faith and to reject it 

is, in essence, to reject Jesus.  This is misguided and toxic and ultimately subverts the 

contagious spread of Jesus’s message of love, peace, forgiveness and joy that our world 

desperately needs to hear.
3
 

 

  We might be tempted to challenge Bell’s rendering of a simplistic heaven-

and-hell eschatology or take issue with his choice of words as he contrasts “a select few” in 

heaven and “the rest of humanity” in hell.  We might label this glib portrayal an unfair 

slanting of time-honored Christianity.  We might, well … maybe.  The beliefs he identifies as 

“misguided and toxic” still sound at least approximately like those of the conventional 

Christian faith – a rude caricature or a parody, perhaps, but not an utter falsification.  The 

orthodoxy within it is still easily recognizable.  After all, isn’t that what Christianity claims 

to be – a means of saving us from sin and death and, ultimately, the fires of hell?  

Embarrassing as it may seem to us at times or in some circles, most traditional Christians do 

believe, and contend that the Bible itself teaches, that we are all lost in our sins and destined 

to eternal separation from God – in other words, “hell.”  The only way out of this mess is to 

accept Christ’s atoning death as the ransom for our salvation.  By God’s grace we are saved, 

and to not be saved is to be lost.  To be lost is to be on the wide road to perdition, to be 

damned, with no way out but Jesus.  Semantic considerations aside, this is sounds a lot like 

what Bell refers to as a “stomach-churning” religion. 

  In Question 29, the Westminster Larger Catechism states what Christians 

believe about hell as clearly and concisely as any historic Christian document. 

Question 29: What are the punishments of sin in the world to come? 
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Answer: The punishments of sin in the world to come, are everlasting separation from the 

comfortable presence of God, and most grievous torments in soul and body, without 

intermission, in hell fire forever.
4
 

 

From there the Larger Catechism goes on to explain how we can be saved from this awful 

fate by grace through faith in Christ.  This account of the gospel, hell included, is not the 

invention of cheerless Calvinists with a sadistic desire to damn the world.  The Catechism of 

the Catholic Church, while noticeably non-Calvinistic and less concise, conveys a message 

akin to that of Protestantism.  Apparently, Roman Catholic teaching on hell was something 

the Reformers felt no pressing need to reform. 

1033 … To die in mortal sin without repenting and accepting God's merciful love means 

remaining separated from him for ever [sic] by our own free choice. This state of definitive 

self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed is called "hell." 

1034 Jesus often speaks of "Gehenna" of "the unquenchable fire" reserved for those who to 

the end of their lives refuse to believe and be converted, where both soul and body can be 

lost. Jesus solemnly proclaims that he "will send his angels, and they will gather . . . all evil 

doers, and throw them into the furnace of fire,"
 
and that he will pronounce the condemnation: 

"Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire!" 

1035 The teaching of the Church affirms the existence of hell and its eternity. Immediately 

after death the souls of those who die in a state of mortal sin descend into hell, where they 

suffer the punishments of hell, "eternal fire."
 
The chief punishment of hell is eternal 

separation from God, in whom alone man can possess the life and happiness for which he was 

created and for which he longs. 

1036 The affirmations of Sacred Scripture and the teachings of the Church on the subject of 

hell are a call to the responsibility incumbent upon man to make use of his freedom in view 

of his eternal destiny. They are at the same time an urgent call to conversion: "Enter by the 

narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who 

enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads to life, and those 

who find it are few.”
5
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  There seems to be no way around it.  Hell is a mainstream Christian belief.  

Historically, it has been the theological equivalent of the stick while heaven has been the 

carrot.  But while the carrot remains acceptable and appropriate in our present social context, 

the stick now seems outmoded.  Hell isn’t needed any more.  The late Canadian theologian 

Clark Pinnock of McMaster Divinity College expressed his revulsion as follows: 

… [O]ne cannot preach what the tradition has said about literal hellfire, because it is such a 

morally and judicially intolerable notion … The fact that Augustine and Edwards could have 

cauterized their consciences into believing it should make no difference at all to us … One 

simply has to admit that tradition contains a number of obnoxious things that need changing; 

so let us be bold to change them.
6
 

Timothy Keller, a traditionalist, does a fair job of summarizing current views that make hell 

so offensive.  After years of question-and-answer sessions held immediately after his 

Manhattan services, he brings some of these together and responds to them in Chapter 5 of 

The Reason for God, entitled, How Can a Loving God Send People to Hell?  For example: 

1. A God of Judgment Simply Can’t Exist 

2. A God of Judgment Can’t Be a God of Love 

3. A Loving God Would Not Allow Hell
7
 

 

Rob Bell was, until recently, a pastor himself; Pinnock was an acknowledged evangelical 

scholar.  Self-identifying Christians, in increasing numbers, are beginning to go beyond 

merely disliking the doctrine of hell to redefining it, calling it into question, or disbelieving it 

altogether.  Could they be right?  Or is the assessment of J.I. Packer more accurate? 

The sentimental secularism of modern Western culture, with its exalted optimism about 

human nature, its shrunken idea of God, and its skepticism as to whether personal morality 

really matters—in other words, its decay of conscience—makes it hard for Christians to take 

the reality of hell seriously.
8
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II. Alternative Points of View 

  In this section we will briefly consider some of the possible alternatives to the 

traditional doctrine.  The options we will discuss will be 1) Purgatory; 2) Annihilationism, 

also known as Conditional Immortality; and 3) Universalism. 

1) Purgatory 

  This section is needed mainly to clarify a possible confusion.  Rightly 

understood, the concept of Purgatory is not really an alternative view of hell.  It is rather a 

“purging” or cleansing of the saved to completely prepare them for heaven.  This is not 

always grasped by Protestants eager to point out that Purgatory is a Roman Catholic notion 

that has flimsy biblical support.  While it is true that the biblical grounds for Purgatory are 

slight, that point is somewhat misplaced in a discussion of hell.  For that matter, Purgatory is 

also easily misunderstood by nominal Catholics, who may feel that it allows them some 

wiggle room to delay consideration of their eternal state until after they die.  This is more like 

the teaching of Origen, which we will touch on later.  Roman Catholicism considers this a 

serious error.  The genuine Catholic belief is as follows: 

1030 All who die in God's grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed 

assured of their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve 

the holiness necessary to enter the joy of heaven.  

 

1031 The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is 

entirely different from the punishment of the damned.  The Church formulated her doctrine of 

faith on Purgatory especially at the Councils of Florence and Trent … 
9
 

 

  Purgatory is also deeply tied to the Catholic notion of the continuing 

relationship of the living with those who have died, who are in this case assumed to be finally 
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saved.  Zachary J. Hayes, retired teacher of theology at the Catholic Theological Union, puts 

it as follows: 

Purgatory, as Roman Catholic theology envisions it, involves a process of purification after 

death for those who need it.  It is a process in which the concern of the living for the dead, 

expressed through prayers and charitable works, may have a beneficial effect on the healing 

of the dead.
10

 

 

So Purgatory, while biblically inexplicable, in theory takes nothing away from hell or the 

seriousness of the final punishment of those who die unsaved.  The primary problem is that it 

lessens the value of Christ’s atonement by implying that someone who dies “in God’s grace 

and friendship” might still be “imperfectly purified” and somehow benefit from the help of 

earthly friends to achieve perfection.  The believer in salvation by grace through faith should 

wonder what he or she can ever possibly add to Christ’s finished work on the cross.  The 

correct answer is that we can add nothing.  Christ’s work is completely sufficient. 

2) Annihilationism 

  Here we have a genuine departure from the traditional view of hell: 

Annihilationism is the doctrine that the souls of the wicked will be snuffed out of existence 

rather than be sent to an everlasting, conscious hell. The existence of the unrepentant will be 

extinguished, while the righteous will enter into everlasting bliss.
11

  

 

  This view has the following things in its favor from a traditional standpoint: It 

takes seriously the eternal consequences of our beliefs; it was already present in early 

Judaism; and it has been endorsed by some conservative scholars. 

  It takes seriously the eternal consequences of our beliefs by implying that hell 

will be eternal in its effect, if not in its duration.  Biblically, this view is arrived at through 
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passages such as Psalm 37, which contains numerous expressions that can be easily read to 

obtain an annihilationist stance.  The ESV rendering is typical: 

For the evildoers shall be cut off, but those who wait for the Lord shall inherit the land.  

In just a little while, the wicked will be no more; though you look carefully at his place, he 

will not be there. (Ps 37:9-10)
12

 

 

But the wicked will perish; the enemies of the Lord are like the glory of the pastures; they 

vanish—like smoke they vanish away. (Ps 37:20) 

 

I have seen a wicked, ruthless man, spreading himself like a green laurel tree.  

But he passed away, and behold, he was no more; though I sought him, he could not be 

found. (Ps 37:35-36) 

 

Other passages cited to defend annihilationism are Mal 4:1-5; Matt 3:10-12 & 10:28, Rom 

6:23 and 1 Cor 3:17.  In each case, the wicked “die”, are “destroyed” or somehow “burnt 

up.”  It’s not at all difficult to interpret these passages so that the lost, once judged, will no 

longer exist, rather than having them suffer the continuous torment of eternal fire.  Once the 

mental move has been made, it’s simply a matter of rethinking other passages in the same 

light.  Even “eternal fire” doesn’t automatically mean that people continue to live and 

experience the pain of eternal burning, only that the fire continues to burn eternally once the 

damned are entirely burnt up.  Immortality, then, is conditional, and only bestowed upon the 

saved. 

  As for early Judaism, the beliefs here were mixed.  Some texts give the 

traditional view, while others seem to support annihilationism.  The following is from 

Biblical Antiquities (First Century AD): 

And their dwelling place will be in darkness and the place of destruction; and they will not 

die but melt away until I remember the world and renew the earth.  And then they will die 

and not live, and their life will be taken away from the number of all men.
13

 

                                                           
12

 Scripture quotations are from the ESV unless otherwise noted. 



8 
 

 

While expressing a temporary form of suffering, for some early Jewish authors, 

annihilationism is the end result.   

  In the contemporary debate some conservative scholars have defended 

annihilationist views.  The Anglican John Wenham wrote The Case for Conditional 

Immortality published by Baker.
14

  Clark Pinnock, cited earlier, upheld the conditional view 

in Four Views on Hell in Zondervan’s Counterpoints series.
15

  For many, however, the 

beloved John Stott’s endorsement has been the most noteworthy, even if he remained 

cautious in his expression thereof. 

Emotionally, I find the concept [of eternal conscious torment] intolerable and do not 

understand how people can live with it without either cauterising their feelings or cracking 

under the strain. But our emotions are a fluctuating, unreliable guide to truth and must not be 

exalted to the place of supreme authority in determining it . . . my question must be — and is 

— not what does my heart tell me, but what does God’s word say?
16

 

 

I am hesitant to have written these things, partly because I have a great respect for 

longstanding tradition which claims to be a true interpretation of scripture, and do not lightly 

set it aside, and partly because the unity of the worldwide evangelical constituency has 

always meant much to me.  But the issue is too important to suppress, and I am grateful to 

you (David Edwards) for challenging me to declare my present mind.  I do not dogmatise 

about the position to which I have come.  I hold it tentatively.  But I do plead for frank 

dialogue among evangelicals on the basis of scripture.  I also believe that the ultimate 

annihilation of the wicked should at least be accepted as a legitimate, biblically founded 

alternative to their eternal conscious torment.
17
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Despite the genuine positives regarding annihilationism, it does have weaknesses which we 

will highlight shortly.  Still, it is not the radical departure from the historic doctrine that we 

find in universalism, to which we turn at present. 

 

3) Universalism 

  Without ever explicitly saying anything quite so straightforward as “I am a 

universalist,” Rob Bell, who advocates frank discussion and obviously tilts in favor of the 

view, does a pretty good job of explaining and defending universalism.   

At the heart of this perspective [which Bell never exactly names] is the belief that, given 

enough time, everybody will turn to God and find themselves in the joy and peace of God’s 

presence.  The love of God will melt every hard heart, and even the most “depraved sinners” 

will eventually give up their resistance and turn to God.
18

 

Compare that to Norman Geisler’s brief, unadorned definition: “Universalism is the belief 

that everyone eventually will be saved.”
19

  While the approaches to universalism have been 

extremely varied
20

, we will focus on Bell’s version here as the one enjoying the most current 

popularity. 

  Much of what Bell says throughout his book is directed at our feelings – and it 

is a potent message.  At one point he asks us to compare two women sitting next to each 

other in the same church service, both with tears streaming down their faces.  The one 

“imagines being reunited with her sister who was killed in a car accident seventeen years 

ago.”   The woman next to her is crying for a different reason.  She realizes that, if what the 

pastor says is true, “she will be separated from her mother and father, brothers and sisters, 

cousins, aunts, uncles, and friends forever, with no chance of any reunion, ever.”  Later she 
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asks the pastor whether these non-Christians won’t be in heaven and he replies that “she’ll be 

having so much fun worshipping God that it won’t matter to her.”  This troubles her, 

“because the people she loves the most in the world do matter to her.”
21

  How can they not? 

  Aside from the purely emotional appeal, Bell finds support for “God’s 

reconciliation with all people” in church history from Clement of Alexandria and Origen, 

Gregory of Nyssa and Eusebius, though he never quotes any of them.
22

  He mentions that 

Jerome, Basil and Augustine, while not defending universal salvation themselves, stated that 

“most people”, the “mass of men”, and “very many” shared this perspective.  No sources are 

given for these statements, though there is little reason to doubt their truth.  Bell does quote 

Martin Luther, from a 1522 letter to Hans von Rechenberg “about the possibility that people 

could turn to God after death, asking: ‘Who would doubt God’s ability to do that?’”
23

  Not 

exactly a rigid doctrinal declaration by Luther, but what exactly was Origen’s take on things? 

For Origen, the soul is subjected to torture for purification rather than unto death: the 

individual continues to be purged from sin in a punishment which does not appease the wrath 

of God, but helps to restore the human being to the perfect creation made by God.
24

 

 

  The Bible, in contrast, seems to emphasize the finality of death and, therefore, 

places a tremendous value on the decisions made before it.  J.I. Packer elucidated this in 

answer to a question from a Christianity Today reader about Hebrews 9:27, which says, “… 

it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment.”   

When the writer of Hebrews speaks of dying "once," he uses a word that means not once 

merely as distinct from two or more times, but "once and for all." The adverb (‘hapax’ in 

Greek) points to the decisiveness of the event it qualifies; by happening once, the event 

changes things permanently so that the possibility of it happening again is removed. That is 

what the word means when it is applied in verses 26 and 28 to Jesus' atoning sacrifice of 
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himself on the cross, and in verse 27 it means the same when applied to the event of our own 

heartstop and brainstop and the separating of the self from the corpse. 

 

The unrepeatable reality of physical death leads directly to reaping what we sowed in this 

world.
25

 

 

Packer concludes that postmortem conversion is impossible because the prevenient grace 

that God gives to people presently and is needed to draw us to Christ is absent after death.  

The Bible, at least, says nothing of the possibility and to speculate about postmortem 

conversion “reflects an inadequate grasp of what turning to Christ involves.”
26

 

  Francis Chan says the same thing with a touch of irony: 

What about Those Passages That Say There Will Be a Second Chance? 

 

… one thing all Christian Universalists agree upon is that after death there will be another 

chance (or an endless string of chances) to choose Jesus.  The Universalist view depends 

upon it.  So we need to wrestle with all the postmortem, second-chance passages to see if they 

actually teach this view.  The problem is there aren’t any passages that say this.   

 

No passage in the Bible says that there will be a second chance after death to turn to Jesus.
27

 

 

  Bell makes his scriptural case asking the question, “Does God Get What God 

Wants?” as the title of Chapter 4.  He drives the point home, reminding us that “God wants 

all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth,” (1 Tim 2). If this is the God 

for whom “all things are possible,” then it stands to reason that all people will be saved.
28

  

Bell asks further, “Does this magnificent, mighty, marvelous God fail in the end?”
29

  Once 

this line of reasoning is adopted, it’s possible to see universal salvation in numerous Bible 

passages.  Some of those Bell cites are:  Psalm 65 “all people will come to God”; Ezekiel 36 
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“The nations will know that I am the Lord”; Isaiah 52 “All the ends of the earth will see the 

salvation of our God”; Zephaniah 3 “Then I will purify the lips of the peoples, that all of 

them may call on the name of the LORD and serve him shoulder to shoulder” and even 

Philippians 2, “Every knee should bow … and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is 

LORD to the glory of God the Father.”
30

  He stresses, “In the Bible, God is not helpless, God 

is not powerless, and God is not impotent,” and, “It is God who works in you to will and to 

act in order to fulfill his good purpose.” (Phil 2) 

  Also important to Bell are the connectedness of the human race, “A racist 

would be miserable in the world to come,”
31

  and the inclusiveness of the Christian message. 

The prophet Malachi asks, “Do we not all have one Father?  Did not one God create us?” 

(chap.2).  Paul says in Acts 17, “We are God’s offspring,” and in Ephesians 3 he writes, “I 

kneel before the Father from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives [its] name.” 

The writers of the scriptures consistently affirm that we’re all part of the same family.  What 

we have in common – regardless of our tribe, language, customs, beliefs, or religion – 

outweighs our differences.
32

 

  So the love of God and the power of God combine to secure God’s ultimate 

goal:  Everyone will be saved.  It’s an attractive proposition to a generation that cannot bear 

the thought of heaven if anyone is suffering in hell.  As the title says, Love Wins.  

  Theologically, Rob Bell seems to be influenced not only by Origen, but by 

Schleiermacher, though he never cites or mentions the nineteenth-century Prussian.  Richard 

Bauckham summarized Schleiermacher in his Universalism: a historical survey, first 

published in 1978. 

F. D. E. Schleiermacher was the first great theologian of modern times to teach universalism.  

He taught a predestination as absolute as that of Augustine and Calvin, … All men are elected 

to salvation in Christ, and this purpose of divine omnipotence cannot fail. In this respect 

                                                           
30

 Ibid 
31

 Ibid, p.21 
32

 Ibid, p.51 



13 
 

Schleiermacher represents a 'Reformed' universalism, founded on the all-determining will of 

God. Only a Pelagian, on this view, could argue from human free will to the possibility of 

hell. For Schleiermacher a sense of the unity of the human race is a high virtue … and cannot 

be thus disregarded by God. 

 

Most interesting of Schleiermacher's arguments against hell is his deeply felt conviction that 

the blessedness of the redeemed would be severely marred by their sympathy for the damned. 

This is precisely the opposite of the conviction of many earlier theologians that the 

blessedness of the redeemed would be actually enhanced by their contemplation of the 

torments of the damned.  The latter view has a kind of reason on its side: Those who are 

wholly at one with God's will should rejoice to see His justice done. But it has largely 

disappeared from the doctrine of hell since the seventeenth century, and the modern 

Christian's instinctive sympathy with Schleiermacher's contrary view places him on 

Schleiermacher's side of a great transition in the history of attitudes to suffering. With 

Schleiermacher we now feel that even the justly inflicted suffering of other men [ought to] be 

pitied, not enjoyed.  Schleiermacher's argument is typically modern in its appeal and is one 

element in the increasing popularity of universalism since his day.
33

 

 

The popularity is still increasing and shows no signs of letting up.  If anything this is 

becoming a mainstream Christian view and sounds hauntingly like Rob Bell.  Nonetheless, 

the traditional viewpoint has many strong adherents.  Perhaps something of a replay of the 

Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy between Harry Emerson Fosdick and J. Gresham 

Machen is happening in our day with a new postmodern slant. 

 

III. The Traditional Doctrine Upheld 

  With all that the alternative views have to commend them, the historical 

understanding that hell involves unending torment and that one’s fate is sealed at death has 

even more.  What it lacks in emotional appeal to people such as we who are a product of our 

times, it makes up for in scriptural support that simply cannot be ignored.  Now we’ll take a 

look at 1) The historical context of first-century Judaism, and then examine 2) Some biblical 

data. 
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1) First-century Judaism 

  We mentioned earlier that some people in early Judaism believed in 

annihilationism.  As it happens, however, this was not the majority teaching.  The majority 

doctrinal position around the time of Christ was of an eternal, conscious hell.  One sample 

verse from the Apocrypha reads: 

Woe to the nations that rise up against my people! 

The Lord Almighty will take vengeance on them 

in the day of judgment; 

fire and worms he will give to their flesh; 

they shall weep in pain for ever. (Judith 16:17 RSV) 

 

Here is an example from 1 Enoch 22:10-13. 

… And such has been made for sinners …  Here their spirits shall be set apart in this great 

pain till the great day of judgement and punishment and torment of those who curse for ever 

and retribution for their spirits. There He shall bind them for ever … Such has been made for 

the spirits of men who were not righteous but sinners, who were complete in transgression, 

and of the transgressors they shall be companions: but their spirits shall not be slain in the day 

of judgement nor shall they be raised from thence.''
34

 

An example from 2 Baruch 44:15 contrasts the fate of the righteous and the wicked saying, 

“For to them [the righteous] shall be given the world to come, But the dwelling of the rest 

who are many shall be in the fire.”
35

  Such were some of the texts in circulation around the 

time of Christ.   

2) Biblical Data 

  Given the fact that Jesus lived and breathed the Judaism that gave birth to 

these ideas, we would expect him to make it clear if he disagreed with their concepts.  Jesus 

had no problem confronting the religion of his contemporaries when needed.  In fact, he does 
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not do so in this case.  When Jesus speaks of hell, he sounds like Jew of his day.  Hell is 

unending, conscious torment and one’s fate is sealed at death.
36

 

  When Jesus contrasts the fate of the “sheep” and “goats” in Matt. 25:46 he 

makes this clear: “And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into 

eternal life.”  The word for “eternal” (ai nios) is the same in both cases.  How it could mean 

one thing when referring to life and something noticeably different when referring to 

punishment in the very same sentence is difficult to imagine. 

  The rest of the New Testament follows a similar line of thought.  There is no 

radical departure from the teaching of Jesus or the Judaism of the time.  Jumping ahead to the 

Book of Revelation, some strong texts appear in favor of the traditional view.  For example, 

Rev 14:9-11: 

And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If anyone worships the 

beast and its image and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, he also will drink the 

wine of God’s wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger, and he will be tormented 

with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And 

the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, these 

worshipers of the beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.” 

 

While an annihilationist would focus on only the smoke going up “forever and ever,” and try 

to downplay the “torment” involved, it’s hard to maintain that angle in light of the fact that 

they “have no rest day and night, these worshipers of the beast …” 

  In Rev 20:10, after fire from heaven destroys the armies of Gog and Magog, 

we are told, “and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur 

where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever 

and ever.”  What could be clearer than that?  The word “they” implies that someone in 

addition to the devil will be tormented and that the torment never ends.  Returning to Matt 
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25:41, this passage fills out the meaning of Christ’s sentence on the lost.  “Then he will say 

to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil 

and his angels.”  The devil receives an eternal, fiery punishment.  These lost are headed into 

the same place.  It’s most natural to suggest they will experience the same suffering torment.   

Further, the judgment that Christ gives is only completed when all the dead receive the 

verdict that he hands down. 

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and 

sky fled away, and no place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, 

standing before the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is 

the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to 

what they had done. And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up 

the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they 

had done. Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, 

the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was 

thrown into the lake of fire.  (Revelation 20:11-15)  

 

While this final passage does not specifically mention eternal, conscious punishment, there is 

no convincing way to argue that this judgment is any different from that just described in 

Matthew or the earlier verses in Revelation.  The “lake of fire” fits perfectly in the context of 

the historically accepted and biblically justified view of hell.  And there is no mention of 

second chances or postmortem conversions. 

  When speaking of Judas, Jesus declared, “The Son of Man goes as it is written 

of him, but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better 

for that man if he had not been born.”
37

  We cannot assume Jesus was “just kidding.”  Even 

allowing for a touch of hyperbole, if universalism was intended by Jesus, this would simply 

not be true; Judas would ultimately be headed for eternal bliss.  From an annihilationist 

perspective, not being born or ultimately being annihilated come out about the same 
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eternally, regardless of what happens in the short span in between.  Only the traditional view 

does real justice to Christ’s words.   

  One weakness peculiar to the annihilationist view is that if all the condemned 

eventually get snuffed out of existence, then varying degrees of punishment become 

irrelevant.  Yet Jesus teaches a “greater condemnation,” in some cases; for example:   

But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for 

you.  And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to 

Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained 

until this day.  But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land 

of Sodom than for you.”
38

 

 

  To sum up this section, the biblical evidence seems so strong that one gets the 

impression it is being compromised with anything but the traditional doctrine.  It fits 

historically in the religious environment of the New Testament authors and any lack of 

clarity that might have existed from the Old Testament alone seems to be amply compensated 

for by the New.  Oxford academic and mystery author Dorothy Sayers  expressed it perfectly: 

There seems to be a kind of conspiracy, especially among middle-aged writers of vaguely 

liberal tendency, to forget, or to conceal, where the doctrine of Hell comes from. One finds 

frequent references to the "cruel and abominable mediaeval doctrine of hell," or "the childish 

and grotesque mediaeval imagery of physical fire and worms." . . . 

 

But the case is quite otherwise; let us face the facts. The doctrine of hell is not "mediaeval": it 

is Christ's. It is not a device of "mediaeval priestcraft" for frightening people into giving 

money to the church: it is Christ's deliberate judgment on sin. The imagery of the undying 

worm and the unquenchable fire derives, not from "mediaeval superstition," but originally 

from the Prophet Isaiah, and it was Christ who emphatically used it. . . . It confronts us in the 

oldest and least "edited" of the gospels: it is explicit in many of the most familiar parables 

and implicit in many more: it bulks far larger in the teaching than one realizes, until one reads 

the Evangelists [gospels] through instead of picking out the most comfortable texts: one 

cannot get rid of it without tearing the New Testament to tatters. We cannot repudiate Hell 

without altogether repudiating Christ.
39
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IV. The Traditional Doctrine and Why It Is Reasonable 

  Many of the arguments against an eternal hell’s existence come, not from 

Scripture, but from a rational or emotional appeal.  Therefore, it is necessary to show that the 

idea of hell is not simply wacky, crackpot, cruel or evil.  There must be ways of looking at it 

that get us past those questions that seem to ask, “How can we possibly believe that?”  So in 

this final section we will discuss the logic of four ideas related to the traditional perspective 

on hell:  1) Biblical descriptions of fiery torment, 2) Eternal punishment for sin, 3) The 

demand to put God first, and 4) Emphasizing a final choice for Christ in this life. 

1) Biblical Descriptions of Fiery Torment 

  This first point is meant to address the oft-repeated criticism that images of 

fire and so on seem so crude or primitive that they cannot be believed by sophisticated people 

such as we are today.  The response to this is simply that such is the nature of language, in 

the Bible or out of it, when it comes to other-worldly things.  We only have words to use and 

verbal descriptions to go on; there are no films or holographs.  When John describes the one 

seated on the throne in heaven he says, “And he who sat there had the appearance of jasper 

and carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that had the appearance of an emerald.”
40

  

Can we really understand that?  We can’t, of course, but we live with the ambiguity because 

most of us are content to believe that there is some kind of God or god “up there” and some 

kind of heaven, and presumably the Supreme Being rules there, and one day we will go there 

and everything will be fine.  There is no real market for books condemning the wretched 

inadequacy of the Bible’s descriptions of heaven’s glory. 
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  But we should apply the same logic to descriptions of hell.  It won’t do to say 

the descriptions can’t be true or can’t be literal if we only desire to somehow finally rob them 

of their meaning.  Jesus and the other authors of Scripture had to describe hell somehow if 

anything like what we call hell even exists at all.  Maybe images of a lake of fire, undying 

worms, weeping, gnashing of teeth and outer darkness together are the closest they could 

come to the reality they intended to convey.  Packer explains in his Concise Theology: 

If, as it seems, these terms are symbolic rather than literal (fire and darkness would be 

mutually exclusive in literal terms), we may be sure that the reality, which is beyond our 

imagining, exceeds the symbol in dreadfulness. New Testament teaching about hell is meant 

to appall us and strike us dumb with horror, assuring us that, as heaven will be better than we 

could dream, so hell will be worse than we can conceive. Such are the issues of eternity, 

which need now to be realistically faced.
41

 

 

2) Eternal Punishment for Sin 

  The allegation is often made that eternal punishment is unjust and therefore, 

unbecoming a just God.  Therefore, hell cannot be eternal.  To quote Jonathan Edwards: 

However strong such kind of objections against the eternal misery of the wicked, may seem 

to the carnal, senseless hearts of men, as though it were against God’s justice and mercy, yet 

their seeming strength arises from a want of sense of the infinite evil, odiousness, and 

provocation there is in sin.
 42

 

 

The man of the cauterized conscience (according to Pinnock) has a point.  It is entirely 

possible that we do not see the wickedness of our sin, which, for all we know, may be an 

“infinite evil.”   

  To those who would object I offer a comparison.  In my pastoral ministry it 

has been my experience to counsel with a number of sex offenders – the kind of convicted 
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criminals whose names, faces and current addresses appear, along with a list of their 

offenses, on publicly accessible websites.  If I wanted to accurately gauge the “evil, 

odiousness, and provocation” involved in their crimes I would not begin by asking them what 

they thought.  If I did, the most honest and genuinely remorseful of them would have to 

admit they probably don’t know the full extent of the damage they’ve caused, and certainly 

can’t compensate for it, but it surely must be awful beyond hope.  (I’ve actually heard such 

sentiments expressed by the best of them.)  The less honest of them, or the most deluded, 

would argue that what they did wasn’t really so bad as it may seem and would proceed to 

defend themselves and/or their actions, criticize the prosecutor or judge, blame the victim or 

attribute the outcome of their entire lives to some incredibly bad luck.  The general public 

has a different opinion and sees them as an amalgamation of Samaritans, publicans and 

lepers at the time of Christ.  Their victims, however, might have the most accurate sense of 

all.  A survey or series of interviews with victims of sex offenses might give us a good 

overall picture of the damage such offenders cause.  Apply this principle to all of us who 

have sinned against pure, majestic, infinite holiness Himself.  Do we really claim to trust our 

own judgment as to the evil or effect of our sin?  Somehow, this doesn’t seem wise.  Would 

it not be more sensible to ask God, the purest and most purely impartial victim, against whom 

we have all sinned?  And if the verdict were, as it seems to be biblically, that we deserve 

eternal or infinite retributive punishment, then it must be so and we should accept it. 

  Further, if our obligation toward God is actually infinite, then the punishment 

cannot end – unless and until an infinite price is paid.  This infinite price has been paid by the 

infinite Christ, but if it is refused, an unending sentence is the only option left.  The amount 

paid by suffering for any measurable amount of time, however long, will still be finite.  Since 
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the price will never be fully paid, the punishment cannot end.  Not after a bazillion ages.  

Indeed, “How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?” (Hebrews 2:3)   

3) The Demand to Put God First 

  Rob Bell’s story about the two weeping women makes sense in a clear and 

tangible way.  One of them can expect to see her loved ones again; the other cannot, even – 

or better, especially – if she trusts Jesus.  Her loved ones are all non-Christians and some 

may be in hell even as we speak.  This is dreadful news! The pastor seems more than a little 

insensitive if all he can do is say how great it will be for the woman to eternally worship God 

– so great, in fact, that those loved ones “won’t matter to her” any more.  This seems wrong.  

Preliminary Conclusion: Our ideas about heaven, hell and salvation must all be wrong. 

  Insensitivity, callousness, lack of tact, or whatever we choose to call it aside, 

there is a hidden kernel of truth in what the ineloquent  pastor said.  Jesus said it first when 

asked by a lawyer what the greatest commandment was.  “And he said to him, ‘You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  

This is the great and first commandment.’”
43

  The conflict that woman #2 was feeling has 

keenly been felt by all of us who have put our faith in Christ though we were not raised in 

Christian homes.  Ruth was willing to leave her people and her gods to go with Naomi and 

serve the God of Israel.  Paul applauds the Thessalonians saying, “…you turned to God from 

idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised 

from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.”
44

   

  We should seriously ponder the reality that God deserves nothing less than 

this kind of commitment from us.  We dare not claim the right, let alone the need, to love 
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anything or anyone more than him.  The internal conflict we feel when facing such a 

dilemma is very real and so ought never to be minimized.  It’s the earthly expression of the 

relentless spiritual struggle that is raging over our souls.   

  It might be inaccurate to say those loved ones “won’t matter” to the woman 

once she’s in heaven.  After all, do we really know what we will be thinking once we arrive?  

It is plausible, however, that when we get there we will be able to honestly sing as David did, 

“… in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.”
45

  

With unrivaled wonders to look forward to, it is reasonable to assume that the absence of the 

lost and the reality of hell will be things that we will be able to somehow deal with; we’ll be 

able to handle them, even if we don’t now comprehend how that will work itself out.  In this 

life we’ve seen that things we once anticipated with utmost anxiety were surprisingly 

bearable once experienced.  But the overriding point is that God actually deserves and 

commands our highest love and devotion.  This is a reasonable demand and hell is the 

reasonable consequence, not of falling short of that in small, nearly unintentional ways, but 

of defying it altogether.  And this is actually what Bell does by implying that the woman 

should never have to choose between God and “the people she loves most in the world.”
46

 

 

4) Emphasizing a Final Choice for Christ in This Life 

  A common theme in contemporary authors like Rob Bell (Brian McLaren is 

another)
47

 is their dissatisfaction with the distinction Christians are prone to make between 
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believers and unbelievers or those who are “in” and those who are “out” as these authors 

often say.  While the judgmental attitude they characteristically associate with this sort of 

particularism is surely to be condemned, they go so far in their deemphasizing of the 

distinction that they tend not to prioritize it at all.  This almost poetic flourish is typical. 

As soon as the door is opened to Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and Baptists from Cleveland, 

many Christians become very uneasy, saying that then Jesus doesn’t matter anymore, the 

cross is irrelevant, it doesn’t matter what you believe, and so forth. 

 

Not true. 

Absolutely, unequivocally, unalterably not true. 

 

What Jesus does is declare that he, 

and he alone, 

is saving everybody. 

 

And then he leaves the door way, way open.  Creating all sorts of possibilities.  He is as 

narrow as himself and as wide as the universe.
48

 

 

  Speaking of the universe, if one believes in a universalism related to that of 

Origen’s then who really needs religious distinctions?  It doesn’t matter if you are “in” or 

“out” because nobody ends up condemned for eternity anyway.  Everyone is eventually 

restored or brought back to God no matter what they have believed or what they have done.  

It’s all just a matter of time.  And yet how unlike Jesus, who says things like: “You are from 

below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world. I told you that you 

would die in your sins, for unless you believe that I am he you will die in your sins.”
49

  

Really, Lord Jesus?  This is exceedingly severe.  Christ made some sharp distinctions. 

  Where this brings us as teachers, preachers and Bible believers is to 

something very much like Pascal’s Wager.  In his Penseés the French mathematician and 

philosopher explains that it is reasonable to live as if God exists, even if that cannot be 
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proven beyond doubt.  His argument is that given the options of heaven and hell, and the 

moral benefits derived from a Christian life, the reasonable person has everything to gain and 

really nothing to lose by betting on God’s existence.  The one who bets on God’s non-

existence is taking the greater risk – and an unnecessary one at that.  Similarly, it is 

reasonable to live as if an unending hell exists, even if that cannot be proven beyond doubt.  

The one who bets on anything less is taking the greater risk.  The alternative views, by 

comparison, understate the consequences of putting one’s trust in Christ in this life. 

  Self-identifying Christians debating the doctrine of hell have come to three 

conclusions which we have examined here.  The dominant position taught has been the 

traditional doctrine of eternal, conscious torment for all who reject Christ.  The second, 

annihilationism, teaches that eventually the unredeemed will be utterly eliminated, though 

perhaps after a time of punishment.  Lastly, the Christian universalist believes that everyone 

will ultimately be saved, even if that requires postmortem repentance and conversion. 

  If the traditionalist is wrong, she will be pleasantly surprised at the mildness 

of hell after all, since she is not exactly looking forward to anyone suffering infinite 

retribution.  If either the annihilationist or the universalist are wrong in what they are 

teaching and causing others to believe, the consequences are dire.  It would be a tragic 

realization to discover that hell was unending with no possibility for repentance after 

believing and telling people on earth that it could not be that bad.  “Horrors!  The lost are not 

snuffed out; they are knowingly suffering!  And there is no second chance!”  Making a final 

decision for Christ in this life was somehow downplayed and, alas, it was without question 

the most important decision in the world that each and every person needed to make. 
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  Many may reject Christ or Christianity out of an aversion to the biblical 

doctrine of hell.  Nevertheless, the fear of hell, or perhaps more accurately, fear of death – 

this ominous notion that at least something about dying is terrible and to be seriously feared – 

has led to untold numbers of conversions over the centuries.  Uncertainty as to one’s final 

state is a great motivator to consider faith in Christ while still fully immersed in this life – 

and the potential eternal consequences of that decision. 

  Without a traditional hell, there is something to lose for evangelism because 

the traditionalist ought to feel more urgency regarding the catastrophic fate of the lost and 

possesses, hands down, the most urgent message.  The traditionalist, having a deeper sense of 

the heinousness of sin, places a greater value on Christ’s atoning sacrifice.   The traditionalist 

will now love God more for he, like the forgiven debtor in Luke 7, has been forgiven the 

greatest theological debt.  If all three standpoints enjoyed equal biblical support (which they 

don’t), it would make sense to stick to the traditional approach to hell for practical 

considerations alone.  It is reasonable to believe that a hell of never-ending, conscious 

suffering exists, to trust in Christ in this life in order to avoid it, and to communicate this 

message faithfully as part of a complete package of Christian doctrine which has very down-

to-earth results. 

  We close with the words of C.S. Lewis: 

In the long run the answer to all those who object to the doctrine of hell is itself a question: 

“What are you asking God to do?”  To wipe out their past sins and, at all costs, to give them a 

fresh start, smoothing every difficulty and offering every miraculous help? But He has done 

so, on Calvary.  To forgive them? They will not be forgiven.  To leave them alone?  Alas, I 

am afraid that is what He does.
50
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