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The Theology of the Final Disposition of the Wicked
Part 1 –Impact of Systematic Theology

Introduction


A recent area of lively debate among Evangelical theologians is that of the nature of hell. This paper will begin with a brief outline of Systematic Theology and how it impacts our understanding of the final disposition of the wicked.  This will be followed by an overview of the main views of the “end of the wicked”.  Because of space constraints and the nature of progressive revelation this treatment will deal exclusively with ideas drawn from New Testament passages. From this overview the main scriptures used by proponents and opponents of the “orthodox view” of hell will be derived.  After this will be a study of how the methodology of classic systematic theology interacts with these biblical texts.  This will be followed by a critique of the methodology of classic systematic theology regarding this doctrine.  The paper will end with a summary of the results and recommendations for the direction of any further study required about the issues raised.

Systematic Theology
The discussion can now turn to the history of how Systematic Theology equated eternal punishment being eternal conscious torment.  This begins with an examination of how we organize our knowledge of God and the Bible.

Systematic Theology had its beginnings in early statements of faith.  Early statements of faith, such as the Apostles’ Creed, were usually mainly comprised of narratives of the saving actions of God, though they often included some didactic material about doctrine (Finger, 17).  Interaction with a Greek philosophy was needed to continue the relevance of the Christian witness, leading to a greater emphasis on finding philosophical “points of contact” as a means of reaching Graeco-Roman society (Finger, 17).  As time and theological discussion went on, the recitative portions of creeds grew smaller and the didactic longer.  Peter Lombard (1100-1160) formulated the first Systematic Theology, the Sentences, around “all of the major questions scholars had ever asked” (ibid, 19).  By arranging these questions in a synthetically consistent, coherent way, he removed the last vestiges of biblically based recital from the systematic study of God (ibid, 19).  Systematic Theology from that point to this century became issues-driven rather than narrative-driven.  

The classification of the issues by type had a great impact on how the material was presented.  As further refined by Thomas Aquinas the classic format became: God as revealed by natural truth, God as revealed by divine revelation, The Trinity, the Creation and God’s providential rule of it (Finger, 21).  Only later in these systems were biblical historical accounts, the salvation process and the nature of the Church covered. “And by that time, the way they were handled was heavily influenced by the complex concepts and conclusions that had been developed in earlier sections” (Finger, 21).  

In the issue of final judgement, the systematic theologian attempts to bring together all of the scriptures that have a bearing on that issue.  Those who have attempted to do this have usually gravitated to one of the views listed below.

Church Fathers on the Immortal Soul

One place to find out what the early Christian Church taught about the soul is the witness of the early Church Fathers. Justin Martyr (152 C.E.) states, “Now the soul partakes of life, since God wills it to live. Thus, then, it will not even partake when God does not will it to live. For to live is not its attribute, as it is God's; but as a man does not live always, and the soul is not for ever conjoined with the body, since, whenever this harmony must be broken up, the soul leaves the body, and the man exists no longer; even so, whenever the soul must cease to exist, the spirit of life is removed from it, and there is no more soul, but it goes back to the place from whence it was taken” (Dialogue, VI).

Tatian (152 C.E.) says, “The soul is not in itself immortal, O Greeks, but mortal. Yet it is possible for it not to die” (Address to the Greeks, Chapter XIII). Theophilus of Antioch (115- 181 C.E.) takes what appears to be a similar approach when he says, “Neither, then, immortal nor yet mortal did He make him, but, as we have said above, capable of both; so that if he should incline to the things of immortality, keeping the commandment of God, he should receive as reward from Him immortality, and should become God; but if, on the other hand, he should turn to the things of death, disobeying God, he should himself be the cause of death to himself” (Theophilus to Autolycus, Book II Chapter XXVII).  Origen (c 228 C.E.), the theologian of the Alexandrine school disagrees: “Whence we are of opinion that, seeing the soul, as we have frequently said, is immortal and eternal” (Origen de Principiis Book III, Ch. I, 20). Not surprisingly, Gregory Thaumaturgus (205-265 C.E.) agrees with his teacher, Origen: “It follows, in my opinion, as a necessary consequence, that what is simple is immortal… consequently the soul, being simple, … must be, in virtue of that, incorruptible and immortal” (On the Subject of the Soul. VI).

It is clear that the soul’s immortality is not unanimously attested by the early Church Fathers, even though resurrection of the body is universally attested. Even today, some disagree that the soul is immortal.  Joseph Blenkinsopp, a Catholic scholar, approaches this from a kergymatic direction as he points out, “Within this perspective there is really no place for a doctrine of the immortality of the soul nor is there any evidence that any New Testament author was directly influenced by it.” (Blenkinsopp, 117).  

He also notes that while Wisdom 2:23-24 is an important Catholic proof text of the immortality of the soul, the passage itself refers back to Gen. 2:17, which itself appears to teach human mortality. “But the freedom from death for which the Man was originally designed was, again by analogy with the myths, by direct grant from God not something proper to the Man himself.  This is something very different from the Platonic doctrine of the immortality of the soul” (ibid, 118).  There appears to be room for discussion on both sides of this particular issue, though part of the problem may be in how each defines the word “immortal”.  Most Christians would probably agree that at some level the “soul” is dependent upon God for its continued existence.  

Early Church Fathers and Eternal Punishment

At this point it may be useful to determine what the early Church Fathers had to say about the nature and duration of the punishment upon the wicked. Mathetes (130 C.E.) says of those who do not stand for Jesus in persecution, “thou shalt fear what is truly death, which is reserved for those who shall be condemned to the eternal fire” (The Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus, X). In his Epistle to the Ephesians, Ignatius of Antioch (30-107 C.E.) uses the phrases “eternal punishment” and “go into hell” (Ch. XVI).  In his Epistle to the Philadelphians he says, “if any man does not stand aloof from the preacher of falsehood, he shall be condemned to hell” (Chapter III).  Justin Marytr, in his First Apology (Chapter XVIII) states,  “eternal punishment is laid up (i.e., for the wicked)”.   In his Second Apology (Chapter IX) he warns,  “And that no one may say what is said by those who are deemed philosophers, that our assertions that the wicked are punished in eternal fire are big words and bugbears….”  Barnabas puts it this way, “But the way of darkness is crooked, and full of cursing; for it is the way of eternal death with punishment” (Chapter XX). Tertullian (155-222) in On the Resurrection of the Flesh, (XXXV),  states, “If, therefore, any one shall violently suppose that the destruction of the soul and the flesh in hell amounts to a final annihilation of the two substances, and not to their penal treatment (as if they were to be consumed, not punished), let him recollect that the fire of hell is eternal -expressly announced as an everlasting penalty.  In each case above the word “hell” is gehenna.  Only Origen and Tertullian stray from this language, the former sidestepping with speculations about the possible ultimate redemption of all humans (de Principiis), while the latter appears to forcefully interpret the eternity of the fire and the eternity of the punishment as eternal conscious torment.

It is clear that, with two exceptions, each of the above Church Fathers does not stray from the biblical formulations about the punishment of the wicked, making it difficult to determine exactly what they meant when using those terms. Harry Buis’ (Buis, 54) and Robert A. Peterson’s (Peterson, 97-98) arguments that the early church believed these statements to mean “eternal conscious torment” would carry more weight if they could find a Church Father earlier than Tertullian from whom to prove it. As late as 304-310 C.E. Arnobius writes, “For they are cast in, and being annihilated, pass away vainly in everlasting destruction” (Contra Gentes, Book II, 14.).  There is no record of censure for having made this statement. The only conclusion possible is that there is no evidence that the Church refused to countenance anything that could fit within the biblical formulations until after Augustine.  

Views of the End of the Wicked


The first view is the one held by the vast majority of Christians of all stripes.  This is the view that hell is a literal place of eternal conscious torment for the souls of the unrepentant wicked.  This is often referred to as the orthodox view.  The most celebrated champions of this view have been the brilliant theologians Augustine (354-430 CE) and Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274 CE), and Luther (1483-1546) (Peterson, 98).


The main hermeneutic consideration is that the biblical statements about hell must be taken as literal truth.  This approach has much to commend it. It allows the Bible and its Author to be taken seriously.  It simplifies the debate by imposing limitations on the scope of the argument. A number of biblical statements are interpolated by means of a systematic theological method that tries to bring together all of the scriptural passages that refer to the subjects of death and final judgement.  

The main argument for this view is that Jesus Himself spoke often and graphically about hell.  Most of the information dealing with hell in the New Testament comes from the Gospels, and most of them are from Jesus’ own lips.  Jesus’ words must be taken very seriously.  Jesus clearly speaks of a “hell of fire” (Mt. 5:22; 18:9), of “everlasting fire” (Mt. 18:8; 25:41) and “where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched”  (Mk 9:48).  These verses seem to clearly indicate an eternity of torment by fire.


A second view of hell is the metaphorical view.  It does not differ greatly from the literal view except to argue that the actual torments described in biblical literature are metaphorical rather than literal.  John Calvin champions this view as he explains, “Many persons, I am aware, have entered into ingenious debates about the eternal fire, by which the wicked will be tormented

after the judgment. But we may conclude from many passages of Scripture, that it is a metaphorical expression” (Calvin, Institutes Vol 2, 1007). He backs it up with a simile referring to the valley of Tophet from Is. 30:33, “the breath of the Lord, like a stream of brimstone, does kindle it”.  Crockett identifies Billy Graham as a contemporary believer in the metaphorical view (Crockett, 45).  Origen also holds this view, stating, it is understood that around the substance of the soul certain tortures are produced by the hurtful affections of sins themselves” (Origen, de Principis Book II, Ch. X, 4)

Crockett points to the sayings of Jesus in which He engages in hyperbole, “‘If your right eye offends you, gouge it out and throw it away… [that is better] than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.  We know Jesus did not intend people to take his words literally, because the context has to do with lust” (Crockett, 51). God is called a “consuming fire” in Dt. 4:24 in a context that is intended to mean “jealous” (Crockett, 53).  He also asks how hell can be described simultaneously as a place of both fire and darkness in a literal manner (p. 59).  This is a very good question.

The interesting thing to note in this view is that, while the timing and nature of the torments are metaphorical, the eternal duration and eternal consciousness of the sufferers are treated as literal.  Eternal conscious torment is interpolated in the same fashion as in the literal view. 


A third view is one that is currently hotly debated in evangelical circles.  This is the annihilation/conditional immortality view.  This is the view that unrepentantly wicked human beings will be exterminated or extinguished in the fires of hell.  This means that conscious existence ends.  One theme that recurs is the moral argument that God would be unjust to torment souls forever.  I include the view of conditional immortality under this view for the sake of simplicity. One of the earliest clear teachers of this doctrine is Arnobius (dates unknown, but included 304-310 CE).  He was not a learned man, but considered the assumption of immortality of the human soul as “gross hubris” (Fudge, 367).

Both conditional immortality and annihilation are the historic views of the Worldwide Church of God, advocated by the denominational founder, Herbert W. Armstrong. He read Romans 6:23 literally, viewing death and eternal life as contrasting rather than parallel conditions (Armstrong, The Incredible Human Potential, 165). To bring the reader up to date, the present official WCG position allows members and pastoral staff freely to espouse the literal, metaphorical or annihilation/conditional immortality views. The primary issue is belief in a final eternal punishment of unrepentant sinners rather than the form that punishment takes.

Present-day holders of the doctrine are Clark Pinnock (conditional immortality), John Stott (annihilation - he holds it in an “agnostic” manner) and Edward Fudge (a lawyer who, though a layman, formidably presents the annihilationist view).

Stott argues first that the language used indicates destruction rather than torture. “It would seem strange, therefore, if people who are said to suffer destruction are in fact not destroyed… (Edwards, 316).  Stott’s second argument is that the imagery of fire indicates that “the main function of fire is not to cause pain, but secure destruction, as all the world’s incinerators bear witness” (ibid).  For instance, the statement, “they will be tormented day and night for ever” occurs once, referring to the devil, the beast and the false prophet.  These people are not individual people, but symbols of the world… (ibid, 318).  His third argument concerns God’s justice: how can sins committed in time be punished for eternity?  His fourth argument relates to the texts that speak of Christ drawing all men to himself (Jn. 12:32; Eph. 1:10; Phil. 2:10-11 and 1 Cor. 15:28).  “It would be easier to hold together the awful reality of hell and the universal reign of God if hell means destruction and the impenitent are no more” (ibid, 319).

Conditionalists believe that human souls are not immortal per se.  They argue that all of the scriptures used to “prove” the immortality of the soul fall short of convincing those who read the scriptures in context.  If this is true, a mortal human soul thrown into an “eternal fire” cannot automatically be assumed to suffer forever.  There must be proof that God intends eternal torment of human beings.

The fourth major view on hell is that of universalism.  This is the idea that scripture teaches that all human beings will eventually be reconciled to God. The story of Jonah illustrates this well.  If all repent, the punishment is unnecessary.  This view appears to have been first proposed by Origen (185-254 CE), one of the most brilliant of the early church theologians.  He viewed the “eternal fire” as one that purged sinners and brought them back to God.  His most famous statement about this was, “Every sinner kindles for himself the flame of his own fire… the conscience is harassed and pricked by its own stings, and becomes an accuser and witness against itself” (Peterson, 102-103). It also may have been espoused by Gregory of Nyssa (Fudge, 369).  Recent universalists of note are John Hick and John Sanders.  Potentially, universalists would not be required to disagree that hell exists.  To them the point is moot because nobody will end up there, whether it be literal, figurative or annihilative.  

Some Other Views That Are Difficult to Categorize

A view that is often misunderstood is that of the “hopeful universalist”, who does not deny hell but who may still hope that nobody will end up there.  The difference between this view and classic universalism is that they believe it is possible that some, in spite of God’s loving efforts, may still refuse Him.  This distinction may place the “hopeful universalist” in either the literal or metaphorical camps, differing only by numbers of souls sentenced to eternal conscious torment.

An important variation is the purgatorial view.  Augustine of Hippo appears to believe in a form of this view.  “But temporary punishments are suffered by some in this life only, by others after death, by others both now and then; but all of them before that last and strictest judgment.” (Augustine, CG, Book XXI, 13).  In his very next statement, Augustine declares that there is no further hope after the sentence of eternal punishment is pronounced (ibid).  This view is usually applied in conjunction with one of the orthodox, metaphorical or universalist views, and is logically compatible with all three.

Another variation similar to the purgatorial view is that of post-mortem evangelism.  It attempts to find a positive solution to the question of what happens to those who have never heard the name of Jesus Christ.  It is speculation, not usually well developed, based on the same biblical passages as those used by universalists.  Unlike the purgatorial view, it does not require a period of purification, but rather an opportunity to know Christ.  Like the purgatorial view, it could potentially apply in any of the three non-annihilationist scenarios.  Unlike the purgatorial view, there is potential to apply it even in a conditionalist scenario.  If the final judgement could be seen as an opportunity for salvation as well as sentencing, those never reached by the gospel could meet Jesus, repent and be saved.  This is not a “second chance”, but a first real chance.  Those who refuse would then be sent on to their eternal judgement (whichever form it takes).  Clark Pinnock and the Herbert Armstrong are examples of conditionalists who also hold this view.

In looking over the various views above, there appear to be two categories into which views may fall.  The first can be termed “punishment theories”, as they deal directly with the nature and duration of the punishment itself.  The literal, metaphorical and annihilation/ conditional views all fit in this category.  Each of these views tries to deal with what the Scriptures say about the punishment itself, without much emphasis on justifying God, who needs no human vindication. 


All three of the views see within the same texts proof of the existence of a final judgement of condemnation with everlasting consequences.  As noted above, the literal and figurative views agree on the duration of torment but not on the kind.  The literal and annihilation views agree on the kind of torment, but not on duration of the consciousness of the condemned.

The remainder of the views (universal, purgatorial, “hopeful universal” and post-mortem evangelism) may be categorized as “justice theories”, as they deal with where God’s mercy and justice connect with the theme of final judgement.  The scope of these views is much wider than the mechanics of the sentence itself. They are also relatively independent of the holder’s punishment theory.  Most of their proponents already hold one of the three punishment theories.  They appear to be mainly apologetic writings intended to uphold God’s honor in the face of human criticism of God’s “final punishment” by attenuating the perceived inequities.  

Because the punishment and justice theories are different in kind and scope, they will be treated separately in this study.  Because of the finding that the justice theories are relatively independent of the mode of punishment, the remainder of this study will be limited to the punishment theories.

Scriptures Used in the Punishment Theories


One important consideration in the study of this issue is that there is general agreement among the three punishment theories that certain New Testament passages need to be dealt with to formulate an understanding of the nature of eternal punishment.  Fudge and Peterson both use all of them.  The passages are: Mt. 5:21-22, 27-30; 23:15, 33; Mt. 10:28; 25:41, 46; Mt. 7:23; 8:11-12, 22:13; 25:30; Mt. 13:30, 40-43,49-50; 18:6-9; 24:51.  Mark 1:24; 3:11; 5:7; 9:42-48.  Luke 16:19-31.  John 3:16-21; 3:36; 5:28-29; 8:21,24.  Rom. 2:5; 2 Thess. 1:5-10; Heb. 6:1-3; Jude 7; Rev. 14:9-11; 20:10, 14-15; 21:8; 22:15 (Peterson, 39-94 and Fudge, 155-312).  

Within all of the descriptions of punishment, there is only one unequivocal passage about eternal conscious torment.  It states that Satan, the beast and the false prophet are to be tormented forever (Rev. 20:10).  All other passages must be interpolated to arrive at the conclusion that humans who do not accept Christ Jesus will be consciously tormented forever.  The orthodox and metaphoricalists assume that the beast and false prophet are human.  Stott assumes that they are symbolic.  What if they are neither?  Rev. 16:13 shows deceptive demons being sent forth from their mouths as well as Satan’s mouth.  They appear to be high-ranking demons.

For example, the fact that mortal humans and immortal spirits end up in the same fire (Rev. 20:15) is interpreted as leading to an identical end result.  There are at least two hidden presuppositions in the last statement.  The first is the immortality of the soul.  The second is that God intends to torment them as He is tormenting the demons.

All of the other texts offered in proof of the eternity of the consciousness of the punished depend on presuppositions about the meanings of certain words and expressions. “Punishment”, for instance, must be narrowly defined as “conscious torment”.  As Alan Gomes puts it, “punishment demands the existence of the one being punished” (Part 1, p. 18).  Reasoning by tautology in this manner should at least raise a warning flag.

To summarize the above, many of the scriptures used by all sides of the issue of the final punishment of the wicked make no reference to either the consciousness or duration of the punishment.  The following are the most relevant to a discussion of duration and conscious experience of the torment: Mt. 25:41, 46; 18:6-9; Jude 7; Mark 9:42-48; John 3:36; 2 Thess. 1:5-10; Heb. 6:1-3; 20:10.  Two other scriptures that do not refer to duration - Mark 16:19-31 and Rev. 14:9-11 – also both deserve special consideration because they appear to involve the timing, the conscious nature of the torment and the presence of fire. Luke 16:19-31: is further distinguished by including fire in hades rather than gehenna.  What must be done is a biblical theological analysis of all of the scriptures discussed in this paragraph to ascertain their meanings in context. 

Critique of Systematic Theological Approach

The main caution about the approach of Systematic Theology is its issues-driven orientation.  Good exegesis of each passage used must be done or it can become merely the art of proof-texting.  In each of the cases below, the immortality of the soul is assumed upon flimsy philosophical grounds long before Final Judgement is treated.

Berkhof begins his section about Individual Eschatology by defining death (Berkhof, 668-669).  Beginning with Mt. 10:28 and Luke 12:4, he attempts to show differences between death of the body and that of the soul. He appeals to passages that speak of death as the separation of body and soul, such as Eccl. 2:7, Jas. 2:26, John 19:30, Acts 7:59 and Phil. 1:23.  Of these four only the Philippians passage makes any reference that can be interpreted as a “self” that is able to exist outside of the body.  Another difficulty is that Paul never addresses the immortality of unbelievers (Kennedy, 273).  Even if a believer’s “self” survives after death, it does not automatically follow that unbelievers experience something similar. 

The only other scriptures brought to bear by Berkhof are the account of the Transfiguration (Luke 9:31 - which could be a vision) and 2 Pet. 1:15-16, where Peter calls his body a “tent” and refers to himself as “departing”.  These few scriptures are hardly an adequate basis to overturn the anthropology of Genesis 1-3.  

Berkhof then goes on to prove the immortality of the soul with four philosophical arguments (Berkhof, 673-674).  The first is that almost all civilizations have believed in the immortality of the soul.  The second is that because the soul is spiritual, it cannot destroyed.  The third is that God would not have given humans yearnings that cannot be satisfied in this life.  The fourth is that humans have a conscience, a sense of justice that cannot be satisfied in this life.  There are presuppositions in these arguments.  The first argument presupposes that believing makes it so.  The second assumes that the soul is spiritual, and is therefore a tautalogical argument.  Immortality of the soul is not the necessary solution to the third and fourth arguments. Even Berkhof agrees that these arguments “do not compel belief” (Berkhof, 674).

Calvin also proves the soul’s immortality with four philosophical proofs.  It is proved by, 1) the existence of conscience. 2) the knowledge of God. 3) the noble faculties of the human mind. 4) the mind’s activity and wondrous fancies in sleep. (Calvin, Institutes, Vol 1, 184-185).  

He follows this up with a use of scriptures only to indicate that the soul and body are separate (ibid, 185-186).  His reasoning appears to be that if the soul is separate from the body, it must of necessity be immortal.  Of the 17 Scripture citations, 10 have no obvious relevance to immortality.  Of the remainder, two refer to humans as dwelling in tents (2 Cor 5:4; 2 Pet. 1:13-14) while waiting for a more secure habitation from heaven.  The first passage has a section (v. 6) that refers to a believer being away from the body and at home with the Lord.  One refers to humans as living in clay houses (Job 4:19).  One is a parable in which two men appear to exist in some form beyond the grave (Luke 16:22).  One indicates that we must all appear before God’s judgement throne (2 Cor. 5:10).  Two indicate that God can cast both body and soul into gehenna, with one elaborating that both are destroyed there (Mt. 10:28; Luke 12:5).  In the final instance, “destroyed” is paralleled with the word “kill” in the previous verse.  Some of these Scriptures may be suggestive, but hardly convincing without more exegesis.  On the whole, they speak more to human mortality than the soul’s immortality.

If the above definition of death and the above purported New Testament “proofs” of the soul’s immortality are accepted as true, Rev. 20:15 cannot be read without assuming that those who are “thrown into the lake of fire” will live on in the flames. 

Erickson looks at Is. 66:24 and jumps to the conclusion that this asserts the endless punishment of sinners.  He sees the statement, “their fire shall not be quenched” as meaning the  fire is everlasting (Erickson, 1238).  If he were a camper, he would know that an “unquenched” (actual meaning: not extinguished or put out) fire still only burns as long as it has fuel.  This possibility does not occur to him.  From the context, the “undying worms” are obviously maggots.  The bodies are said to be dead.  They are not said to be conscious.  Their condition is not said to be eternal.  This issue will be dealt with at length in Part 2.

Grenz appears to make the same assumptions and loose associations, “But doesn’t the Bible speak about eternal damnation?  Doesn’t Scripture describe Hell as an eternal reality, a place of never-ending torment” (Grenz, 283).   Yes, but for whom (Rev. 20:10)?  This hermeneutic question does not occur to Augustine, Calvin, Erickson, Berkhof or Grenz.

Thomas N. Finger, Professor of Systematic Theology at Northern Baptist Theological Seminary (Lombard, Illinois), suggests that Systematic Theology needs to be done differently (Finger, 31-46).  He has pioneered a systematic theological method that combines the recitative methods reflected in the Bible and early Creeds with a synthetic, logical approach.  He suggests that the recitative framework of biblical eschatology be used to drive the organization and discussion of theology (ibid, 99-136).  Using biblical categories, the theologian uses Biblical Theological methods to determine the intended meaning of each passage before allowing it to contribute to the discussion.  Passages are not torn from their context to answer questions foreign to their intended purpose. 

Finger comes to a tentative annihilationism as he asks, “What can we conclude from all this?  …theology cannot be nearly as precise as human curiosity would like.  We cannot rule out the possibility of eternal conscious torment.  But since the coming triumph of heaven is to be complete, it seems less likely that hell will be an eternal, consciously experienced process existing alongside it” (Finger, 161).

It is odd that one question remains unasked, let alone answered.  In what way can the death of Jesus Christ for three days have paid the ultimate penalty for all of humanity if that penalty has been decreed to be eternal conscious torment?

Conclusion

In conclusion, what has been established so far is that the traditional Systematic Theological method, as applied to the doctrine of final judgement, has not been properly informed by Biblical Theology.  Scriptural passages are often brought to bear only after the main philosophical points are made, and even then only on side issues.  Loose associations between what a passage actually states and the meaning assigned to it are easy to find in many of the explications from all sides of the issues.

Because of these deficiencies of method, a fresh examination of the Scripture passages alleged to teach the eternal conscious torment of unredeemed sinners needs to be undertaken.  Such an examination will need to be sensitive to the textual context of the passages as well as the historical context.  The analysis will also bring to bear the writings of the earliest Church Fathers, to see if any clues based on the understanding of early Church leaders can be helpful.

Due to the size and scope of the problems, Part 2 of this project will only begin the process of bringing a more balanced hermeneutic to the issue of the final disposition of the wicked.  This process will begin with the basic Biblical Theological techniques of Literary and Historical Analysis.

A further finding of this study is that the earliest Church Fathers seemed careful to use only Scriptural phraseology when addressing this issue.  Only later is there any elaboration on their possible meaning.  The earliest available divergence appears to be by Tertullian in the direction of “eternal conscious torment”.  The second, using different scriptures and methodology is Origen’s Universalism.  The earliest available source for “annihilationist” views is Arnobius, though it must be noted that Tertullian is obviously attempting to counter annihilationist teaching in his work (Hunsinger, 423).

We further notice that Jesus only consigns to condemnation those who have seen Him and refuse to acknowledge Him as the Son of God as well as those who claim Him as their Lord, but do not obey Him.  We are also told that it is only through Jesus that humans can be reconciled to God.  The question left unanswered is, “what about those who have never heard of Jesus?”


This is the opening that the proponents of Universalism, Purgatory and Post-mortem Evangelism have already glimpsed.  Many feel trapped by the prevailing view that even those who had never heard of Jesus Christ would automatically be condemned.  They needed to see some “greater hope” in scripture for the salvation of as many as possible.  Their theories are attempts to explore this “open territory” left unexplored by the words of Jesus and the New Testament writers.  Are they seeing something that Evangelicals have missed?
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