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[p.3]

The Wages of Sin
When the apostle wrote ‘the wages of sin is death’ (Rom. vi. 23) he presented us with
something of an enigma. For in fact a man does not die (in the ordinary sense of death) as
soon as he sins, nor usually in recognizable connection with his sin. We can say, of course,
that spiritual death is meant, but what are we to understand by that’? Men who sin do quite
often give evidence of achievement in what is rather loosely defined as the realm of the spirit
of man, and again, the expression must be qualified by reference to the immortality of the
soul. In view of such uncertainties it may be well to make a new survey of New Testament
teaching on the subject of death.
Broadly speaking, we may say that in the New Testament there are two concepts of death
lying side by side,1 one of which regards death as the most natural of phenomena,2 while
paradoxically the other views it as completely unnatural, a horror, an enemy.
The first member of the paradox is clearly expressed in Hebrews ix. 27 ‘it is appointed unto
men once to die’, where death is man’s inevitable end, and an end appointed by God. Not
dissimilar is John xi. 14ff. where Jesus says ‘Lazarus is dead’, and Thomas exhorts his
1

With greater precision J. Laidlaw analyses death in the Bible into Death legal, or condemnation, “In the day
thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die”, which meant from that day they were under sentence; Death spiritual.
“Ye were dead in trespasses and sins”, “She that liveth in pleasure is dead while she liveth”; Death physical,
“Death hath passed upon all men, for that all have sinned”; Death final, or the second death―the last outcome of
sin unrepented of and unforgiven’ (Foundation Truths of Scripture, p. 32).
2
i.e. for beings constituted as we are. I am not here concerned with the question as to whether man, as originally
constituted, would or would not have died had he not sinned.
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fellows ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him’, for in neither of these sayings is there any
rebellion against the thought of death. There is no escaping death, and men must simply
accept it as one of the conditions of this biological existence.
Death is not only inevitable, it is final, and because it marks a decisive end of life as we know
it in the here and now it is used
[p.4]
in emphatic expressions like the Hebraic ‘let him die the death’ (Mk. vii. 10). For the same
reason it is used in a variety of expressions like ‘Be thou faithful unto death’ (Rev. ii. 10),
‘they loved not their life even unto death’ (Rev. xii. 11), which point us to the ultimate in
service―there can be nothing in this life beyond faithfulness unto death, because there is
nothing of this life beyond death. Similar is Paul’s ‘ye are in our hearts to die together and
live together’ (2 Cor. vii. 3), or his persecution of the Christian way ‘unto the death’ (Acts
xxii. 4); while, when he said ‘we ourselves have had the answer of death within ourselves,
that we should not trust in ourselves, but in God which raiseth the dead’ (2 Cor. i. 9), he spoke
of the utmost in testing, and his reference to God’s raising of the dead is to. show the
greatness of His power who cannot be defeated by even the last foe of man. Paul also makes
use of the finality of death to give strong expression to the dangers to which Christian
preachers were subjected, as in his ‘I die daily’ (1 Cor. xv. 31; and cf. 2 Cor. iv. 11). It is quite
in line with all this that the ‘death-stroke’ of Revelation xiii. 3, 12 is the most serious of all
wounds.
These usages are sufficiently close to ours as to. be completely intelligible, and so is the
metaphorical use we find in the parable of the Prodigal Son, who we read was ‘dead’ (Lk. xv.
24, 32), or in connection with the church in Sardis to whom it was said ‘thou hast a name that
thou livest, and thou art dead’ (Rev. iii. 1). This is the natural extension of the normal
meaning, and hardly calls for comment. Death, then, is the normal end of our fleshly existence
and as such is the most natural thing in the world.
But there is the other side to our paradox. We have not said everything, nor even the most
important thing, when we have drawn attention to death as a universal biological necessity.
“We have to die, because we are dust. That is the law of nature to which we are subject with
all beings―mountains, flowers, and beasts. But, at the same time, we have to the because we
are guilty. That is the moral law to which we, unlike all other beings, are subject. Both laws
are equally true; both are stated in all sections of the Bible.’3 These words of Paul Tillich
remind us
[p.5]
that death is more than merely the terminus of earthly existence, and the thought that this
‘more’ is closely linked with man’s sin runs through and through the New Testament. Death
is not only an event, it is a state. This serious view of death is found throughout the New
Testament, and although the various writers have their own interests and emphases it is quite
possible to speak of a New Testament view of death, having regard to this idea of an
3

P. Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations, p. 70.
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unnatural evil as well as a biological necessity.4 This characteristic view sees death as an
enemy, sees it with a peculiar vividness, so that it is almost personified. We consider now this
view of death as man’s enemy.

I. The Enemy
As might perhaps be expected, it is in the Revelation with its vivid imagery that we find the
most explicit personification of death. There it is regarded as an individual sitting on a pale
horse (Rev. vi. 8), and to this personage there is given, in conjunction with Hades, authority
over a quarter of the earth. In this expression two things are indicated at the same time; the
one that man is absolutely helpless in the face of this antagonist, the other, that the
sovereignty of God is maintained, for the authority is expressly said to be ‘given’. Death has
no absolute rights over man. Death’s subordinate place is again indicated in chapter xx where
it is forced to give up its thralls and is then cast into the lake of fire.
[p.6]
This personification is to be seen also in the concept of death as a reigning monarch. ‘Death
reigned from Adam until Moses, even over them that had not sinned after the likeness of
Adam’s transgression... by the trespass of the one, death reigned through the one’ (Rom. v.
14, 17). As A. Nygren puts it, ‘for Paul, death is not only an event which comes upon us and
puts an end to life. Death is a power, a ruler.’5 Death and sin have a close liaison and thus it
can be said that ‘sin reigned in death’ (Rom. v. 21), while there are a number of passages in
which the reign of sin is treated, as far example in Paul’s view that men are slaves of sin unto
death (Rom. vi. 16) or Romans vi. 17, 20 ‘you were slaves of sin’ or the words of our Lord
Himself ‘Everyone that commits sin is the slave of sin’ (Jn. viii. 34). The point of it all is that
man is no longer a free agent. Because he is enslaved to sin he cannot avoid death,6 and so
may fitly be said to be under the rule or the sovereignty of death. He is not a free agent who
can determine whether he will die or not. Physically he is condemned to death7 and spiritually
he is already dead. He is ruled by death, by that death which can be spoken of as ‘the last
enemy’ (1 Cor. xv. 26).

II. The Enemy Territory
a. Death and the Devil
But death can be viewed in other ways. For example. we read that Christ came ‘that through
death he might bring to nought him that had the power of death, that is, the devil: and might
4

Failure to recognize this important distinction sometimes leads to erroneous conclusions, as for example when
T. H. Hughes complains that Denney ‘does not mention that the death which was originally predicted on sin in
Genesis, did not come to pass, that as St. Paul says, “God passed it over and winked at it”. Further, Jesus did not
regard it in such a way for He speaks of death as “falling on sleep” and as “going home” ’ (The Atonement, p.
88) This is to assume that physical death is the death meant in Gn. ii. 17, which ought rather to be proven; and
there is rather poor exegesis. St. Paul’s comments on God’s ‘passing over of the sins done aforetime’ (Rom. iii.
25) and His winking at ‘the times of ignorance ‘ (Acts xvii. 30) do not refer to the Genesis passage at all, while
Jesus’ words have reference to physical death, but not to the spiritual state which is ‘the wages of sin’.
5
Romans, p. 216.
6
Cf. Nygen ‘these two, sin and death, belong together inseparably, they stand and fall together’ (op. cit., p. 316).
7
Cf. the cynical doctor quoted by Reinhold Niebuhr, ‘Modern man has forgotten that nature intends to kill man
and will succeed in the end’ (The Nature and Destiny of Man. i. 203).
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deliver all them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage’ (Heb. ii.
14, 15), where death is regarded as the sphere of the devil, the sphere in which he has his
power. This cannot be understood in an absolute sense, nor as signifying that the devil has
within his power the determination of the physical death of any man. When our Lord enjoined
His
[p.7]
followers ‘Fear him, which after he hath killed hath power to cast into hell; yea, I say unto
you, Fear him’ (Lk. xii. 5), it is God, not the devil who is meant,8 and throughout the New
Testament we may discern the conviction that it is God in whose hand are the issues of life
and death.9 Death, then, in the Hebrews passage, is being used of a state rather than an event,
of a sphere in which the devil rules, rather than the act of passing out of this physical
existence.10 ‘Dying’ may be thought of as simply a biological phenomenon, but ‘being dead’
is something more.11 It means being in that sphere where the devil rules.
It is this which gives meaning to, ‘all them who through fear of death were all their lifetime
subject to bondage’. There seems no particular reason why men should fear death, considered
as no more than a physical event; but in fact men characteristically do fear death,12 which
indicates that it is more than the end to this existence, or at least that men think so.13 We can
understand the fear of pain or suffering, but there seems no reason at all to fear the end of
existence. It is the fact that death includes the idea of ‘being dead’ which makes it something
to be feared, and this
[p.8]
overplus is conceived of in the New Testament as being in the sphere of evil and the Evil One.
b. Death and sin.
Along the same lines is the reasoning which asserts that ‘the sting of death is sin’ (1 Cor. xv.
56),14 or which speaks of ‘dying in sin’ as something to be feared (Jn. viii. 21). Death as such
has no terrors for man, but it cannot be dissociated from the fact of man’s sin, and therefore
8

Cf. the book of Job, where Satan had no power over the patriarch and in particular was forbidden to bring about
his death, this being a matter for determination by God and no one else.
9
So in Rom. xiv. 9 it is Christ who is spoken of as ‘Lord of both the dead and the living’, and in Rev. i. 18 He
has ‘the keys of death and of Hades’.
10
‘Death, as we know it, is spoken of in Scripture as the Kingdom of the Devil. It is the result of sin and no part
of the divine order’ (H. Maynard Smith, Atonement, p. 108).
11
‘To say that modern biology teaches that all men will die, and always have died, sin or no sin, does not touch
the core of the matter, for biology only deals with the physical event and has nothing to say of the succeeding
state’ (C. R. Smith, The Bible Doctrine of Salvation, p. 129).
12
My colleague, Mr. F. I. Andersen, has drawn my attention to a number of powerful passages in Dostoevsky in
which he denounces as the greatest conceivable inhumanity those methods of execution in which a man knows in
advance the exact time at which he will die.
13
Cf. H. Lovell Cocks, ‘Epicurus, with more insight than some of his modern disciples, saw that what man fears
is not that death is annihilation, but that it is not’ (By Faith Alone, p. 57).
14
T. B. Strong thinks that this passage may indicate that physical death and sin are closely linked. ‘S. Paul, if our
interpretation of his words be right, calls sin “the sting of death”, as if there might be a mode of departure from
the conditions of this world which would be without a sting’ (A Manual of Theology, p. 260). By contrast
Reinhold Niebuhr says that this ‘classical assertion... can hardly be interpreted to mean that mortality as such is
the consequence of sin’ (The Nature and Destiny of Man, p. 186).
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man cannot be indifferent to its menace. When he dies he has not escaped the consequences of
his sin, but rather he goes to face them (cf. the statement in Heb. ix. 27, ‘it is appointed unto
men once to die, and after this―judgment’).
Sin is in some sense the cause of death, and this presents us with some difficult problems.
Some have felt that the scriptural view is that sin is the cause of physical death, while others
argue that, for bodies physically constituted like ours, death is inevitable, just as inevitable as
it is for the animals. Many of the arguments adduced in favour of the former position are not
strong, as, for example, when the cases of Enoch and Elijah are put forward. For, in the first
place, there is no hint that these men were sinless; and, in the second, the manner of their
departure from this life is clearly regarded as exceptional, there being no hint in the narrative
in either case that other men might expect a similar mode of passing into the presence of God
if they were to abstain from sin. So is it with the suggestion that there is no necessary
connection between our bodies and death on the grounds that, at the Parousia, certain people
will pass straight to the presence of the Lord (1 Thes. iv. 17), for Paul says expressly ‘we shall
be changed’ (1 Cor. xv. 51). Again, some adduce the case of our Lord, and ask whether it
would have been fitting
[p.9]
for Him to have undergone death apart from the needs of redemption. But as Scripture seems
to indicate that the whole purpose of His coming was in order that He might die for man this
question is inadmissible.
More to the point is the statement of Paul that ‘through one man sin entered into the world,
and death through sin; and so death passed unto all men, for that all sinned’ (Rom. v. 12),
where it is plain that death is linked with the sin of Adam, but not so plain how this linkage is
to be understood. Some have confined the meaning of ‘death’ here to physical death,15 while
there are those who take ‘all sinned’ to indicate that each man has followed Adam’s
example,16 so that we reach the view that Adam sinned and became mortal, and every man
since has repeated the process. Such interpretations seem inadequate.
In the Genesis passage to which Paul is referring we read the warning ‘in the day that thou
eatest thereof thou shalt surely die’ (Gn. ii. 17); but, since Adam’s physical death did not take
place till long after he sinned and heard his doom pronounced, it is difficult to think that it is
this death which is primarily meant. Again, it is at least arguable that ‘dust thou art, and unto
dust shalt thou return’ (Gn. iii. 19) is a statement of fact, rather than part of the penalty, and
points to the essential constitution of man’s body (cf. Gn. ii. 7). Further, the reference to
Adam’s. becoming, immortal by eating of the tree of life (verse 22) seems better understood
as indicating that he was not by nature immortal, than as being a reference to mortality as a
punishment. On the other hand it might be argued that ‘death’ is not qualified in the narrative
in such a way as to show that something other than the usual death is meant, and again, that
the Old Testament in later passages makes at least a symbolical connection between sin and

15

Sanday and Headlam notice the view that eternal death is meant, and go on ‘But it is far simpler and better to
take it of “physical death” ’ (Comm. in loc.).
16
So Karl Barth, ‘We see all men doing what Adam did, and then suffering as Adam suffered. We see men sin,
and then die’ (Comm. in loc.).
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death by making physical death the punishment for certain spiritual offences. Cf. also
Deuteronomy xxi. 23, ‘He that is hanged is accursed of God.’ On the whole it seems probable
[p.10]
that we should understand ‘death’ to mean a spiritual state, but a state aptly symbolized by
physical death.17 When man sinned he passed into a new state, one dominated by, and at the
same time symbolized by death. It is likely that spiritual death and physical death are not
being thought of as separate, so that the one involves the other.
It does not appear that in Pauline thought death is understood as the simple consequence of
sin. For example in Romans vi. 23, ‘the wages of sin is death; but the free gift of God is
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’, the free gift of eternal life does not mean exemption
from physical death, and it seems impossible to think that the wages of sin, which are
cancelled by this gift, are to be equated with physical death. While physical death does seem
to be implied, it is as a symbol of a deep spiritual reality that it is to be understood.18 Man
dies, not simply as a body, but in the totality of his being, as a unity with physical and
spiritual aspects.19 Death here includes, but is more than, the terminus of biological existence,
and it certainly contains the idea of a spiritual death which is more important than any
physical manifestation. Or perhaps we should say that the two aspects, spiritual and physical,
are not sharply distinguished.20
[p.11]
It is relevant to this part of our inquiry to notice that the New Testament understands the final
state of the believer in terms of the resurrection from the dead, and, as we shall see in a later
section, there are many passages rejoicing in the thought of triumph over death. Since it is
thus an integral part of Christian thought that victory over physical death is part of the result
of Christ’s redeeming activity, it seems logical to include physical death as one of the
consequences of sin.
The idea that, when we have said that physical death is biologically inevitable, we have said
everything has often been vigorously assailed, and the point was forcibly put by James
17

Cf. the statement of Athanasius, ‘Now what else could these words “dying ye shall die”, mean, but that they
should not die simply, but also remain in the corruption of death’ (De Incarnatione 3, trans. Bindley, p. 47).
18
Cf. Brunner, ‘It is not the fact that men die, that is the “wages of sin”, but that they die as they do, in fear and
agony, with the anxious uncertainty about that which lies on the other side of death, with a bad conscience, or the
fear of possible punishment, in short, human death’ (The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, p.
129).
19
‘The New Testament makes no attempt to distinguish between physical dissolution and its spiritual
counterpart’ (J. G. Simpson, What is the Gospel? p. 80). ‘The consequences of sin are doubtless more farreaching than the destruction of the flesh, but they certainly include it. Personality and the bodily organism are
too closely connected to admit of our disentangling them. Their interaction is too intimate to divest of moral
significance even what looks like an inevitable physical process. The one is sacramental of the other’ (op. cit., p.
81).
20
Cf. C. Anderson Scott: ‘And by death Paul means neither physical death alone nor “spiritual death” alone but
both; or rather he does not make the distinction. Death was due to the principle of decay introduced by sin into
the flesh (cf. 2 Pet. i. 4), which from thenceforth became “mortal” (qnhtÒj, Rom. vi. 12; 2 Cor. iv. 11); at the
same time it introduced moral as well as physical decay in man who was thus “cut oft from the life of God”’
(Christianity According to St. Paul, p. 49).
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Denney: ‘The scientific assertion of the natural necessity of death, closely considered, really
amounts to a begging of the question. Man, it means, must die, must always have died,
because he is a natural being, subject to the universal natural law of birth and decay; there is
nothing but this for him. But the whole ground on which the Bible doctrine is based is that
man is not simply a natural being, with nothing but the destiny which awaits all nature
awaiting him. He is a being invested by his very constitution with a primacy over nature; he is
related to God in a way which makes him specifically distinct from every merely natural
being, in a way which those who understand it regard as containing at least the promise and
the possibility of immortality.’21
For reasons such as these we cannot accept the view that the biological aspect of death is all
that matters. But on the other hand it is impossible to take up a position which affirms ‘Death
is biologically necessary, but theologically it is not inevitable’; for our theology and our
science should not contradict one
[p.12]
another. Perhaps a position which does violence to, neither is one which takes seriously man’s
original constitution as being in a special relation both to God and to nature. Is it too much to
imagine that this closeness to God and this primacy over nature found expression in forces of
a spiritual character which kept the natural tendency to bodily decay in check? The entrance
of sin so radically altered the situation that fleshly dissolution could no longer be held at bay,
and thus death became inevitable. At one and the same time, then, it is completely natural and
completely unnatural. Viewed in this way physical death is perhaps the most spectacular
consequence of sin, but the really important thing is that man is now introduced into a
different sphere spiritually as well as physically. The stamp of death is on all of his life.22
So with Romans v. Even if we hold that in verse 12 physical death is in mind, it seems
impossible to hold that the thought is confined to that of physical death,23 and this impression
is strengthened by later verses, as verse 15 ‘if by the trespass of the one the many died’ which
indicates that they died when the trespass of Adam took place, rather than at some later time.
So, too, with ‘by the trespass of the one, death reigned through the one’ (verse 17), ‘through
the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners’ (verse 19), both of which show that
the sin of Adam was thought of as itself having consequences on his posterity, and that it is
not simply a case of their imitating his evil example. Paul is saying in strong terms that the
entrance of sin into the life of men brought about a new condition of affairs
[p.13]
21

Studies in Theology, p. 98. The Rev. A. M. Stibbs in a private communication suggests that marriage provides
a partial analogy which is not helpful. Mating of the sexes is a biological necessity for the propagation of the
species, but in the case of man there is a divine appointment which determines the experience and enjoyment of
marriage.
22
C. S. Lewis takes up much this position with his contention that ‘Where spirit’s power over the organism was
complete and unresisted, death would never occur’ (Miracles, p. 152). Again he says, ‘But when God created
Man he gave him such a constitution that if the highest part of it rebelled against Himself, it would be bound to
lose control over the lower parts: i.e. in the long run to suffer Death’ (op. cit., p. 156).
23
Charles Hodge held that this passage teaches ‘that death is a penal evil, and not a consequence of the original
constitution of man’, and he goes on to show that, while natural death is included, the passage teaches more than
this. ‘That the death here spoken of includes all penal evil, death spiritual and eternal. as well as the dissolution
of the body is evident’ (Comm. in loc.).
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wherein man enters the realm of death,24 he passes into the sphere of the Evil One. As soon as
we grasp this thought we see how impossible it is to conceive of the sin of the first man as
affecting himself only. His descendants were born into a world where death reigned, and thus
from the beginning they were under the sway of the Evil One.
Paul has a closely similar thought in 1 Corinthians xv. 21ff., ‘For since by man came death....
In Adam all die.’ The physical event of death is not being lost sight of, for the resurrection is
opposed to death in this passage. But the physical death is the sign and symbol of a deeper
reality, a state of soul.25 When we read ‘as in Adam all die, so, also in Christ shall all be made
alive’ we see that the sort of death in mind is that which is opposed to the sort of life that
Christ gives. We thus come to the important conclusion that death is the negation of eternal
life.
If this is so, then death is not to be thought of as something which exists in its own right, and
can be studied as such. It is merely the state of exclusion from the life, which is life indeed.26
As men may enter into eternal life in the here and now (Jn. v. 24 etc.) so they may be dead
while yet alive, and we read of men outside Christ as being dead to‹j paraptèmasin kaˆ
ta‹j ¡mart…aij Ømîn (Eph. ii. 1), to‹j paraptèmasin (Eph. ii. 5), and to‹j
paraptèmasin kaˆ tÍ ¢krobust…v tÁj sarkÕj Ømîn (Col. ii. 13). The meaning of the
datives is not quite clear, and for example the AV and Moffatt translate them ‘in’, while the
RV prefers ‘through’, and RSV and Weymouth translate the Ephesian passages ‘through’ and
that in Colossians ‘in’. But however we translate, it would seem that each of these passages
contains the thought of instrumentality, so that the death in question is one which is brought
about by sin. There is an incompatibility
[p.14]
between life and sin, so that sin inevitably means death. In the same way sinful practices are
associated with death several times as Romans vi. 16, 21, vii. 5. In each case death is the
ineluctable consequence of sin, so that it is impossible for sin to exist without death as its
corollary.
This inevitability of death where sin is, is stressed by a vivid metaphor in James i. 15, where
sin is thought of as the result of lust’s pregnancy, and sin, when it is mature
(¢potelesqe‹sa), gives birth to death (¢pokÚei q£naton). The imagery is very expressive.
Death is contained within sin, just as the unborn child is in the womb, and what is in the
womb must come forth in its due time.27 Something similar may be implied by Paul’s thought
24

‘ “In Adam”, we all stand under the sovereign dominion of death: and “in Christ” under the sovereign
dominion of life’ (Nygren, op. cit., p. 218).
25
Bultmann thinks that this passage shows death to be as little a natural phenomenon as resurrection (TWNT iii.
14. 16-20).
26
‘Vielmehr bleibt der Tod stets der Schrecken, der die zw» zur uneigentlichen zw» macht’ (TWNT iii. 14. 11f.).
27
Moulton and Milligan say of ¢pokušw ‘The word, accordingly, notwithstanding Hort’s attempt (on Jas. i. 15)
to apply it specially to cases of abnormal birth, would seem to have been an ordinary synonym of t…ktw, but
definitely “perfectivized” by the ¢pÒ, and so implying delivery’ (The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament).
Moulton’s Prolegomena, pp. 111ff., shows that prepositions, especially ¢pÒ, di£, kat£, sÚn, are frequently
used in compounds in a perfectivizing sense, the distinctive meaning of the preposition being lost, its function
being simply to emphasize the meaning of the simplex. A good example is ¢poqnhskw.
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that sin wrought death (Rom. vii. 13), the verb being katargazomšnh. While it may not be
legitimate to press the meaning of the verb too closely, yet it does seem to, signify that death
is the necessary consequence of sin’s completed work. Where sin reaches its fulfilment,28
there is death. There is almost the idea that sin works with purposeful force as in Romans vii.
7ff., where Paul introduces a favourite idea, namely that the law does not and cannot bring
about perfection: all that it does is to bring sin to light and make man conscious of his failure,
‘when the commandment came, sin revived, and I died’ (verse 9). Not that the commandment
is in itself harmful to man, but sin, which is the force bringing about death, makes the
commandment its ‘base of operations (¢form») ‘working from which it secures its end.
Something of the same force may attach to the use of tšloj in Romans. vi. 21.
[p.15]
c. Death the divine penalty for sin
Hitherto we have considered the enemy territory as being defined for us by the natural
connection between death and sin. The nature of sin being what it is, and the nature of death
being what it is, sin must inevitably issue in death. The one presupposes the other. Sometimes
the imagery makes death the ruler and sometimes sin or the Evil One, but these are in the
closest of connections with each other in the nature of the case.
But this does not exhaust the scriptural view of the situation. There is another important way
of regarding the matter, namely, that the territorial limits we are considering are defined by
God; death and sin are connected by divine appointment, so that we are to discern the hand of
God in the death which is visited upon the sinner.
There are several passages where specific deeds are said to be, or not to be, worthy of death,
and we come across expressions like ¥xion qan£tou (Lk. xxiii. 15, etc.), a‡tion qan£tou
(Lk. xxiii. 22), œnocoj qan£tou (Mt. xxvi. 66, etc.), kr…ma qan£tou (Lk. xxiv. 20). But for
the most part these are the expression of fallible human judgment, and do but indicate that
there is in man the conviction that certain sins are so heinous that they are properly punished
with death. But some passages go further, as Romans vi. 23, ‘the wages of sin is death’, where
death is the penalty for sin, and clearly it is the divine penalty that is meant. ‘Wages
(Ñyènia)’ denotes that which is due, and the expression gives us the thought that sin not only
results in death, but that it deserves to result in death. Many commentators take the verse to
refer to physical death, but this cannot be its only or primary reference. The second part of the
verse refers to the gift of God as eternal life, which does not mean exemption from physical
death, and any true exegesis must understand death in the former part of the verse as
corresponding to life in the latter part. It may well be that there are two ideas included in the
‘death’ in question as when C. H. Dodd speaks of ‘bodily death as the symbol of final
separation from God’,29 but it is the final separation that is important here.
[p.16]
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Sanday and Headlam (on Rom. ii. 9) give the meaning of the verb as ‘carry to the end’.
Romans, p. 81. Similarly L. S. Thornton writes. ‘Death, as we know it, is both the symbol and the penalty of
sin’ (The Common Life in the Body of Christ, p. 265).
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There may be a similar thought of death as God’s appointment in the Johannine passage
which speaks of ‘sin unto death’ and distinguishes it from ‘sin not unto death’ (1 Jn. v. 16f.).30
It is certainly to be found in the first chapter of Romans where, after a tremendous catalogue
of evil deeds, Paul goes on, ‘knowing the ordinance of God, that they which practise such
things are worthy of death’ (verse 32), thus explicitly assuring us that he is not giving a
personal opinion, but referring to a well-known divine condemnation. It is due to God that
death is the penalty for sin.
It is important to be clear on this. While, as we saw earlier, from one point of view the
connection between sin and death is the most natural thing in the world, yet that is not the
whole story. There is not simply an automatic process, for the hand of God is in it all. Death is
the penalty decreed by Him.31 This means that the sinner’s plight is not hopeless as it would
be if he were caught in the vortex of remorseless cosmic laws, or involved in some grim
sequence governed by an inexorable fate. If death is God’s penalty, life is His gift.32
d. Death and mankind
Hitherto we have thought of the enemy territory as being defined with reference to sin, so that
where sin is. there is death’s sphere. With a rather different emphasis we might define this
territory with regard to mankind, and then we find that ‘death passed unto all men’ (Rom. v.
12). Death has its sway over the whole of the race. This is something rooted in the very nature
of things since the Fall, and is not dependent on the individual’s giving
[p.17]
way to sin. for we read ‘death reigned from Adam until Moses, even over them that had not
sinned after the likeness of Adam’s transgression’ (Rom. v. 14). Every man lives in the
shadow of death (cf. ‘them who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to
bondage’ Heb. ii. 15), and as long as he lives he cannot escape its dominion. His body is so
thoroughly dominated by death that it can be termed ‘the body of this death’ (Rom. vii. 24),
and this is linked specifically with sin―‘the body is dead because of sin’ (Rom. viii. 10). The
inevitability of physical death is a symbol of the deeper spiritual truth. that man, because he is
man, because he is sinful man. lives only within the sphere of death, and must regard himself
as condemned to death. This body and death cannot be separated. This is brought home
almost in incidental fashion in 2 Corinthians ii. 15-16 where the apostle says that Christians
are a ‘sweet savour of Christ’, and to those who are perishing ‘a savour from death unto
death’. For those who are outside Christ there can only be death, and contact with those who
are His does but press home this fact.
e. The nature of death
It is along these lines that we get some indication of the nature of death in its New Testament
sense. Thus Paul writes ‘the mind of the flesh is death’ (Rom. viii. 6). Sanday and Headlam
30

Cf. C. Ryder Smith, ‘The separation between man and God that sin brings may be called either “death” or “the
wrath of God”, the fundamental truth being that there cannot be fellowship between the holy God and sinful
man’ (The Bible Doctrine of Salvation, pp. 261, 262).
31
‘It is the verdict and award of the Judge. It is not as a creature, but as a criminal that man dies’ (R. S. Candlish,
Life in a Risen Saviour, p. 333).
32
Cf. J. Laidlaw, ‘We are not in the grasp of dead, cast-iron laws. but in the hand of the living God, who will
surely punish sin, but who can also say, “Deliver from going down to the pit: I have found a ransom (Foundation
Truths of Scripture, p. 33).
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suggest that frÒhma here denotes ‘the general bent of thought and motive’,33 and the passage
thus tells us that when man’s bent is directed towards the things of his lower nature, or
perhaps towards that which is merely physical and earthly, then man is in a state of death.34 It
is not merely that such an attitude inevitably brings death about or deserves death, it is death.
In the verse following we find that the mind of the flesh is ‘enmity against God, for it is not
subject to the law of God, neither indeed can it be’, which seems to give the essence of death
as enmity with God. it is this which is the real horror of death,35
[p.18]
for no greater calamity could be envisaged by men with a serious purpose in life, men who
valued communion with God. In view of the Christian concept of God as love it is not
surprising that this is also expressed by saying that ‘he that loveth not abideth in death’ (1 Jn.
iii. 14) or that the proof of having ‘passed out of death into life’ is love of the brethren (ibid.).
To live with a concern primarily for the things of the flesh,36 to live without love is to live at
enmity with God. And this is death.
f. The second death
We have seen that death’s territory is as wide as sin. and that it is co-extensive with the
human race. It remains to notice that it extends through time and beyond, so that the
seriousness of death is underlined with references to ‘the second death’. This is a Rabbinic
expression, and Strack-Billerbeck point out that, although the term itself is comparatively late,
the idea contained in it is much earlier. They give as its meaning ‘a. Exclusion from the
resurrection, remaining in the tomb. b. The handing over to eternal perdition’37 and they cite
copious examples to illustrate both meanings. a typical example of the second being in Targ.
Onk. Deuteronomy xxxiii. 6, ‘Let Reuben live in eternal life, and let him not die the second
death’.38 This is clearly the sort of thing that is meant in the New Testament, though some at
least of its examples are more vivid.
The Epistle of Jude has a section which shows us the meaning plainly. It speaks of certain
sinners as ‘twice dead’ (verse 12), and this is explained in the next verse where it is said that
for them ‘the blackness of darkness hath been reserved for ever’. Their crimes are so heinous
and they are so set in the ways of
[p.19]
sin that, although they are still physically alive, their condemnation is certain in the next life
as well as in this.
33

In loc.
Cf. Dodd’s comment on Jn. v. 24ff., ‘the death which is in view is rather the mode of existence of
unenlightened. unredeemed humanity’ (The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, pp. 148. 149).
35
Cf. A. Richardson, ‘the real horror which attaches to death is the fact that death is the symbol in the natural
order in a fallen world (cf. Gen. iii), of rebellion and separation from God’ (A Theological Word Book of the
Bible, p. 61).
36
S. Kierkegaard’s view that ‘despair is the sickness unto death, this agonizing contradiction, this sickness in the
self. everlastingly to die, to die and yet not to die, to die the death. For dying means that it is all over, but dying
the death means to live to experience death’ (The Sickness unto Death, trans. W. Lowrie, p. 25).
37
Kommentar zune Neuen Testament aus Talmud and Midrasch. iii. 830.
38
Op. cit., p. 834
34
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In the Apocalypse twice it is said that believers are delivered from the second death (Rev. ii.
11, xx. 6), and twice this second death is explained, ‘And death and Hades were cast into the
lake of fire. This is the second death, even the lake of fire’ (xx. 14); ‘for the fearful, and
unbelieving, and abominable, and murderers, and fornicators, and sorcerers, and idolators, and
all liars, their part shall be in the lake that burneth with fire and brimstone; which is the
second death’ (xxi. 8). The lake of fire is in keeping with the vivid imagery of this book, and
it conveys forcefully the thought that the second death is not mere quiescence or sleep, but a
painful evil, something to be feared and avoided.39 It is to be understood together with other
passages in the New Testament which speak of punishment as the eternal lot of those who
reject Christ, teaching which has its roots in the words of the Master Himself, for He said that
the verdict on the day of judgment for some will be ‘Depart from me ye cursed, into the
eternal fire which is prepared for the devil and his angels.... And these shall go away into
eternal punishment’ (Mt. xxv. 41, 46). Likewise He spoke of ‘hell; where their worm dieth
not, and the fire is not quenched’ (Mk. ix. 47, 48), and defined hell as ‘the unquenchable fire’
(Mk. ix. 43). He said that though men from divers places shall sit down in the kingdom ‘the
sons of the kingdom shall be cast forth into the outer darkness’ (Mt. viii. 12; cf. also xxii. 13,
xxv. 30). In 2 Peter ii. 17 and Jude 13 we read of sinners for whom ‘the blackness of darkness
path been reserved’. Jude adding ‘for ever’. In addition to eternal fire and outer darkness, this
eternal fate is spoken of as ‘perishing’ or being ‘lost’, the verb used being commonly
¢pÒllumi (Jn. iii. 16, xvii. 12; Rom. ii. 12, etc.).
Since the final condition of the unsaved can be variously des[p.20]
cribed as being in torment, being in eternal fire, being in outer darkness, perishing, and being
lost, it would seem unwise to equate it with any one of them. What is quite clear is that this
final condition is one of deprivation and suffering. Objection is taken to this aspect of biblical
teaching on the grounds that God, being, a God of love, could not allow those whom He has
created to continue in such a state. There is a profound mystery here, and without making any
attempt to plumb its depths it is germane to the present inquiry to point out that, as commonly
stated this objection to the Bible view ignores the nature of death. As we have seen, death is
not simply an event, it is a state, it is the sphere in which evil has its sway, and sinners are,
and must be, within this sphere with all that that means, until they are redeemed from it. If a
man continues in sin he continues in death, and if the implications of this can be made clearer
by referring to the second death. or to eternal fire, or to outer darkness, or to being lost. or
perishing, so much the better.

III. The Enemy in Battle
Hitherto we have concerned ourselves with the nature and extent of death, with the way it
operates among mankind spreading its blight over all, but the New Testament does not seem
to regard this as the really important thing, it being merely the prolegomena to something
39

S. A. McDowall speaks of the second death as ‘banishment from God, and everlasting bitterness. Not
extinction: modern thought leads us to believe that the extinction of personality is impossible, and this is
certainly the teaching of Christ. This is far worse―the death of the power of becoming like God, the eternal
impossibility of entering into the communion of Love’ (Evolution and the Need of Atonement, p. 135).
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important. It is a striking fact that if we take a concordance and look up nekrÒj we find that a
majority of passages cited is concerned not so much with death as with life, with resurrection
from the dead.40 This is consonant with the nature of God, who may be characterized as Him
‘who quickeneth the dead’ (Rom. iv. 17), or ‘who only hath immortality’ (1 Tim. vi. 16), and
immortality is His gift to man (1 Cor. xv. 53, 54). The Bible is interested in life rather than
death, and death must be thought of not so much as having existence in its
[p.21]
own right as being the negation of eternal life, the life which is proper to man.
Deliverance from death is associated with the death of Christ. To go fully into this would
involve a discussion of the way in which atonement has been effected, and this is beyond the
scope of this lecture. Here we can but note briefly that through the death of the Saviour God
has. dealt completely and adequately with sin, and we have seen that it is sin which gives
death its power. His death is explicitly connected with sin, sometimes in passages presenting
us with some difficulty, as in ‘the death that he died, he died unto sin once’ (Rom. vi. 10)
where it is, not easy to see what Christ’s dying to sin can mean. It may be explained along the
lines of 2 Corinthians v. 21 ‘Him who knew no sin he made to be sin on our behalf’,
indicating that in His death Christ became one with sinners,41 bearing their sin that sin might
be put away. Or it may be more general, signifying that His death was with reference to sin.
Either way it is clear that by His death sin has been decisively dealt with. It is perhaps the
same thought in Hebrews ii. 9 ‘that by the grace of God he should taste death for every man’,
or it might be the similar thought that we have a few verses later, that Jesus became man ‘ that
through death he might bring to nought him that had the power of death’ (verse 14). Such
expressions make it clear that the death of Jesus has been instrumental in delivering men from
the sphere of death.42
On this point there is some misunderstanding of the New Testament position, as when H. L.
Goudge writes ‘what chiefly makes the Lord’s death of value to us is surely that, because He
gave His life for us at Calvary, He can impart His life to us now.’43 While no one would wish
to belittle that gift of life which the Lord imparts to us, it is unnecessary to depreciate the part
played
[p.22]
by His death. J. K. Mozley has a truer insight when he says ‘It is not true that the New
Testament speaks with many unharmonious voices on the death of Christ. One thought recurs
again and again: that death is God’s answer to and settlement with sin; in Christ shedding His
40

There are 129 occurrences of the word, of which forty-two speak of Christ’s being raised from the dead,
twenty-seven of the believer’s being raised, eight of miraculous raisings, and three of the report that John Baptist
had been raised, while of the remainder a good proportion is concerned with life in one way or another, as Rom.
vi. 11, 13: Acts x. 42; Rev. xiv. 13, etc.
41
‘Sinful man can only be saved from sinfulness by One who shares the experience of the results of sin, yet is
Himself sinless’ (C. Ryder Smith, The Bible Doctrine of Salvation, p. 214).
42
Cf. C. S. Lewis: ‘Death is, in fact, what some modern people call “ambivalent”. It is Satan’s great weapon and
also God’s great weapon: it is holy and unholy; our supreme disgrace and our only hope; the thing Christ came
to conquer and the means by which He conquered’ (Miracles, p. 151.
43
Sin and Redemption, p. 48.
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blood for the remission of sins, bearing sins, putting away sins, made sin, we are brought to
the moral centre of things where the supreme righteousness of God is manifested, and God
justifies Himself for ever’.44
A principle is laid down in Romans vi. 7, ‘he that hath died is justified from sin’. The
meaning of this is not immediately obvious, but dedika…wtai is essentially a legal term, and
Sanday and Headlam’s explanation, ‘a dead man has his quittance from any claim that Sin can
make against him’,45 seems to give us the sense of it. No claim can be preferred against one
who has departed this life.
It seems that death may be regarded as in some way effecting remission.46 Thus there are
passages like Genesis ii. 17; Romans vi. 23 which think of death as sin’s penalty, but usually
where a penalty has been paid the crime is no longer laid to one’s charge. Then in Hebrews ix.
22 there is the principle that ‘apart from shedding of blood there is no remission’.47 Death is
not only an evil, it is a means of expiating sin.48
[p.23]
Coupled with this is the view that the believer is closely associated with Christ in His death,
‘one died for all, therefore all died’ (2 Cor. v. 14). We ‘were baptized into his death’ (Rom.vi.
3).’ buried with him through baptism into death’ (Rom. vi. 4; cf. Col. ii. 12), ‘we have
become united with him by the likeness of his death’ (Rom. vi. 5), ‘our old man was crucified
with him’ (Rom. vi. 6. and so Gal. ii. 20, ‘I have been crucified with Christ’), ‘we died with
Christ’ (Rom. vi. 8). In Philippians iii. 10 we have a reference to becoming ‘conformed unto
his death’, and one of the faithful sayings refers to dying with Him (2 Tim. ii. 11). His death
is our death, and we may be said to have died in Him.
The death of Christ, then, appears as a great battlefield with the conflict between God on the
one hand, and sin and death and all the powers of evil on the other. While the New Testament
does not give a detailed explanation of the conflict, it makes it clear that in His death Christ
was waging decisive war with death. By death He overcame death, and those who are His are
associated with Him in His death, so that what that death achieved, it achieved for them. But
this leads us on to the next section wherein we consider the victory.

44

The Heart of the Gospel, p. 38.
In loc.
46
Cf. James Denney: ‘It was not an arbitrary appointment of God that made the death of Christ ƒlast»rion; it
was the essential relation, in all human experience, of death and sin. Christ died for our sins, because it is in
death that the divine judgment on sin is finally expressed. Once we put law and necessity out of the relation
between Christ’s death and our sin, we dismiss the very possibility of thinking on the subject; we may use words
about it, but they are words without meaning’ (The Death of Christ, 1951 Edition, p,, 102).
47
In J.T.S., Oct. 1952, 1 have given reasons for thinking that in Scripture blood points us to death rather than
life.
48
E. A. Knox finds this idea widespread. ‘Further we find not only in the Old Testament but very largely among
mankind a strongly operative connection between sin and death. Death is accepted as a token of divine
displeasure: blood shed cries to heaven for vengeance, and by vengeance or some other method peace must be
restored. We find also the acceptance of means of expiation, and codes built upon theories of expiation. Death is
not only a sacrament of sin, it is connected in human conscience with the redemption of sin ‘ (Glad Tidings of
Reconciliation, p. 144).
45
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IV. The Enemy Defeated
‘Christ being raised from the dead dieth no more; death no more hath dominion over him’
(Rom. vi. 9). This is the basis of man’s triumph over death, the tyrant who exercises
sovereignty over the entire race so that, strive as we will, we cannot break free. But the
resurrection of our Lord is the great event on which the whole New Testament turns, and it
marks a signal and complete victory over the enemy. He died, as all men must, but on the
third day He rose triumphant over all the powers of death and hell.
‘Death cannot keep his prey,
Jesus my Saviour;
he tore the bars away,
Jesus my Lord.’

[p.24]
The whole New Testament thrills at His victory. Death no longer has dominion. This is
reflected in some of the titles accorded the Victor, as ‘Prince of Life’ (tÕn 'ArcgÕn tÁj zwÁj
Acts iii. 15), ‘Lord of both the dead and the living’ (Rom. xiv. 9), ‘The Judge of quick and
dead’ (Acts x. 42), ‘ the Logos of life’ (1 Jn. i. 1), and in striking statements like ‘In him was
life: and the life was the light of men’ (J n. i. 4). ‘as the Father bath life in himself, even so
gave he to the Son also to have life in himself’ (Jn. v. 26 ), ‘the life was manifested’ (Jn. i. 2).
As Christ is Himself life (Jn. xiv. 6), so He is the source of life to His people. It is certain that
death will ultimately be destroyed (1 Cor. xv. 16; Rev. xxi. 4), and Paul can utter a paeon of
triumph: ‘then shall come to pass the saying that is written. Death is swallowed up in victory.
O death, where is thy victory’? O death. where is thy sting? The sting of death is sin; and the
power of sin is the law: but thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ’ (1 Cor. xv. 54-57). Clearly death has no more terrors, and just as clearly this
assurance is grounded in Christ’s saving work. Twice we are assured that the second death
has no power over the believer (Rev. ii. 11, xx. 6), and again, the seer quotes. Christ as saying
‘I am.... the Living one; and 1 was dead, and behold, I am alive for evermore, and I have the
keys of death and of Hades’ (Rev. i. 17, 18). It is an integral part of His resurrection triumph
that He not only broke free from the prison house but became possessed of the keys, so that
His own are no longer to be bound there.
This is emphasized in the biblical insistence that everlasting life is to be understood in terms,
not of the immortality of the soul, but of the resurrection of the body. If they are right who
feel that physical death is connected with sin as being at once its symbol and its penalty, then
it is most fitting that the effects of physical death should be cancelled in the victory won by
Christ. This does not mean that the resurrection body is identical with the body that died (‘it is
sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body’, l Cor. xv. 44), but it is a strong affirmation
of the completeness of the triumph of Christ over all the forces of death.
There is thus a note of tranquil assurance in the New Testa[p.25]
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ment. Believers, it is true, must still live out their fleshly life within the sphere which is
death’s own―their physical existence is the common lot of man and is stamped with the seal
of death. But for them is the certainty that the last word is not with death, but with death’s
Conqueror, and whether they live or die they can rest in Him.
But though they will not know the full meaning of victory over death until they learn it on the
farther shore, yet believers here and now enter into the experience of triumph over death.
Christ has nullified death (katarg»santoj mn tÕn q£naton, 2 Tim. i. 10), and the believer
has passed out of death into life (I Jn. iii. 14). He is ‘free from the law of sin and of death’
(Rom. viii. 2), death cannot separate him from God (Rom. viii. 38, 39), and in reply to the
question ‘O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me out of the body of this death?’ the
answer may be made ‘I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Rom. vii. 24, 25). In a
lyrical passage Paul can speak of death as belonging to the Corinthians (1 Cor. iii. 21, 22),
and while it may not be legitimate to press the language too closely, yet clearly the believers
are thought of as having nothing to fear from death. The victory obtained by their Saviour has
so transformed the situation that they, being sharers in that victory, may be thought of as in a
sense superior to death. Certainly they are no longer subject to the tyrant.
One of the great themes in the Johannine writings is life, and, as the writer speaks on occasion
of that death which is the lot of sinners, his emphasis on life implies the defeat of death. Thus,
when in John v. 24 he gives us the saying of Jesus, ‘He that heareth my word, and believeth
him that sent me, bath eternal life, and cometh not into judgment, but bath passed out of death
into life’, he means us to understand that, although men live this life under the sway of death,
being quite unable to break free from the tyrant, yet in Christ all this is so altered that they can
be said to have passed out of death already. They are no longer under its power. The use of
the perfect tense here is interesting, because the verse is set in a context which deals with the
final judgment, and both before and after the words quoted there are references to the Son as
judging. In each context it would be natural to think of the overcoming of death as in some
way
[p.26]
connected with the resurrection of believers at the end of the world, and the ushering in of a
new age. But the verse we have quoted gives expression to a profounder thought―death is
defeated long before that day, because from the moment a man believes he enters into life.
There are also several Johannine passages which assure us that certain men will never die.
Thus Jesus said, ‘If a man keep my word, he shall never see death’ (viii. 51), ‘I am the living
bread which came down out of heaven: if any man eat of this. bread, he shall live for ever’‘
(vi. 51). It is impossible to think that either Jesus or John understood such words as indicating
the doing away of physical death, and plainly the thought is that the believer has entered into
a new existence as a result of Jesus’ work for him. He is no longer subject to the enemy,
death, and his liberation is effective for ever. That physical death is excluded from
consideration is made clear in the great saying to Martha, ‘I am the resurrection, and the life;
he that believeth on me, though he die, yet shall he live; and whosoever liveth and believeth
on me shall never die’ (xi. 25f.). In these words we see that the believer, like other men, will
undergo biological death, but that is not the point. He will never die in the sense that matters,
for he that believes. on Christ has entered into a new existence where death has no part. In
John viii. 21 Jesus refers to dying ‘in sin’, and it is this that is the horror. But in verse 24 the
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believer is excluded from the number of those who die in sin. It is the death which is
connected with sin from which Christ frees men.
So certain is, the writer of the First Epistle of John of this deliverance from death, that he is
ready to offer a proof of its having taken place, ‘We know that we have passed out of death
into life, because we love the brethren’ (1 In. iii. 14). In a world dominated by death, men’s
preoccupations are with all manner of things which render impossible such a quality of living
as we see in the characteristic Christian attitude of love. Or, to put it another way, such a body
as the Christian Church, united in the bonds of Christian love, is quite impossible within the
sphere of death. The very existence of such a body is clear proof that its members have passed
clean out of death into that life which is life indeed. In passing we may note that the perfect
[p.27]
tense has its full meaning here, and denotes the abiding result of a past experience.
Not dissimilar is the thought of 2 Timothy i. 10 that Christ ‘ abolished death, and brought life
and incorruption to light through the gospel’. Here the overthrow of death and the emergence
of life are viewed in close connection with the gospel. Through Christ’s atoning work the
victory is won.
It may be well to mention also the saying in James v. 20, ‘he which converteth a sinner from
the error of his way shall save a soul from death’, where death again is used of the
consequence of sin from which a man is saved at his conversion. The logion has the
importance of showing that, although we do not find it mentioned frequently outside the great
theologians of the New Testament, the thought of the work of Christ as bringing deliverance
from the sphere of death is not confined to Paul or John, but was part of the accepted
Christian way of looking at salvation.
Finally let us notice that the Christian victory over death with its consequent abundant life
may be gauged by a comparison with other systems. Paul, for example, writing to the
Corinthians points out that he has no need to produce a letter of commendation, and he
apparently has in mind people who thought so highly of Judaism that they regarded it as an
integral part of Christianity. Paul deals with the situation by reminding his readers that God
has made him sufficient by virtue of the fact that he is a minister of a new covenant, which is
inherently superior to Judaism, being ‘not of the letter, but of the spirit for the letter killeth,
but the spirit giveth life’; and he then goes on to characterize the old as ‘the ministration of
death’ (2 Cor. iii. 6ff.). The highest and best that the world had seen prior to Christianity, that
in which Paul could see the hand of God,49 when it was set over against the Christian way
must be adjudged nothing more than ‘the ministration of death’.50 From such a side glance at
the creed in which he had been nurtured, we may discern something of Paul’s estimate of the
life-giving quality of
[p.28]

49

‘The law is holy, and the commandment holy, and righteous, and good’ (Rom. vii. 12).
Cf. Bultmann, ‘serving the Torah leads with inner necessity to death The Theology of the New Testament, i.
247).
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Christianity, and of the defeat of death that is the basis of it all.
There is probably a similar glance at the best paganism can do in 2 Corinthians vii. 10, where
Paul is dealing with sorrow for sin. He speaks of a proper attitude of repentance and its effects
and goes on to say, ‘the sorrow of the world worketh death’. The pagan may reach a state
where he realizes something of the evil he has done, but he cannot attain what Paul calls
‘repentance unto salvation’. The best he can manage is what we would more properly call
remorse, and this can but issue in death. There is no saving power here.

V. Conclusion
There are other New Testament passages which treat of death, for example, those which speak
of the believer as ‘ dying with Christ’, or which call upon him to reckon himself as dead to
sin. But these properly belong to a different section of Christian theology, and we may
accordingly pass them over in the present inquiry.
What emerges clearly from our study of the New Testament documents is the fact that death
characteristically is regarded as something completely unnatural, an alien. a horror, an enemy.
It is not simply an event, but a state, and it is connected very closely with sin. But the
important teaching of the New Testament is not that death is an evil, or that man cannot
overcome it, but that death has been decisively defeated in the atoning death of the Saviour,
who ‘abolished death, and brought life and incorruption to light through the gospel’ (2 Tim. i.
10). On this we rest our hope.
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DOES THE BIBLE TEACH
ANNIHILATIONISM?
Robert A. Peterson

J L η recent years a number of leading evangelicals have stated
in writing that they believe in annihilationism—the view that
ultimately the resurrected wicked will be obliterated and no
longer exist. Michael Green, for example, wrote, "But it
[Scripture] does not teach the conscious unending torment of those
who are eternally separated from God."1
In 1989 Philip Edgcumbe Hughes said, "The conception of the
endlessness of the suffering of torment and of the endurance of
living' death in hell stands in contradiction to this [biblical]
teaching." 2
John Stott affirmed, "I also believe that the ultimate annihila
tion of the wicked should at least be accepted as a legitimate, bibli
cally founded alternative to their eternal conscious torment." 3
And according to John Wenham, "I believe that endless torment
is a hideous and unscriptural doctrine which has been a terrible
burden on the mind of the church for many centuries and a terri
ble blot on her presentation of the gospel. I should indeed be happy
if, before I die, I could help in sweeping it away."4
Michael Green, Philip Hughes, John Stott, and John Wenham are four stalwarts of evangelical Christianity (in its Angli
can expression), and four proponents of annihilationism (though
with varying degrees of conviction, as the quotations suggest).
Robert A. Peterson is Professor of Systematic Theology, Covenant Theological Sem
inary, St. Louis, Missouri.
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What arguments do these respected evangelical thinkers adduce in support of this view? Are there good answers to these arguments? And what difference does it make whether Christians
believe in annihilationism or eternal conscious punishment?
This article seeks to address these questions, examining both biblical and theological arguments that are given in support of a
view traditionally considered false.
BIBLICAL ARGUMENTS
For more than fifty years John Wenham privately believed in
annihilationism but hesitated to state it in print. In 1992, however,
he was no longer hesitant when he penned a The Case for Conditional Immortality." Conditional immortality, or "conditionalism," for short, is the view that human beings are not innately
immortal, but are only potentially so. God gives the gifts of eternal life and immortality to believers, and the unsaved, not having received immortality, ultimately go out of existence. Today
the term "conditionalism" is frequently used as a synonym for
annihilationism.
Wenham argues for conditionalism by writing that the
words used to describe hell in the New Testament "in their natural connotation are words of destruction rather than words suggesting continuance in torment or misery."5 He said he found 264
New Testament references to the destiny of the unsaved, and he
assigns these references to various categories, four of which he
believes teach annihilationism. These are references to fire, destruction, separation from God, and death.
FIRE

Gehenna, Wenham points out, refers to the garbage dump in the
Hinnom Valley outside Jerusalem, where maggots and fire consumed the refuse (Matt. 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:33; Mark 9:43,
45, 47; Luke 12:5). In Wenham's estimation, when Jesus called
hell "the Gehenna of fire," He meant that those cast into it will be
annihilated.
Wenham also asserts that Scripture's hellfire imagery (he
lists twenty-six references) conveys annihilation. "Fire naturally suggests destruction and is much used for the destruction of
what is worthless or evil."6 He admits that fire in the Bible sometimes causes pain, as in the case of Dives (the name traditionally

5

Ibid., 170.

6

Ibid., 171.
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given to the rich man in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus
in Luke 16:19-31). But, he says, this is "a secondary use." Fire
chiefly signifies consumption, and therefore hellfire imagery
conveys the idea of annihilation rather than endless torment. 7
However, when Jesus warned of being "cast into the eternal
fire . . . the fiery hell" (Gehenna, Matt. 18:8-9), this fate is awful
because, unlike fires on earth, hell is where "the fire is not
quenched" (Mark 9:44, 48). This is a picture of everlasting suffering, not of destruction.
Jesus' explanation of the parable of the weeds bears out the fact
that biblical hellfire imagery signifies pain: "Therefore just as
the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the
end of the age. The Son of Man will send forth His angels, and
they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and
those who commit lawlessness, and will cast them into the furnace of fire; in that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of
teeth" (Matt. 13:40-42).
Although Jesus referred in the parable to weeds being burned
(v. 30), He did not use it to teach annihilationism. Instead, when
He interpreted the weeds being thrown into the furnace, He spoke
of suffering. The "furnace of fire" is a place characterized by
"weeping and gnashing of teeth" (v. 42), that is, by great anguish. 8
In Jesus' message about the sheep and the goats, He said the
ungodly will be banished to "the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels" (25:41). John wrote that "the
devil . . . was thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where
the beast and the false prophet are also; and they will be tormented
day and night forever and ever" (Rev. 20:10). Here fire denotes
unending torment. This is the fate that awaits the devil, his angels, and unbelieving human beings alike.
How can Wenham claim that hellfire pictures consumption
and only secondarily pain, when Revelation 14:10-11 states that
the wicked "will be tormented with fire and brimstone. . . . And
the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever; and they
have no rest day and night"?
The lake of fire is where the devil will be tormented endlessly (20:10), and where sinners will be cast (w. 14-15); the lake
of fire is said to be their place (21:8). Condemned human beings,
therefore, will suffer forever in hell.
'

Ibid.

° In the parable of the net Jesus also described hell as "the furnace of fire," where
"there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Matt. 13:49-50). Here too hellfire
imagery signifies terrible pain.

16 BIBUOTHECA SACRA / January-March 1999

Contrary to Wenham's contention, the biblical pictures of fire
and burning signify the endless suffering of the unrighteous in
hell and not their annihilation.
DESTRUCTION

Wenham argues for conditionalism based on fifty-nine New
Testament references to destruction, ruin, and the like. In particular he cites (a) Jesus' contrast between the broad "gate that
leads to destruction" and the narrow "gate that leads to life"
(Matt. 7:13), (b) Paul's warning that the enemies of Christ's cross
will suffer "destruction" (Phil. 3:19), (c) Peter's words about
"destructive heresies . . . bringing swift destruction" (2 Pet. 2:1),
and John's statement that the beast will "go to destruction" (Rev.
17:8, 11). Wenham says these references to eternal ruin, destruction, and loss signify the literal destruction of the unsaved, that
is, their annihilation. 9
Considered in isolation, these verses might seem, at first
glance, to teach conditionalism. But they should not be considered
in isolation from the rest of the Bible's teaching. Verses such as
Matthew 25:41, 46; Mark 9:42-48; Revelation 14:9-10; 20:10, 1415 have led church leaders throughout the centuries to believe,
teach, and confess the never-ending suffering of the lost.
Moreover, not all the passages Wenham cites are even compatible with annihilationism. He calls attention to Revelation
17:8, 11, which states that the beast will go to his destruction. True,
this passage does say that, but not in the sense that Wenham understands the word "destruction."10 He insists that the word "destruction" and its synonyms denote the extinction of the wicked.
But the description of the beast's "destruction" that unfolds in the
Book of Revelation does not mean he will cease to exist. Two
chapters after the prophecy of the beast's "destruction" (17:8, 11) the
beast and false prophet are "thrown alive into the lake of fire
which burns with brimstone" (19:20). They will still be there "one
thousand years" later (20:7, 10). Furthermore, John wrote, as already noted, that the beast, the false prophet, and Satan "will be
tormented day and night forever and ever" (20:10). The beast's
"destruction," therefore, is not annihilation; it is eternal punishment. This proves that at least two references to "destruction"
signify endless torment, not extinction. It also opens the door for
us to understand the remaining references in the same way, in
light of all of Scripture.
9

Ibid., 171-72.
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SEPARATION FROM GOD

Wenham bases his case for conditionalism on twenty New Testament references to separation from God, asserting that these
references carry "no connotation of endlessness unless one presupposes immortality." 1 1 Examples include Jesus' words,
"Depart from Me" (Matt. 7:23), "cast him into the outer darkness"
(22:13), and "he is thrown away as a branch" (John 15:6). Wenham asserts that this separation means "being utterly cut off from
the source and sustainer of life. It is another way of describing
destruction." 12
Wenham's argument is not convincing. Although some of
the passages he cites could be construed as teaching annihilationism, at least three of the verses clash with it: Matthew 25:41, 46
and 2 Thessalonians 1:9. In Matthew 25:41 the returned Son of
Man will consign the "goats" to hell, and will say, "Depart from
me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared
for the devil and his angels." Jesus banished the wicked from His
presence of blessing into eternal fire. And as seen previously,
that fate is plainly depicted in Revelation 20:10 as involving endless torment. So separation from Jesus' presence in Matthew 25:41
means suffering forever in hell, not annihilation.
Surprisingly Wenham uses Matthew 25:46 to support the idea
that separation should be understood as annihilation. This verse,
the most often cited biblical declaration concerning hell, does not
support his view. In this verse—"And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life"—"punishment" and "life" are both qualified by the same adjective "eternal." It is difficult therefore to hold that the bliss of believers will
last forever, but that punishment of the wicked will come to an
end. Instead, one should conclude that conscious existence in
heaven and hell is never-ending.
Wenham also claims that 2 Thessalonians 1:9-10 presents
separation from God as extinction. There Paul taught that the ungodly "will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the
presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power when He
comes to be glorified . . . and to be marveled at." "Eternal destruction" will entail the wicked being forever excluded from the gracious presence of the Lord. This cannot be annihilation, for their
separation presupposes their existence. Some conditionalists
contend that being shut out from Christ's presence means
obliteration. Their argument goes like this: "(1) God's presence
11
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will fill all that is, in every place; (2) the wicked will not be in his
presence; (3) therefore, the wicked will no longer exist."13
This argument, however, is based on a faulty understanding
of God's presence in 2 Thessalonians 1:9. Here the presence of
God is not His general omnipresence, with the idea that separation from His presence would mean nonexistence. Rather, the
verse refers to Christ's revealing His special presence as King to
His people. That is why Paul said that the unsaved are "shut out
from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power"
(NIV).
DEATH

Wenham argues that twenty-five New Testament references to
"death in its finality, sometimes called the second death," teach
annihilationism.14 But for the New Testament to refer to the final
fate of the lost as "death" does not prove that they will be annihilated. These references are also compatible with the view that involves endless torment. In fact, annihilationism is false, because at least some of Wenham's proof texts contradict the notion
that hell means extinction. These are the references to "the second death" in Revelation 20:6, 14; and 21:8. These last two verses
equate the second death with "the lake of fire." And 20:10 states
that in the lake of fire the devil, the beast, and the false prophet
"will be tormented day and night forever and ever."
The "lake of fire" signifies eternal torment for the devil, the
beast, and the false prophet, and four and five verses later (20:1415) human beings are cast into the same lake of fire. Surely it
means eternal torment for them too, in the absence of any indication of change of meaning. The words, "the lake of fire is the second death," disprove Wenham's contention that the language of
death indicates extinction.
CONCLUSION

Wenham's strong conclusion, therefore, is unwarranted. "So
both Old and New Testaments taken in their natural sense seem
to be almost entirely, if not entirely, on the conditionalist side."15
This is simply untrue. Verses in each of Wenham's four categories are irreconcilable with annihilationism: fire—Mark 9:44,
48; Matthew 25:41, 46; Revelation 14:10-11; 20:14-15; destruction—17:8, 11; 20:10; separation—Matthew 25:41, 46; 2 Thessalo15
Edward Fudge, The Fire That Consumes: The Biblical Case for Conditional
Immortality, rev. ed. (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1994), 155, n. 31.
14
Wenham, "The Case for Conditional Immortality,* 173.
15
Ibid., 180-81.
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nians 1:9; and death—Revelation 20:6, 10, 14; 21:8. These verses
support the traditional view that the suffering of the unsaved in
hell will know no end.
THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS
Evangelical annihilationists use theological arguments as well
as biblical arguments in seeking to defend their position. Four of
their most prominent theological arguments are based on God's
love, on immortality, on God's justice, and on God's triumph.
THE ARGUMENT FROM GOD'S LOVE

In 1992 well-known pastor and scholar Michael Green penned a
helpful book, Evangelism through the Local Church, in which he
asked, "What becomes of those who have never heard the gospel?"
Green lists three "positively unchristian" answers. 16 These answers are universalism, the view that everyone will be saved; the
view that all who do not hear the gospel are consigned to eternal
conscious torment; and the view that the heathen will be saved by
their good works. 17
In reference to the second of these three answers, Green holds
that the New Testament "does not teach the conscious unending
torment of those who are eternally separated from God."18 Instead, according to Green, it teaches annihilationism. He marshals biblical arguments for his view, the same ones given by
John Wenham above.
In addition, Green argues for annihilationism from the concept of God. He asks rhetorically, "What sort of God would He be
who could rejoice eternally in heaven with the saved while
downstairs the cries of the lost make an agonizing cacophony?"19
Green answers his own question: "Such a God is not the person
revealed in Scripture as utterly just and utterly loving." Green
labels the traditional view of hell, "a doctrine of savagery."20
Admittedly this argument exerts a powerful influence on the
minds of many. It is difficult for modern people to believe in both
a loving God and eternal punishment. In fact it is difficult for
moderns to believe in hell at all. Liberal Anglican John Robinson speaks for many when he says, "Christ, in Origen's old
lb
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words, remains on the Cross so long as one sinner remains in
hell. That is not speculation; it is a statement grounded in the
very necessity of God's nature. In a universe of love there can be
no heaven which tolerates a chamber of horrors, no hell for any
which does not at the same time make it hell for God."21
This quotation and the mind-set it discloses expose the weakness of Green's argument. It is unreliable to base views of the afterlife on what human beings think God should be like. Humans
are simply not qualified to say what a loving God would or would
not do. Instead, they are limited to what God Himself has declared in His Word. Scripture must tell humankind about God's
nature and the world to come. And Scripture declares that the loving God who made the universe created heaven and hell, for saint
and sinner, respectively.
Jesus will say to "the sheep" (believers), "Come, you who are
blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from
the foundation of the world" (Matt. 25:34). And to "the goats" (the
unsaved), He will say, "Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the
eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels"
(v. 41). The Savior and Judge of the world declared that heaven
and hell were prepared by God. Furthermore, as noted, Jesus said
both destinies are "eternal" (v. 46).
The idea of God's rejoicing in heaven with His people while
the wicked suffer endless punishment in hell is a distortion of
Scripture. The Bible teaches that God is present everywhere, including heaven and hell. The unsaved "will be tormented with
fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the
presence of the Lamb" (Rev. 14:10, italics added). 22 Of course,
Christ is not present in hell in the same way He is in heaven. He
is present in heaven in grace and blessing, but He is present in
hell in justice and wrath.
Green's portrayal of God rejoicing in heaven while the lost
suffer in hell also fails to appreciate the fact that God will be glorified by every person's fate. The glory of God's grace will be eternally magnified in His people on the new earth, and the glory of
God's justice will be eternally magnified in the punishment of the
wicked in hell. Praise is due God for His holy hatred of sin. Revelation 15:1 speaks of the completion of God's wrath in seven final
plagues. The redeemed in heaven sing God's praise: "Great and
marvelous are Thy works, O Lord God, the Almighty; Righteous
Zi

J. A. T. Robinson, In the End God (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 133.

^ Twenty-seven times in Revelation, John used "the lamb" as a symbol of Christ.
The only other use is in a simile in Revelation 13:11, where John wrote that he saw a
"beast" who had "two horns like a lamb."
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and true are Thy ways, Thou King of the nations. Who will not
fear, O Lord, and glorify Thy name? For Thou alone art holy; for
all the nations will come and worship before Thee, for Thy righ
teous acts have been revealed" (15:3-4). These great and mar
velous deeds for which His people will praise God include the out
pouring of His wrath mentioned in 15:1, 7. 23
Although Green's argument has great popular appeal, it must
yield to the testimony of Scripture. The loving and holy God has
created heaven for those who believe in His Son and hell for those
who reject Him. Believers must allow His Word to govern their
thinking and emotions. Admittedly, these are difficult tasks, but
faithfulness to God and His truth requires nothing less.
THE ARGUMENT FROM IMMORTALITY

Near the end of his book The True Image Philip Hughes asks, "Is
the soul immortal?" 24 He answers this question in the negative:
Immortality, or deathlessness . . . is not inherent in the constitu
tion of man as a corporeal-spiritual creature, though, formed in
the image of God, the potential was there. That potential, which
was forfeited through sin, has been restored and actualized by
Christ, the incarnate Son, who has "abolished death and brought
life and immortality to light through the gospel" (2 Tim 1:10).
Since inherent immortality is uniquely the possession and prerog
ative of God (1 Tim 6:16), it will be by virtue of his grace and
power that when Christ is manifested in glory our mortality, if we
are then alive, will be superinvested with immortality and our
corruption, if we are then in the grave, will be clothed with incorrupt^'on, so that death will at last be swallowed up in victory (1
Cor 15:51-57; 2 Cor 5:1-5). And thus at last we shall become truly
and fully human as the destiny for which we were created be
comes an everlasting reality in him who is the True Image and
the True Life. At the same time those who have persisted in un
godliness will discover for themselves the dreadful truth of
Christ's warning about fearing God, "who can destroy both body
and soul in h e i r (Mt. 10:28). 2 ί Γ

According to Hughes, although most Christian thinkers have
assumed the inherent immortality of the soul (and its corollaries,
everlasting life and everlasting punishment), this is a false as
sumption. Only God, he says, is inherently immortal, and hu
man beings, by contrast, were created only potentially immortal.
By sinning, Adam lost immortality for himself and the entire
human race. Immortality is regained only by those in Christ.
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Since the unsaved were never given the gift of immortality, they
will be annihilated after receiving punishment for their sins,
Hughes alleges.
This argument, a common one among annihilationists, has
been overrated for at least three reasons. First, it is a mistake to
say that those who hold the traditional view of hell do so chiefly
because they believe in the immortality of the soul. On the contrary, they hold to eternal punishment because of what they believe is fidelity to biblical teaching. This is true, for example, of
Tertullian, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, John
Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, and Charles Shedd, to name some
stalwarts of orthodoxy.
Second, these theologians agree with Hughes in rejecting the
Platonic doctrine that the souls of humans are inherently immortal. Instead, they hold, again with Hughes, that God alone is immortal (1 Tim. 6:16). Nevertheless against Hughes, they have
taught that the immortal God grants immortality to all human beings, not just to believers.
Third, and most importantly, persons ought not believe in the
traditional view of hell because they accept immortality. It should
be the other way around. They should believe in the immortality
of human beings because the Bible clearly teaches everlasting
damnation for the wicked.
THE ARGUMENT FROM GOD'S JUSTICE

In 1988 John Stott shocked the evangelical world when he tentatively defended annihilationism. Among the arguments he used
was an argument from God's justice. The Bible, he wrote, teaches
that God will judge justly, "which implies that the penalty inflicted will be commensurate with the evil done."26 But, he said,
eternal conscious torment is seriously disproportionate to sins
consciously committed in time. It clashes with the biblical revelation of divine justice.
This argument loses some of its impact when it is examined
carefully. First, it must be pointed out that few people take sin seriously. As evidence of this, consider five of God's judgments
against what might be called "little sins."
Because Lot's wife looked back at Sodom and Gomorrah "she
became a pillar of salt" (Gen. 19:26). The death penalty was exacted because of a glance. Because of irregularities in their
priestly service in the tabernacle, Nadab and Abihu "fell dead before the LORD" (Num. 3:4; cf. Lev. 10:1-2). This was capital punishment for "only" faulty worship.
Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 318-19.
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Because Achan coveted and stole a robe, silver, and gold, he
and his family were stoned and burned (Josh. 7:25). A whole
family was destroyed because of one person's greed. Because Uzzah steadied the ark with his hand, the Lord was angry and took
his life (2 Sam. 6:6-7). Because Ananias and Sapphira lied to the
apostles, God struck them dead (Acts 5:1-10). Lying led to capital
punishment.
On hearing these things our first response is to think that
justice has not been served; repeatedly, it seems, God has been
overly severe. God's assessment, however, is far different.
Lot's wife disobeyed God's command and failed to heed His
warning, "Escape for your life! Do not look behind you, and do not
stay anywhere in the valley; escape to the mountains, lest you be
swept away" (Gen. 19:17). Is God unjust to repay disobedience
with a previously announced penalty? Evidently Jesus didn't
think so, for He admonished His hearers, "Remember Lot's wife"
(Luke 17:32).
Leviticus informs us that Nadab and Abihu "offered strange
fire before the LORD, which He had not commanded them" (Lev.
10:1). God viewed their disobedient priestly service as dishonoring to Himself, as is evident from His evaluation of it: "By those
who come near Me I will be treated as holy, and before all the people I will be honored" (v. 3). Can anyone question God's right to
keep His worship pure?
Achan "acted unfaithfully" (Josh. 7:1), and when he was confronted, he confessed, "I have sinned against the LORD, the God of
Israel" (7:20). Was it unfair for God to inflict capital punishment
on him?
Uzzah was guilty of what Scripture calls "his irreverence" (2
Sam. 6:7). God is to be worshiped in spirit and truth (John 4:24).
Israel, however, had followed the Philistines' example instead of
obeying God's instructions for transporting the ark (cf. 2 Sam.
6:3; Exod. 25:12-14; Num. 4:5-6, 15). Should God be criticized for
giving only one person what David and many others deserved?
If someone is offended by God's bringing capital punishment
on Ananias and Sapphira because they merely lied to the apostles,
we are missing Luke's whole point. The husband and wife were
ultimately guilty of lying not to men but to God (Acts 5:3-4). People have difficulty in recognizing God's justice in His punishment of so-called little sins because they adopt a human-centered
perspective, rather than a God-centered one. If a person today lied
to someone else, disobeyed another, or spoke against someone,
that individual would not be worthy of death. If a person does these
things against God, however, he or she deserves capital punishment. The Bible views sin as an attack on God's character, and
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therefore it is deserving of great punishment.
Readers may agree in principle, but perhaps they protest that
these examples illustrate temporal not eternal punishment. This
criticism is fair. The most scandalous example, however, has
been saved for last. Because Adam ate the forbidden fruit, he
plunged the human race into sin and misery. "By the transgression of the one the many died. . . . the judgment arose from one
transgression resulting in condemnation. . . . by the transgression of the one, death reigned through the one. . . . through the one
man's disobedience the many were made sinners" (Rom. 5:1519).
Is this penalty proportionate to the crime committed? Because
of Adam's sin, physical and spiritual death, even eternal condemnation, came to the entire human race. "Through one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men" (5:18). Condemnation of the entire human race came because of one man's
eating a piece of fruit.
Pride, disobedience, and unfaithfulness summarize the significance of Adam's primal sin, when it is viewed from a Godcentered perspective. Adam proudly wanted to be like his Maker.
He disobeyed God's prohibition. And he was unfaithful to the Lord
(Gen. 3:1-6). Can anyone charge God with injustice, since He
warned Adam, "From the tree of the knowledge of good and evil
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you shall
surely die" (2:17)? Of the Fall God said, "Judgment arose from
one transgression resulting in condemnation" (Rom. 5:16).
If believers submit to the authority of God's Word, they must
accept the fact that He was not unjust in punishing the human
race with condemnation for Adam's sin. And He condemned the
world not only because of Adam's sin, but because of individual
sins as well, as Paul emphasized in Romans 1:18, 32; 2:5, 12;
3:10-12,23.
It will not do to protest against God's judgments on the basis of
what seems fair or unfair. Instead, people must adjust their
thinking—including their view of God's justice—to God's truth.
Aquinas was right: Sin is an attack on the infinite and holy
character of God.27 God therefore sets the penalties for sin in this
world and the next. He justly condemns sinners for Adam's sin
and for their own. And He plainly teaches that He punishes the
wicked forever. Certainly God is just in doing so.
z/

Thomas Aquinas wrote, The magnitude of the punishment matches the magnitude of the sin. . . . Now a sin that is against God is infinite; the higher the person
against whom it is committed, the graver the sin . . . and God is of infinite greatness. Therefore an infinite punishment is deserved for a sin committed against
hinT (Summa Theologiae [New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974], 25).
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THE ARGUMENT FROM GOD'S TRIUMPH

Another argument has played a major role in the annihilationist
literature—that of the implications of God's triumph over sin.
Hughes summarizes it well.
The everlasting existence side by side, so to speak, of heaven and
hell would seem to be incompatible with the purpose and effect of
the redemption achieved by Christ's coming. . . . The renewal of
creation demands the elimination of sin and suffering and death. .
. . The conception of the endlessness of the suffering of torment .
. . in hell stands in contradiction to this teaching. . . . When
Christ fills all in all and God is everything to everyone (Eph 1:23;
1 Cor 15:28), how is it conceivable that there can be a section or
realm of creation that does not belong to this fulness and by its
very presence contradicts it? 2 8

Hughes is correct when he asserts that Scripture envisions
God as ultimately victorious. The crucial question is, What does
God deem compatible with His being "all in all"? This question is
answered by the Bible's final three chapters: God's victory does
not involve the eradication of evil beings from His universe.
At the Great White Throne judgment "the dead, the great and
the small," will stand before God's throne (Rev. 20:11-19). Immediately before presenting this judgment, John had written that
the devil, the beast, and the false prophet will be thrown into the
lake of fire and brimstone to suffer everlasting torment (v. 10).
Four verses later, he stated that wicked human beings share their
fate (v. 15).
Revelation 21:1-8 then confirms this conclusion. Believers
will enjoy the new heavens and the* new earth, whereas the final
destination of the unrepentant will be "the lake that burns with
fire and brimstone'' (v. 8). Evidently God does not view unbelievers' being eternally alive in the lake of fire as incompatible with
His being "all in all."
That God's ultimate victory does not include the annihilation
of the unsaved is substantiated by the picture of the New
Jerusalem in Revelation 21-22. John spoke of the bliss of those
privileged to live in this city. God will be in their midst to "wipe
every tear from their eyes." For them "there shall no longer be
any death; there shall no longer be any mourning, or crying, or
pain" (21:3-4). Yet four verses later he wrote of the wicked being
in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone (v. 8).
Furthermore, in chapter 22 John contrasted the joy of those
who "may enter by the gates into the city" of God with the godless
who are "outside" the city (22:14-15). Here the wicked are not anHughes, The True Image, 405-6.
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nihilated. Instead, they are alive, but are cut off from the happiness of eternal fellowship with God.
The traditional view of hell fits the scriptural vision of the
end better than does annihilationism. The Bible's concluding
chapters reveal that God's being "all in all" means that He reigns
over the just and the unjust; it does not mean that only the former
remain.
CONCLUSION

The contemporary case for annihilationism has been set forth
from the writings of four respected evangelicals, Michael Green,
Philip Hughes, John Stott, and John Wenham. Their argumenta
have been weighed on the scales of Scripture and are found wanting. The conviction that the church's traditional doctrine of hell
is correct has been strengthened.
Some important implications follow. "One key difference
between [Jonathan] Edwards and our contemporary spokesmen
who abandon the historic Biblical view of hell is that Edwards
was radically committed to deriving his views of God's justice
and love from God. But more and more it seems contemporary
evangelicals are submitting to what 'makes sense' to their own
moral sentiments. This will not strengthen the church or its mission. What is needed is a radical commitment to the supremacy
of God in determining what is real and what is not."29
John Piper's observation is accurate. Since annihilationism
contradicts the teaching of the Bible, it is an error. Although some
evangelical Christians hold this doctrine, they should be encouraged to abandon it because error dishonors God and His truth.
In fact annihilationism is a serious error because it leads
unrepentant sinners to underestimate their fate. Annihilationists insist that the obliteration of the wicked is a terrible destiny
when measured against the bliss of the righteous. 30 However, it is
simply not that bad to cease to exist, especially in comparison to
suffering in hell forever. The ungodly could live selfishly their
entire lives, without any thought of God, and after death face ultimate extinction rather than eternal punishment. No doubt the
unsaved in hell would like annihilationism to be true, as
Jonathan Edwards noted: "Wicked men will hereafter earnestly
wish to be turned to nothing and forever cease to be that they might

^ John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 128 (italics his).
30

Hughes, The True Image, 406-7.
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escape the wrath of God."31 But annihilationism is not true, and
believers who love the lost must tell them the truth—all who fail to
trust Christ as their Savior face eternal conscious torment at the
hands of the living God.
This leads to the final implication. If annihilationism is
widely accepted by Christians, the missionary enterprise may
well be hindered. True, some evangelicals such as John Stott and
Michael Green have consistently shown a zeal for evangelism
while holding to annihilationism. Nevertheless what would be
the effect on churches and denominations that once held to eternal
conscious torment, if they were to shift to annihilationism? Their
missionary zeal might well wane.
D. A. Carson speaks a hard but necessary truth: "Despite the
sincerity of their motives, one wonders more than a little to what
extent the growing popularity of various forms of annihilationism and conditional immortality are a reflection of this age of
pluralism. It is getting harder and harder to be faithful to the
'hard lines' of Scripture. And in this way, evangelicalism itself
may contribute to the gagging of God by silencing the severity of
his warnings and by minimizing the awfulness of the punishment that justly waits those untouched by his redeeming grace."32

**• Jonathan Edwards, quoted in John H. Gerstner, Jonathan Edwards on Heaven
and Hell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 75.
32

D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 536.
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Conclusions
We have the power to change the tide of trade tension if we are organized. But
facts and information alone are not enough. Canada learned this in the last round of
multilateral trade negotiations, and the United States learned this in fast track
debates. We need real industry participants – real people – educating others about
these facts in a language they can understand. This educational process takes time
but the rewards are significant and we need a common vision and acceptance of these
long-term benefits. And education may be the only constant in our ever-changing
industry.
A statement often used to close a TradeWorks address seems a fitting way to
close these discussion comments – Trade works for all of us. We should now focus on
working for trade.
REFERENCES
Burtless, Gary, Robert Z. Lawrence, Robert E. Litan, and Robert J. Shapiro.
1998. GLOBAPHOBIA: Confronting Fears About Open Trade. The Brookings
Institution, Washington D.C.

STARR PRODUCE CO.
Robert A. Peterson
Starr Produce was formed in the late 1940s. I represent the second generation
of ownership. Starr Produce now has fourth generation ownership. We grow,
package and ship cantaloupe, watermelons, sweet onions and potatoes in Texas. We
also grow, package and ship seedless watermelon, honeydew melons and onions
from the state of Colima, Mexico.
My father, who was one of the organizers of this operation and his partner,
went down to Michoacan, Mexico in the mid 1950s. He was probably the second
person to go into that area to grow and ship cantaloupe into the United States during
the wintertime when cantaloupe cannot be produced in the United States. When they
produced their first crop, they could not move it to the market because they did not
have any railcars. The ex-president of Mexico, Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-40), lived
down in that area. They went out to visit him and caught him out in the corral as he
was working his cattle. They told him their problem. The next week, they had more
railcars than they could fill. It does pay to know people in Mexico.
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Policy Harmonization

The Need for a Credit System
We produce in the lower Rio Grande valley, and we pack and ship our product
all over the United States and Canada. Starr Produce is just 100 miles away from a
population base of 5 million people—Monterrey, Mexico. Very little of our product
goes to Mexico and there is a sizable market 100 miles away. Why is this? The citizens
of Mexico love fresh fruit and vegetables and are willing to pay for them. The reason
is that we do not have a credit system to be able to move our product south and have
assurance that we are going to be able to collect for it.
The United States has a Perishable Agricultural Commodities Act (PACA). It
defines the terms that we use over the telephone, because all of our products are sold
over the phone. Everybody knows what we are talking about when we say, “a
delivered sale, an F.O.B. sale, a consigned sale.” It also defines the standards for each
commodity. We know what a “#1 onion” is. We know what a “fancy” pepper or “vine
ripe” tomato is. These are defined in PACA. The inspection service can pick those
definitions out and that gives us a level playing field.
As we ship our product into the United States, we have assurance that we will
collect the bill because PACA defines the credit terms that we act on. The base credit
term is 10 days. The Act instructs us as to how we can change that to 30 days. PACA
provides another safety net in that it provides a trust on our product. If I were selling
a load of produce to a buyer, and I ship it in good faith, if the bank comes down on
the buyer and takes all of the assets including my produce, the law has created a trust
on that produce. The bank or the buyer is obligated to pay for the produce before
they can take out their money for the debt that is owed them. PACA also creates a
license. So, if the buyer does not pay, the seller can go after the buyers license which
will cut the buyer off doing business with other people.
Why is there not a counterpart of PACA in Mexico, and even in Canada? I
have lost more money in Canada than I have in Mexico. These concepts are all
available, if we could just get them instituted into law. The lack of a PACA-style
credit system in Mexico and Canada is one of my biggest problems.
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A TRADITIONALIST RESPONSE
TO JOHN STOTT'S ARGUMENTS FOR ANNIHILATIONISM
ROBERT A. PETERSON*

Let me say a t t h e outset t h a t I consider t h e concept of hell as endless t o r m e n t
in body an d mind a n outrageous doctrine, a theological and moral enormity,
a bad doctrine of t h e tradition which needs to be changed How can Christians possibly project a deity of such cruelty and vindictiveness whose ways
include inflicting everlasting t o r t u r e upon his creatures, however sinful they
may have b e e n 9 Surely a God who would do such a t h i n g is more nearly like
S a t a n t h a n like God, a t least by any ordinary moral s t a n d a r d s , an d by t h e
gospel itself
Surely t h e God and F a t h e r of our Lord J e s u s Christ is no
fiend, t o r t u r i n g people without end is not w h a t our God does x

Strong words, indeed Not all annihilatiomsts, however, engage in such
heated polemic And ultimately it is not the temperature of the writing but
the cogency of the arguments that matters My goal in this paper is to weigh
on the scales of Scripture the best arguments set forth by annihilatiomsts
Of the books that espouse annihilationism, the four best have been written
during this century Anglican missionary!translator Harold E Guillebaud
completed The Righteous Judge A Study of the Biblical Doctrine of Everlasting Punishment shortly before his death in 1941 In the late 1960s Basil Atkinson, under!librarian in the Cambridge University library, penned Life and
Immortality An Examination of the Nature and Meaning of Life and Death
as They Are Revealed in the Scriptures Seventh!Day Adventist historical
theologian LeRoy Edwin Froom's massive two!volume work, The Conditwn!
ahst Faith of Our Fathers, was published in 1965!66 Edward Fudge, an
attorney and Churches of Christ layman, produced The Fire That Consumes
2
A Biblical and Historical Study of Final Punishment m 1982
* Robert Peterson is professor of systematic theology at Covenant Theological Seminary,
12330 Conway Road, St Louis, MO 63141 8697
1
C H Pinnock, "The Destruction of the Finally Impenitent," Criswell Theological Review 4/2
(1990) 246!247 M J Erickson issues a needed word of caution "It is one thing to speak em
phatically about one's sense of injustice and moral outrage over the idea of God's condemning per
sons to hell If, however, one is going to describe sending persons to endless punishment as
'cruelty and vindictiveness,' and a God who would do so as 'more nearly like Satan than God,' and
'a bloodthirsty monster who maintains an everlasting Auschwitz,' he had better be very certain
he is correct For if he is wrong, he is guilty of blasphemy A wiser course of action would be restraint in one's statements, just in case he might be wrong" (The Evangelical Mind and Heart
[Grand Rapids Baker, 1993] 152)
2
The first two books were privately published and are obtainable from the Reverend Β L
Bateson, 26 Summershard, S Petherton, Somerset, U Κ TA13 5DP Froom's book was published
by Review and Herald Publishing Association in Washington, DC, and Fudge's by Providential
Press in Houston, TX
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The four books mentioned above combine to exceed 3,000 pages. None of
them, however, offers a succinct s u m m a r y of t h e best case for annihilationism. Instead, t h a t is found in J o h n Stott's tentative defense of the doctrine
in his nine-page response to liberal theologian David L. E d w a r d s . 3 I will,
therefore, use Stott's s u m m a r y as an outline and in footnotes cite the four
books and quote from t h em throughout this paper to fill out Stott's arguments. I will add one a r g u m e n t t h a t Stott mentions in passing and t h a t
features prominently in the annihilationist literature: the a r g u m e n t based
on conditional immortality.
I. THE ARGUMENT BASED ON " T H E VOCABULARY OF D E S T R U C T I O N "

Stott contends t h a t we should u n d e r s t a n d the Bible literally when it
speaks of the damned as "perishing" or suffering "destruction." He assumes
t h a t these words speak of annihilation, as is evident from his assertion: "It
would seem strange, therefore, if people who are said to suffer destruction
are in fact not destroyed." Addressing Edwards, his p a r t n e r in dialogue, he
adds: "And, as you put it, it is 'difficult to imagine a perpetually inconclusive process of perishing.'" 4
How are we to evaluate these claims? First, I will examine the NT passages t h a t Stott m a i n t a i ns teach the extinction of the wicked. I admit t h a t
it is possible to construe many of these passages as teaching annihilationism. J e s u s ' words in Matt 10:28, for example, could be t a k e n this way: "Do
not be afraid of those who kill the body b u t cannot kill t h e soul. Rather, be
afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell."
Likewise J e s u s ' presentation of stark alternatives in the sermon on the
mount could be interpreted in the same way: "Enter through the narrow
gate. For wide is t h e gate and broad is the road t h a t leads to destruction,
and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road t h a t
leads to life, and only a few find it" (7:13-14).
And J o h n 3:16 could be understood as teaching the final obliteration of
the wicked: "For God so loved the world t h a t he gave his one and only Son,
t h a t whoever believes in him shall not perish b u t have eternal life."
In fact many passages t h a t contain "the vocabulary of destruction"
could, if considered by themselves, be construed to teach the extermination
of the wicked (John 10:28; 17:12; Rom 2:12; 9:22; Phil 1:28; 3:19; 1 Thess
5:3; Heb 10:39; 2 Pet 3:7, 9; J a s 4:12). If Scripture gave us no other teaching on the final destiny of the wicked t h a n t h a t provided by these and similar passages, annihilationism would be a viable option.
Some of the passages Stott cites, however, are difficult to reconcile with
annihilationism. 2 Thessalonians 1:9 is one example. Paul says of the disobedient, "They will be punished with everlasting destruction and s h u t out
J Stott, Evangelical Essentials A Liberal Evangelical Dialogue (Downers Grove InterVarsity, 1988) 3 1 2 - 3 2 0
4
Ibid 3 1 5 - 3 1 6 Cf Guillebaud, Judge 1 4 - 1 9 , Atkinson, Life 8 5 - 1 0 0 , Froom, Faith 1 1 0 5 111, 2 8 6 - 3 0 2 , 4 0 4 - 4 1 4 , 4 8 6 - 4 9 7 , Fudge, Fire 1 7 3 - 1 7 8 , 2 4 3 - 2 5 0 , 2 9 5 - 3 0 7
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from t h e presence of t h e Lord a n d from t h e majesty of his power." Annihilation is a n unlikely m e a n i n g for t h e words "everlasting destruction." 5
F u r t h e r m o r e , does it m a k e sense for t h e apostle to describe unbelievers'
extinction as t h e i r being " s h u t out from t h e presence of t h e Lord"? Does not
their being s h u t out from his presence imply t h e i r existence? Not according
to Atkinson, whose explanation, however, is far from convincing: "All will
agree t h a t t h e presence of t h e Lord is everywhere. To be destroyed from t h e
presence of t h e Lord can therefore only m e a n to be nowhere." 6 On t h e contrary, as Scot McKnight argues, "Paul h a s in mind a n irreversible verdict
of eternal nonfellowship with God. A person exists b u t r e m a i n s excluded
from God's good presence." 7
The word "destruction" cannot bea r t h e m e a n i n g Stott a s s u m e s in Rev
17:8, 11. There "destruction" is prophesied for "the beast." Two c h a p t e r s
later the beast and false prophet are "thrown alive into t h e fiery lake of
burning sulfur" (19:20). Although Fudge categorically states t h a t "in t h e
case of t h e beast and false p r o p h e t . . . t h e lake of fire s t a n d s for u t t e r , absolute, irreversible annihilation," 8 they are still t h e r e "one t h o u s a n d
years" later (20:7, 10). F u r t h e r m o r e J o h n teaches t h a t t h e beast, t h e false
prophet and S a t a n "will be t o r m e n t e d day and night for ever and ever"
(20:10). The beast's "destruction," therefore, is not annihilation. It is eternal p u n i s h m e n t . 9
Consequently a n n i h i l a t i o m s t s err when they claim t h a t t h e words "destruction," "perish" a n d t h e i r synonyms signify t h e final extinction of t h e
wicked. This claim cannot be established from all of t h e j u d g m e n t passages
that use these words.
A second way of evaluating Stott's claim t h a t t h e vocabulary of destruction teaches annihilationism is to give a t t e n t i o n to theological methodology.
Even if one could show t h a t every passage t h a t uses t h e language of destruction is compatible with annihilationism, this still would not prove t h a t
it is t r u e . In addition one would have to show t h a t t h e other passages t h a t
speak of hell are consistent with annihilationism. And this cannot be done.

5
Annihilatiomsts claim t h a t awnios in t h i s a n d similar expressions refers to e t e r n a l r e s u l t s
and not e t e r n a l existence (see Guillebaud, Judge 7 ! 1 1 , Atkinson, Life 101, Froom, Faith 1 224,
288!291 , 2 9 4 ! 2 9 5, 4 4 1 ! 4 4 3 , Fudge, Fire 44!50) This claim is a r b i t r a r y a n d u n s u b s t a n t i a t e d
On the m e a n i n g of awnios see W G Τ Shedd, The Doctrine of Endless Punishment
(2d ed , New
York Scribners, 1887) 8 2 ! 8 9 , S McKnight, " E t e r n a l Consequences or E t e r n a l Consciousness 9 ",
Through No Fault of Their Own? The Fate of Those Who Have Never Heard (ed W V Crockett
and J G Sigountos, G r a n d Rapids Baker, 1991) 147!157
6
Atkinson, Life 101 F u r t h e r , he would prove too much if his claim were t r u e t h a t "the occurrence of t h e word [olethros, "destruction"] in 1 Thess 5 3
refers to t h e same t h i n g as in
2 Thess 1 9 " If 1 Thess 5 3 refers to annihilatio n it is t h e annihilatio n of B e r t r a n d Russell, not
that of t h e evangelical a n n i h i l a t i o m s t s
7
McKnight, " E t e r n a l " 155!156
8
Fudge, Fire 304
9
Atkinson therefore errs when he claims t h a t "the use of t h e word 'drown' in 1 Tim 6 9 m ay
perhaps be felt on t h e whole to s t r e n g t h e n our view of perdition, and t h e two verses (8 a n d 11)
of Rev 17 m a k e it reasonably certain They speak of a great political a n d ecclesiastical power going into perdition, and this can m e a n nothing bu t its total destruction a n d extinction" (Life 89)
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The Bible uses five m a i n pictures to speak of hell: d a r k n e s s an d separation, fire, "weeping an d g n a s h i n g of teeth," p u n i s h m e n t , an d d e a t h an d
destruction. Only t h e last fits with t h e view t h a t t h e wicked will be blotted
out, an d not even every passage in t h a t category fits, as we have seen. I will
postpone study of t h e fire imagery unti l consideration of Stott's second argument. For now I will examine one passage from each of t h e r e m a i n i n g
t h r e e categories.
1. Darkness and separation.
J e s u s describes t h e fate of t h e wicked in
t e r m s of separation in Luke 13:27!28. J e s u s , " t he owner of t h e house"
(v. 25), will have h a r d words for false believers: "I don't know you or where
you come from. Away from me, all you evildoers!" J e s u s rejects t h e m and
expels t h e m from his presence. He continues: "There will be weeping and
gnashing of t e e t h " when you hypocrites see t h e p a t r i a r c h s and even Gentiles feasting in t h e kingdom of God, "but you yourselves [will be] t h r o w n
out." J e s u s h e r e presupposes t h e existence of t h e wicked. They a r e alive
and experience great pain of loss. J o h n Wenham, therefore, err s when he
insists t h a t t h e NT language of separation from God "is a n o t h e r way of describing d e s t r u c t i o n . " 1 0
2. "Weeping and gnashing of teeth."
Weeping signifies sorrowful cry11
ing, t h e gnashing of t e e t h "extreme suffering an d r e m o r s e . " J e s u s uses
this expression to explain t h e pictures of d a r k n e s s (Matt 8:12; 22:13;
25:30; Luke 13:28), fire (Matt 13:42, 50), an d being cut to pieces (24:51). In
each of its seven occurrences "weeping an d gnashing of t e e t h " is preceded
12
by t h e adverb ekei, which m e a n s "there , in t h a t place," indicating t h e
suffering of t h e wicked in hell itself. Weeping an d gnashing can only be
done by people who exist. It is not possible for those a n n i h i l a t e d to cry a n d
grind t h e i r teeth.

0
J Wenham, "The Case for Conditional Immortality," Universalism
and the Doctrine of
Hell (ed Ν M de S Cameron, G r a n d Rapids Baker, 1992) 172
Τ McComiskey, "brygmos" New International
Dictionary of New Testament Theology (ed
C Brown, G r a n d Rapids Zondervan, 1976) 2 421
So BAGD 239 Atkinson's r e n d e r i n g of ekei in M a t t 24 51 as "on t h a t occasion" in a n att e m p t to avoid t h e idea of hell as a place is a r b i t r a r y and u n s u p p o r t e d by any lexicon " F o ur times
in t h e Gospel of M a t t h e w we are told t h a t on t h e day of j u d g m e n t t h e r e will be 'weeping and
g n a s h i ng of t e e t h ' (Matt 8 12, 22 13, 24 5 1 , 25 30) The first, second a n d fourth of t h e s e passages
speak o f ' t h e outer d a r k n e s s ' and continue immediately, 'there (Greek ekei) will be weeping and
g n a s h i n g of t e e t h ' Those who believe in t h e e t e r n a l conscious existence of t h e lost believe t h a t
t h i s weeping will be h e a r d for ever in t h e outer d a r k n e s s , which t h e y rightly identify with hell
If however we look a t t h e t h i r d passage (Matt 24 51), we shall see t h a t no place is mentioned
'There' m e a n s 'on t h a t occasion ' It is a t t h e t h r o n e of j u d g m e n t , as t h e real n a t u r e of t h e wicked
is revealed to t h e m in all hideousness, in despair a n d misery because of w h a t they have lost and
missed, as they h e a r t h e sentence, p e r h a p s t h r o u g h t h e t e m p o r a r y suffering, which, as we shall
see, precedes t h e i r destruction, t h a t t h e weeping and g n a s h i ng of t e e t h a r e h e a r d " (Life 100) On
t h e contrary, t h e expression " t h e r e t h e r e will be weeping a n d g n a s h i n g of t e e t h " is exactly t h e
same in t h e four texts cited above
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Fudge's claim t h a t t h i s expression speaks of "conscious suffering which
precedes final destruction" is g r a t u i t o u s . 1 3 Darkness, fire, and being cut to
pieces are pictures of final p u n i s h m e n t in t h e t h e texts cited above, not of
suffering precedent to final p u n i s h m e n t .
3. Punishment.
Our Lord contrast s t h e fates of t h e wicked and righteous: "Then they [the wicked] will go away to e t e r n a l p u n i s h m e n t , b u t t h e
righteous to e t e r n a l life" (Matt 25:46). Augustine's comments deserve full
quotation:
Is it not folly to assume that eternal punishment signifies a fire lasting a long
time, while believing that eternal life is life without end ? For Christ, in the
very same passage, included both punishment and life in one and the same sentence when he said, "So those people will go into eternal punishment, while the
righteous will go into eternal life" (Matt 25 46) If both are "eternal," it follows
necessarily that either both are to be taken as long!lasting but finite, or both
as endless and perpetual The phrases "eternal punishment" and "eternal life"
are parallel and it would be absurd to use them in one and the same sentence
to mean "Eternal life will be infinite, while eternal punishment will have an
end " Hence, because the eternal life of the saints will be endless, the eternal
punishment also, for those condemned to it, will assuredly have no end u
Augustine's conclusion is fortified by t h e fact t h a t five verses earlier
Jesus said t h a t t h e wicked will s h a r e t h e same destiny as t h e devil, who according to Rev 20:10 will suffer endlessly in t h e lake of fire.
Good theological method dictates t a k i n g into account t h e whole Bible
when constructing a doctrine. Annihilationism, however, can only accommodate a portion of t h e Biblical passages t h a t describe t h e final destiny of
the wicked. 1 5
Some may be troubled by t h e n u m b e r of passages I earlier conceded were
compatible with annihilationism. It helps to look a t t h e way we reach conclusions concerning other doctrines. Take, for example, t h a t of t h e person
of Christ. J e s u s ' s t a t e m e n t in J o h n 14:28—"The F a t h e r is g r e a t er t h a n I " —
is sometimes used to deny Christ's deity. T a k en by itself, t h a t verse is compatible with such a denial. In fact some claim t h a t scores of passages t h a t
teach t h e h u m a n i t y of Christ disprove his deity. This claim is false, however, because t h e Bible clearly and repeatedly teaches t h e deity of Christ.
Notice t h a t t h e fact t h a t m a n y passages are compatible with a denial of

l d
Fudge, Fire Π1!112, 428 Cf Guillebaud, Judge 12!14, Atkinson, Life 100, Froom, Faith
1 287 η 1 Κ S H a r m o n refutes t h i s error ("The Case Against Conditionahsm A Response to
Edward William Fudge," Universahsm and the Doctrine of Hell 210!212)
Augustine City of God 21 2 3 ! 2 4 Nevertheless Froom a n d others claim t h a t "according to
the witness of Christ, t h e n , t h e r e is eternity of result b u t not of process, of punishment
b u t not
of p u m s h m g of m e n " (Faith 1 288) This is a n example of importing a distinction into t h e text
of Scripture in order to justify theological conclusions
1 5
This exposes t h e fallacy of Wenham's relying too heavily on vocabulary counts ("Case"
169!174 )
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Christ's deity does not disprove his deity. The key to a correct understand ing of the person of Christ lies in studying all of the Bible's passages.
It is the same for the doctrine of hell. The fact t h a t m a n y passages could
be interpreted as teaching annihilationism does not prove t h a t doctrine. To
be t r u e, annihilationism h a s to account for all of the passages. And at this
point it fails.
One loose end remains: Wha t does the vocabulary of destruction signify?
I applaud the honesty of Guillebaud, who admitted: "It is not denied, t h a t
if it were clear beyond question from Bible teaching elsewhere t h a t the
doom of the lost will be everlasting torment, it would be quite possible to
u n d e r s t a n d i n g 'death', 'destruction' and the like, as meanin g a wretched
and ruined existence." 1 6
II. THE ARGUMENT BASED ON HELL-FIRE IMAGERY

Stott's second a r g u m e nt involves Scripture's hell-fire imagery. Unfortunately we have been misled by the experience of being burned into associating fire with pain, for "the main function of fire is not to cause pain, but
to secure destruction, as all the world's incinerators bear witness." 1 7 Hot
stoves have led us astray. Incinerators are more trustworthy guides.
Some hell-fire passages can be understood as teaching annihilationism.
J o h n the Baptist's warnin g is one example: "The ax is already at the root
of the trees, and every tree t h a t does not produce good fruit will be cut down
and thrown into the fire. . . . His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will
clear his threshin g floor, gathering his wheat into the b a r n and burnin g up
the chaff with unquenchable fire" (Matt 3:10, 12).
A number of J e s u s ' sayings could be put in this category. "Every tree
t h a t does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire" (7:19).
"If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch t h a t is thrown away
and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned"
(John 15:6).
Hebrews also contains two texts t h a t could be construed as teaching annihilationism: "a raging fire t h a t will consume the enemies of God" (Heb
10:2); "our God is a consuming fire" (12:29).
These five texts could possibly be so interpreted, but should they be? I
m u s t answer in the negative due to the Scriptural testimony t h a t hell-fire
speaks of the pain of the wicked, not their consumption.
Verse 30 of J e s u s ' parable of the weeds sounds like the verses cited
above: "Collect the weeds and tie t h em in bundles to be burned" (Matt
13:30). The picture of the burning of the weeds was built into the parable.
If J e s u s had wanted to teach annihilationism, here was an ideal occasion.
He, however, concludes his explanation of the parable: "As the weeds are
16
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pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. The
Son of Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom
everything t h a t causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw t h em into
the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth"
(13:40-42).
When J e s u s explained the meaning of the weeds being cast into the furnace he did not speak of consumption. Instead he warned of suffering. He
described the "fiery furnace" as a place marked by "weeping and gnashing
of teeth" (v. 42). It is a place of crying and of grinding the teeth in pain.
Hell-fire here speaks of anguish, not of extinction.
I do not claim t h a t this parable is incompatible with annihilationism. An
annihilationist could hold t h a t after their crying and gnashing, the damned
will cease to exist. I do claim, however, t h a t s t a t e m e n ts like the following
are irresponsible: "Penal suffering comes into the application of the parables, for a death by fire is necessarily a very awful death, but it surely is not
the main point." 1 8 On the contrary, J e s u s is capable of telling us w h a t the
main points of his parable are, and he h a s done so here. He uses fire to
speak of pain.
At the end of the parable of the net, our Lord offers a similar description of hell: "This is how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will
come and separate the wicked from the righteous and throw t h em into the
fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Matt
13:49-50). Again, J e s u s uses hell-fire to signify anguish.
Historically the most important passage on hell in the gospels is the
parable of the sheep and the goats. J e s u s , the Son of Man, banishes the accursed to "the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels" (25:41).
Does this "eternal fire" denote pain or extinction? J o h n answers this question: "And the d e v i l . . . was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur . . . [and]
will be tormented day and night for ever and ever" (Rev 20:10). Here fire
denotes torment. And this torment, not obliteration, lies ahead for the
devil, evil angels, and evil h u m a n beings alike.
The parable of the rich m a n and Lazarus uses fire imagery in the same
way. The rich m a n died and found himself "in hell where he was in torment." He gives the reason for his plea for mercy: "I am in agony in this fire"
(Luke 16:23-24). Plainly, fire here speaks of the "agony" t h a t one suffers in
the "place of torment" (16:25, 28).
It will not do, as some annihilatiomsts have tried, to exclude this parable from the discussion because it speaks of the intermediate r a t h e r t h a n
the final state of the wicked. 1 9 Regardless of its precise focus we can learn
from its use of hell-fire imagery. And t h a t imagery unmistakably equates
fire with torment.
The book of Revelation does the same when it says t h a t the wicked "will
drink of the wine of God's fury, which h a s been poured full strength into
18
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the cup of his w r a t h " Is this a n indication of t h e blotting out of t h e ungodly 9 Hardly J o h n continues "He will be tormented with burning sulfur"
(Rev 14 10) Here fire ("burning sulfur") is the i n s t r u m e n t used by God to
punish the wicked
Annihilatiomsts, however, claim t h a t t h e next verse favors their cause
"And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever" (v 11) Stott, for
example, writes
The fire itself is termed "eternal" and "unquenchable," but it would be very odd
if what is thrown into it proves indestructible Our expectation would be the
opposite it would be consumed for ever, not tormented for ever Hence it is the
smoke (evidence that the fire has done its work) which "rises for ever and
ever "20
On the contrary, our expectation would be t h a t the smoke would die out
after the fire had finished its work How could the smoke from the fire rise
forever if its fuel had been consumed? And the rest of the verse confirms
our interpretation "And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever
There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the m a r k of his n a m e "
It is incorrect for Stott to claim t h a t "it is not the torment itself b u t its
'smoke' (symbol of the completed burning) which will be Tor ever and
ever'" 2 1 because J o h n says "there is no rest day or night" for the wicked
When annihilatiomsts assert t h a t J o h n here m e a n s to say t h a t the
wicked have no relief "so long as their suffering lasts" they evade the plain
meaning of the text, in addition to reading into the text something t h a t is
not there 2 2 The conclusion is irresistible In Rev 14 1 0 - 1 1 the imagery of
burnin g conveys the eternal conscious torment of the ungodly
So does the picture of the lost being thrown into the lake of fire The
lake of fire first comes into view in Rev 19 20, where the "beast" and "false
prophet" were thrown alive into it A "thousand years" later they are still
there when t h e devil is thrown in to join t h e m (20 7, 10) J o h n explains
what this mean s for all three "They will be tormented day and night for
ever and ever" (20 10)
The verses t h a t immediately follow speak of all h u m a n beings standing
before God at the last j u d g m e nt People are judged, and the wicked are cast
into the lake of fire (20 14) The city of God is the final abode of the godly
By contrast, the lake of fire is the place for the ungodly (21 8) Does the
lake of fire m e a n unceasing torment for the devil, b u t annihilation for lost
h u m a n beings 9 Hardly As Beasley-Murray explains
John's use of the symbol [of the lake of fire] shows that he views it as the
alternative to the city of God, the new Jerusalem (see 21 7f ) Its significance
for humanity thus begins with the new creation That it does not have the
meaning of annihilation is indicated by 20 10 The lake of fire signifies not ex
20
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tinction in opposition to existence, but torturous existence in the society of evil
m opposition to life in the society of God 23
Annihilationist a t t e m p t s to argue otherwise are contrived, as is, for example, Guillebaud's. He contends t h a t the lake of fire should be interpreted in
light of the second death because of the word order in Rev 20:14 and 21:8
("the lake of fire is the second death"). He t h e n defines the second death as
annihilation and concludes t h a t the lake of fire mean s annihilation too. 2 4
This will not do. Instead we should allow John's description of the lake
of fire, given four verses earlier, to govern our u n d e r s t a n d i n g of it in 20:14.
The second death, therefore, is another n a m e for the lake of fire, which J o h n
teaches lasts forever. I conclude t h a t J o h n uses the imagery of the lake of
fire to portray condemned h u m a n beings forever experiencing the w r a t h of
God, away from his blessed presence.
I have weighed the a r g u m e n t t h a t hell-fire signifies unbelievers' extermination and found it wanting. Although some hell-fire passages could be
interpreted in this way, they should not be. This is proved by the fact t h a t
fire signifies the suffering of pain, not consumption, in the six j u d g m e nt passages t h a t were examined. I conclude, therefore, t h a t the Bible's hell-fire
imagery is better illustrated by stoves t h a n by incinerators.
III. THE ARGUMENT BASED ON GOD'S J U S T I C E

Stott's third a r g u m e n t concerns justice. The Bible teaches t h a t "God
will judge people 'according to w h a t they have done' (e.g. Rev 20:12), which
implies t h a t the penalty inflicted will be commensurate with the evil done."
But eternal conscious torment is seriously disproportionate to sins consciously committed in time. It clashes with the Biblical revelation of divine
justice. 2 5
At first glance this a r g u m e nt is appealing. How are we to respond? First,
by pointing out t h a t , measured against Biblical s t a n d a r d s , few people take
sin very seriously. As evidence of this I will look at God's j u d g m e n t s against
what might be called "little sins."
An impressive list can be drawn up. Because Lot's wife looked back at
Sodom and Gomorrah "she became a pillar of salt" (Gen 19:26). The death
penalty for a glance?
Because of irregularities in their priestly service in the tabernacle, Nadab
and Abihu "fell dead before the Lord" (Num 3:4; see also Lev 10:1-2). Capital
punishment for faulty worship?
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Because he gathered sticks on the Sabbath, an unnamed man was stoned
to death at God's command (Num 15:32-36). Death by stoning for picking
up sticks?
Because Moses struck the rock twice instead of speaking to it, he was denied entry to the promised land (20:11). God's faithful servant disqualified
for such a minor offense?
Because Achan coveted and then stole a robe, silver and gold, he and his
family were stoned and burned (Josh 7:25). A whole family destroyed due
to one person's greed?
Because Uzzah steadied the ark with his hand, "the Lord's anger burned
against Uzzah. . . . Therefore God struck him down and he died" (2 Sam
6:6-7). Punishment by death for trying to keep the ark of God from falling?
Because Ananias and Sapphira lied to the apostles, God struck them
dead (Acts 5:1-10). Capital punishment for lying?
Our first response upon hearing these things is that justice has not been
served. Repeatedly, it seems, God has been overly severe. God's assessment, however, is far different.
Lot's wife disobeyed God's command and failed to heed his warning:
"Don't look back, and don't stop anywhere in the plain! Flee to the mountains
or you will be swept away!" (Gen 19:17). Is God unjust to repay disobedience
with previously announced penalty? Evidently Jesus did not think so, for he
admonished his hearers: "Remember Lot's wife!" (Luke 17:32).
Leviticus informs us that Nadab and Abihu acted "contrary to his [God's]
command" (Lev 10:1). God regarded their disobedient priestly service as dishonoring to himself, as is evident from his evaluation of it: "Among those
who approach me I will show myself holy; in the sight of all the people I will
be honored" (v. 3). Will we question God's right to keep his worship pure?
The punishment of the man gathering sticks reveals that in Israel God
brought the previously announced penalties upon violators of the Ten Commandments (Exod 20:8; 31:15; 35:2). Is he unjust to bring covenant blessings upon covenant keepers and to visit covenant curses upon covenant
breakers?
God evaluated Moses' act as unfaithfulness, dishonor and ungodliness:
"Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight
of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give
them" (Num 20:12). Do we really want to offer an alternative evaluation?
Achan "acted unfaithfully" (Josh 7:1) and, when confronted, confessed: "I
have sinned against the Lord, the God of Israel" (7:20). Do we still want to
denounce God's punishing him?
Uzzah was guilty of what Scripture calls "his irreverent act" (2 Sam
6:7). God demands to be worshiped in truth. Israel, however, had followed
the Philistines' example instead of obeying God's instructions for transporting the ark (compare 2 Sam 6:3 with Exod 25:12-14 and Num 4:5-6,
15). Shall we criticize God for giving only one person what David and many
others deserved?
If we are offended by God's bringing capital punishment on Ananias and
Sapphira because they merely lied to the apostles, we are missing Luke's
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whole point The h u s b a n d and wife were ultimately guilty of lying not to
men b u t to God (Acts 5 3!4)
Luke's words serve as a paradigm "not to men but to God " Our difficulty
in recognizing God's justice in his p u n i s h m e nt of "little sins" lies with t h e fact
t h a t we adopt a man!centered perspective r a t h e r t h a n a God!centered one If
people lied to us, disobeyed us, or spoke against us, would they be worthy of
death? Of course not If they do these things against God, do they deserve capital p u n i s h m e n t 9 The Bible's consistent answer is yes The Bible views sin as
an attack on God's character and therefore deserving of great p u n i s h m e n t
Readers may agree with me in principle b u t protest t h a t all of t h e s e examples illustrate temporal p u n i s h m e n t , not e t e r n a l This criticism is fair
I have, however, saved t h e most scandalous example for last Because Adam
ate t h e forbidden fruit, he plunged t h e h u m a n race into sin with all of its
terrible consequences P a u l writes with reference to Adam's sin "The m a n y
died by t h e t r e s p a s s of t h e one m a n
The j u d g m e n t followed one sin and
brought condemnation
By t h e t r e s p a s s of t h e one m a n , d e a t h reigned
through t h a t one m a n
The result of one t r e s p a s s was condemnation for
all m e n
Through t h e disobedience of t h e one m a n t h e m a n y were m a d e
sinners" (Rom 5 15!19) Is t h i s penalty proportionate to t h e crime committ e d 7 Notice t h e penalty P a u l repeatedly says t h a t Adam's one sin brought
death and condemnation There is no m i s t a k i n g Paul's m e a n i n g in t h e context of Romans Due to Adam's sin, physical and spiritual d e a t h — e v e n eternal c o n d e m n a t i o n — c a me to t h e h u m a n race "The result of one t r e s p a s s
was condemnation for all m e n " (5 18) D a m n a t i o n of t h e world due to one
man's eating a piece of fruit?
P e r h a p s we have misunderstood t h e significance of Adam's eatin g t h e
forbidden fruit J o h n Calvin t h i n k s so
To regard Adam's sin as gluttonous intemperance (a common notion) is childish As if the sum and head of all virtues lay in abstaining solely from one
fruit, when all sorts of desirable delights abounded everywhere, and not only
abundance but also magnificent variety was at hand in that blessed fruitful!
ness of earth'
Calvin advises us to look more deeply into t h e account of t h e fall of Adam
in Genesis 3
Augustine speaks rightly when he declares that pride was the beginning of all
evils For if ambition had not raised man higher than was meet and right, he
could have remained in his original state But we must take a fuller definition
from the nature of the temptation which Moses describes
It is already
clear that disobedience was the beginning of the Fall This Paul also confirms,
teaching that all were lost through the disobedience of one man Yet it is at
the same time to be noted that the first man revolted from God's authority
because, contemptuous of truth, he turned aside to falsehood Unfaithfulness,
then, was the root of the Fall 2 6
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Pride, disobedience, unfaithfulness. These words summarize t h e significance of Adam's primal sin if viewed from a God-centered perspective. Adam
pridefully wanted to be like his Maker. He disobeyed God's prohibition. And
he was unfaithful to his Lord (Gen 3:1-6). Will we charge him with injustice
who warned t h a t "you m u s t not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die" (Gen 2:17)? Do we accept
the evaluation of him who declared, "The j u d g m e nt followed one sin and
brought condemnation" (Rom 5:16)? Or will we follow Adam's footsteps and
revolt against our Maker?
If we are to submit to the authority of God's Word, we m u s t accept the
fact t h a t God is not unjust for punishing the h u m a n race with condemnation for Adam's sin—and not only for Adam's sin, but for our individual sins
as well. Before Paul t r e a t s original sin in Romans 5 he deals with actual sin
in the earlier chapters: "The w r a t h of God is being revealed from heaven
against all the godlessness and wickedness of men. . . . Although they know
God's righteous decree t h a t those who do such things deserve death, they
not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who
practice them. . . . Because of your stubbornness and u n r e p e n t a n t heart,
you are storing up w r a t h against yourself for the day of God's w r a t h , when
his righteous j u d g m e nt will be revealed. . . . All who sin a p a r t from the law
will also perish a p a r t from the law, and all who sin under the law will be
judged by the law. . . . There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no
one who . . . seeks God. All have t u r n e d away, they have together become
worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one. . . . All have sinned
and come short of the glory of God" (Rom 1:18, 32; 2:5, 12; 3:10-12, 23).
We m u s t learn about divine justice from the Bible itself. It will not do
to protest God's revealed j u d g m e n t s on the basis of wha t seems fair or unfair to us. Instead we m u s t adjust our thinking, including our view of God's
justice, to God's t r u t h .
Annihilationist Guillebaud wisely calls for restraint:
For the words of the Lord Jesus Christ with regard to the condemned are so
terrible, so final in excluding any idea that mercy may be open to them, that
we dare not presume to set limits in advance as to what He might see fit to
ordain as their punishment. The character of God is safe in the hands of His
Son, who came to reveal Him, and we must trust Him, and receive what He
tells us. The question is simply, What do His words mean!21
Although Guillebaud reaches different conclusions t h a n I concerning t h e
fate of the ungodly, I respect his refusal to argue for annihilationism based
on a preconceived notion of divine justice.
In fact the annihilatiomsts' a r g u m e n t from justice can be t u r n e d against
their position. On t h e basis of w h a t universalists deem j u s t and unjust,
they reject eternal p u n i s h m e n t and annihilationism as unworthy of a loving
God. So J. A. T. Robinson:
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Christ, in Ongen's old words, remains on the Cross so long as one sinner remains in hell That is not speculation it is a statement grounded in the very
necessity of God's nature In a universe of love there can be no heaven which
tolerates a chamber of horrors, no hell for any which does not at the same time
28
make it hell for God
Actually t h e annihilationist argumen t based on justice is not a new argument but a very old one And Thomas Aquinas still offers t h e best response
Further, the magnitude of the punishment matches the magnitude of the
sin
Now a sin that is against God is infinite, the higher the person against
whom it is committed, the graver the sin—it is more criminal to strike a head
of state than a private citizen—and God is of infinite greatness Therefore an
infinite punishment is deserved for a sin committed against him 2 9
Aquinas is right Sin is a n a t t a c k on t h e infinitely holy character of God
God therefore justly sets t h e penalties for sin in t h i s world and t h e next
He righteously condemns sinners for Adam's sin a n d for t h e i r own sins
And he plainly teaches t h a t he punishes t h e wicked forever I conclude t h a t
he is j u s t in so doing
IV. T H E ARGUMEN T BASED ON T H E

UNIVERSALIST PASSAGES

Stott's fourth and final a r g u m e n t for annihilationism is based on supposed u n i v e r s a h s t passages Stott cannot endorse universalism because t h e
Bible teaches t h e reality of hell
My point here, however, is that the eternal existence of the impenitent in hell
would be hard to reconcile with the promises of God's final victory over evil,
or with the apparently universalista texts
These texts
lead me to ask
how God can in any meaningful sense be called "everything to everybody"
[1 Cor 15 28] while an unspecified number of people still continue in rebellion
against him and under his judgment 3 0
Once again Stott's a r g u m e n t can be t u r n e d agains t him 1 Corinthian s
15 2 4 ! 2 8 is used more t h a n any other Biblical passage to "prove" universalism "Then t h e end will come, when he h a n d s over t h e kingdom to God
the F a t h e r after he h a s destroyed all dominion, a u t h o r i ty a n d power For
he m u s t reign u n t i l he h a s p u t all his enemies u n d e r his feet
When he
h a s done this, t h e n t h e Son himself will be m a d e subject to him who p u t
everything u n d e r him, so t h a t God may be all in all " Stott argues t h a t
1 Corinthians X5 does not teach universalism On w h a t b a s i s 9 He correctly
accuses universaliste of t a k i n g t h i s a n d similar passages a p a r t from t h e
rest of t h e Bible's teachings Yet Stott m a k e s t h e same m i s t a k e when he
cites these passages in support of annihilationism

2 8

J A Τ Robinson, In the End God (New York H a r p e r , 1968) 133
Τ Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (New York McGraw Hill, 1974) Ia2ae 87,4
3 0
Stott, Evangelical Essentials 319 Cf Guillebaud, Judge 5!6, Atkinson, Life 112, Froom,
Faith 1 2 3 ! 2 5 , 269, 301!302, 413!414 , 5 1 8 ! 5 1 9
2 9

566

JOURNAL OF THE EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

In fact, appeal to "universalist" texts proves neither universalism nor
annihilationism. Instead we m u s t study t h e whole Bible to u n d e r s t a n d t h e
final state of affairs. The crucial question: Wha t does God deem compatible
with his being "all in all"? This question is answered by the Bible's final
three chapters. God's ultimate victory does not involve the eradication of
evil beings from his universe.
Revelation 20:11-15 describes the last judgment. Here J o h n sees "the
dead, great and small, standing before the throne" of God. T h a t "the
sea, . . . death and Hades" give "up the dead t h a t were in them" (Rev 20:13)
refers to the resurrection, because it make s no sense to speak of the sea giving up souls. Rather, this is God's way of affirming the universal resurrection. Even those who died at sea will be raised to stand before God.
Immediately before his presentation of the last judgment , J o h n had
t a u g h t t h a t the devil, beast and false prophet were thrown into the lake of
fire to suffer everlasting torment (Rev 20:10). Now, four verses later, he
teaches t h a t wicked h u m a n beings share their fate (20:14).
Revelation 2 1 : 1 - 8 confirms this conclusion. There alongside the new
heaven and the new e a r t h J o h n describes the final destination of the unrep e n t a n t as "the fiery lake of burnin g sulfur" (21:8). Evidently God does not
view unbelievers' being eternally alive in the lake of fire as incompatible
with his being "all in all." Moreover the picture of the righteous and unrighteous living forever in bliss and misery, respectively, does not fit either
universalism or annihilationism.
T h a t God's ultimate victory does not include t h e annihilation of the
damned is substantiate d by the picture of the new J e r u s a l e m in Revelation
2 1 - 2 2 . J o h n reveals the bliss of those privileged to live in this city. God will
be in their midst to "wipe every t e a r from their eyes." For t h e m "there will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain" (21:3-4). Does J o h n here
teach the absolute b a n i s h m e n t of deat h and pain? The answer is no, because four verses later he speaks of the wicked in the lake of fire (21:8).
F u r t h e r m o re in chap. 22 he contrasts the joy of those who "may go
through the gates into the city" of God with the misery of the godless who
are "outside" the city: "Outside are t h e dogs, those who practice magic a r t s ,
the sexually immoral, the m u r d e r e r s , the idolaters, and everyone who
practices falsehood" (22:14-15). Plainly the wicked are not annihilated. Instead they are alive but cut off from the happiness of eternal fellowship
with God. 3 1
If my exegesis of Revelation 2 0 - 2 2 is correct, universalists and annihilatiomsts would have to claim t h a t the end depicted in Scripture's last t h r e e
31
Froom's reasons for holding t h a t t h e end depicted in Revelation 2 0 - 2 1 "involves t h e termination of all sinful and estranged life" (Faith 1 301) do not hold up to scrutiny If the words
"fire came down out of heaven and devoured them" (Rev 20 9) refers to annihilationism, it is extinction at death, not extinction following resurrection and judgment, as evangelical annihilatiomsts hold "The former things are passed away" (21 4) refers not to the blotting out of t h e
wicked but to the end of death, sorrow, crying and pain for the righteous, as the first half of the
verse indicates Death and Hades being cast into the lake of fire does not signify the obliteration
of the wicked but the end of the power of the first death over h u m a n beings
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chapters is not ultimate. There is still more to come after Revelation 22.
Later God will save all the wicked (universalism) or annihilate t h em (annihilationism). But these scenarios will not square with Revelation 2 1 - 2 2 ,
which presents the ultimate end, the new heaven and new e a r t h (21:1-8;
22:12-15).
We conclude t h a t the traditional view of hell better fits the Scriptural vision of the end t h a n does annihilationism. The Bible's concluding chapters
will not allow us to u n d e r s t a n d the "universalist" passages in an absolute
sense. God's being "all in all" m e a n s t h a t he reigns over the j u s t and the unjust. It does not m e a n t h a t only the former remain.
I have examined J o h n Stott's four a r g u m e n t s for annihilationism and
have not found t h em compelling. I therefore m u s t respectfully disagree with
him when he urges "that the ultimate annihilation of the wicked should at
least be accepted as a legitimate, biblically founded alternative to their
eternal conscious torment." 3 2
V. THE ARGUMENT BASED ON CONDITIONAL IMMORTALITY

There is at least one other a r g u m e n t for annihilationism t h a t merits attention. Conditional immortality is sometimes used as another n a m e for
annihilationism. This is the view t h a t souls are not naturall y immortal b u t
tha t immortality is a gift given by God only to the righteous who, as a result, live forever. The unrighteous, however, because they lack the gift of
immortality are annihilated and cease to exist. Clark Pinnock regards this
issue as crucial.
This is clearly an important issue in our discussion because belief in the natural immortality of the soul which is so widely held by Christians, although
stemming more from Plato than the Bible, really drives the traditional doctrine of hell more than exegesis does. Consider the logic if souls must live forever because they are naturally immortal, the lake of fire must be their home
forever and cannot be their destruction
. I am convinced that the hellenistic belief in the immortality of the soul has done more than anything else
(specifically more than the Bible) to give credibility to the doctrine of everlasting conscious punishment of the wicked 33
This a r g u m e nt h a s been vastly overrated. I say this for the following
reasons. First, although philosophy h a s influenced all periods of Church
history, those who have argued for a traditional view of hell have done so
because they believed t h a t this is w h a t the Bible taught. This is t r u e , for example, of Tertullian, Augustine, Thomas, Luther, Calvin, Edward s and
Shedd, to n a m e a few stalwarts of orthodoxy. It is ludicrous to argue t h a t
they believed in eternal torment because they were misled by Platonic philosophy. Rather, if we t a k e their own claims seriously they believed in this
32

Stott, Evangelical Essentials 320
Pinnock, "Destruction" 252 Cf Stott, Evangelical Essentials 316, Guillebaud, Judge 1-4,
Atkinson, Life 1-53, Froom, Faith 1 1 9 - 2 3 , 3 1 - 4 1 , 145-159, 2 0 5 - 2 0 6 , 212, 233, 262, 265, 3 0 5 308, 3 1 9 - 3 2 4 , 5 2 3 - 5 2 8 , Fudge, Fire 5 1 - 7 6
33
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terrible doctrine out of fidelity to Biblical teaching and sometimes against
their own natural inclinations.
Second, these figures' view of immortality was not Platonic but Biblical.
They did not hold that the souls of humans were inherently immortal as did
Plato. Rather, acknowledging that God "alone is immortal," as Paul says
(1 Tim 6:16), they taught that the immortal God grants immortality to all
human beings.
Third, we need to define the concept of the immortality of the soul. In
fact, due to widespread confusion it may be wise to abandon the expression.
Some use the words "the immortality of the soul" to refer to the survival of
the immaterial part of human nature after death. This is a Biblical idea 34
but is better called the survival of the human soul or spirit in the intermediate state. We confuse the intermediate and final states if we refer to the
former by the expression "the immortality of the soul."
Most use "the immortality of the soul" to describe our final destiny. This
too is misleading because our final state will not be a disembodied spiritual
existence in heaven but a holistic resurrected life on the new earth under
the new heaven. All things considered, it is better to talk about the immortality of human beings, not of souls. This is in keeping with the language
of 1 Corinthians 15, which says of the resurrected righteous: "For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality" (1 Cor 15:53).
Finally, and most importantly, I do not believe in the traditional view
of hell because I accept the immortality of human beings but the other way
around. I believe in the immortality of human beings because the Bible
clearly teaches everlasting damnation for the wicked.
VI. CONCLUSION

I have set forth the case for annihilationism from the writings of its proponents. I have weighed their arguments on the scales of Scripture and
have found those arguments wanting. In the process my conviction that the
Church's traditional doctrine of hell is correct has been strengthened. 35
34
For the best recent defense see J W Cooper, Body, Soul, and Life Everlasting Biblical
Anthropology and the Monism-Dualism Debate (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1989)
35
My new book entitled Hell on Trial The Case for Eternal Punishment is scheduled for release by Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company in the spring of 1995
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INTRODUCTION
Isaac Watts wrote, “There is a dreadful hell and everlasting pains; there sinners must with devils dwell in
darkness, fire, and chains.” Is this poem true? More particularly, are the pains of hell everlasting? Traditionally
Evangelicals, have answered, “yes,” to this question.1 However, a group of Evangelicals has arisen who have
reacted against tradition. They answer, “no,” or, “I don’t know,” to this question.
Clark Pinnock represents the “No” group when he writes that “the finally impenitent wicked, rather than suffering torture forever, pass out of existence.”2 Edward Fudge agrees and he writes that whatever conscious suffering may be involved, the unrighteous will all finally die.3 John Stott represents the “I don’t know,” group. He
writes that the specific texts which are thought to teach the eternal conscious punishment of the wicked in hell “are
capable of an alternative interpretation.”4 Stephen Travis agrees with Stott and writes: “In my view the New Testament does not express itself clearly for one or other of these options.”5

DEFINITIONS OF POSITIONS
At this point in the paper it will be helpful to give some definitions. There are five main positions among
evangelicals concerning the doctrine of hell: (1) eternal conscious physical and spiritual torment [the occupants of
hell will knowingly endure bodily and spiritual punishment]; (2) eternal conscious spiritual torment [the occupants
of hell will endure genuine spiritual and psychological torment, but not physical suffering]; (3) eternal separation
from God [the occupants of hell will be eternally separated from God]; (4) conditional immortality [there will be
no occupants of hell; the unrighteous will cease to exist]; and (5) Annihilationism [there are no occupants of hell;
the wicked are annihilated].6
These five positions may be divided into two basic positions. The first three positions acknowledge some type
of eternal or everlasting conscious suffering; they do not agree on the specific nature of that suffering, but they do
agree that it is unending. The other two positions both agree that the wicked will ultimately be annihilated or destroyed. This is the case because the annihilation of the wicked is the logical consequence of conditional immortality.7 Therefore, this paper will deal with the destination of the wicked from these two perspectives: do the

1
If extant literature is any indication, then an overwhelming majority within the ancient church were persuaded that damnation leads to everlasting, conscious suffering; see G. S. Shogren, “Hell, Abyss, Eternal Punishment,” Dictionary of the Later New
Testament and Its Development, ed. Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1997), 459.
2

Clark H. Pinnock, “The Destruction of the Finally Impenitent,” Criswell Theological Review vol. 4, no. 2, (Spring 1990):

3

Edward Fudge and Robert A. Peterson, Two Views of Hell (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 82.

4

John R. W. Stott, “A Response to Professor Robert L. Reymond,” Presbyterian 16, no. 2 (1990) 127-28.

247.

5

Stephen Travis, I Believe in the Second Coming of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 197. In spite of this statement
Travis opts for “conditional immortality” according to page 198.
6
7

This information comes from The Nature of Hell (London: Acute, 2000), 68-76.

Conditional immortality holds that the soul is not inherently immortal, but acquires immortality as a condition of justification by grace through faith. Eternal existence is therefore taken to be dependent on salvation. Consequently, the unrighteous will
perish because they do not have immortality.
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wicked suffer endless and conscious torment in hell, or are they annihilated some time after resurrection and final
judgment (perhaps after a period of divine punishment)?

ANSWERS TO ARGUMENTS FOR ANNIHILATIONISM
There are four basic arguments for annihilationism.8 First, the New Testament terms for the fate of the lost
might mean annihilation. Second, everlasting punishment is not required by God’s justice and would in fact be
needlessly cruel. Third, the harmony of the new heaven and earth will be marred if somewhere the lost continue to
exist in impenitence and distress. Fourth, the joy of heaven will be marred by knowledge that some continue under
punitive suffering.9
The list of arguments reveals the basic reason for the rejection of the traditional view of hell and the interest
in annihilationism.10 With the exception of the first argument, the other arguments are subjective reactions to the
traditional definition of hell as a place of eternal conscious punishment for the wicked.11 The last three arguments
represent human conclusions if the traditional view of hell is true.12 It is not even possible to know the validity of
these statements if the traditional view of hell is true. They reflect a secular sensitivity to a biblical truth. We must
be careful not to decide the rightness or wrongness of a doctrine by the way its implications appeal to our sensitivities.
On the other hand, we must decide whether a doctrine is right or wrong on the basis of the teaching of Scripture. The focus of the arguments for annihilationism (which are really arguments against the traditional view of
hell) is not on the teaching of certain biblical passages. Rather, it is upon the basis of the supposed morality of the
two views. For example, Pinnock thinks that the doctrine of endless punishment for the wicked is morally and
scripturally flawed.13 The order is indicative of the weight of the annihilationists’ arguments; the moral is more
weighted than the scriptural. In fact, Pinnock writes that people do not question the traditional view of hell because of its lack of good scriptural basis, but because “they are appalled by its awful moral implications.”14
The moral arguments are merely human reasoning which come from an evaluation of the position. They are
reactions to the traditional view. They even react against the God of the traditional view. Describing the God of
Christians who hold to the doctrine of eternal punishment, Michael Green writes, “Such a God is not the person
revealed in Scripture as utterly just and utterly loving.”15 Fudge asks rhetorically: “Are we to believe that God,
who ‘so loved’ the world that he gave his only Son to die for our sins, will also keep millions of sinners alive
forever so that he can torture them endlessly throughout eternity?”16

8
J. I. Packer, “Evangelicals and the Way of Salvation,” in Evangelical Affirmations, ed. Kenneth Kantzer and Carl F. H.
Henry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 124-25. These are Packer’s summation of the arguments for conditionalism or annihilationalism. For John Stott’s four arguments for annihilationism (which are quite similar) see David L. Edwards and John Stott,
Evangelical Essentials (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 315-19. Stephen Travis gives six reasons in I Believe, 197-199.
Pinnock lists six reasons in “Destruction,” 250-255. Carson lists six arguments in The Gagging of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 518-520. For other helpful summarizations of the arguments from some who do not argue for annihilation with their
responses see Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 1150-51 and Robert L. Reymond, A New
Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith (Nashville: Nelson, 1998), 1069-84.
9

For similar arguments against endless punishment see Pinnock, “Destruction,” 253-55.

10

For a response to Pinnock’s arguments which serves as a response to most individual arguments for annihilationism see
Daniel P. Fuller, The Unity of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 196-201.
11

Grudem, Theology, 1148.

12
For example, Pinnock is concerned that the traditional view of hell that the wicked will suffer in hell is accelerating the
move toward universalism (“Fire, Then Nothing,” Christianity Today, 20 March 1987, 40).
13

Ibid.

14

Pinnock, “Destruction,” 258.

15

Michael Green, Evangelism Through the Local Church (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1990), 69.

16

Fudge, Views, 81.
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The proponents of annihilationism do examine the scriptural passages which deal with hell, but the teaching
of Scripture does not seem to be their main concern in determining their position. Christians need, however, to
focus on the teaching of Scripture. We need to let God speak for Himself through His Word and then we must
accept what He says whether or not it finds favor with us.

DEFENSE OF THE BIBLICAL VIEW OF HELL
What then does the Scripture teach? Does it clearly teach either eternal punishment or extinction for the
wicked? Or does it clearly teach neither? The answer must come from the Bible. Its teaching must decide the issue. The purpose of this paper is to show that the traditional view is what the Bible teaches. This paper will attempt to demonstrate that a study of relevant passages defends the traditional view that hell is a place of eternal
conscious punishment of the wicked. It assumes that the traditional view is the biblical view. I shall attempt to do
this by looking at certain passages in the New Testament which teach that the future punishment of the wicked is
everlasting. Because we must base our view of the nature of hell on the teaching of Scripture, this paper will not
respond to those arguments for annihilationism which come from annihilationists’ reactions.17
It matters not what we think about the teaching. Whether we think that the concept of hell as endless torment
is “an outrageous doctrine, a theological and moral enormity, a bad doctrine of tradition which needs changed”18 is
not the issue. Nor is the opinion that “eternal punishment serves no useful purpose, and therefore exhibits a vindictiveness incompatible with the love of God in Christ”19 a determining factor.
Rather we must base our doctrine on the exegesis of the text and not on our estimation of the teaching. Therefore, I will look at these critical passages to show they do teach the endless punishment of the wicked. At the same
time I will try to demonstrate that they do not teach the annihilation or destruction of the wicked.
I propose to consider five passages—two from the Gospels, one from Paul, and two from the Book of Revelation—in this paper which support the traditional view of hell. I will first present my exegesis of them as they relate
to the nature of hell and then give some explanations of these passages from the annihilationists’ point of view. I
will then respond to their explanations.

Matthew 25:41-46
Exegesis
In this passage which comes at the end of the parable of the sheep and goats which comes at the end of the
Olivet Discourse, Jesus says that the accursed ones (goats) will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous
(sheep) will go away into eternal life. Earlier, Jesus had commanded these accursed ones to depart from Him into
the eternal fire which had been prepared for the devil and his angels (v. 41).
The key word in this passage is “eternal”20 which modifies both “punishment” and “life.” This means that it
must have the same meaning in both phrases. In addition, it must have the same meaning in the phrase, “eternal
fire” (v. 41). The adjective “eternal” has three possible meanings: (1) “long ago” pertaining to a long period of
time, (2) “eternal” pertaining to a period of time without beginning or end, or (3) “without end” pertaining to a
period of unending duration.21 It has both qualitative and quantitative overtones.22 It has two possible senses: (1)
“lasting for a particular age,” “age long” and (2) “eternal” when used of the future age that was universally con-

17
For a response to these types of arguments see Fuller, Unity; 196-210, Carson, Gagging; 518-20, Reymond, Theology,
1069-84.
18

Packer, “Evangelicals,” 126.

19

Travis, I Believe, 199.

20

Greek aijwvnion.

21

BDAG, 33. The lexicon suggests the meaning “without end” for Matthew 25:46.

22

Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 3:99.
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sidered to be of infinite duration.23 Context must decide whether “eternal” is used in a temporally definite or temporally unlimited sense.
In apocalyptic and eschatological contexts (such as this one) the term ‘eternal’ connotes ‘everlasting.’ It pertains to the age to come, the age that is without end.24 In Matthew the adjective ‘eternal’ refers to that which is
eternal and temporally unlimited so that when Matthew uses this adjective he has endlessness in mind.25 Consequently, the adjective ‘eternal’ has the meaning ‘everlasting’ in this verse26 and refers to an unlimited duration of
time.27
The parallel between eternal punishment and eternal life supports the meaning ‘everlasting’ in both phrases.28
Since eternal life by its very nature excludes the possibility of termination, the word ‘eternal,’ must mean ‘everlasting’ when it modifies ‘life.’ Since life, then, is everlasting, then the punishment must also be everlasting, since
they are both modified by ‘eternal.’ The life and the punishment must be identical in duration. The one is no more
limited than the other. The punishment29 does not just occur in eternity, as some suggest, but it lasts throughout
eternity. The durative sense of ‘eternal’ is present in both phrases: “eternal life” and “eternal punishment.” It
would be a mistake to exclude the chronological sense of the term from its larger qualitative meaning.30

Explanations
Pinnock explains that in this passage Jesus does not define the nature of eternal life or eternal punishment31 in
this text, but that Jesus merely says that there will be two destinies and leaves it there.32 Fudge also thinks that
Jesus does not tell us the nature of the eternal punishment.33 Both Fudge and Pinnock understand eternal punishment to mean death.34
Jesus does not need to define the nature of eternal life since it is self-explanatory. “Eternal life” describes an
existence that is permanent and endless. “Eternal punishment” describes a contrasting existence that is also permanent and endless. The parallel between eternal punishment and eternal life requires that the durations of life and

23

Murray J. Harris, From Grave to Glory (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 243.

24

Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 641 n.79.

25

Scot McKnight, “Eternal Consequences or Eternal Consciousness?” in Through No Fault of Their Own, ed. William V.
Crockett and James G. Sigountos (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 153. This use predominates in Greek literature and in the LXX
(Murray J. Harris, Raised Immortal [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983], 182).
26

D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1984), 8:522.
27

Greek-English Lexicon, 1:642.

28

Pinnock writes that such a meaning is “not at all impossible from the wording,” although he does not think that it is the
meaning (“Destruction,” 256). Hughes, who also holds to the annihilation view, agrees that the “terminology of this verse can
certainly bear the inference that the torment of the damned in hell be endlessly continued,” although he, too, does not think that it
does. See Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, The True Image (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 403.
29
The Greek word is kovlasin. Carson says that the word is graphic and at least suggests suffering (Gagging, 529). It is
used outside the NT of great physical suffering that was endured by persecuted Christians (Grudem, Theology, 1148).
30

Robert H. Gundry, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 516.

31

The word kovlasin which is translated “punishment” always means “punishment” in the New Testament. It is not used to
connote annihilation (Ralph E. Powell, “Hell,” Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible ed. Walter A. Elwell [Grand Rapids: Baker,
1988], 1:954).
32

Pinnock, “Destruction,” 256. Carson suggests that this explanation is close to wishful thinking (Gagging, 528).

33

Fudge and Peterson, Views, 45.

34

I find it interesting that Michael Green does not comment on the phrases (Matthew, The Bible Speaks Today [Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000], 262).
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punishment be identical. This means that however long eternal life lasts, eternal punishment must last. This contrast between the two destinies makes it difficult to see any kind of annihilation in “eternal punishment.”35
Fudge is wrong when he writes that Jesus does not tell us the nature of this punishment. Jesus does give the
nature of the punishment earlier in the passage. He says that the wicked go into the eternal fire (v. 41). “Fire” in
this verse is a picture of hell36 and refers to the place of eternal torment. The term “fire” is used in this same sense
earlier in this Gospel where John the Baptist says that those who reject Christ will be burned up with “unquenchable37 fire” (Matt 3:12).
“Unquenchable fire” graphically depicts the damnation awaiting unbelievers. “Unquenchable” implies that the
fuel will always remain to keep the fire going and clearly speaks against annihilationism.38 “Unquenchable” (Matt
3:12) in the phrase, “unquenchable fire,” has the same meaning as “eternal” does in “eternal fire (25:41).”39 Eternal fire, then, is unquenchable fire and identifies the eternal punishment which awaits the unrighteous (25:46). It
depicts the punishment of the wicked as everlasting.40

Mark 9:42-48
Exegesis
Jesus is here speaking to his disciples about the danger of causing oneself to stumble. He mentions hell twice
in this passage (vv. 43, 47) and in both cases, Jesus gives a description of hell. He first says that hell is “the unquenchable fire” (v. 43) and then says that it is a place where “their worm does not die, and the fire is not
quenched” (v. 48). We need to look at both of these descriptions of hell to see what they contribute to the question
of the nature of hell.
We look first at Jesus’ description of hell as “the unquenchable41 fire.” This appositional phrase stresses the
character of hell. The adjective “unquenchable” emphasizes the character of the fire.42 Its primary thought seems
to be that of absolute unquenchability.43 hell is a fire which cannot be extinguished. A fire that is “unquenchable”
is by that very fact eternal44 or unending. This means that the punishment which the fire describes is also unending.
It is important to notice that Jesus contrasts entering hell with entering life in this passage (v.43). Jesus then
equates entering life with entering the kingdom of God (v. 47), which He later qualifies as eternal life (10:17-31).
This indicates that Jesus is here (v. 43) contrasting entering eternal life with entering hell.45 This sharp contrast
35

Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman, 1992), 379.

36

George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 196.

37

The Greek word is ajsbevstw/ which means ‘inextinguishable,’ BDAG, 141.

38

Blomberg, Matthew, 80.

39

Morris, Matthew, 62.

40

It is interesting to notice that Fudge, who believes in annihilation, says that “punishment” in verse 46 does not tell us the
nature of the penalty, or of what it actually consists. He then says that this punishment is called “eternal” because it will last
forever. Since Jesus does tell the nature of the punishment/penalty in verse 41, He is saying that the punishment of eternal torment is forever. See Fudge and Peterson, Views, 45-46.
41

The Greek word is a[sbeston which appears in Matt 25:41. In the parallel passage in Matt 18:8 the word aijwvnion which
means ‘eternal’ is used.
42
The word order, “the fire the unquenchable,” indicates this emphasis. See Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the
Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 306.
43

R. Alan Cole, Mark, rev. ed., Tyndale New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 223.

44

R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Mark’s Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1946), 407.

45

The presence of the definite article with “life” supports this idea. Jesus is talking about entering “the life” which identifies
“life” as distinct kind of life.
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between entering eternal life and entering hell shows that both life and hell must be eternal in the same sense. Hell
(and the unquenchable fire) is, therefore, the opposite of eternal life. Since eternal life is never ending, and since
hell is the opposite of eternal life, hell must be a place where the punishment of the wicked is never ending.
Jesus also describes hell as a place46 “where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched” (v. 48)
which comes from the end of Isaiah (66:24)47 where the prophet pictures the endless torment of those who rebel
against God.48 Isaiah also says that these wicked will be an abhorrence to all mankind (66:24) which refers to an
everlasting contempt which is in store for the wicked after the resurrection.49 Isaiah gives a vivid picture of a
destruction which continues endlessly for the wicked.50
Jesus uses this picture of the worm from Isaiah as an image for the torment of hell.51 The fact that Isaiah
writes (and Jesus mentions) their worm makes the torment which the worm pictures quite personal52 and shows
that the punishment of hell is a personal punishment. That the worm does not die indicates the endless nature of
the punishment. Jesus uses a picture that describes a destruction which continues endlessly.53
Jesus also describes hell as a place where the fire is not quenched. This is similar to what he said earlier when
he described hell as an unquenchable fire (v. 43) although Jesus here uses a different word for “quenched.”54
However, the meaning remains the same: the fire is not extinguished or put out.55 In this passage inextinguishable
fire represents the magnitude of the punishment.56 Jesus, therefore, pictures hell as a place of endless punishment
for the wicked.

Explanations
Fudge comments on verse 43:
the figure of “unquenchable fire” stands for fire that cannot be resisted. Humans cannot stop God’s judgment fire. It will
therefore burn up whatever is put in its way (Mt 3:12). The use of the adjective “unquenchable” does not mean that the fire
never goes out. 57

The word “unquenchable” refers to something whose state of being cannot be nullified or stopped; hence it
means “inextinguishable.”58 This does not mean that the fire cannot be resisted; instead, it means that it cannot be
46

The particle o[pou, ‘where,’ which denotes place, indicates that Hell is a place.

47
Whybray writes that this is probably an early description of eternal punishment; see R. N. Whybray, Isaiah 40-46, New
Century Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 293-94.
48

See J. Alec Motyer, The Prophecy of Isaiah (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 544; Herbert M. Wolf, Interpreting
Isaiah (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985), 254; Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972),
537.
49

Wolf, Isaiah, 306. See also Gleason L. Archer, Jr., “Daniel,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 7:152.

50

The picture of destruction is so vivid that when Isaiah 66:22-24 was read in the synagogue, verse 23 was repeated in order
to bring the reading to a conclusion with a word of comfort. See William L. Lane, Commentary on the Gospel of Mark, New
International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 349 n. 81.
51

Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 969.

52

It is not the “the worm” but “their worm,” which suggests that it is perpetually bound up with those who are suffering
(Carson, Gagging, 525).
53
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stopped. One that continues to burn. “Unquenchable” pertains to a fire that cannot be put out;59 not to a fire that
cannot be resisted.
Pinnock does not comment directly on Mark 9:48. Instead he comments on Isaiah 66:24 which Jesus quotes.
He writes that
it is safe to say there is not a hint of everlasting suffering in this verse. The fire and the worm destroy the dead bodies; they
do not torment them. The fire will be quenched only when the job is finished, not before. The tradition simply misreads this
verse.60

In writing this, he offers no reason for his explanation. He ignores the significance of worm not dying and the
fire not being quenched which both speak of the wicked’s endless corruption and God’s endless antagonism.61
Isaiah pictures the worm and fire feeding forever on the body of the damned.62 It appears that there is more than a
hint of everlasting suffering in this verse. There are explicit statements describing the endless torment of the
wicked which Jesus uses to depict the nature of hell.

2 Thessalonians 1:5-10
Exegesis
In this passage, Paul tells the Thessalonians that those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel “will
pay the penalty of eternal destruction” (vv. 10-11). He says that the destiny of these unbelievers is eternal destruction. Paul describes their eternal destruction as a penalty or punishment.63 Paul first refers to this punishment as
destruction which refers to the loss of all that is worthwhile; to utter ruin.64 It depicts extreme and disastrous
punishment.65 The word does not suggest annihilation; instead the idea is that of “punishment” as something
which takes place in an active way.66
Paul then modifies this destruction as eternal which refers to a never-ending destruction. That this destruction
is away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power supports the endless nature of the destruction. For, it seems that for this separation to have any meaning, those who are punished need to be conscious of
their separation.67 For this to happen, those who are punished need to exist. Their separation presupposes their
existence. Separation from God’s presence is nonfellowship, not annihilation.

Explanations
Fudge writes that Paul’s language does not even hint at immortalized sinners or everlasting conscious torment. The sinners will perish, be destroyed, be burned up, and be gone forever. The result is everlasting, not the
process.68 Travis seems to agree. He writes that
59

Greek-English Lexicon, 1:179.

60

Pinnock, “Destruction,” 256.

61

J. Alec Motyer, Isaiah, Tyndale Old Testament Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), 408.

62

Robert H. Gundry, Mark (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 526.

63
The Greek is divkhn. The construction “pay the penalty” implies the just imposing of punishment for a person’s misdeeds.
See D. Michael Martin, 1, 2 Thessalonians, New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1995), 212.
64

Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 204. Paul
uses this word in this sense in 1 Timothy 6:9.
65

Martin, Thessalonians, 213.

66

Ernest Best, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, Harper’s NT Commentaries (New York: Harper, 1972),

67

Ibid., 262.

68

Fudge & Peterson, Views, 59-60.

261.

Tormented or Terminated?

83

“eternal” in this verse may signify the permanence of the result of the judgment rather than the continuation of the act of
punishment itself. So “eternal punishment” means an act of judgment where results cannot be reversed, rather than an experience of being punished forever.”69

Not only do both Fudge and Travis miss the sense of “destruction,” that it does not mean annihilation, but
they seem to overlook the natural and obvious fact that being shut out from the presence of the Lord requires that
the wicked exist forever in this state of separation. Exclusion requires existence. Exclusion of this nature would
have no sting without the existence of those who are excluded.

Revelation 14:9-12
Exegesis
In this passage John records the third angel saying that anyone who worships the beast and his image “will be
tormented with fire and brimstone” and that “the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever” (vv. 10-11).
The angel also says that “they have no rest day and night” (v. 11).70 The key phrase here is “forever and ever.”71
The phrase which occurs here is the most emphatic way of saying “forever” in the New Testament, depicting endlessness.72 It pictures an unlimited duration of time.73 That the smoke of their torment goes up “forever and ever”
must mean endless torment rather than annihilation because this phrase applies eternality to the existence of God
and Christ.74
The word “torment”75 also bears consideration. It refers to the severe suffering or pain experienced through
torture.76 It speaks of a special intensity of torment77 and is used without exception in Revelation of conscious
suffering on the part of people.78 John writes that the smoke of their suffering goes up without end.
The angel adds that because of their continuous torment these beast-worshippers “have no rest day and night”
(v. 11). The phrase “day and night” is a figurative way of expressing the unceasing nature of the torment.79 The
terms mean ‘without ceasing’ or ‘without interruption.’80 The phrase modifies “they have no rest” which means
that having no rest is continuous.

69

Travis, I Believe, 199.

70

Pinnock writes that “this text comes closest in my mind to confirming the traditional view;” (Four Views on Hell, ed.
William Crocket [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 157).
71

The Greek is eij~ aijw`na~ aijwvn.

72

Even John Wenham, one of the leading apologists for conditional immortality writes that because of this phrase, “it seems
logical to infer that the torments of the lost are as unending as the bliss of the redeemed” (The Goodness of God [London: InterVarsity, 1974], 29).
73

Greek-English Lexicon, 1:641.

74

Craig S. Keener, Revelation, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 374. Philip Hughes, an annihilationist, says that
“such terminology can certainly bear the inference that the torment of the damned in hell will be endlessly continued” (Image,
402).
75

The Greek word is basanismou`.

76

BDAG, 168.

77

Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, 1:200.

78

G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 762.

79

This phrase is used in Revelation to express endless action in 4:8; 7:15; 12:10.

80

Aune writes that the terms “night and day” form a hendiadys meaning a twenty-four hour day, which by extension has
this meaning (Revelation, WBC [Dallas: Word, 1997], 302).

84

The Journal of Ministry & Theology

“Rest” means “cessation from an activity in which one is engaged.”81 John uses it here in the sense of unceasing. In this passage it means that the beast-worshippers have no rest from their punishment; the activity of torment never ceases. The phrase “day and night,” which modifies “rest,” clarifies the ceaseless nature of the torment.83 It emphasizes the unremitting torment of those who worship the beast.84 They are engaged in suffering
and, from it there is no rest for them. This two-part description emphasizes that their suffering is continuous.
John’s use of this same description in one other passage helps us determine its meaning in this passage.85 He
uses it to describe the continuous praise which the living creatures offer to God (Rev 4:8). John writes that they do
not cease praising Him day and night. Their activity never stops. They have no rest; their adoration is unceasing
and continuous.86 Their praise appears to be ceaseless in an absolute sense.87 The combination of the phrases “day
and night” and “they do not cease” gives the impression that John is describing a ritual in heaven repeating itself
over and over again without rest or interruption.88 As long as God lives, and He lives forever, the living creatures
worship Him.89
Since the wording in 4:8 and 14:11 is identical,90 the description must mean the same in both passages. It
would be rather unusual and unnatural for the description to have different meanings in the two passages. Since
the praise is everlasting, the punishment is also everlasting. Just as the creatures praise the Lord ceaselessly, so
also those who worship the beast suffer torment ceaselessly.91
82

Explanations
Wenham writes that the smoke of torment which rises forever represents the memory of the triumph of God’s
righteousness, not a continued burning of tortured flesh.92 However, it is difficult to see how “the smoke of their
torment” could represent the memory of the triumph of God’s righteousness. There is nothing in the entire passage
(Rev 14:8-12) which hints of this meaning. The context of the passage focuses on “anyone who worships the
beast” and his punishment. Punishment is the theme of the passage. If smoke does represent memory, it represents
the memory of an ongoing, eternal, conscious torment.
Fudge, commenting on the punishment of the wicked, writes that this text does not “require us to conclude
that God will keep them alive forever to inflict everlasting pain.”93 He stresses that the phrase “day and night”
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94

describes a kind of time rather than a duration of time.”95 Therefore, he concludes that this phrase “requires that
we understand only that the sufferers are not immune to their torment at any time of the day or night so long as the
torment may last.”96
Although the phrase “day and night” does express kind of action, this does not mean that this verse excludes
duration of time. The phrase actually indicates the time during which the wicked have no rest from their torment.97
John is saying that the wicked have no rest or cessation from their suffering during the daytime or nighttime. He
says nothing about the duration of the daytime or nighttime. He does say that they have no cessation day and night
from their suffering. The addition of the phrase “day and night,” seems to add emphasis to the “no rest.” The suffering of the wicked happens during the day and during the night, and it happens without ceasing.

Revelation 20:10-15
Exegesis
In this passage John writes that anyone whose name is not found written in the book of life is thrown into the
lake of fire (v. 15).98 To understand how this contributes to the question of endless punishment or annihilation for
the wicked, we need to look first at the conclusion of the preceding paragraph. There John writes that the devil,
along with the beast and false prophet, will be cast into the lake of fire and brimstone where they will be tormented99 “day and night forever and ever” (v. 10).
John emphasizes the continual punishment of these three by combining the two temporal phrases. They will
be tormented day and night forever and ever. The expression “day and night” expresses the unbroken continuity
of their torment while the phrase “forever and ever” portrays the unending nature of the torment.100 The wording is
best taken to mean that they will suffer torment that will endure endlessly for eternity.101 There is no intermission
and no end.102 The torment of the unholy trinity continues unceasingly. The eternal duration of their punishment
appears to be balanced antithetically by the identical phrase describing the eternal duration of the saints’ reign in
Rev 22:5.103
Those whose names are not found written in the book of life will be thrown into the same lake of fire (20:15)
with the same result. They will suffer the same fate as the Devil, the Beast, and the False Prophet. They too will be
tormented day and night forever and ever. Since the fire does not consume the unholy trinity, why should it consume these who are cast into it? It will not consume them and they will suffer endless torment.
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Explanations
Fudge and Pinnock say that the lake of fire means the second death104 which is extinction and total oblivion. However, the “lake of fire” does not mean the “second death.” Rather, the second death means the lake of
fire.106 There is a difference. The “lake of fire” has already been defined as unending, conscious punishment
(20:10) and now it is also defined as “the second death.”107 This cannot be physical death. The wicked who are
cast into the lake of fire have already died physically and have been resurrected. Consequently, the torment of the
“lake of fire” which they endure is primarily spiritual in nature.108 The second death is not physical death; it contrasts with physical death. The “second death” denotes the everlasting torment of the lake of fire and the permanent separation from God (2 Thess 1:9) which befalls those who have already experienced physical death.109
105

CONCLUSION
Hell is not Manhattan at rush hour, regardless of Woody Allen’s opinion. It is a real place. And it is a real
place with conscious, eternal suffering. This is what the Bible teaches. Those who accept this “traditional” view of
hell have not made up the doctrine because of hardheartedness and the desire for eternal retribution.110 A study of
these passages shows that the adjective “eternal” in these contexts means “everlasting” or “endless” or “unceasing” and that the punishment, the destruction, and the torment goes on forever. These passages do not “create the
impression that eternal punishment refers to a divine judgment whose results cannot be reversed.”111
On the other hand, it appears that those who suggest that the Bible teaches annihilation rely at least as much
on emotional reasons as on exegetical results.112 This approach is evident in their writings. However, they do give
attention to the Scriptural passages which deal with this question. In fact, Pinnock is a little annoyed that defenders of everlasting torment suggest that there is no biblical case for the annihilation of the wicked.113 He asserts that
the “Bible may be legitimately read to teach the final destruction of the wicked without difficulty.”114 However,
his [and others’] biblical arguments for annihilationism seem to be flimsy special pleading.115
In all areas of theology, we need to return to the doctrine of the authority of Scripture, which means that the
Bible has the right to tell us what to believe and how to behave. If the Bible teaches that hell is a place of eternal
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conscious punishment, we must believe it and accept it. We are not to evaluate it. Hell is an emotional subject, but
we must let Scripture decide the matter. It is not for us to reject a doctrine because our moral sensibilities demand
it.116 Wenham, who holds to annihilationism, says it well, “For a Christian one simple sentence of revelation must
in the end outweigh the weightiest conclusions of man-made philosophy.”117 In this short study we have seen that
more than a few sentences of revelation teach that hell is a place of everlasting torment.
I conclude this paper with two concerns. First, we must faithfully preach the doctrine of hell and everlasting
punishment. It is not an attractive doctrine. Rather, it is a hard saying. But it is biblical truth. It is agonizing to
think of people going to an eternal hell, but we cannot evade the agony by evading the facts. We must be faithful
to proclaim the difficult teachings of Scripture. We must not let this age of pluralism cause us to be silent on unpopular doctrines. We must speak of the last judgment and of the possibility of being finally lost to our contemporary world.118 We must warn unbelievers that God’s wrath abides on them. We must preach the whole counsel of
God (Acts 20:27).
Second, we must not treat hell and its everlasting punishment as merely an academic matter in our own lives.
The Bible tells us that hell is real and that real people will be tormented there. We who have been saved from our
sins by God’s grace and thus spared from everlasting punishment must continually thank God. The fact that we
have been freed from God’s wrath and will not endure this torment is an indication of God’s grace. In fact, it reveals the triumph of God’s sovereign grace. Where sin abounded, God’s grace abounded more (Rom 5:20). We
should not think of hell without thinking of the great grace of God. We must continually thank God for His grace
“that is greater than all our sin.”
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