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Introduction


This section about the biblical theology of the afterlife will begin with an overview of the theme of the disposition of the dead in Ancient Near Eastern documents as well as the Old and New Testaments. After this overview the main scriptures used by proponents and opponents of the “orthodox view” of hell will be reviewed in their historical and literary contexts. The main scriptures studied will be categorized by imagery and by duration of punishment.  In each case the interaction of these three factors with the biblical texts will be analyzed.  The paper will end with a summary of the results and recommendations for the direction of any further study required about the issues raised.

Historical/Literary Study of Scriptures Used in the Debate
Old Testament Background: Ancient Near Eastern Literature

In most areas of the Ancient Near East, much of what we learn about the “afterlife” comes from mythic tales.  In the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, the hero seeks immortality by conferring with Ut-napishtim (the Babylonian Noah), the one human who has become immortal.  He discovers that Ut-napishtim’s immortality is a one-time grant by the god Enlil (Croatto, 24).  He is also told of a plant that would provide regeneration of his youthful vigor, but is dismayed when a snake eats it first (ibid).  Gilgamesh must finally content himself with the only immortal-ity available to mortal men: fame and renown.  “[T]he Assyrian-Babylonian philosophers could not yet find a solution [to the problem of death], but neither could they bear the traditional idea of a dissolution of the personality at the moment of death” (ibid). Here there appear to be similarities to the views we will soon see in Job and in Ecclesiastes of the inactivity of the dead in Sheol.  There is a hope for immortality, but that hope is based on being elevated to immortality by a god.  There is no hope of a consciousness beyond the grave in Semitic anthropologies. 

Even in early Greek poetic tradition, Hades resembles the early Hebrew Sheol.  Oscar Cullman writes about depictions of the dead in Homer’s Iliad and Oddyssey, “Homer describes ((((ί [psyche] of the dead as mere shadows without conscious life or mental activity” (Cullman, 99).  Like Gilgamesh, the only thing that lives on is the hero’s name, “which is kept alive by his fame” (ibid, 100).

This study of Ancient Near Eastern literature has determined that there is a great correspondence between Sumerian/Assyrian and early Greek mythological anthropology in its understanding of human mortality and dissolution of consciousness at death and that of the ancient Israelites. To summarize, most very early Ancient Near Eastern traditions view the dead as inactive and mentally without consciousness.  At best, the dead are like shadows lying inactive in their graves.

Judgement and the Disposition of the Dead in the Old Testament

A good place to begin exploration of the disposition of the dead in the Old Testament is the account of the creation and fall of the first humans (Gen.1-3).  There are four key statements in this story.   The first is “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (Gen. 1: 26 NRSV throughout).  The second statement, in 2:7, is “[God] breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being (nephesh). The third statement is, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19). The fourth phrase is, “‘and now, he might reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever’” (vs. 22).

We learn that God creates humankind to be like Him in some way that is not directly defined in the text.  The only God-like attribute directly referred to in the text is dominion (1:26).  God shapes the body out of soil, then animates it with the breath of life (ruach).  The human body, so animated, becomes a living being. Bailey comments, “It would be improper to say that in such a view one has a body….  Rather, one is a body, animated” (Bailey, 45).  It is noteworthy that all of the animals over which the human is given dominion are also sculpted out of the same soil (2:19).  

Any immortality the humans might have appears to be derived from the fruit of the Tree of Life (3:22-23), to which the humans have access prior to their exile from the garden.  Their punishment for disobedience is a reversal: they began as “dust” and they are to return to “dust” in burial and decomposition.  Death is here defined as “returning to dust”.  This motif of “returning to dust” recurs throughout the Bible.  Is “returning to dust” all there is?


Two themes make their first appearance in Job. The first appears as he confronts his own mortality in the 14th chapter.  In vv. 10-12 Job asks where humans are after they die.  Comparing mortals with rivers that fail when their headwaters dry up, humans are said to lie down and not rise again.  “[U]ntil the heavens are no more, they will not awake or be roused out of their sleep.”  In v. 13, in torment due to his afflictions, he asks God to hide him in Sheol (the place of the dead, or the pit, or the grave).  The second theme, in v. 13 is a hope that God might “appoint a set time” to “remember” him.  In v. 14, he asks if mortals can live again after they die, stating that he would be happy to wait until his “release should come”.  He returns to that hope in 19:25-26, in sure knowledge that his “Redeemer” will “at the last” stand on earth, and that, either “in my flesh” or “without my flesh” (translation uncertain, though the former was chosen by the translator to be in the text) he will see God.  Here is a hint of hope: resurrection.


Whatever Sheol is, Job sees it in 21:26 as a place where all, whether good or bad “lie down alike in the dust, and the worms cover them.”  This view is echoed by the Teacher in Eccl. 9:1-10.  He discerns that all humans, whether good or evil, meet the same fate: death.  He characterizes the dead as “knowing nothing”, having no reward, and whose love, hate and envy have perished.  In v. 10, he concludes that we should work and live to the full “for there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.”  Here death seems to be a condition of non-rationality and non-activity, about what one could expect from a rotting corpse.  Finally, the Teacher suggests that it is still better to be right with God before “the dust returns to the earth as it was and the breath (ruach: breath or spirit) returns to God who gave it.”  This is clearly a reference to Gen. 2:7, indicating that “breath” is likely the better translation.  Kaiser notes that it is not until the intertestamental writings of Enoch that ruach is clearly to be understood as anything other than “breath” (Kaiser, 41).

Sheol is one of the most widely used images referring to the state of the dead.  Sheol is the place of the dead, located underground.  The Brown, Driver, Briggs, Gesenius Lexicon defines Sheol as the “underworld, grave, hell [or] pit.”  They further describe is as the “abode of the dead” and a “place of no return”.

It was probably derived from a Semitic word meaning “hollow” (Harpur, 130).  Of its 65 occurrences, Sheol is only mentioned seven times in the Law and five times in the Deuteronomic History.  In Numbers 16:33 God causes Sheol to swallow alive the families that were trying to usurp Aaron’s divine appointment to the High Priesthood. [T]he earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of the assembly.” Numbers 26:10 clarifies that they did indeed die when the earth closed over them. 

Sheol is used most often in psalmic and prophetic oracular material.  In most cases, Sheol is described as a “land of forgetfulness” and “darkness” (Ps. 88:12).  Not only do the dead forget – they are also forgotten (Is. 26:14; Ps. 8:5-6).  The psalmist usually asks rhetorically whether God is praised in Sheol (Ps. 6:5; 30:9; 88:10-11; Is. 38:18).  The obvious answer is, “No.”  Instead, death is likened to a deep sleep (Ps. 13:3).

Sheol is the place where maggots and worms replace pomp and ceremony (Is. 14:10-12).  It appears to be the place that all, wise and evil, enter, but none leave (Ps. 49:10-11) except those whom God ransoms (v. 15).   Fortunately for those who trust in Yahweh, there is no place that is outside of His presence (Ps. 139:8).

Prophets and Psalmists will sometimes describe the inhabitants of Sheol as having some sort of activity or relationships with each other and the living. Kaiser and Lohse see Is. 29:4 as such an instance, where Jerusalem will speak in ghostly whispers from deep in the earth (Kaiser, 35). People are said to be able to hear Rachel weeping in Ramah in Jer. 31:15.  In a poetic oracle against Bablyon, the “shades” (rapha) appear to taunt the king of Babylon from their graves in Is. 14:3-23. Given the poetic nature of these passages and contradictions with other passages that suggest the living and the dead have no contact, such as the passages in Job and Psalms above, the more natural understanding is that these are figurative rather than literal images.  

The sole narrative instance where contact appears to have been made with a dead person is recorded in 1 Sam. 28:3-20.  Saul consults a necromancer, the “medium at Endor” (v. 7).  Samuel is seen rising up from the ground (not from the heavens).  On the one hand, the narrator treats the necromanced character as though he were actually Samuel.  On the other hand, only the medium sees Samuel.  This phenomenon resembles more a vision than an apparition.  Samuel clearly speaks in condemnation of Saul’s disobedience, foretelling his death.  Earlier in the story of Samuel, it is established that Yahweh does not let Samuel’s words “fall to the ground” (3:19). Throughout his kingship, Yahweh has spoken to Saul exclusively through Samuel.  Samuel spoke after Saul’s first act of disobedience, and it cost him his dynasty (13:13-14).  He also spoke after Saul’s second act of disobedience, and it cost him his kingdom (15:26).  This final speech will cost his life. Saul is convinced that this judgement is sure because Yahweh posthumously uses the “voice” of Samuel to speak His word.  This appears to be an exceptional circumstance, used by Yahweh to deal in a final way with this disobedient king.

Only Yahweh can liberate from Sheol.  The question Job has asked is about whether God would “long for the work of [His] hands” (Job.  14:15).  Isaiah 26:19 and Daniel 12:2 bring good news: resurrection. In one sentence, Daniel indicates that both righteous and unrighteous will be brought back to life, though the results will be far better for the righteous. The righteous will have “everlasting life”, but the unrighteous will be given “shame and everlasting contempt”. Note that it is the contempt that is everlasting. We are not told how long the shame lasts.


Another place where resurrection theme is prominent is in what appears to be primarily an image of national restoration. The “valley of dry bones” prophecy of Ezekiel 37:1-14 appears in context of the loss of hope of Judah under Babylonian rule. The passage is, however, followed immediately by the oracle of 37:15-28.  Note especially v. 24-25, where David himself is to be their king forever. There also appears to be a movement in the prophetic passages from the latter half of chapter 37 toward the eschatological Temple of chapters 40-46, culminating in the land divisions of chapters 47-48.  The meaning of the first 14 verses of chapter 37 may depend upon whether or not they belong to the eschatological movement discernable from verse 15 through the remainder of the book.  If this section belongs to the subsequent material, David’s rule over a reconstituted Israel follows naturally from a literal understanding of the resurrection in the “valley of dry bones” prophecy.


Three major Old Testament themes have been surveyed.  First, humanity is made mortal and is punished by a withholding of eternal life when Adam and Eve sin.  Second, the punishment includes “returning to dust”, or decomposition within the earth (Sheol).  Most of the Old Testament pictures provided about the dead or those in Sheol are of mental inactivity or sleep.  While there are some images that portray some activity beyond the grave, the context and poetic forms usually call for a non-literal meaning.  Third, God is the King of all things, including Sheol.  He can summon His people from Sheol at a time that He appoints.  God answers the question raised by Job about the possibility of human resurrection in the affirmative in Daniel 12:2.  Some will “awake” to “everlasting life”, and others to “shame and everlasting contempt”. One thing that is clear is that those of God’s saints who are resurrected will be given eternal life.  If the unrighteous are to be resurrected, it is most certainly not to eternal life.  

This post-Sheol differentiation also answers the Teacher’s charge that in Sheol there is no difference in the end of the good and the evil.  Yahweh is a just God.  Sheol, while decreed for all mankind, is not the final judgement.  Not surprisingly, the writer of Hebrews makes this connection in 9:27,  “it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after that the judgment…”.  Daniel does not specify the “when” of resurrection or the “what” of “shame and everlasting contempt”, so we must leave these questions of judgement and the final disposition of the dead to the New Testament writers.  

Judgement and the Disposition of the Dead in the New Testament
The theme of judgement features prominently in the teachings of Jesus.  It should not surprise us that the King of Kings should speak out about this subject in a variety of ways.  Since Matthew describes Jesus as the great King, he expends the most narrative space to Jesus’ judgment sayings.  Jesus uses various images of judgement to get his warning message across. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus warns of 1) being “thrown out and trampled under foot” (5:13), 2) not entering the kingdom of heaven (5:21), 3) being liable to “judgement” and “the council” (5:22), 4) being burned in the “Gehenna [valley of hinnom] of fire” (5:22, 29,30), 5) prison until restitution is made (debtor’s prison?), 6) “destruction” (contrasted with “life”) (7:13), and 7) denial by Jesus (7:23).  Another significant image is being thrown into “outer darkness”, which is always coupled with “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:12, 22:13).

Three other pictures familiar to most Christians are the “day of judgement” (Mt. 11:20-24), the “eternal fire prepared for the Devil and his angels” (Mt. 25:41-46), and being “thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched” (Mk. 9:48).  The penultimate picture, most famous of all, is the one depicted in the parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man (Luke 16:19).  This one combines the elements of fire, torment and Hades, the Greek equivalent of Sheol in a way matched only by the final image: the Lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20, 20:14-15) at the Final Judgement.

A far different sort of judgement favors those acceptable to Jesus.  They become “children of God” (Jn. 1:12).  They “inherit the kingdom prepared for [them]” (Mt. 25:34).  They “enter into the joy of [their] master” (Mt. 25:21).  They are given eternal life (Matt 25:46). They are seated on thrones, ruling with Christ for 1,000 years (Rev. 20:6). They escape the “second death” (Rev. 20:6), which appears to follow the millennium at the Final Judgement.

Is it possible to coordinate these highly varied New Testament images of judgement?  Do different judgements occur at different times, or at one Final Judgement?  Conclusions about the chronology and duration of these two will need input from literary-historical analysis.

Punishment in the Teaching of Jesus

It is interesting to note that the book of Matthew contains, by far, the greatest occurrence of verses about punishment.  Another interesting facet is that most of them gather around Jesus’ two great teaching sessions: the Sermon on the Mount and the Olivet Prophecy. The Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-7) begins as Jesus teaching only His disciples, and ends with a large crowd gathered to hear.  Jesus is calling His disciples to a higher standard of righteousness than that of the Pharisees (5:20) – His righteousness.  With each “but I say” Jesus is establishing Himself as a higher authority than Moses and the Law.  Notice the astonished reaction to his teaching “as one having authority” by the crowds in 7:28.  

It is in this sermon that Jesus uses the widest range of images of judgement.  As our Judge, the overall message appears to be “judge yourselves, so that I will not have to judge you harshly”.  The aspect of our judgement that works in the present is our response to Jesus (Travis, 52).  According to Travis, “‘judgement’ itself is a neutral word.  Whilst it implies accountability, it does not presuppose a particular verdict.  According to the New Testament the Last Judgement… may issue for any particular individual in a verdict of acquittal or condemnation.”  

Imagery of Judgement in the Selected Passages

Historical Background of Gehenna

A word that appears three times in this Sermon is Gehenna (5:22, 29, 30).  What is Gehenna?  What connection does it have with fire?  

Powys notes that “Gehenna” itself is not an informative term as such. 

“Despite its imprecision as to the fate of the occupants, the term was used with no elucidation to great effect.  Its powerful imagery meant the term was ideally suited to rhetorical discourse, a use to which it was frequently put in the early rabbinical literature.  Jesus, it will be argued, used the term exclusively for rhetorical purposes.” (Powys, 276).

Is it necessary to assume that Jesus or the NT writers looked to sources outside of the Hebrew canon to form their views about Gehenna?  In reviewing biblical and Semitic Ancient Near Eastern literature, Bailey notes that in Semitic thinking, some factors cause heightened cultural anxiety about death.  The main anxiety comes from the common view that the circumstances of death serve as an indication of God’s pleasure or displeasure with the person.  A “bad” death shows God’s displeasure.  A “bad” death is a) premature, b) violent (amended by Kaiser to exclude valor in battle, which is a “good” death), c) without a surviving heir (Bailey, 48).  To meet a bad end or a negative reversal of fortune is seen as a negative judgement by God.  Kaiser touches upon this as he states, “it was the most severe punishment imaginable for one to be denied a fitting burial, his rest in the tomb to be disturbed, his body or his bones to be destroyed” (Kaiser, 51).  It was, in fact, a matter of deep shame to the surviving family of the deceased, because it was proof that the deceased had lost favor in God’s sight.  

Nowhere is this type of thinking detailed better than in the biblical books of wisdom. The Proverbs appear to commend the “God blesses if you are good” approach.  The author of Ecclesiastes questions the validity of this assumption, while the book of Job completely shakes the frame of reference of this assumption by pointing out how much greater God is than human conceptions.  Job endures this attitude from his wife and his three friends throughout the entire book bearing his name.  All of their exhortations to Job to reveal what he did to deserve his punishment became a sore trial to the man of God.  If these attitudes had to be addressed in so many ways, it is because they are deeply embedded in the human heart.

Of the twelve times Gehenna is used in the New Testament, seven occur in Matthew. Of the remaining five, Mark uses it three times. The word Gehenna derives from a geographic reference usually identified with the Kidron Valley just outside Jerusalem. Two aliases in the Bible are the “Valley of Decision” (Jehoshaphat) of Joel 3:2, 12, 14 and Topheth of Isaiah 30:29-33 and 66:24 (Bailey, Gehenna, 188). King Josiah “defiled” “Topheth, the valley of Ben-hinnom” (or “sons of Hinnom”) to stop people from burning their children alive to the god Molech (2 Ki. 23:10).  Here is an obvious connection with fire.  Another connection with fire is that the Maccabees used the valley to burn their dead enemies (Bailey, Gehenna, 188).  These two are stories that every Judean Jew of Jesus’ day would have known.  

The images of burning (whether dead or alive) and “worms that die not” (maggot-infested unburied corpses) are images of defilement and disgrace, corresponding to the fate of the wicked in Dan. 12:2.  The unburied or burned are under a “curse” similar to that of Jesus when he was “hanged” on a tree (Deut. 21:23, Ga. 3:13).  These images are taken from Jer. 7:30-8:2, Is. 66: 24, both references to “Topheth” or “Ben-hinnom”.  Their most secret evil deeds are exposed when their fate is revealed.  In Isaiah and Jeremiah, their ignominious death and lack of burial show God’s utter contempt for them. 

Josiah defiles the valley of Ben-hinnom to cleanse it from its former use in human sacrifice (2 Ki. 23).  Part of this cleanup is the defilement of the altar and the tombs of those who indulged in those practices by removing their remains from the tombs and burning them on the pagan altar.  Though their sins are hidden, God’s rebuke is in plain sight of the remnant of Israel.  In none of these instances is there an indication that the “wicked dead” so defiled are consciously experiencing their fate.  This is the well-known imagery of posthumous shame and disgrace that Matthew and Mark draw upon for their Jewish Christian brethren in their references to Gehenna.
Chaim Milkowsky asserts that it is in I Enoch that Gehenna first becomes the place for divine retribution on the wicked, and that the word appears to broaden in 4 Ezra 7:26-36 and the Sybelline Oracles 4:176-191 (Milkowsky, 239). Gehenna becomes, in Jewish intertestamental apocalypticism, both the abode of the wicked dead and the place of their unending torment. Jewish apocalyptics of the intertestamental period appear to have adapted preexisting scriptural apocalyptic imagery in ways that “lost connection with their origins” in the Old Testament canon, leading to a “loss of cohesion and consistency” (Powys, 211).  

In order to understand the Contemporary Palestinian Mainstream Judaism (C.M.P.J) of Jesus’ day, Powys compares the Palestinian Targums, early Rabbinic material and Josephus with the NT accounts.  Here is his conclusion: 

“It seems then that the form of hope which motivated most of Jesus’ contemporaries was individualistic, concerned with life after death, and preoccupied with compensation for good and evil deeds.  In contrast to earlier Jewish formulation of hope, it was anthropocentric and spatial rather than theocentric and temporal.  It was formulaic in structure, though unelaborated in content, which probably meant that its key components held different detailed connotations for different people” (Powys, 228).

 As seen above, the canonical books of Scripture that Jesus acknowledged present a different picture of post-mortem hope and punishment than what Jesus’ contemporaries believed.  The question that remains to be answered is whether Jesus viewed Gehenna in the same way as His contemporaries.  

Gehenna in Matthew

Of the four remaining Matthean references to Gehenna, two are addressed specifically to the Scribes and Pharisees immediately before the Olivet Prophecy (23:15, 33).  This placement and verses 36-37 give a clue as to what kind of “judgement” Jesus anticipates in this instance.  Matthew, writing from the vantage of the 80’s CE, places the woes here in the story to set up Jesus’ prophecy of the destruction of the Temple and the city of Jerusalem.  The Gehenna is to be visited upon that generation of the religious leadership in Jerusalem, which has rejected Him and is about to kill Him.  This Gehenna is none other than the siege of Jerusalem, culminating in its destruction in 70 CE.  This siege was to be one of the bloodiest, toughest military campaigns in the history of Rome.  The Romans became so fed up with Jewish resistance that they leveled the city and Temple and scattered its inhabitants throughout the Empire.

There are two more instances in Matthew.  In Mt. 18:9 it is used in the same way as in the Sermon on the Mount, in reference to putting stumbling blocks in front of children who are coming to Jesus.  Those who do this are to be thrown into the “Gehenna of fire”, which is also called “eternal fire” in v. 8.  It is contrasted with “entering into life” in v. 8.  The only place in the New Testament where an example of “eternal fire” is given to elaborate the term is in Jude 7, which will be covered later in this section.  This section is addressed to Jesus’ disciples. 

The final usage is in 10:28, where it is asserted that God is able to destroy both body and soul in Gehenna.  Note that “destroy” is used in parallel with “kill” in that same verse.  Matthew, a Jew writing to Jews, is probably employing a Hebrew parallelism here, which means that “destroy” is likely intended as an intensification of “kill”.

Matthew depicts Jesus using Gehenna in diverse ways.  It appears to be primarily an image of destruction or posthumous shame.  First, it refers to the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.  Second, its use in the Sermon on the Mount appears to be rhetorical rather than informative, but there appear to be both burning and shame involved.  In 18:8-9 there is a connection between Gehenna and “eternal fire”.  Its use in 10:28 parallels it with the word “kill”, suggesting an intensification of that word.

Gehenna in Mark

All three of the Markan Gehenna occurrences are in consecutive verses of the same passage, 9:42-48.  This is the passage parallel to Mt. 18, and it contains a direct quote from Is. 66:24, linking it firmly to Topheth “posthumous shame” imagery.  The context is that Jesus’ disciples had tried to stop someone who was not a disciple from casting out demons in Jesus’ name (v. 38-41).  Jesus responds by telling them they should have welcomed him rather than trying to stop him.  This passage is a dire warning for His followers not to put stumbling blocks before anyone who wants to follow Jesus.  Unfortunately, no information about timing or duration of this punishment is available within the passage.

Gehenna and Judgement in Luke

The sole Lukan passage using Gehenna (12:5) is the parallel passage of Mt. 10:18.  The whole story begins when Jesus casts out a demon (11:14) and is subsequently accused of using Beelzebub’s power to do so.  Jesus responds by asking by what authority their own exorcists cast them out.  “But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (11:20).  Jesus is stronger than any demonic ruler is (11: 22).   As he continues to speak about demons, a woman interrupts by praising his mother.  Jesus’ reply: “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (11:28). He calls them an evil adulterous generation because, in spite of His miracles, they demand a sign that Jesus is “really” from God.  The only sign He will give is the “sign of Jonah” (v. 29).  In the book bearing his name, Jonah preaches that Nineveh and its inhabitants are about to be overthrown (v. 4) because of their “evil ways and violence” (v. 8).  The inhabitants, from king to commoner, repent of their evil ways and in the hope that Yahweh will have mercy and spare them.  Yahweh sees their response and repents of the destruction of their city, much to the prophet’s chagrin.

Jesus then compares the people of his generation to Nineveh and the Queen of the south, who had seen no miraculous signs (unlike Jesus’ listeners) yet had believed (v. 30-32). At the “judgement”, the people of Nineveh and the Queen of the South will condemn the Jerusalem of Jesus’ day as without excuse!  It is probably most reasonable to assume that Nineveh’s escape from “judgement” is in fact the very condemnation of Judah.  Jerusalem, even knowing Nineveh’s fate, does not escape a similar fate because of a refusal to repent.

Note that those favored in the judgement are Gentiles.  According to Guthrie, it is impossible to treat the book of Luke apart from the book of Acts (Guthrie, 95).  Luke is setting the stage for his second volume of the history of Christianity. He does this by showing how Jesus rejects the nation that has rejected Him.  This justifies the entire Gentile mission.  He undoubtedly picks up Paul’s approach to the Jews and Gentiles that is typified in Romans 11:1-12.  Paul sees the temporary rejection of the Jews as the salvation of the Gentiles, who are therefore grafted onto the rootstock of Israel.

The section of Luke that follows is a warning to the disciples that the scribes, Pharisees and lawyers would be “charged with the blood of all the prophets shed from the foundation of the world” in that generation (11:49-51).  These are still listening as He warns His disciples (11:53) about the “yeast of the Pharisees” (v. 1).  He warns that all their sins will be shown publicly (v. 2-3).  After this clear tie to Jer. 8:3, He introduces the One who can not only kill, but can also cast into Gehenna (v.4-5).  No duration of punishment is given in the Lukan version.  Note the connection with the public display of hidden sins.  This is followed immediately by a condemnation of those who refuse to acknowledge Jesus (the scribes and Pharisees).  Jesus charges them with blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.  

The same teaching session continues into 13:1-5, where Jesus comments on the end of several slain Gaililean Jewish patriots.  Jesus asks if “because they suffered in this way that they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?  No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” His next example brings it to Jerusalem, where they too are warned that they will perish as those upon whom the tower of Siloam fell.  Both groups appear to have been killed in rebellions against Roman authority.  Jesus is warning those present in Jerusalem in that generation that they will meet a similar fate if they do not repent.

Luke, the historian and companion of Paul, is writing after the fall of Jerusalem.   Following on the heels of Jesus’ statement about interpreting the times (12:54-56) and about settling with their opponents before being thrown in prison, the late first-century reader sees these as warnings to Jerusalem and all of Judea of impending siege by Rome.  In other words these idolaters (of the Law above the Lawgiver) who condone human sacrifice (of the Prophets, their own King, and the Apostles) of Judah and Jerusalem will be “tossed out” onto the ash-heap of history.  Compare this warning to the reason for Judah’s exile to Babylon (2 Ki. 24:2-4, 20 and 2 Ch. 36:15-20).  Note that in 2 Ch. 36:21, it was done according to the word of Jeremiah.  Note how skillfully Jesus reminds them of Jeremiah’s word (Jer. 7:31-8:2) against Judah and Jerusalem in Luke 12:2-5.  Their ignominious death at the hands of their hated Roman oppressors would prove God’s contempt for their brand of “righteousness”.  Their sins and duplicity in the death of Jesus and His emissaries will be made manifest when they (unburied) lie humiliated as Jerusalem (their idol and “murder capitol”) is destroyed, just as Jesus (like Jeremiah before him) predicted. They die. Jesus lives.  

Clearly, Luke sees Gehenna as the Roman destruction of Judah and Jerusalem.  Unrepentant Judeans are slain because of their own pride and die in dishonor.  

Gehenna, as used in the Synoptic gospels, appears to be more of a general rhetorical expression than a specific type of punishment.  Matthew and Luke both use it in the context of the destruction of Jerusalem, making use of imagery similar to that used by both Jeremiah and Isaiah in a similar situation centuries previous. In a parallel passage Mark and Matthew both use it in warning the disciples not to get between others and Jesus.  Whereas here Mark appears to use it in a sense of posthumous shame, in Matthew it becomes a fearsome fiery judgement, connected with “eternal fire”.  As the contexts and uses of this word vary widely, there appears to be no one standard use of the term Gehenna.  

At this point it will be useful to consider another term associated with final judgement and punishment.  The expression “weeping and gnashing of teeth” is usually combined with other expressions of punishment in Jesus’ parables.  What is the significance of this imagery?

Weeping and Gnashing of Teeth

Of the seven occurrences of “weeping and gnashing of teeth”, six are found in Matthew and one in Luke.  The expression “gnashing their teeth” is an echo of Ps 112:10.  The psalm contrasts the sureness and endurance of the reward of the generous with the unsatisfying and transitory nature of the “desire of the wicked”.  They are jealous of the blessings of the righteous, but are not willing to be righteous.  They “melt away” and “their desire comes to nothing”.  In Luke 13:28, the wicked (the religious leaders of Jesus’ day) are going to be shut out of the blessings promised to the Patriarchs and Prophets.  Worse still, Gentiles will be present and honored in the kingdom of God instead of them.  This is clearly a reversal of expectations.

Verse 29 recalls the very well known eschatological prophecies of Jer. 3:17-18, Is. 2:1-4, Mic. 4:1-4 and Eze. 37:24.  Presumably at that future time they will see the Patriarchs alive and Gentiles prospering in the kingdom of God, but they themselves thrown out of the kingdom.  All of their schemes and plots to remain in control of Israel and rid themselves of Jesus will have been for nothing. No further comment is made about the duration of their shame or whether they ever participate in the kingdom, though that may be suggested by the cryptic “some are last who will be first, and some are first who will be last” (v. 30). Jesus appears to suggest that this will be at His return as He begins His rule on earth.

In Matthew, three of these “gnashing of teeth” oracles are coupled with the expression “throw(n)… into outer darkness”.  Two others are coupled with “throw … into the furnace of fire”.  A final occurrence is coupled with “put him with the hypocrites”. Two references where “weeping and gnashing of teeth” appear coupled with being thrown into a furnace of fire are found in the Parable of the Weeds (13:36-44) and the Parable of the Net (13:47-50).  A farmer does not burn weeds to torment them, but rather to destroy them in order to prevent their spread.  A fisherman throws out what he cannot use.  France comments, “The image of the furnace of fire… is not in its own right an image of hell”.  The agricultural and fishing images employed by Jesus make the “destruction” interpretation the more likely one.  The Judgement becomes a separation of the useful from the useless, which is then thrown out or burned.

The first incident that couples “weeping and gnashing” with “outer darkness” occurs shortly after the Sermon on the Mount, as Jesus enters Capernaum (Mt. 8:5-13). A Roman Centurion asks for Jesus to heal his servant.  Jesus is amazed at his faith in His simple word. Jesus contrasts this faith with the unbelief of the Israelites of His day.  The Romans were the hated oppressors. According to France, “Outer darkness, weeping and gnashing of teeth, which were symbolic Jewish descriptions of the ‘fate of the ungodly, are to be, incredibly, the experience of the ‘sons of the kingdom’.”  The imagery of the door being shut by the owner suggests that they are to be excluded from the kingdom, while the Gentiles are allowed in.  

Similar imagery is used in the Parable of the Wedding Banquet (22:1-14), which appears as the third parable of a series following the questioning of Jesus’ authority (21:23-27).  A king is giving a wedding banquet for his son (Jesus).  The king kills the subjects who ridicule his banquet or kill and mistreat his emissaries.  New guests are invited from among the dregs of the kingdom.  It is the guest who shows up inappropriately attired who is bound and ejected into outer darkness.  The guest does not respect the king’s son.  The response doe not fit the invitation, and is therefore worthless to the king.  Note that he is bound and thrown out.  This is a different punishment than for those who refused the invitation.  The lives of those who refuse are forfeit.

The third instance of that combination is in the Parable of the Talents (25:14-30).  The useless servant has the talent he was entrusted with taken from him and given to another, then is cast into outer darkness, with weeping and gnashing of teeth.  In v. 24, the master turns the servant’s excuse on its head.  If the servant thought the master was harsh and greedy, he should at least have acted accordingly, rendering some sort of profit.  Once again the response is inappropriate, and the servant is judged as “worthless”.

To briefly summarize, the imagery of “weeping and gnashing of teeth” appears to be drawn from Ps. 112:10, where it pictures the hopelessness of the “desire of the wicked”.  The wicked one’s expectation of prosperity and long life is reversed by God’s judgement.  The punishment of the wicked appears to involve removal from the Kingdom at the beginning of the reign of Jesus at His return.  The instances which involve a “furnace of fire” appear to refer to the disposal of what is worthless to the King as He seeks either loyal subjects or a “harvest”.  There is no implied eternity in this fire.  The image is that of destruction.  In all cases there is a separation or removal of the useless from the useful/kingdom/banquet .  Either restraints or destruction are required to prevent the “bad” from entering the Kingdom.

Angelic Punishment in Mark
Three passages from Mark are purported to provide brief glimpses into this judgement of the angelic world.  These passages are Mark 1:24; 3:11 and 5:7.  In 3:11, demons must obey Jesus’ order not to reveal His identity.  It is difficult to see why this is thought to refer to final judgement.  In 1:24, the demon ask Jesus if he has come to “destroy” (1:24) them. Jesus does not answer it, but orders it not to reveal His identity.  In 5:7, the “legion” of demons asks Jesus not to “torment” (5:7) them.  The context of that remark is that Jesus had ordered them to leave the possessed human (v. 8). In 5:7, Jesus casts them out, but permits them to enter a herd of pigs.  These passages say more about Jesus’ authority over all of the created order than about final judgement.

Duration of Punishment in the Selected Passages
Of the proof-texts of eternal conscious torment originally mentioned in Part 1, only Mt. 25:41, 46; 18:6-9: Mark 9:42-48; John 3:36; 2 Thess. 1:5-10; Heb. 6:1-3; Jude 7; Rev. 14:9-11; 20:10 appear to make what can be construed as comments about the duration of the punishment, so they will be dealt with now.  

Duration of Punishment in Matthew 

Jesus’ Parable of the Sheep and Goats in Mt. 25:31-46 follows immediately after the Parable of the Talents. The theme of uselessness is continued.  Of what use are Christians who do not help each other?  They need to be separated from the useful children of God.  In this case, they are consigned to “eternal fire.  In v. 46 “eternal punishment” is contrasted with “eternal life”.  This is clearly a “final judgement” parable. 

Hebrew parallelisms either reinforce the same idea with synonyms or juxtapose opposites.  Some debate is made about the parallelism of “eternal” in vs. 46.  Is the parallel one of eternity or a juxtaposition of the opposites of punishment and life?  In this case, the parallelism is that of opposites: punishment versus life.  In other words, the contrast is between life and its antithesis, death. Clearly the parallel is not in the duration, but in the contrast of the opposite conditions.

In verse 41 we learn that the fire had originally been prepared for “the devil and his angels”.  In this statement we discover why it is necessarily an eternal fire.  Wicked humans are cast into a fire originally designed to torment demonic spirit entities forever.  Compare this with Rev. 20:10.  Matthew and John both agree on this point.  

In Mt. 18:1-9, the fire into which the evil ones are cast is said to be eternal.  Once again, Jesus judges harshly those followers who cast stumbling blocks before childlike believers.  No new information is added here.

To summarize, the fire into which the wicked are cast is necessarily eternal, because of its original purpose of eternally tormenting demonic spirit entities.  The duration of the punishment of human beings equals that of the flames.  What is not yet actually stated is that human beings experience torment throughout eternity in the same way the demons do.

Duration of Punishment in John

In John 3:16-21 we have eternal life contrasted with “perish”.  Jesus is speaking to a Pharisee, who has insulted Him by telling Him that the Pharisees believe Him to be a “Teacher” (instead of, at the very least, a Prophet).  Jesus is warning those who “have seen His light” (v. 19) but instead “choose darkness” of impending punishment.  Those judged are not those who have not heard, but those who have heard, yet continue to do evil deeds.
In 3:36, after John the Baptist’s testimony about Jesus, he warns that those who disobey the Son must endure God’s [unspecified] wrath.  We are told “God’s wrath remains on him.” First, we are not told specifically what the punishment is.  Second, we are also not told how long the wrath remains, so some speculate that it may last forever.  Third, we are not told that this wrath continues past death. From the context it is clear that the “wrath” is removed by belief in Jesus. Without being told what form the “wrath” takes, no firm conclusions can be drawn.

In John 5:19-28 Jesus is once again taking the Jewish religious leaders to task about His authority.  He is to be the Judge.  Those who honor Him honor the Father, and do not come under condemnation.  All are to be resurrected (v. 28).  Some are resurrected to life and others to condemnation.  Those who have done evil are condemned.  He is obviously speaking to those who have seen and heard Him and still do not believe.  He summarizes the whole argument, “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf.  Yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (5:39-40).  Like Adam and Eve, they do not come to God to receive life.  Cut off from the Source of life, they will inevitably die.

Something similar occurs in John 8:21-30.  Jesus tells His listeners that they will “die in their sins” if they do not recognize Him and the One who sent Him.  

In summary, John treats death as the absence of eternal life.  Only those in relationship with Jesus get eternal life.  Those not in relationship with Jesus inevitably die.  They are missing out on the one thing that will gain them immortality – relationship with Him.  This is a picture very compatible with that of the “fall of humankind” narrative in Genesis.  John does specify, however, that there is to be some sort of resurrection of both the believers and the disobedient (5:28).

Judgement in the Epistles

In Romans 2:1-16, Paul is addressing Roman Christians who are judging one another over matters of Jewish/Gentile differences.  In the preceding chapter, Paul has proven that all human beings are sinners who need redemption.  In 1:18, note how it is “those who by their wickedness suppress the truth” upon whom God’s wrath falls.  He then points out how much less excuse those who know Jesus have for judging one another (2:1).  Those who obey will have eternal life (v. 7), those who “are self-seeking” and “obey not truth but wickedness” (v. 8) will have “wrath and fury”.  “Anguish and distress” (v. 9) are for those who do evil, but “glory and honor and peace” (v.10) for those who do good.  Both of these are to take place “on the day when, according to my gospel, God, through Jesus Christ, will judge the secret thoughts of all.”  Here is a clear reference to a “judgement day”.  Eternal life and immortality are contrasted with wrath and fury.  It is those who follow Jesus, yet judge each other or disobey Jesus who are condemned most harshly.  Paul is not here warning the unreached, but Christians who know better.  It is clear, however from 3:9 that all humanity lies under the curse of sin, and that all need Jesus.  What is not clear from this passage is whether God will condemn those who have not been reached with the gospel without a witness to them first. 

In 2 Thess. 1:5-10, God will punish those who afflict the Thessalonian Christians with  “everlasting destruction” as well as being “shut out from the presence of the Lord.”  In this case the condemned have persecuted Jesus’ emissaries, the Christians.  Those who harm Jesus’ emissaries are subject to the same punishments as those who killed the Prophets.  Jesus avenges His own.  This passage indicates that the timing of these punishments is related to Jesus’ return in glory (v. 9-10).  The images are those of eternal destruction and separation from God.  Those so punished have had the witness of the persecuted Christians.

Hebrews 6:1-8 remarks about the doctrine of “eternal judgement”.  The writer is addressing believers who need to move on, leaving behind such “basic” doctrines as baptism and “eternal judgement”.  In v. 4-8, it is those who have “tasted of the heavenly gift” and turn away who are condemned.  They have held the Son of God in contempt.  Those who are watered by God, yet produce thorns and thistles, are worthless and fit only to be burned.  Once again, this agricultural imagery implies a destruction of the worthless.

The book of Jude contains the only passage where “eternal fire” is elaborated.  Jude warns the brethren to beware of those who take Christ’s name in order to teach disobedience (v. 5).  These are people who know enough about Jesus to impersonate followers.  God destroyed unbelievers who were brought out of Egypt, yet disobeyed (v. 5).  It is also a warning not to turn back from following Jesus.  The people of Sodom and Gomorrah “serve as an example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire” (v. 7).  This is a reference to the well-known story of Lot and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen. 19. It may be necessary to rethink the meaning of “eternal fire” because of this context.  It is these same people who are said to condemn Galilean and Judean cities in the final judgement in Mt. 10:15.  Mt. 11:23 may provide a context for this saying.  If destruction by fire occurred without warning to Sodom because of its sin, how much more is it in store for the disobedient who take Jesus’ name?  The reason we are aware of the story is that the city and the region were wiped out, rendered uninhabited and are looked upon with contempt even to this day.  Once again the imagery is similar to the Topheth imagery of posthumous shame and contempt by future generations.

Judgement in Revelation

The book or Revelation is an apocalyptic book written to Christians late in the First Century CE by John the Apostle.   It seems likely that John writes during the reign of Domitian (81-96) to prepare the brethren for sore persecution under the Romans (Gundry, 459).  It is Domitian who formally institutes Emperor worship.  The Roman system is identified as a “beast” (13:1-8) that demands worship (v. 15-18).  All this sets up chapter 14, which contrasts the end of the saints (14:1-5) with those “who worship the beast” (v. 9-11).  Verse 12 is the main point: “Here is a call for the endurance of the saints”.  In 11:15 an angel blows a trumpet to announce that Jesus has taken control of the “kingdom of the world”.  The time of Jesus’ wrath has arrived.

Rev. 14:9-11 refers to a specific judgement on those who “worship the beast” and “receive his mark.”  This judgement is to involve several elements.  The first element is that they “drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of His anger.”  This image appears in Ps. 75:8, after Yahweh is described as one who “executes judgement, putting down one and lifting up another” (vs. 7).  This is an image of divine retribution and reversal of the fate of both the persecuted saints and their persecutors.  The second is that they are to be tormented by fire in the presence of in the presence of the Lamb and of His holy angels.  The third element is that “the smoke of their torment is to go up forever”.  The fourth is that there is to be no rest day or night for those who worship the beast, its image or who wear its mark.  These elements play out in the following narrative.

In 14:14-20 Jesus (who has returned and is therefore “present”) orders angels (who are with Him and therefore also “present”) to begin the judgement of separation.  The presence of the angels in this judgement is mentioned in verses 19-20.  Chapter 15 shows the preparation for this judgement and chapter 16 begins its actual unfolding, through the instrument of seven “last plagues” (15:1).  Note that with these plagues “the wrath of God is ended.”

The first plague causes a “foul and painful sore” to come upon “those who has the mark of the beast” (v. 2).  The second plague destroys all sea life by turning it into blood (v. 3).  The third plague turns all fresh water into blood (v. 4-7) and that this is justified because they have “shed the blood of the saints and prophets” of Jesus.  The fourth plague “scorches people with fire” as the sun is affected (v. 8-9).  Note that with Jesus and the holy angels present, this fulfills the second element above.  The fifth plague is one of darkness and pain, with people gnawing on their tongues in agony (v. 10-12).  This is reminiscent in part of the fourth element.  The sixth plague is preparation for war by unclean spirits sent by the dragon, the beast and the false prophet (v. 12-16).  This implies authority by these leaders over demons.  The final plague is an earthquake and enormous hailstones (v. 17-21).  

John notes that this final plague is the one that gives “great Babylon” the “wine-cup of the fury of his wrath” (19-20).  This is a clear reference to the first element of the punishment of those who worship the “beast and his image”.  “Great Babylon” is now identified with those being punished.  Chapter 18 details the fall of “Babylon”.  This evil city will be burned with fire (v. 8).  Note the similarity to the punishment of Jerusalem (2 Chron 36:19-21).  Rome is being paid back as it has punished the saints of God.  This is similar to the call for judgement on Bablyon in Ps. 137:8.  In v. 9 it is the torment of their city burning that others fear to partake of.  This same burning is also referred to in 19:3 as “her smoke goes up from her forever and ever”.

Narratively speaking, it can be argued that all of the “judgement” elements of Rev. 14:9-11. come to pass in chapters 16-19, long before the “Final Judgement” of 20:11. As such, Rev. 14:9-11 does not appear to refer to the “final judgement” of Rev. 20, but rather to the earlier destruction of the forces of evil (Rome or its equivalent at Jesus’ return).  From the parousia we now turn to the Final Judgement.

Rev. 20:10 refers to Satan and two of his minions being tormented forever. The beast and false prophet are depicted as sending “foul spirits” from their mouths in 16:13-14.  This raises the possibility that they are not human, but instead are high-ranking demons.  The beast and false prophet are thrown into the fire 1,000 years earlier than any clearly identified humans.  These three are the only ones clearly sentenced eternal torment, though humans are later thrown into the same fire.  

In v. 15 another image from the Psalms is introduced.  Ps. 69:27-28 refers to God blotting the persecutor (presumably of the Psalmist) out of the “book of the living”, so that the persecutor is no longer “enrolled among the righteous” (v. 28).  This is an image of a removal from society by means of death.  John may well be using this image to indicate a removal from the society of the living.  This may well literally be, in John’s own words, a “second death” (Rev. 20:14).  This accords well with our findings from the same writer’s Gospel about death being the opposite of eternal life.

 Many assume that when the evil humans are thrown into the same fire (vs. 15) they will automatically be tormented forever. The passage does not actually say that.  What happens to them depends on two things: human anthropology and divine decree.  If humans are mortal, the natural result of burning in fire will be death.  If humans have immortal souls, they may well endure an eternity of suffering, like the evil angels. Has God clearly decreed everlasting torment as a final punishment for all unrepentant human beings?  That is not made clear in these passages.  There is one final place to turn to seek an answer to this question.

Punishment in the Story of the Rich Man and Lazarus

Luke 16:19-31 is the sole occurrence of the story of Lazarus and the Rich Man (sometimes referred to as Dives) in the Bible.  In v. 19 the formula “There was a…” clearly introduces this story as a story rather than identifying a historical fact.  This does not preclude its possible historicity, but indicates that the story need not be historically accurate.  Many argue that this is a true story because one of the characters is named.  Lazarus means “God helps” (Peterson, 67). “Lazarus” does not appear to be a Jewish name.  The name is appears to be symbolic of the reversal that occurs at the end of the tale, and need not be literal.

The parable is set up for us by Luke, who informs us that the “Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and they ridiculed him” (Lk. 16:14).   This parable is clearly an attack against the Pharisees’ self-justification of their love of money (v. 15). Luke identifies the rich with the Pharisees.  This is an important identification, because Jesus causes a reversal of the audience’s expectations.

Joachim Jeremias supplies the terms of reference for the reversal (Jeremias, 183).  Jesus is retelling the story of the poor scholar and the rich publican, Bar Majan.  In the original story, the poor scholar’s funeral is unattended (a dishonor), while the rich publican is honored at his funeral.  In a dream, one of the poor scholar’s colleagues sees the scholar in gardens of paradisal beauty, watered by flowing streams.  He also sees Bar Majan the Publican standing on the bank of a stream, but unable to reach the water.

The first reversal is that Jesus’ replaces the rich Publican with a rich Pharisee!  The Pharisee ends up where his world-view tells him is the place others are supposed to be.  The second reversal is that his “father” Abraham does not intervene either on his behalf or on that of his brothers.  Abraham does not recognize him as an obedient son.  The third reversal occurs when the Pharisee begs Abraham to send Lazarus back from the grave to save his brothers from their sinful ways. Abraham rebukes the Pharisee with Jesus’ own words.  If they had listened to Moses and the Prophets, they would have believed Jesus.  This charge, from the lips of Abraham, is a stinging rebuke (Kristemaker, 244).  

Kristemaker points out that the Pharisees taught that evil is repaid in the afterlife.  “But Jesus put the doctrine of the Pharisees in the mouth of Abraham” (Kristemaker, 242).  Note the parallel in the Parable of the Talents, when the ruler confronts the fearful servant with the statement, based on the servant’s own beliefs, “‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter?  Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return I would have received what was my own with interest’” (Mt. 25:26-27).  Jesus uses their own expectations of the punishment define their punishment in the tale.  We are not told whether or not this is Jesus’ view.  The punishment is consistent with that of the parable from which it is derived, however.

The final reversal is subtle.  Earlier, in 11:29-32, Jesus had been asked by a Jewish leadership that refused to acknowledge His authority (v. 14-23) for a sign that would prove He was from God (Kristemaker, 244).  He promises only one: the sign of Jonah (see above).  Remember that Luke is writing to a believer, who would notice the parallel between Jonah’s sojourn in the fish and Jesus’ sojourn in the earth.  Jesus finishes the story with what amounts to a prophetic oracle.  Jesus is predicting their refusal to believe in spite of incontestable evidence.  Luke may have placed this story here to set up chapter 24 and Acts 4:5-22.  The nation is later destroyed because, as Jesus predicts, the Jewish religious leadership does not believe even after Jesus literally rises from the dead.  If this passage is in fact a parable, the last verse is an extremely powerful “punch line” for the believer.

Four points of reversal in one parable is truly inspired teaching. If Jesus based this parable on one already familiar to His audience, it seems reasonable to assume that did not need to remind them of the “dream” aspect of the original tale. For these reasons it does not seem likely that it was intended to convey implications of an immediate afterlife, though that is not absolutely precluded on these grounds.

Conclusions

We have seen in the analysis above that the Old Testament writers appear to have had a view of death that corresponds to dissolution of the personality at death. Literary analysis appears to lead us toward an understanding of humans as being (rather than possessing) mortal souls.  Sheol, the abode of the dead, is usually described as a dark, quiet place where there is no activity or even remembrance of God.  The dead are eventually even forgotten by the living in the natural course of events.  

This dissolution does not preclude Yahweh from resurrecting those who serve Him well at a time appointed by Him.  At that time, Yahweh “remembers” those who served Him, bringing them back to life.  Some of the later Prophets envision two functionally different (though possibly concurrent) resurrections.  One is a resurrection to “everlasting life” and the other is to “shame and everlasting contempt” (Dan. 12:2).

The gospel accounts studied show that Jesus did not conceive of judgement exclusively in terms of a “great assize” or post-mortem retribution, though both of those themes do appear in His teaching.  He appears to see the destruction of Jerusalem as one type of Gehenna judgement on the generation of His time.  At times Jesus appears to be warning His opponents that everything they trust in, whether riches, the Temple, Jerusalem or legalistic religious purity will be the cause of their own literal demise as their nation is destroyed. At other are also themes of “separation” of the good from the bad or of the wicked servants from the Kingdom.  These latter are usually conceived of in terms of the beginning of Jesus’ rule on earth.

Careful attention to the flow of narrative and the context of the disputed passages reveals clues about how their hearers would have understood them.  These clues, coupled with knowledge about the implied and obvious references to previous biblical images and passages, provide a framework for drawing conclusions about their intended meaning.  

Jesus appears to be able to conceptualize different levels and timings of “judgement”.  He is able to see personal present, near future eschatological (fall of Jerusalem), “premillennial” eschatological (parable of sheep and goats) and the final “resurrection of condemnation” in their own proper perspectives.  The Apostles, perhaps best represented by Paul (1 Cor. 15) and John (Revelation) also seem to have been able to grasp similar distinctions among forms of “judgement”.  One thing Jesus makes clear is that nobody will or can usurp His role as Judge.

Literary analysis is particularly useful in clarifying these themes in the book of Revelation.  Of all of the passages studied, Revelation appears to treat the biblical “judgement” and “resurrection” themes with the most comprehensive chronology. John, like Daniel or Ezekiel before him, holds out hope to an exiled and oppressed people.  A common prophetic theme is divine vengeance on the oppressor.  This resonance with the Hebrew Prophets lead to one unanticipated finding.  The elements of “judgement” in Revelation 14:9-11 are better explained by the narrative of chapters 16 and 17 than by that of chapter 20.  This indicates a finite pre-millennial judgement intended for the group identified in 14:9.

Another unanticipated finding is that there is reason to doubt the humanity of those minions of the “dragon” referred to as the “beast” and the “false prophet”.  They are depicted as sending “foul spirits” from their mouths in 16:13-14.  This implies demonic authority.  Whether or not these two are human, they and the dragon remain the only entities clearly spoken of in the text as being tormented forever (20:10).  

Even within the story of Lazarus and the Rich Man there appears to be little ground for concluding that Jesus intended to teach eternal conscious torment.  The form and subject of the story from which it is derived, along with Luke’s characterization of the Pharisees, make it unlikely that afterlife is the main point.  Jesus is goading them about their self-indulgent lifestyle by reversing a story that normally makes them look good as it attacks the Publicans.  Its inclusion in only one gospel account does not lend much weight to its promotion of that particular view of immediate post-mortem retribution.  No other passage takes that view.

To summarize, there appears to be no clear biblical statement that humans have immortal souls, nor is there a clear biblical statement that God intends human beings to endure torture forever if they refuse His invitation.  This analysis must tentatively conclude that literary analysis does not support the contention made in the section about Systematic Theology that the scriptures studied above prove beyond a doubt that eternal conscious torment is the punishment God intends for unrepentant humankind.  While some of the passages above could lend themselves to that understanding with the right initial premises, each one falls short of unequivocal proof.  

What has been demonstrated is that there are many categories of judgement represented within this corpus.  This diversity makes it impossible to harmonize them all into one categorical view of “final punishment”.
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