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The Theology of the Final Disposition of the Wicked
Part 3 – Hermeneutics


The first two parts of this study have demonstrated that, where a doctrine concerning the final fate of unrepentant sinners is concerned, there is a large gap between the findings of “orthodox” systematic theology and those of a biblical theology that investigates biblical texts and images in their own context.  What can be learned about the implications for hermeneutics from the preceding study?

The findings generated above followed from attempting to abide by two main conditions.  The first condition is that the text be read strictly for what it states, without adding more than what is stated.  The second condition is that any imagery found in the text be exegeted from its original biblical context.  In other words, the exegesis should, if possible, be informed by the context of other similar writings.  For instance, if the image from which gehenna is taken first appears in Jeremiah as he predicts Jerusalem’s destruction, then perhaps there is a parallel if Jesus is also predicting Jerusalem’s destruction in similar circumstances.  This may indicate that the writer sees Jesus functioning in the role of a Prophet.  If this is the case, the judgement is probably intended to refer to the fall of Jerusalem (70 CE) rather than an end-time individual judgement (such as in much of the book of Matthew).

Another thing that has become clear in this study is that systematic theologians do not often exercise careful exegesis of the above texts.  Most of the understanding gained in Part 2 of this work came simply from a careful reading of the context of the passages preceding and following the selected text.  Only in the singular case of Luke 16:19-31 is it necessary to step outside of the Bible account into the literature of the day to understand what Jesus is saying to His opponents.  In every other instance, enough clues exist within the biblical text itself to come to a conclusion far different from that of hell as eternal conscious torment.


Willard Swartley, in an examination of the issues of slavery, the sabbath, war and women in biblical interpretation, offers this perspective on hermeneutics:

The first important task in biblical interpretation is listening to the text, listening carefully from within the text. Although I recognize the significance that ideology plays in interpretation, I nonetheless maintain that the interpreter most honors the text by seeking with all the powers of his/her being to make the encounter with the text an event of understanding generated by the text itself…

The second main task in biblical interpretation is learning helpfully from behind the text.  While the first phase concentrates on the linguistic dimension of the interpretive task…, the  second phase focuses on the historical aspect of interpretation… At this point the above emphasis on the historical and cultural cradle for biblical revelation comes sharply into focus, enabling the interpreter to better understand the message/event of the text.

Finally, the third important task in biblical interpretation consists of living freely from in front of the text…  Interpretation tells history’s story, and each interpreter takes the stand to give testimony before the giver of the text and the judge of history  (Swartley, 224-5).

Swartley distills his findings into more than twenty hermeneutical principles that are based upon the three tasks above.  Many of them involve the use of the Bible in social issues, which is not a primary consideration here.  Space restrictions limit this treatment to the most salient elements of the three tasks above.  All of the quoted principles below are from pp. 229-234.

The first element in the first task above is to listen to the text carefully from within.  For instance, it was demonstrated that Revelation 14:9-11 fits far more consistently in the framework of chapters in the eschatological fall of “Babylon the Great” (a literary reversal of Rome’s destruction of Jerusalem) within chapters 16-17 than within the “great assize” of chapter 20.  

The alternatives presented in Part 2 have attempted to present the actual literary and historical context of the same texts.  The alternatives have also attempted to delineate what the text actually states and the limits the actual statements impose upon our interpretation.

The third of Swartley’s principles is, “Each particular text or section of the Bible should be used for its main emphasis, not for its attendant features.”  The main emphasis in the story of Lazarus and the rich man is patently an attack on the Pharisaic love of riches and self-indulgence.  Its single appearance in the Gospels and strong correspondence with a popular parable make it an unlikely candidate for teaching about a fiery hades as either a literal or metaphorical reality.

Using the record of the Church’s interpretation history of this doctrine yields a diversity of views in the earliest records.  Most Church Fathers rely on the more open biblical formulations, without elaborating them for our benefit.  It is only later that views divergent from the later orthodoxy of “eternal conscious torment” seem to have been eradicated from the church body.  The same holds true for an understanding of the immortality or mortality of souls.  The immortality view appears to gain sway later.  One possible conclusion is that there is less diversity allowed in the modern church than in the early church in these two areas.

Swartley also insists, in his tenth principle: “By learning as much as possible about the situation of the writer and of the writing’s recipients, the interpreter gains a clearer understanding of the text.”  This principle is especially critical in informing our understanding of the type of judgement Jesus is predicting.  Matthew and Luke both write after the fall of Jerusalem.  Luke’s Gospel looks ahead to Acts.  In Matthew, Jesus is consciously reminding the leadership of Jerusalem of the Prophetic ministry of Jeremiah, who predicted the fall of Jerusalem.

The eleventh principle is closely related: “proper understanding of New Testament teaching frequently depends upon seeing clearly the structures of thought and life in the Old Testament which the New Testament fulfills.”  The Topheth imagery of Is. 66 and Jeremiah 7 and 8 and their relation both to the fall of Jerusalem and to the defilement of non-burial or burning of the corpses of those condemned by God are necessary ingredients to a proper understanding of the gehenna passages.  

In describing the effect of preconceptions on hermeneutics Swartley points out, “It is striking to note how one’s position affects and even determines what one sees in the text” (p. 183).  Nowhere is this observation more pertinent than for this doctrine.  It may be pointed out that this study chose not to admit any but the clearest connections between what the scripture actually says and the present orthodox formulation of hell as eternal conscious torment.  This choice was deliberate.  If a doctrine is deemed necessary, it should be proveable to an actual Christian skeptic.

It is in the spirit of Swartley’s twentieth principle that the alternative views of the passages in Part 2 are offered.  “The insights and truth claims of one community should be shared with and tested by other communities of faith, especially in order to seek cross-cultural validation.”  This study is admittedly based on a perspective that developed outside of both Evangelical and Mainline church traditions.  This perspective involves placing a high value upon the plain sense of the biblical text.  This perspective has also historically held a high regard for the traditions of what may be called a form of primitive Jewish Christianity.  It also places a high value upon the Old Testament as the pattern fulfilled in the work and ministry of Jesus Christ.  

Edward Fudge’s 1982 book was offered in the hope of opening a hermeneutical dialogue about this doctrine.  In his conclusion he writes, “Our case rests on a detailed examination of many passages of Scripture.  They are considered in context according to regular rules of hermeneutics, using, for the most part, tools either written by or generally accepted by evangelical traditionalists.  In the first place, therefore, objections ought not to be philosophical, dogmatic or pragmatic, but exegetical” (Fudge, 434). 

It is inevitable that some things will have been missed in a study such as this.  It is very likely that some nuances will not have been properly understood or applied.  One example is that not much weight was given to the Jewish intertestamental writings.  It could turn out that Jesus fully agreed with his contemporaries.  It could also turn out that many of the Old Testament images used in the New Testament had acquired new meanings during the intertestamental time, and that these were incorporated by the NT writers.  One assumption made in this study is based on the observation that Jesus quotes almost exclusively from the accepted OT canon in all of the Gospels.  If there were overwhelming evidence that Jesus quotes the intertestamental writers directly, more weight would have to be given to their effect in Jesus’ teaching.

Conclusion

Once again, this study must tentatively conclude that both the doctrines of the immortality of the soul and of hell as “eternal conscious torment” for all of unrepentant humanity are not conclusively provable strictly from the biblical canon.  Literary analysis of the scriptures purported by systematic theology to prove the existence of hell as an “eternal conscious torment” show too wide a divergence in application in both type and chronology to be universally applicable to post-mortem retribution.  The writers of these passages conceived of “judgement” in too many different ways and times to unite all of the images in one form of punishment.

Only in the case of three entities is there a stated sentence of eternal torment.  Two of these entities may be human, but are more likely demonic beings of high rank.  For unrepentent humanity as a whole, the duration of suffering in the flames is not stated explicitly.  For this reason, it is probably not wise to attach a universal doctrinal orthodoxy to a literal, figurative or annihilationistic view of final or eternal punishment.  This study has shown that these views have more in common than they have differences.  

One important implication of these findings needs to be discussed.  Most of the reasons Christians cling to their views are not hermeneutical, but pragmatic.  Many fear to begin a journey down “a slippery slope”.  For instance, of all of the “pragmatic” arguments for retaining the orthodox view, the implications for missionary and evangelistic work are the most potentially (it is argued) devastating.  What will happen if people begin to reason that death without Jesus is not a sentence of torment forever?  Would they not simply decide that extinction is a good alternative?

One simple answer is that very few, if any, atheists consider death to be a desirable state.  Most people will spend untold amounts of money to put it off as long as possible.  A deeper answer involves the very reason most theologians over the centuries have preferred to believe in a biblically problematical immortal soul.  The extinction of consciousness, even for the interval until the parousia, is abhorrent to the natural human mind.  In other words, human cultures have adopted belief in an immortal soul to attempt to circumvent the horrible possibility of non-being.  

This should suffice to prove that death as extinction of consciousness will never be universally accepted as a “good” fate when eternal life is the alternative offered by Jesus Christ.  That priceless gift of life is truly good news.  


One need only read John’s Gospel to see how to express this in a way that emphasizes God’s love, without denying the inevitability of punishment for non-repentance.  What is clear is that eternal death is what awaits the unrepentant sinner.  What is not scripturally clear is the necessity for it to involve an eternity of conscious torment for humans.  The earliest Church Fathers were able to express it without exceeding the limitations of the Biblical formulations on the subject.  It view of the tenuous Biblical foundation for a doctrine of eternal conscious torment, it would be wise for the current generation of Christians to rediscover a similar restraint. 
