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JESUS UNDEFEATED
“There is a growing body of work in Christian literature supporting the doctrine of universal reconciliation. Keith Giles’ Jesus
Undefeated is indeed the perfect introduction to the idea that all
shall be saved. Simply written without suffering from too much
brevity, the author not only puts forth a convincing case that
Universalism should be accepted at the theological table, but
that it is perhaps the most likely answer to the question, ‘Who
then shall be saved?’”
– mat th ew j. dist efa no , au t ho r o f 5 b o oks and co -ho s t o f
th e heretic happy hour podcast

“Citing scripture, ancient Church leaders, and contemporary
biblical scholars, Keith Giles makes a compelling case against
hell. What makes this book especially winsome is the accessible
way Giles writes. The conversation is easy to follow and arguments compelling. This book is both an encyclopedic resource
and conversation starter!”
– th o ma s jay o o rd, au t ho r o f god can’t: how to believe
in god and love after tragedy, abuse, and other evils
a n d the uncontrolling love of god

“Sometimes you can judge a book by its cover, or at least its
title. Keith Giles’ newest book title says it all—Jesus Undefeated:
Condemning the False Doctrine of Eternal Torment.
The title is a messianic manifesto which boldly declares that
God’s indefatigable “will-to-all-goodness” shall, without creaturely exception or divine reservation, woo and win all humanity to salvation. For many, this victory may come in this current
earth age, or it may manifest in the postmortem ages to come.
But, Keith assures us, come it most assuredly shall. “Simply put,
Jesus’ will to rescue, reconcile and restore all of us will not and
cannot be eternally thwarted. Delayed sure, but never ultimately
prevented. God is both an irresistible force and an immovable
object on this vital matter. He always finds, rescues, and defends
His lost sheep. After connecting the dynamic dots in his first
three books of a flawlessly good natured God of light and love,
Keith now confronts the remaining conceptual Goliath “blocking the pass” of Christian unity and growth. This inner Goliath,
which stalks every human heart, is an irrational fear coupled
with a toxic conviction that God eternally tortures and consciously torments those who never believe or receive Him during their earthly lives. Keith picks up the same Davidic slingshot
used by the Patristic leaders of the early church to decapitate this
Goliath once and for all. Jesus Undefeated takes us on a briskly
paced survey of the early church fathers, the ancient Scriptures,
and Keith’s own folksy wisdom on this challenging topic.
Keith’s writings are so accessible. It’s one of his greatest gifts,
along with his tight reasoning and honey-smooth prose. Just
as in the famous fable of The Three Little Pigs where the straw
and wooden houses couldn’t withstand strong winds, so too do
the two alternate views of Hell likewise collapse under Keith’s
sage scrutiny. These two alternate views of Hell are known as
1) eternal conscious torment (the lost are eternally tortured),

and 2) annihilationism (the lost are incinerated into nothingness). Keith leaves these two theories in scattered piles of deconstructed debris as he presents the indestructible brick house of
universalism which the early church built in the immediate centuries following Christ’s incarnation. And that house can’t be
blown down, no matter how rough are the winds of wrath which
seek to assail it.
Jesus Undefeated reveals an early church corpus who, through
their common sense and sacred intuition, knew what we
moderns seem to have so inexplicably forgotten. They corporately knew God far too well to believe Him capable of ever
creating such a bone-torturing Hell. After reading Keith’s Jesus
Undefeated, we too will know better than to believe in the antiGospel which promotes the “double barrel shotgun” threat of
an endlessly Hellish torture chamber where the bulk of humanity suffers eternal conscious torment at the hands of God who
claims to be only love and light.
This lie needs to fry. And Keith, as a master conceptual
chef, does just that in his wonderful new book which I heartily
recommend.”
– r i c h a rd mu r r ay, au t ho r o f god versus evil: sculpting
an epic theology of god’s heroic goodness and the
question of hell
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FOREWORD
“O Death, where is your sting? O Hell, where is your victory? Christ
is risen, and you are overthrown. Christ is risen, and the demons are
fallen. Christ is risen, and the angels rejoice. Christ is risen, and life
reigns. Christ is risen, and not one dead remains in the grave. For
Christ, being risen from the dead, is become the first fruits of those
who have fallen asleep. To Him be glory and dominion unto ages of
ages. Amen.”
— s t. jo h n chry so sto m’s pa sc ha l ho m ily

Certain of the church fathers, including St. John of Antioch
(quoted above), were fond of employing hellfire rhetoric in their
homilies, especially when directed at the corrupt Empress and
her powerful entourage. John seemed to think the fear-mongering approach was effective, but multiple banishments make that
claim seem dubious. Maybe it was just cathartic. Even if threats
of an eternal furnace seem to work, is a gospel of fear and punishment congruent with the “perfect Love that drives out fear of
punishment”? Of course it isn’t.
For John of Antioch, when it came down to the most crucial
message of the year, the message of Christ’s resurrection delivered at the midnight Passover feast, we hear an entirely different
voice. His proclamation of Christ’s universal victory over death
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and hades was unequivocal: “Christ is risen, and not one dead
remains in the grave!” For these bold words of extravagant good
news—now preached in all Eastern Orthodox Churches across
the world every year until the Lord returns—John would earn
the name, “Golden Mouth.”
In Jesus Undefeated, Giles makes a case for the reality of a
Universalist stream flowing through the first centuries of the
early church. It was not the only point of view, but neither was it
rare nor considered heretical.
For example, St. Gregory of Nyssa, the “father of the fathers”
and “flower of Orthodoxy”, was not only an ardent Universalist—
he also ensured that at the Second Ecumenical Council, the final
form of the “Symbol of Faith” (our Creed), proclaimed “the life
of the age to come.” Period.
Eternal conscious torment is simply not part of the Christian
dogma—just as it had never once been mentioned in the evangelism of the Book of Acts. Not once.
So, while the Infernalist position would later dominate
Christianity for sixteen centuries, it is a cringe-worthy misnomer to call it the “traditional view.” Like so many of our ugliest old Christian “traditions,” eternal conscious torment picked
up steam by way of the medieval imagination and then via
Protestant literalism. That half-baked recipe came out of the
oven as Evangelical Revivalist preaching and Jonathan Edward’s
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.”
We still haven’t recovered.
How is it that otherwise mentally stable Christ-followers
can cling to such an egregious vision of the afterlife when we’ve
received such a glorious gospel? It’s only possible in the context
of their notion of faithfulness. If you’ve been told that letting go
of the Lake of Fire means taking sin lightly, turning from Christ,
walking away from the Cross, and forgetting the final judgement
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and afterlife—well, those are too many convictions to give up.
And worse, it’s far too great a gamble for most. Because, what if
you’re wrong and end up on the wrong end of the last verdict?
The challenge becomes whether you should risk hell by not
believing in hell and by failing to preach about hell. If we don’t,
what happens to those who are no longer afraid of damnation?
What? Shall we preach grace that sin might abound? (See, Paul
was up against the same objection.)
Well, that type of wager argument might have worked for
th
18 century circuit riders, but the question is reversed today.
Instead, we need to ask, “Shall we continue preaching hell if
preaching hell is causing people to reject Christ?” Because, ironically, Infernalism creates far more atheists than it converts!
Sadly, when fear of hell is off the table, many do seem to
lose their faith in Christ altogether. But, then, was their faith in
Christ in the first place? Or was he just a fire insurance policy
peddled by retributive religion—a way out of the bad place, just
in case. Such does not constitute faith. But if that’s all you’ve
been offered, I guess that’s on the preacher’s head. Damn.
In this book, Keith Giles will show us how the very foundations of our faith never required eternal conscious torment in the
first place. And far from damaging our faith, this original good
news brings Christ into central focus so that the love of God
revealed in Christ is the point.
What we preach is the Cruciform love of the God who never
turns away, and it’s also what we experience. Christ’s unique revelation is that God is love—the One who forgives and redeems
and restores us from all the ways we’re already enslaved and
perishing.
Keith takes Scripture very seriously, and especially the
claims of our Lord Jesus Christ and the power of his death and
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resurrection to conquer death and hades. Who knows—I think
maybe Keith’s even got a bit of that Golden Mouth in him too.
Let it flow, brother!
– Brad Jersak
Author of Her Gates Will Never Be Shut and A More Christlike Way: A More
Beautiful Faith.

INTRODUCTION
“There are very many in our day who, though not denying the Holy
Scriptures, do not believe in endless torments.”
— aug us ti n e ( 3 54 to 4 3 0 a . d. )

How much longer must I bear with these people? He wondered.
Lifting his eyes one last time, he scanned the crowd. Were they
ready for what was about to come? Would they heed his warnings or face the unquenchable fires of judgement for refusing to
repent of their sins?
He was weary. All around him the people stood in a ragged
circle. Some laughed under their breath. Some of them clutched
their children in fear. Others were just waiting to see if he might
work a miracle before his speech was over.
He lowered his head and gathered strength for what would
come next. He knew that many of them would gladly turn and
kill him if they had the chance. Yet, this is why he was sent: to
warn Jerusalem of the coming judgement.
Suddenly the Spirit of God surged within him. He felt his
heart begin to swell. His blood rushed like thunder in his ears.
His mouth opened. His tongue moved as if it had a mind all its
own and out flowed the words of God:
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“Let those who have ears to hear listen closely! They who
refuse to listen will be thrown into the fires of Gehenna. God
will give your bodies as food to the wild birds and beasts of the
field. There are those standing here who will not taste death
before these words come to pass,” he shouted.
“If you will not repent, you will be thrown into the place
where the fire is not quenched and where the worm does not
die!”
There was an audible gasp from the crowd. They knew what
this meant. They were standing in Gehenna already.
Could what this Prophet said be true? Would they all die
like this? Would their dead bodies really be stacked up in this
valley and burned like trash outside
THERE WAS AN AUDIBLE
the city gates?
GASP FROM THE CROWD.
Unfortunately, yes. This is
THEY KNEW WHAT
T H I S M E A N T. T H E Y
exactly what happened in fulfillWERE STANDING IN
ment of Jeremiah’s prophecy. Just
G E H E N N A A L R E A D Y.
as he had warned them, their city
was invaded, their temple destroyed and so many of them were
slaughtered that there was nowhere to bury the bodies. So they
were thrown into this valley of Gehenna, just outside the city
gates, in the same place where they had once offered their children to the idols of Molech.
Jeremiah’s prophecy had nothing to do with what would happen to the souls of these inhabitants of Jerusalem after they died
in this horrific way. But it had everything to do with how they
would die in just a few short days, and what would happen to
their dead bodies.
Unfortunately, when Jesus borrowed this very same language
to warn the Jewish people in his day about the coming destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, there were those who failed
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to connect the dots to the prophecies of Jeremiah and other Old
Testament prophets.
Instead, they took the warnings Jesus gave to those people
about a specific invasion of their land as being about some future
event yet to come at the end of the world. Gehenna became
mistranslated as “Hell” rather than as the very real geographical
Valley of Hinnom outside of Jerusalem.
The warnings given to those people—whom Jesus said would
live to see this destruction in their own lifetime—were applied
to everyone in the history of the entire world who didn’t become
a Christian.
In this way, Gehenna became a place of eternal conscious torment where sinners would burn for all eternity. But why? And
how and when did this happen?
The story is one that most Christians have never heard. Many
assume that the Church has always believed in an eternal place
of conscious torment for those who rebel against God. They are
totally unaware that, for the first 500 years of Church history,
almost everyone who followed Christ embraced a doctrine of
Universalism, or Ultimate Reconciliation.
This book aims to correct this misunderstanding and reintroduce the beautiful Gospel of Patristic Universalism that has
always been hidden in plain sight—right there for all to see in
the words of Jesus and the Apostle Paul, and in the writings of
the early Church Fathers who came after them.
This is a story that few have ever heard, but it is embedded in
our DNA. It is woven into the history of the Christian church
from the inception.
Are you ready to hear it? We’ll begin our journey deep underground, back in time, in the Catacombs of Rome.
Let’s go.
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CHAPTER 1

A LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS
“The mass of men (Christians) say there is to be an end to punishment and to those who are punished.”
— s t. b a s i l the g reat ( 3 2 9 to 3 7 9 a . d. )

Felix tightened his grip on the torch. He knew his way by heart,
but his mind was elsewhere.
Suddenly he stopped. The sound of footsteps behind him
slowly faded into silence. “We’re almost there,” he said. “It’s just
up ahead, my friends.”
He waited as his words had finished echoing softly along the
chamber walls. A few people whispered prayers of thanksgiving.
Jana, his oldest daughter, placed her hand gently upon his shoulder. In the torchlight, he could see that her eyes were wet with
tears, but the smile she gave him warmed his heart. She looked
so much like her mother in that moment. He smiled back at her
briefly and continued on his way. The people followed.
“It gets tighter in this section,” he warned. “Be careful,
friends.”
Silently they wandered deeper into the Catacombs. Feet shuffling. Heads bowed.

20

JESUS UNDEFEATED

Then, Felix stopped. They were here.
As they looked around, they saw that they were standing in
a wider opening. There was a gallery cut into one side of the
chamber. Five narrow shelves were arranged one upon the other.
Each row was three to five feet apart from the next one. Most
were already filled with silent tenants who had made this journey
weeks or months before. Many of them they knew by name.
Felix raised his torch to one of the empty shelves cut deep
into the side of the rock. “This one,” he said.
Silently, the group parted to allow four of them to pass. They
carried a large bundle wrapped in a dark cloth between them.
Gently, they shuffled forward and lowered the body at the feet
of Felix and Jana.
Before anyone else could speak, Jana’s voice broke the silence.
“We thank you, oh Abba, for my Mother’s life. We praise you,
Good Shepherd, for your great and bountiful love. Today we
rejoice as we give back to you my dear mother, Victoria.”
As she spoke, several of them prayerfully added encouragements to her, saying “Amen!” and “Maranatha!”
Jana continued. “Dearest Mother, may you always remain in
peace with God, our Beloved Father. Today you are born into
Eternity. Today we lay you to rest knowing your soul is alive with
Christ in a dream of peace.”
Even without the torches they carried, Jana’s wide smile was
visible in the darkness. Felix, felt such great love for her as he
reached out and took her hand in his own.
Then their friends began to speak. One-by-one they each
shared their stories of how Victoria’s life had reflected the love of
God to them. They laughed together and recited scriptures from
memory about the life of Christ and the love of God which was
higher and wider and longer and deeper than anyone could ever
imagine.
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When they were done, Felix lifted his head and began to sing
loudly. His familiar baritone shook their hearts as his joyful song
of praise reverberated throughout the chamber. Immediately
each person opened their mouths to join him in a song of rejoicing to celebrate God’s goodness and faithfulness. They were not
silent now. Their voices were joined as one to boldly proclaim
the goodness of God and the promise of life that was theirs in
Christ.
As they sang, the walls seemed to vibrate. It was as if the
very gates of hell were trembling. Christ was alive, and so, too,
was their dear friend, and wife and mother; alive and forever
embraced in the arms of God.
In the darkness of this place, surrounded by the unshakable
reality of death, these Christians sang songs of great joy and not
of gloom; of vibrant life and not of defeat.
When they had finished singing, their voices continued to
echo throughout the miles of darkness in every direction.
“We lay your body here, my love,” whispered Felix, as they
lifted his wife up and into the opening cut in the wall. “Rest
well. We will see you again very soon.”
Then they all turned and made their way back the way they
had come, singing a new song as they went.
When they finally emerged from the Catacombs, the sun was
just beginning to rise. They scattered, then, each to their own
home, to begin this day with joyIN THE DARKNESS OF THIS
ful anticipation; eager to see what
PLACE, SURROUNDED
beautiful thing the Lord might work
BY THE UNSHAKEABLE
through them as they remained
REALITY OF DEATH, THESE
faithful to His voice.
CHRISTIANS SANG SONGS
For over 400 years, scenes like
OF GREAT JOY AND NOT
this played out in the underground
OF GLOOM; OF VIBRANT
L I F E A N D N O T O F D E F E AT.
network of tombs hidden deep
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beneath the city of Rome. Over 500 miles worth of light shines
in this darkness where bodies were laid to rest in hopeful expectancy of the life to come.
At the epitaph of every Christian soul laid to rest here, the
inscriptions are fiercely hopeful and defiantly joyful. Every picture carved here is one of beauty and peace. Every sermon in the
stone found among the dead is filled with life, not gloom.
In all the drawings and scriptures uncovered along these endless rows of departed saints, not one reference is found of Christ’s
sufferings or death. Not one cross is carved there. Not one image
of His brief moment of torture at the hands of the Romans.
Instead, every reference is to Christ as our Good Shepherd, or to
His victory over death. Their emphasis in death was optimistically life-affirming and hopeful. Even in their darkest hours, and
in their darkest tombs, the life and light of Christ could not be
eclipsed.
Keep in mind, these followers of Christ often lived lives of
fear above ground. Their daily reality was one of severe persecution by the Roman Empire. Their neighbors lived lives of hedonistic abandon. As one historian put it:
“The church was born into a world of whose moral rottenness
few have or can have any idea. Even the sober historians of the
later Roman Empire have their pages tainted with scenes impossible to translate; Lusts the foulest, debauchery to us happily
inconceivable, raged on every side. To assert even faintly the
final redemption of all this rottenness, whose depths we dare
not try to sound, required the firmest faith in the larger hope, as
an essential part of the Gospel.”1

How great this point is, and we would do well not to miss
it. Those earliest Christians were hounded, tortured, mocked
and murdered in ways we can barely comprehend. So, for them
to maintain a sense of joy in the face of such horror was—and
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is—itself a miracle. Yet, there is an even greater miracle than this:
the idea that these same persecuted Christians should embrace
Ultimate Reconciliation for everyone—even those who had
most cruelly and hatefully tortured and killed their own mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers and children.
The quote continues:
“But this is not all; in a peculiar sense the Church was militant
in the early centuries. It was engaged in, at times, a struggle for
life or death, with a relentless persecution. Thus, it must have
seemed in that age almost an act of treason to the cross to teach
that, though dying unrepentant, the bitter persecutor, or the
votary of abominable lusts, should yet in the ages to come find
salvation. Such considerations help us to see the extreme weight
attaching even to the very least expression in the [Church]
Fathers which involves sympathy with the larger hope…”2

Yet, in spite of this reality, the early Christians did embrace
the Gospel of Ultimate Reconciliation, as we will soon see. Their
unshakable optimism in the face of
THEIR UNSHAKEABLE
death is extended even to the hope
OPTIMISM IN THE FACE
of eternal life for those who helped
OF DEATH IS EXTENDED
EVEN TO THE HOPE OF
to end their lives prematurely.
ETERNAL LIFE FOR THOSE
This is the astounding, breathtakWHO HELPED TO END THEIR
ing beauty of the earliest Christians.
L I V E S P R E M A T U R E L Y.
We cannot dismiss such boundless
hope. We dare not brush aside this brand of extravagant love.
We need it; maybe now more than ever. In a world where
hope and love are in such short supply—even among those who
name the Name of Christ—such love and hope are more precious and priceless than ever before.
So, let’s take some time to explore what the earliest Christians
believed about the afterlife, and why.
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Most Christians don’t realize that there were always three different views held by the Church from the very beginning. What
were they? Where did they come from?
That’s what we’ll discover in our next chapter.

CHAPTER 2

ALWAYS THREE VIEWS
“And God showed great kindness to man, in this, that He did not
suffer him to continue being in sin forever; but as it were, by a
kind of banishment, cast him out of paradise in order that, having
punishment expiated within an appointed time, and having been
disciplined, he should afterwards be recalled...just as a vessel, when
one being fashioned it has some flaw, is remolded or remade that it
may become new and entire; so also it happens to man by death. For
he is broken up by force, that in the resurrection he may be found
whole…spotless, righteous and immortal.”
— th e o ph i lu s o f a nt io c h ( 1 8 3 a . d. )

Most Christians today are oblivious as to how much the Church
has shifted on the doctrine of Hell over the centuries.
For example, most assume that there is only one truly
“Christian” view of Hell and that would be the doctrine of eternal conscious torment. Anyone who denies this view, or who
teaches a different view of Hell, is not only a heretic, he is also
“un-Biblical.”
One of the main reasons that so many Christians believe this
is because their pastors have taught them to react this way. Fear
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is the number one way to protect your view and to prevent anyone in your church or denomination from listening to any other
views than the ones you want them to listen to.
Here’s the reality: the Christian church has always held three
different views of Hell. All three views were “Christian” views,
and all three views were based comH E R E ’ S T H E R E A L I T Y:
pletely on the Bible.
THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Those three views were known
H A S A LW A Y S H E L D T H R E E
as: Universal Reconciliation, Eternal
DIFFERENT VIEWS OF
Suffering, and Annihilation (or
HELL. ALL THREE VIEWS
WERE “CHRISTIAN” VIEWS,
Conditional Immortality).
AND ALL THREE VIEWS
Note this reference in the
W E R E B A S E D C O M P L E T E LY
New
Schaff-Herzog
Christian
ON THE BIBLE.
Encyclopedia which says:
“The earliest system of Universalistic theology was by Clement
of Alexandria who was the head of the theological school in that
city until 202 A.D. His successor in the school was the great
Origen, the most distinguished advocate of this doctrine in all
time.”1
“In the first five or six centuries of Christianity there were six
known theological schools, of which four (Alexandria, Antioch,
Caesarea, and Edessa, or Nisibis) were Universalist; one
(Ephesus) accepted conditional immortality; one (Carthage or
Rome) taught endless punishment of the wicked.”2

So, let’s summarize what this tells us about the earliest views
of Hell:
• There were six theological schools
• Each school was located in a specific city
• Four of those were Universalist schools
• One of the schools taught Conditional Immortality
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• One of the schools taught Eternal Suffering
• The school that taught Eternal Suffering was in Rome
These facts are quite eye-opening. First, because we learn that
in the first 500 years of Christianity, the majority of Christians
believed in universalism. That’s quite a shock.
Next, we learn that the other two views—annihilation and
eternal suffering—only had one school teaching their doctrine,
placing both in a very minority position.
Finally, we see that the one school that taught eternal suffering was located in the city of Rome. Does that tell us anything? Did the city of Rome rise to any sort of prominence in
the Christian church around that time? Would that detail help
to explain why the other schools were eventually drowned out of
the conversation later?
We’ll talk about this in more detail soon. For now, let’s look at
what the earliest Christians had to say about their faith. Because,
as the early Christians began to write down their Creeds and
statements of belief, it’s surprising that none of them felt the
need to mention anything about having the correct view of hell
as a prerequisite for faith.
In other words: Early Christians disagreed about what happens to people who die without Christ, and they did not consider it heresy to have a view that was different than any other
Christian might hold.
As J.W. Hanson notes:
“Thus the Credal declarations of the Christian church for
almost four hundred years are entirely void of the lurid doctrine
[eternal suffering] with which they afterwards blazed for more
than a thousand years. The early Creeds contain no hint of it
[eternal suffering], and no whisper of condemnation of the doctrine of Universal Restoration as taught by Clement, Origen,
the Gregories, Basil, the Great, and multitudes besides….The
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reticence of all the ancient formularies of faith concerning endless punishment at the same time that the Great Fathers were
proclaiming Universal Salvation…is strong evidence that the
former doctrine was not then accepted. It is apparent that the
early Christian church did not dogmatize on man’s final destiny….It is insupposable that endless punishment was a doctrine of the early church, when it is seen that not one of the early
creeds embodied it.”3

Two things must be noted here before we continue:
First, the fact that endless punishment was not mentioned in
the Creeds does not prove that none of the early Christians held
that view. As we have already noted, some of them did embrace
that view.
Second, while the earliest creeds did not contain references
to eternal suffering, they also contain no condemnation of universal reconciliation. And for good reason, because most of those
who helped to write those earliest creeds embraced the doctrine of
universalism.
In fact, Gregory of Nazianzen, who presided over the
Council in Constantinople where the Nicene Creed was finally
crafted, was himself a universalist. And Gregory of Nyssa added
this phrase to the creed: “I believe in the life of the world to
come,” which affirmed his own convictions regarding universal
reconciliation.
So, as we consider these facts, let me ask you: can you imagine a gathering of Christian leaders today who would allow an
openly universalist Christian to preside over the meeting? Can
you imagine that council allowing other universalists to sit on
that same council and to shape a creed that they would all agree
to? How would this even be possible unless those early Christians
(in 381 A.D.) had no strong feelings about the doctrine of Hell,
and had no problems with universalist doctrines being freely
expressed?
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As J.W. Hanson again remarks:
“Is not the Nicene Creed a witness, in what it does not say, to
the broader faith that must have been the religion of the century
that adopted it?”4

Still, we need to understand how and why the early Church
had no strong feelings on this topic for the first few hundred
years, and why that changed so dramatically in later years.
One very simple reason that the earliest Christians had no
dogmatic position on the afterlife is this: They understood that the
Scriptures were not clear on this subject.
Today’s Christians have no such latitude on this point. Most
are convinced that the Scriptures are very clear on this doctrine
of Hell and that anyone who refuses
ONE VERY SIMPLE REASON
to see it their way is either a heretic,
THAT THE EARLIEST
a fool, swayed by their emotions, or
CHRISTIANS HAD NO
a victim of false teachers.
DOGMATIC POSITION ON
THE AFTERLIFE IS THIS:
But what if all three views were
THEY UNDERSTOOD THAT
“Biblical”? What if all three views
THE SCRIPTURES WERE NOT
based their doctrine on the “clear
C L E A R O N T H I S S U B J E C T.
teachings of Scripture”? What if they
were only affirming certain verses in the Bible that conformed
to their view and had developed elaborate explanations for why
those other verses didn’t teach what they appear to teach?
Well, I’m here to tell you, I think that all of those statements
above are essentially true. Because, after looking at all three
views, I can tell you that all three are certainly Biblical, (meaning they base their teaching on the Bible), and all three views
assume to take a “clear teaching” approach when it comes to
the verses that support their view (while arguing that opposing
verses require more discernment to understand).
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Obviously, either one of them is the correct view, or they are
all wrong. But, they cannot all three be right. Hopefully we can
all agree on these points.
So, I will fully admit that—whatever view you embrace—
you must make a decision to accept a certain set of verses as
authoritative and to dismiss another set. Neither of these three
Christian views of Hell are iron-clad. Someone can always say,
“But what about this verse?” and you will either have to explain
why that verse isn’t saying what it appears to say or admit that
you don’t know what it means, while you still hold tightly to the
view you’ve decided to embrace.
To be fair, the Christian church took over 500 years to even
attempt to divide over this teaching. The reasons why are selfevident: The Bible is of three minds on the question. However,
one of those three views has a lot less convincing evidence than
the other two.
In this book, I hope to show you the following:
• That the Eternal Suffering view has the weakest body of
evidence
• That the other two views have stronger evidence
• That one of those last two views is more likely than the
other
• That you don’t need to agree with my conclusion
I mean that, by the way. This book is mainly concerned with
demonstrating that the earliest Christians embraced Universal
Reconciliation—which is very easy to do—and that the doctrine
of Eternal Suffering is based on a misunderstanding of classic
apocalyptic hyperbole.
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Along the way we’ll also look into the doctrine of Annihilation
(or Conditional Immortality), the origins of all three doctrines,
and what each view says about our idea of the nature and character of God.
That’s just for starters. There’s lots to cover. I hope you’re
ready for what’s next.
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CHAPTER 3

CONTRASTING VIEWS OF HELL
“For the wicked there are punishments, not perpetual, however,
lest the immortality prepared for them should be a disadvantage,
but they are to be purified for a brief period according to the
amount of malice in their works. They shall therefore suffer punishment for a short space, but immortal blessedness having no
end awaits them...the penalties to be inflicted for their many and
grave sins are very far surpassed by the magnitude of the mercy to
be showed to them.”
— d i o d o re o f ta r su s, ( 3 2 0 to 3 9 4 a . d. )

As we’ve seen in the previous chapter, there have always been
three views of Hell in the Christian Church. Before we go any
further, let’s take some time to examine each view and try to
understand what each is all about.

ETERNAL SUFFERING
This is the view that most of us are most familiar with. If you’re
like me, you grew up being told that this is the “Christian” or
“Biblical” view. You probably were not even taught that there
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were two other views at all. The only thing you needed to know
was that “No one ever taught more about Hell than Jesus did”
and “Those who die without Christ will suffer for an eternity
separated from God in the lake of fire where the worm does not
die and the fire is not quenched, etc.”
In this view:
• God is too Holy to look upon our sins.
“Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate
wrongdoing.” (Habbukuk 1:13)

• Our sins have separated us from God.
“But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your
sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.”
(Isaiah 59:2)

• Anyone who is not a Christian will suffer an endless eternal torment.
“Then he [Jesus] will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to
you, as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you
did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” (Mathew
25:41-46)

What Biblical texts support this view?
Matthew 25:41-46; Mark 9:43-48; 2 Thessalonians 1:9;
Revelation 14:10-11; 19:20; 20:10-15.
Who believed this view?
Tertullian (160-220 A.D.), Augustine (354-430 A.D.), Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1275 A.D.).
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Summary
Because God is Holy, He cannot look on us because of our sins.
Those who are washed in the blood of Christ are saved and make
it into Heaven. Those without Christ remain covered in their
sins and are doomed to an eternal separation from God in Hell
where they will be tortured forever and ever.
Assumptions
Every human soul is eternal. Therefore, everyone will spend
eternity in either Heaven or in Hell. Gehenna is the word for
a place of eternal torment. When Jesus talks about “eternal punishment”, he’s talking about endless suffering that is equal in
duration to the “eternal reward” of those who are in Christ.
“Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me,
you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and
his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was
thirsty and you gave me no drink, I was a stranger and you
did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick
and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will
answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or
a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to
you?’ Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as
you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it
to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the
righteous into eternal life.” (Matthew 25:41-46)

ANNIHILATION (CONDITIONAL IMMORTALITY)
This view holds that those who die without Christ are doomed
to a season of suffering in Hell until all their sins are atoned for,
and then they will be destroyed forever and cease to exist.
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In this view:
• Only God is Eternal.
“[God] who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see.
To him be honor and eternal dominion.” (1 Timothy
6:16)

• Eternal life must be granted to us by God.
“…to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and
honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. (Romans
2:7)

• Life is only found in Christ.
“And this is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life,
and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has life;
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life.”
(1 John 5:11-12)

What other Biblical texts support this view?
Matthew 10:28; John 3:16; Romans 2:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:3;
2 Thessalonians 1:9; 2:8; 1 John 5:11-12; 1 Timothy 6:16.
Who believed this view?
Barnabus (70-130 A.D.), Mathetes (125-200 A.D.), Hermas
(90-150 A.D.), Irenaeus (130-200 A.D.), and perhaps Justin
Martyr (160 A.D.).
Summary
Because only God is eternal, those who are in Christ will receive
eternal life, and those without Christ will be consumed in the
fire after they have suffered for their sins in this life.
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Assumptions
Human souls are not eternal by nature. Therefore, without God
to sustain us, we will cease to exist. Most pronouncements about
the fate of sinners use terms like death, perish, destroy, and other
words that suggest the end of existence, not an eternal state of
torment.

UNIVERSAL RECONCILIATION (OR PATRISTIC
UNIVERSALISM)
This view holds that those who die without Christ will—like
those who are in Christ—pass through the fire which is designed
to purify, refine and restore everyone into right relationship with
God. Eventually everyone will be redeemed and restored to a
right relationship with God.
In this view:
• God is the savior of all mankind (not only believers)
“For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope
set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe.” (1 Timothy 4:10)

• God has reconciled the whole world to Himself and no
longer counts anyone’s sins against them
“…in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not
counting their sins against them, and entrusting to us the
message of reconciliation.” (2 Cor. 5:19)

• God’s punishments are intended to bring us into right
relationship with Himself, not to destroy us.
“For they [our earthly fathers] disciplined us for a short time
as it seemed best to them, but he [God] disciplines us for
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our good, that we may share his holiness. For the moment
all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it
yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have
been trained by it.” (Hebrews 12:10-11)

What other Biblical texts support this view?
1 Timothy 4:10; 1 Corinthians 15:22; Ephesians 1:9-10;
Romans 5:18-19; Colossians 1:19-20; Philippians 2:10-11.
Who believed this view?
Clement of Alexandria (150-215 AD), Origen (185-254 AD),
Gregory of Nazianzus (329-390 AD), Gregory of Nysa (335395 AD), Basil the Great (330-379 AD), Theophilus of Antioch
(183 AD), Theodore of Mopsuestia (350-428 AD), Didymus
the Blind (313-398 AD), Diodorus of Tarsus (390 AD), and
numerous others.
Summary
God desires that everyone would be saved and none should
perish. Since God alone has the power to redeem and restore
everyone, God does so and thereby fulfills His desire through the
finished work of Christ who came to reconcile the world to God.
The punishment endured by the unrepentant in the afterlife is
intended to correct and restore them into a right relationship
with God.
Assumptions
God’s will is that none should perish but that all come to the saving knowledge of Christ. God’s love is eternal and His mercy and
grace are everlasting. Therefore, God will do whatever it takes to
woo and win every last human soul. In this way, God will eventually have the Universe align with His perfect will so that “every
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knee will bow and every tongue will gladly confess that Jesus Christ
is Lord to the glory of God, the Father.” (Phil. 2:10)
So, there we have a brief overview of all three views of Hell.
Before we start to dig into each one, let’s take some time to
establish a few things first.
All three views of Hell agree that:
• Those who die without Christ will suffer in the afterlife
• Hell involves God’s judgement of sin
• God’s judgement will involve some form of fire
• The fire of Hell will not be a pleasant experience
So, no matter which view of Hell you may embrace, you
do all agree on those points above. The reason I am taking the
time to point this out is to respond to the misconception that
Universalism does not involve the unrepentant sinner going to
Hell, being judged in fire, or sufTHE KEY DIFFERENCES
fering for their sins. All three views
BETWEEN THESE THREE
share this in common.
V I E W S O F H E L L I S S I M P LY
The key differences between
THIS: THE DURATION
AND PURPOSE OF THE
these three views of Hell is simply
SUFFERING, AND THE
this: The duration and purpose of
NATURE AND PURPOSE
the suffering, and the nature and
OF THE FIRE.
purpose of the fire.
This is what we’ll cover in our next chapters. But, before we
do, there are a few more things I’d like to point out here:
All three views of Hell also have this in common:
• They are based on numerous supporting Scriptures
• They were held by various early Christians

40

JESUS UNDEFEATED

• They incorporate specific assumptions about God
• They assume certain things about the human soul
So, again, no matter which view of Hell you embrace, you
do so because it’s what you see the Bible affirming. You may also
feel safe knowing that a certain handful of early Church Fathers
or wise Christian teachers in the past once also held your views.
Your view may also support your other convictions about the
nature of God and the nature of human beings.
Once we can all agree on these things, I think it’s safe to move
forward and start to examine each of these three views in more
detail.
Shall we?

CHAPTER 4

ETERNAL SUFFERING EXAMINED
“These, if they will, may go Christ’s way, but if not let them go their
way. In another place perhaps they shall be baptized with fire, that
last baptism, which is not only painful, but enduring also; which
eats up, as if it were hay, all defiled matter, and consumes all vanity
and vice.”
— g re g o ry o f na z ia nzeu , b isho p o f co ns tant ino ple . (330
to 3 90 a . d . ) o r ac l es 3 9 : 1 9

In spite of what some pastors and Bible teachers would like
you to believe, the Bible has very little to say about what happens to those who die without faith in Christ. In fact, it also
has very little detail regarding what
IF GOD’S PLAN ALL ALONG
happens to those who die with faith
HAS BEEN TO TORTURE
in Christ either. Most of what we
UNBELIEVERS IN HELL FOR
E T E R N I T Y, T H E N W H Y D I D N ’ T
see in the Old Testament is only
GOD BOTHER TO MENTION
about the grave—literally “Sheol” or
THIS FOR OVER 4,000
“Hades”—which is simply the place
YEARS OF JEWISH HISTORY?
where everyone goes when they die.
This fact alone begs the question: If God’s plan all along
has been to torture unbelievers in Hell for eternity, then why
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didn’t God bother to mention this for over 4,000 years of Jewish
history?
Wouldn’t that be an important detail to address?
Other than one solitary reference in the Old Testament
book of Daniel, there is not one reference in all of the Hebrew
Scriptures that could be said to teach the doctrine of eternal torment for those who reject God’s Law or refuse to worship Him.
Let’s look at the Daniel reference:
“Many of those who sleep in the dust of the ground will awake,
these to everlasting life, but the others to disgrace and everlasting contempt.” (Daniel 12:2)

If this verse was all you had to go on, would you assume that
it was telling you anything about burning in an endless hell of
eternal suffering? Hardly. Disgrace and contempt are certainly
not enjoyable, but they are a far cry from burning forever and
ever in endless torture.
Note: There is one other Old Testament reference in Isaiah 66,
but we’ll examine that one when we get into the New Testament
references, since some of those are actually quoting that passage.
As author Steve Gregg notes:
“Many Christians…believe that the traditional view of hell
[eternal suffering] is one of the very pillars of the Christian
faith, without which the death of Christ itself would be rendered meaningless. If this pillar is removed, or undermined,
the whole gospel message, they feel, becomes destabilized, and
in danger of collapse. Yet, when we delve into the scriptural
teaching about hell, what we will find most striking is the infrequency of its being mentioned in Scripture. Hell, conceived as
a place of future judgement, is not found in the Old Testament
at all. This represents more than three-quarters of the Biblical
material, covering a period of four thousand years of Divine
revelation. What we find here is, essentially, silence.”1
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So, if the Old Testament scriptures say nothing about eternal
suffering, and very little about annihilation or universal reconciliation, then where did these ideas come from?
Some will try to say that it was Jesus who introduced the
idea of Hell—and in the New Testament scriptures it is true
that Jesus does use a lot of language that appears to reference
something close to what those who believe in eternal suffering
describe, at least on the surface—but the idea of Hell, and specifically the concept of eternal suffering, did not originate with
Jesus. It started in the Intertestamental Period—the period of
time between the end of the Old Testament scriptures and the
coming of Christ. Plus, the originators of the concept of Hell
were not Jewish, and they were certainly not the followers of
Jesus; they were pagans.
Specifically, the ideas of a paraTHEY ARE BASED ON
VERY COMMON GREEK
dise for the righteous separated by a
NOTIONS OF HADES AND ON
gulf from the place of fire and torPAGAN CONCEPTS OF THE
ment where the unrighteous were
AFTERLIFE WHICH CREPT
tormented in flames, are all concepts
INTO JEWISH THOUGHT
found in the Talmud. But, the writAF TER THE OLD TESTAMENT
ers of the Talmud took these ideas
WAS WRITTEN AND PRIOR
from the Greeks and the Egyptians
T O T H E C O M I N G O F C H R I S T.
of their day, and these ideas were
incorporated into other Jewish writings like 1 Enoch and the
teachings of various Jewish rabbis at the time during the 400
year gap of time between the end of the Old Testament scriptures and the coming of Christ.
What’s important to note here is this: These ideas were never
revealed by God to the Jewish people through their own Old
Testament prophets. They are based on very common Greek
notions of Hades and on pagan concepts of the afterlife which
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crept into Jewish thought after the Old Testament was written
and prior to the coming of Christ.
This is exactly where the parable of Lazarus and the Rich
Man comes from; the same one that Jesus re-tells in the Gospels,
but with a slightly different spin. As numerous historians and
biblical scholars have noted time and again, this was an Egyptian
parable told, and often re-told, by many people around the time
of Christ2:
“A doctoral dissertation at the University of Amsterdam identified seven versions of the parable circulating in the first century.
The fortunes of a rich man and a poor man are reversed in the
afterlife. As often happens in the Bible, a preexisting story is
adapted to present a [new] theological truth.”3

And noted Biblical Scholar, N.T. Wright concurs:
“The parable [of Lazarus and the Rich Man] is not, as often supposed, a description of the afterlife, warning people to be sure of
their ultimate destination.”4

So, because this parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man preexisted, it’s highly unlikely that Jesus re-told it in order to affirm
the details of the afterlife found in the story. Rather, Jesus uses
this parable to teach a very poignant lesson about the dangers of
loving money rather than caring for people who are made in the
image of God.
Note that in the very same chapter where Jesus re-tells this
ancient parable, he starts by warning his disciples that they cannot serve both God and money, and this teaching offends the
Pharisees “who loved money” (v. 14). After this response, Jesus
tells the parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man.
To me, it is very significant that the concept of Hell as taught
by those who embrace eternal suffering is not found in the Old
Testament. Furthermore, it is very suspicious to me that the concepts incorporated into the doctrine came from non-biblical,
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pagan sources that had infiltrated the Hebrew faith just prior to
the coming of Christ.
Whether we like it or not, the doctrine of eternal suffering is
part of the Christian faith today, and it seems as if almost everyone believes it.
As we’ve seen, there were even some early Christians who
embraced the doctrine of eternal torment, although at the time
they were in the minority.
So, what happened? Should we assume that the eventual rise
of this view was due to the overwhelming amount of scriptural
evidence? Or is there some other explanation for why universal
reconciliation and annihilationism faded into the background as
the concept of eternal suffering gained prominence?
First, let’s examine the view itself and see what the doctrine is
based on, biblically. Then we can deal with the question of how
and why it gained popularity in the Christian Church after 500
A.D.
As noted earlier, the doctrine of eternal suffering is largely
supported by these six verses of scripture:
• Matthew 25:41-46
• Mark 9:43-48
• 2 Thessalonians 1:9
• Revelation 14:10-11
• Revelation 19:20
• Revelation 20:10-15
There are other verses of course. But these are the main
ones we will examine in this chapter to see what they teach and
whether or not a strong case can be made for the doctrine.
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We’ll take one verse at a time.

MATTHEW 25:41-46
“Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed,
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was
hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me
no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked
and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not
visit me.’ Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did
we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or
in prison, and did not minister to you?’ Then he will answer
them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one
of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go
away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”
[emphasis mine]

The two verses that have the strongest weight in terms of eternal suffering are italicized for us above. Let’s take the first one,
verse 41, where Jesus himself says, “Depart from me, you cursed,
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.”
Wow. Strong stuff, I’ll admit. But notice that it is the fire
that is eternal, not the people being cast into it. It’s very possible
for a mortal person to be tossed into an eternal fire. And that is
exactly all we are told here in this verse. The quality of the fire
they are tossed into is eternal. That is all the detail we are given.
Now, let’s look at the final verse (46) where Jesus says: “And
these [the wicked] will go away into eternal punishment, but the
righteous to eternal life.”
Much has been made about the fact that the word “eternal”
here is used twice: Once to describe the punishment of the
wicked, and again to describe the life of the righteous. The problem, many point out, is that if the duration of the punishment
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endured by the wicked is not endless, then neither can the duration of the life enjoyed by the righteous be endless.
Honestly, that’s a very solid argument. We may do well to
remember this sort of logic when we come to one of the verses
that teaches universal reconciliation in an upcoming chapter.
But I digress.
Is this true? Does the word “eternal” used to describe the suffering of the wicked, and the life of the righteous, mean an endless length of time? Not exactly.
The actual word in the Greek that is used here is “aionios” and
while it may sometimes be used to suggest an endless duration
of time, it is also quite often used in the scriptures to refer to “a
very long time” that is not endless.
For example, in the Greek translation of the Old Testament,
the Hebrew word “olam” is translated using the Greek word
“aionios” in Isaiah 32-14-15 which says:
“The fortress will be abandoned, the noisy city deserted; citadel
and watchtower will become a wasteland forever [“aionios”], the
delight of donkeys, a pasture for flocks, until the Spirit is poured
on us from on high, and the desert becomes a fertile field, and the
fertile field seems like a forest.” [emphasis mine]

Please notice that this verse tells us both that “the fortress will…
become a wasteland forever” and that this will last “until the Spirit
is poured on us from on high.” So, which is it? Will the fortress be
a wasteland forever (without end)? Or will it only be a wasteland
until the Spirit is poured out from on high? Obviously, it cannot be both. Therefore, the term “aionios” here does not mean
“without end.” It can only mean “for a very long time” which
will come to an end when the Spirit is finally poured out.
This is not the only such example of the use of “aionios” in
the Scriptures to refer to an indefinite period of time that is not
necessarily endless in duration. And the same is true for the
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Hebrew word “olam” which is also used over 300 times in the
Old Testament scriptures to indicate something that endures for
a very long time, but not necessarily without end. In at least
twenty cases, the word “olam” is used to refer to events in the
past. Therefore, “olam” and “aionios” are quite often used to refer
to events that last a very long time, but are not necessarily without end.
According to the Theological Word Book of the Old Testament:
“The Septuagint generally translates both olam by aion which
has essentially the same range of meaning. That neither the
Hebrew nor the Greek word in itself contains the idea of endlessness is shown by the fact that they sometimes refer to events
or conditions that occurred at a definite point in the past, and
also by the fact that it is thought desirable to repeat a word, not
merely saying “forever,” but “forever and ever.”…Both words
came to be used to refer to a long age or period.”5

And other scholars agree, noting that:
“Few are so bold as to claim that the Greek adjective ‘aionios’
always suggests ‘infinity in time’—such thinking has been
rejected by most modern exegetes.”6

So, to circle back to the use of the term “aionios” in Matthew
25, it does not necessarily entail the meaning of “endless” in
either use of the word; whether to refer to the duration of the
punishment, or to the duration of the life. Frankly, it could be
endless in one case, and nearly endless in the other.
Even Francis Chan, in his book Erasing Hell admitted that
the meaning of the word “aionios” was not conclusive enough
for him to say that Hell was indeed endless:
“The debate about hell’s duration is much more complex than I
first assumed. While I lean heavily on the side that says it is everlasting, I am not ready to claim that with complete certainty.”7
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What’s going on here? Well, this
OUR FAILURE TO GRASP
THE FREQUENT USE OF
is just one example of something you
HYPERBOLE IN THE BIBLE
should get ready to notice a lot in
HAS LED TO MANY GRAVE
the scriptures: Hyperbole. It’s found
MISUNDERSTANDINGS.
literally everywhere in the Bible, and
most especially from the mouth of Jesus. (And this statement is
also an example of hyperbole, by the way.)
Our failure to grasp the frequent use of hyperbole in the
Bible has led to many grave misunderstandings. This is nowhere
more true than when it comes to the use of apocalyptic hyperbole in the Old Testament and when repeated by Jesus in the
New Testament.
We’ll talk more about this very soon.
For now, let’s move on to the next verse that is used to support the doctrine of eternal suffering.

MARK 9:43-48
“If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off. It is better
for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into
hell, where the fire never goes out. And if your foot causes you
to stumble, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled
than to have two feet and be thrown into hell. And if your eye
causes you to stumble, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter
the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be
thrown into hell, where ‘the worms that eat them do not die, and
the fire is not quenched.’” [emphasis mine]

Once again, those English translators have taken the word
“Gehenna” used by Jesus and placed the word “hell” here, which
makes it very confusing for most of us to really understand.
As you may have noticed in our Introduction to this book, I
called out the fact that the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah gave
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very similar prophetic warnings to the people in his day, using
very similar terms.
However, when Jeremiah said those things, he was actually
standing in the Valley of Hinnom or Gehenna. That’s because
“Gehenna” is an actual place just outside of Jerusalem where
the Jewish people once sacrificed their own children to Molech
by burning them on the altars. It’s also the place where, after
Jeremiah’s prophecy about the destruction of Jerusalem came
to pass, they stacked the dead bodies and burned them because
there were too many to bury. (See Jeremiah 7:32-33; 19:6-9.)
In Mark 9:48 Jesus is actually quoting directly from the
prophet Isaiah who is also using apocalyptic hyperbole to warn
the Jewish people in his day of a very similar judgement that
is coming upon them. Here Jesus is also referring to the very
same place—Gehenna—which had become the garbage dump
where they burned their trash. And, like what happened after
Jeremiah’s prophecy, Gehenna also
IN OTHER WORDS, JESUS,
became the place where the Romans
JEREMIAH AND ISAIAH
piled dead bodies in 70 A.D. and
WERE WARNING THE JEWISH
burned them after they destroyed
PEOPLE ABOUT A LITERAL
Jerusalem and the Temple as Jesus
DESTRUCTION THAT WAS
COMING UPON THEM IN
predicted they would.
THEIR OWN LIFETIME. IT
In other words, Jesus, Jeremiah
WAS NOT ABOUT AN EVENT
and Isaiah were warning the Jewish
THAT WOULD TAKE PL ACE
people about a literal destruction
IN THE AFTERLIFE.
that was coming upon them in their
own lifetime. It was not about an event that would take place
in the afterlife. It was a very real warning of a coming national
judgement that actually resulted in their bodies being thrown
into the Valley of Gehenna and burned up. Exactly as they had
been warned.
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Let’s also take a moment to unpack the phrase used by both
Jesus and Isaiah here:
“…and be thrown into hell, where ‘the worms that eat them do
not die, and the fire is not quenched.’”

Now, just for the sake of argument, lets’ say that Jesus was
really speaking literally in this passage in Mark. If so, what does
it tell us?
Well, if this is literal and not an example of apocalyptic
hyperbole, then what Jesus is warning us about involves eternal
worms and endless fire. However, this verse says nothing about
eternal human beings in that fire who are alive to experience
those immortal worms. In fact, to go back to the original reference from Isaiah, the people are not alive at all. They’re dead:
“And they shall go out and look on the dead bodies of the
men who have rebelled against me. For their worm shall not
die, their fire shall not be quenched, and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh.” (Isaiah 66:24)

Remember earlier where I mentioned the problems that
occur when we misunderstand apocalyptic hyperbole? Well, this
is a prime example of that.
All through the Old Testament scriptures, the prophets used
apocalyptic hyperbole to warn against God’s coming judgement.
Quite often they would use phrases like the one above to overstate the absolute and total destruction that would come upon
them if they refused to repent of their sins and return to God.
Here are a few other examples of apocalyptic hyperbole from
the Old Testament. See if you can notice a few familiar phrases
that get repeated by Jesus and other New Testament authors.
“Behold, the Lord is riding on a swift cloud and comes to Egypt;
and the idols of Egypt will tremble at his presence, and the heart
of the Egyptians will melt within them.” (Isaiah 19:1)

Isaiah prophesies against Babylon:
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“For the stars of heaven and the constellations thereof shall not
give their light: the sun shall be darkened in his going forth, and
the moon shall not cause her light to shine. And I will punish
the world for their evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; and I
will cause the arrogancy of the proud to cease and will lay low
the haughtiness of the terrible.” (Isaiah 13:9-11)

Ezekiel prophesies against Egypt:
“And when I shall put thee [Pharaoh] out, I will cover the
heaven, and make the stars thereof dark; I will cover the sun
with a cloud, and the moon shall not give her light. All the
bright lights of heaven will I make dark over thee, and set darkness upon thy land, saith the Lord God.” (Ezekiel 30:18; 32:7-8)

Amos prophesies against Israel about how the Assyrians will
destroy them:
“In that day, declares the Sovereign Lord, I will make the sun go
down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight” (Amos
8:9)

Isaiah prophesies against Edom:
“...Hearken, ye people: let the earth hear....All the host of heaven
shall be dissolved, and the heavens shall be rolled together as a
scroll....For my sword shall be satiated in heaven: behold it shall
come down upon Edom, and upon the people of my curse, to
judgment....For it is the day of the Lord’s vengeance...its land
will become burning pitch. It will not be quenched night or
day; its smoke will go up forever.” (Isaiah 34:1-10)

Notice anything? Did you see how these prophets pronounced a very real-world judgment against these people and
yet used cosmic destruction language?
Notice how they each promise that the stars will go dark, or
the heavens will be dissolved and rolled up like a scroll? Notice
how they foretell that this destruction will be marked by the sun
and moon not giving their light?

KEITH GILES

53

All of that? It’s apocalyptic hyperbole: prophetic and poetic
overstatements about the cosmic-level judgment that is about to
come upon them all.
Poetic, not literal.
No stars were harmed in the destruction of Edom. No moons
or suns were actually extinguished when Babylon and Egypt
got sacked. No heavens were actually rolled into a taco in the
Jerusalem sky.
NO STARS WERE HARMED
This is hyperbole.
IN THE DESTRUCTION
Now, go back and read what
OF EDOM. NO MOONS OR
Jesus (and Isaiah) says about those
S U N S W E R E A C T U A L LY
who are “thrown into Gehenna…
EXTINGUISHED WHEN
BABYLON AND EGYPT GOT
where the worm does not die and
S
ACKED. NO HEAVENS WERE
the fire is not quenched.” If you do,
A C T U A L LY R O L L E D I N T O A
you’ll start to see how Jesus uses
TACO IN THE JERUSALEM
the exact same phrases to make his
S K Y. T H I S I S H Y P E R B O L E .
points. And when he does, the disciples understand that he is talking about a very real-world place
(Gehenna) where their actual dead bodies would be tossed when
the invading armies would surround Jerusalem and slaughter the
innocent.
They knew—where we do not seem to—that this was very
common Old Testament-style apocalyptic hyperbole used to
communicate a very real warning of destruction and judgment
that was about to come to pass.
The language is figurative, but the destruction is very, very
real.
The point—and I do think I have made it—is that hyperbole
is never literal, but the destruction always is. And, in addition to
all of this, apocalyptic hyperbole never speaks of what happens
to anyone after they die.
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Finally, the context of Isaiah, chapters 60-66, references the
coming of the Messiah, the destruction of the temple, and the
inauguration of the New Covenant—all of which have already
been fulfilled. As Steve Gregg demonstrates:
“That these events have a first-century fulfillment was the view
of the New Testament writers, who often quoted from this section, invariably applying its statements to their own times.”8

He then goes on to provide examples:
• Isaiah 61:1-2 fulfilled in Luke 4:18
• Isaiah 61:11 fulfilled in Mark 4:28
• Isaiah 65:1-2 fulfilled in Romans 10:20-21
• Isaiah 65:13-14 fulfilled in Luke 6:20-25
• Isaiah 66:1-2 fulfilled in Acts 7:49-50
• Isaiah 66:20 fulfilled in Romans 15:169
So, this passage in Isaiah 66:24 that Jesus quotes in Mark
9:43-48 is about an event which has already taken place in 70
AD, when the Jewish Temple was destroyed by the Romans. It’s
not about what happens to anyone’s soul after they are dead.
Our next verse to examine is:

2 THESSALONIANS 1:9
“They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, away
from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might…”
[emphasis mine]

The only thing eternal here is the destruction which the
unrighteous suffer. In other words, their destruction is complete
and final.
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If we’re honest, both this verse and the one above it are actually great verses to support the doctrine of Annihilation (or
Conditional Immortality). Why? Because what they speak of are
dead bodies eaten by eternal worms and burned by eternal fire,
and people who suffer “eternal destruction”—not eternal conscious torment.
And, if we keep in mind what we’ve already learned about
how the terms “aionios” (eternal) and “apocalyptic hyperbole”
are often used in the Bible regarding warnings of destruction,
we are probably safe to assume that—whatever this verse might
mean—chances are pretty good that it probably doesn’t speak of
something that is literally endless.
The next three verses we’re going to examine all come from
the book of Revelation. So, before we dig into those, let’s stop
and talk about this book first.
Revelation is the single most misunderstood and confusing
book in the entire Bible. It would be hard to say that anyone
understands it completely. Most of the time our misunderstandings come from not recognizing apocalyptic hyperbole when we
see it. However, many misunderstandings come from the various
assumptions most readers bring with them into the text.
For example: Most assume that the book is about some farfuture events that have yet to take place. This is frankly not the
case. Revelation is a very detailed and metaphorical account of
the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD by the Romans. It is filled
with symbolism and hyperbole and draws heavily from the Old
Testament prophets, employing the very same apocalyptic terminology common to that literature.
The purpose of Revelation is to prophetically critique the
Roman Empire. As author Brian Zahnd tells us:
“Revelation is a daring proclamation that Jesus Christ, not Julius
Caesar or any other emperor, is the world’s true emperor and
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Savior. [It is] a wild and creative portrayal of the clash between
the beastly empire of Rome and the peaceable reign of the Lamb
of God. What Revelation portrays in powerful symbol is the
triumph of Christ and His Kingdom….The only way to consistently interpret the book of Revelation is to acknowledge that
everything is communicated as a symbol.”10

So, as long as we’re starting from the same place, let’s take a
look at these next three verses that appear to support endless suffering from this wildly misunderstood book:

REVELATION 14:9-11
“And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud
voice, “If anyone worships the beast and its image and receives a
mark on his forehead or on his hand, he also will drink the wine
of God’s wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger,
and he will be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of
the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of
their torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or
night, these worshipers of the beast and its image, and whoever
receives the mark of its name.” [emphasis mine]

There is so much to unpack here. I hope you’re ready.
First, let’s keep in mind that this passage is referring specifically to anyone who “worships the beast and its image and receives
the mark on his forehead or on his hand.” This warning is not
given to everyone who dies apart from Christ. It is directed at
anyone who—during the time that the Beast reigns—takes the
fabled “Mark of the Beast” and worships him.
Now, one thing I think we should understand here is that the
Beast is Nero and that the “Mark of the Beast” was related to the
number of his name. How do we know this? Here’s how:
“Let him who has understanding calculate the number of the
beast, for the number is that of a man; and his number is six
hundred and sixty-six.” (Rev. 13:18)
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The Hebrew spelling of “Nero Caesar” was NRWN QSR.
Since Hebrew letters doubled as numbers it was a simple thing
to take that name and add them together which adds up exactly
to 666. (Example: N = 50 R = 200 W = 6 N =50 Q = 100 S =
60 R = 200)
One fascinating variant of this same passage notes that some
manuscripts read: 616 rather than 666. Why is that? Because
when Revelation was later copied into Latin the name Nero
Caesar didn’t add up to 666, it added up to 616. So, to make
it easier for those later Latin-speaking (non-Hebrew reading)
Christians to arrive at the same conclusion the number was
changed to 616 in certain translations.
Want more proof? Ok, in Revelation 17:9-10 John tells us:
“Here is the mind which has wisdom. The seven heads are seven
mountains on which the woman sits, and they are seven kings;
five have fallen, one is, the other has not yet come; and when he
comes, he must remain a little while.”

You’ve probably heard that the “seven mountains” correspond to the seven hills of Rome. However, did you know that
the seven kings also point to Nero as the Beast? They do. Because
John tells us that: “Five have fallen, one is, the other has not
yet come and when he comes, he must remain a little while.”
And here’s why that matters: According to Josephus, the Roman
historian, Julius Caesar was the first king, followed by August,
Tiberius, Caligula and Claudius. The sixth king? That was Nero.
So, he is the “one (who) is.”
The seventh king—the one who followed Nero—was Galba,
and, as John prophesied, he reigned for a short time (about seven
months).
Nero, as the sixth king of Rome, was the first to persecute
Christians in the First Century. He started persecuting them in
November of 64 AD and ended on June 8, 68 AD when he
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killed himself. That was forty-two months of persecution. Notice
what John says about the Beast:
“And there was given to him a mouth speaking arrogant words
and blasphemies; and authority to act for forty-two months was
given him.” (Rev. 13:5)

Coincidence? I think not. Clearly John is going out of his
way to let his readers know that “The Beast” had a name that,
in the Hebrew, added up to a number (666) and that he was the
sixth and current king of Rome, and that his persecution would
last exactly forty-two months. What could be more clear than
this?
Need more proof? Ok, Nero was also called “The Beast” by
contemporary pagan writer Apollinius of Tyana, who said of
Nero:
“In my travels…I have seen many wild beasts of Arabia and
India; but this beast, that is commonly called a Tyrant, I know
not how many heads it has, nor if it be crooked of claw, and
armed with horrible fangs.... And of wild beasts you cannot say
that they were ever known to eat their own mother, but Nero
gorged himself on this diet.”

Note that Nero murdered his own parents and his brother,
and his pregnant wife, in addition to several other family members. We also have evidence from the Romans that Nero enjoyed
dressing up as a wild beast and raping male and female prisoners.
Still not convinced? Consider that all of the earliest Church
Fathers from Irenaeus in the first century, all the way through to
St. Beatus in the 8th century agreed that “The Beast” was Nero.
That’s where I’ll stop. But, at least to me, it’s fairly obvious
that the “Beast” was Nero. So, if we go back to Rev. 14:9-11,
what we’re told is that anyone who specifically took the mark
of Nero on their forehead or hand, or who worshipped Nero,
would be:
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“…tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy
angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their
torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or
night…”

So, this verse is not helpful to those want to use it to teach
that everyone who dies without Christ will suffer a similar fate
as these people. However, I’d still like to suggest that even these
who took the Mark of Nero did not suffer anything literally like
this in the afterlife. Here’s why:
Remember a few pages back when we talked about apocalyptic hyperbole and how New Testament prophets tended to use
very similar language? Well, this is another example of that. In
this passage, John borrows language from Isaiah 34:10, which
says:
“Night and day it shall not be quenched; its smoke shall go up
forever. From generation to generation it shall lie waste; none
shall pass through it forever and ever.”

As a reminder, this is the chapter where Isaiah was prophesying against Edom. He’s using apocalyptic hyperbole. It’s not
meant to be taken literally. But, don’t take my word for it. Just
travel to where Edom used to be. That would be the modernday nation of Jordan. If you go there you won’t see an eternal
column of smoke going up into the sky forever. You’ll also not
be prevented from passing through the area by any supernatural
forces. That’s because this verse in Isaiah is not meant to be taken
literally. It’s hyperbole.
So, if Isaiah didn’t mean for this statement about eternallyrising smoke to be taken literally, maybe we shouldn’t take the
quotation of Isaiah here in Revelation to be about something
literal either.
One last part of the verse in Revelation 14 that I want to look
at is this:
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“…and they have no rest, day or night…”

Now, we may be tempted to think that this phrase is saying
that the wicked will suffer endlessly and this is why they have no
rest, day or night. But that’s not what the verse is referring to.
Not at all.
This phrase is a reference to God’s Sabbath rest. As the author
of Hebrews notes:
“Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says,
“Today, if you hear his voice,
do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion,
on the day of testing in the wilderness,
where your fathers put me to the test
and saw my works for forty years.
Therefore I was provoked with that generation,
and said, ‘They always go astray in their heart;
they have not known my ways.’
As I swore in my wrath,
‘They shall not enter my rest.’” (Hebrews 3:7-11)

And then, later in the next chapter we read this:
“So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for
whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God
did from his.
Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by
the same sort of disobedience.” (Hebrews 4:9-11)

This is the “rest” that is in view in the Revelation passage. The
point is that those who take the mark of the Beast will “have no
rest, day or night,” because they are cut off from the promised
Sabbath Rest that God promised to His people.
This is also exactly the same sort of “rest” that Jesus references
when he says:
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will
give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28)
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This rest that Jesus promises those who follow him is not
just any ordinary rest. Not at all. It’s specifically the promised
Sabbath rest that the author of Hebrews speaks of, and it’s also
the same Sabbath rest that the worshippers of Nero (the Beast)
will not receive, day or night.
So, the point of that phrase is not that these people will be
suffering without any rest from their suffering. The point is that
those who take the mark of Nero will be in danger of forfeiting
the Sabbath rest of God.
Therefore, the passage is not telling us about the duration
of the suffering, or about literal eternal smoke, or about what
everyone who dies without Christ will suffer. If anything, it’s
another example of apocalyptic hyperbole that is not intended to
be taken literally—certainly not in regards to the eternal smoke
or fire—and should not be used to teach anything about the
afterlife for those born after the reign of Nero.
Next, let’s look at the second verse from Revelation:

REVELATION 19:19-21
“And I saw the beast and the kings of the earth with their
armies gathered to make war against him who was sitting on
the horse and against his army. And the beast was captured,
and with it the false prophet who in its presence had done the
signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark
of the beast and those who worshiped its image. These two
were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur.
And the rest were slain by the sword that came from the mouth
of him who was sitting on the horse, and all the birds were
gorged with their flesh.”

If you’re tracking with me so far, you can probably guess what
I’m going to point out in this passage. First, that it is not all
mankind that we see cast “alive into the lake of fire that burns
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with sulfur,” it is specifically and only Nero (the Beast) and the
False Prophet who receive this sentence.
Also, if we note that “these two are thrown alive into the lake
of fire” it is significant that “the rest were slain” and this means,
they were not alive, but dead. So, even if Nero and the False
Prophet were actually thrown alive into the lake of fire, what
we see is that everyone else is first killed and then “all the birds
gorged on their flesh.” (And this image of birds gorging on the
flesh of the slain is yet another apocalyptic hyperbole referenced
from Jeremiah 7:33; 19:7; and 34:20.)
Again, we can tell from the
AGAIN, WE CAN TELL FROM
extreme specificity of this verse that
THE EXTREME SPECIFICITY
the passage says absolutely nothing
OF THIS VERSE THAT THE
about the fate of those who die apart
P A S S A G E S A Y S A B S O L U T E LY
NOTHING ABOUT THE
from Christ. What we do know is
FATE OF THOSE WHO DIE
that this is a highly metaphorical
A P A R T F R O M C H R I S T.
verse which, if anything, refers to
those who worshipped Nero, and took the mark of the Beast.
And what is in view here is the literal destruction they suffered
in AD 70, not in the afterlife.
The next verse does pose a few more problems, however. Let’s
take a look.

REVELATION 20:10-15
“…and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake
of fire and sulfur where the beast and the false prophet were, and
they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.
“Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on
it. From his presence earth and sky fled away, and no place was
found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing
before the throne, and books were opened. Then another book
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was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged
by what was written in the books, according to what they had
done. And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death
and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were
judged, each one of them, according to what they had done.
Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This
is the second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was
not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake
of fire.”

Ok, there’s a lot here. So, let’s try to take these verses one at
a time.
First, we have a statement about how the Devil, the Beast and
the False Prophet are thrown into lake of fire. That’s not really
a problem for us since we are not any of those people. Perhaps
Nero (the Beast) was thrown into the lake of fire, and the False
Prophet, and if there is a personal, literal Devil, or Satan, then
he is there, too.
But this doesn’t tell us what will happen to the rest of us.
These three are apparently “tormented day and night forever and
ever,” which sounds bad, but, as we’ve already seen, the use of
“aionios” or the phrase “forever and ever” does not necessarily
mean “without end.”
The next part gets a bit more interesting. This is where all the
dead are judged at the great white throne of God. This would be
about you, me, and everyone who has ever lived.
The first thing we note is that, in the presence of the One
who sits upon this great white throne, all earth and sky vanish
away. What’s up with that? No earth? No sky? Ok, then.
Next we see “the dead, both great and small, standing before
the throne and books were opened.” What books are these? We
are not told. Interestingly enough, this entire passage is only
about the dead. What happens to the living? That’s sort of what
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we find out in the next chapter of Revelation. Keep that in mind
as we continue.
Then, “another book was opened, which is the book of life.” This
book is certainly more significant than those other books. We’ll
see why in a moment.
But, next “…the dead were judged by what was written in the
books, according to what they had done.” This is where all of the
books—the book of life and those other unnamed books—come
into play. The dead are judged by what was written in those
books.
Finally, more dead people show up from a few other places:
“the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave
up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of
them, according to what they had done.” Notice that we started
with all the dead being judged by those books, and then we had
the sea give up its dead—even though there is no longer any sky
or earth—and then “Death and Hades” gave up their dead. So,
apparently, there are several places where the dead are taken from
and brought before the great white throne to be judged by what
was written in these books.
One reason for parsing out the dead in the earth and the dead
in the sea is explained by David Bentley Hart in his notation for
this verse in his own translation of the New Testament:
“It was a common belief in antiquity, shared by pagans and Jews
alike, that the souls of those who die on earth descend to Hades,
but the souls of those who perish at sea descend to a place below
the waters, or wander the waves as ghosts.”11

So, this passage is incorporating ancient mythology about
the fate of the dead as both Jewish and pagan folklore would
have accepted it. But, almost no one today accepts such primitive notions about where the dead go who are buried on land
compared to where the dead go who are buried at sea. And yet,
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we seem to have no problem accepting this passage as literally
true—as if the dead in the sea are somehow being kept in a different location than the rest of the dead who are in Hades, or
some other place in the depths of the earth.
Keep in mind that the author of Revelation is writing a highly
symbolic account of some very real-world events and does so
by incorporating primitive folklore about the dead that no one
today would reasonably accept. This begs the question: If we
do not believe—as the first century readers would have—that
there are two separate holding areas for the dead depending on
whether they die at sea or on land, then why would we accept
that what John is describing in this verse is literally what will
happen to the dead? In other words, if John isn’t right about this
notion of the dead at sea being held separately from the rest of
the dead, then why would we assume the rest of what he’s telling
us is necessarily true in the literal sense? Apparently, in this verse
John is confused by his own primitive assumptions about the
dead at sea and the dead on the earth. He incorporates his superstition into this text about the great white throne judgement.
Should we blindly accept his strange notion about what happens
to those who die at sea as part of what is apparently taking place
in this passage?
I don’t want us to dwell too much on this point, but it does
allow us to see where John’s personal assumptions—and those
of his readers—are imported into the text and how these ideas
interact with everything else that is being communicated here.
So, let’s get back to the original verse and look at this last
part:
“…Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This
is the second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was
not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the
lake of fire.”
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There’s a lot going on here. First,
both Death and Hades—which
have already given up their dead to
be judged by God—are themselves
thrown into the lake of fire. That
means that, after this event, there is
no longer any place called Death or
Hades. These places have now been
burned up in the lake of fire. Please
keep this in mind, because, after we
look at the next chapter of Revelation, we’ll want to come back
to this important detail.
Finally, we are left with the most ominous sentence of all: “…
if anyone’s name was not found in the book of life, he was thrown
into the lake of fire.”
That may be the mic-drop moment for those who believe in
the doctrine of eternal suffering. But, I would ask you to notice
that it does not tell us that there were any whose names were not
found in the book of life, nor do we see any such people being
cast into the lake of fire during or after this great white throne
judgment.
In other words: This is an “if/then” statement, but beyond
this we are not told, or shown, whether there are any who meet
the “if ” side of the statement.
Maybe you would say that this is simply me splitting hairs,
but I would suggest to you that we are given such a hair and we
are being invited to split it, based on the way this passage is written. If the author had wanted there to be no wiggle room, then
I submit that none would have been offered. Yet, I would argue,
we are handed at least a small amount of wiggle room here, and
I would gladly accept it as a measure of God’s grace, no matter
how small.

THERE’S A LOT GOING ON
H E R E . F I R S T, B O T H D E AT H
AND HADES—WHICH HAVE
ALREADY GIVEN UP THEIR
DEAD TO BE JUDGED BY
G O D — A R E T H E M S E LV E S
THROWN INTO THE LAKE OF
F I R E . T H AT M E A N S T H AT,
A F T E R T H I S E V E N T, T H E R E
IS NO LONGER ANY PLACE
CALLED DEATH OR HADES.
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What’s more, I think if we continue on to read the next chapter, we might notice that these events do not seem to be talking
about future events at all, but about events which have already
taken place, or are already playing out here and now.
Now, the earth and the sky and the sea have not literally
ceased to exist. So, if this is literal then clearly none of this has
happened yet. But, if some of this has happened—and I do
believe I can show you where quite a bit of it has indeed already
happened—then I believe we really need to rethink the entire
thing.
So, let’s look at Revelation 21 and see if we can find any
clues about whether these events are still to come, or if they are
already in motion. This may take some time to unpack, but I
think it’s key to really understanding what’s happening at the
end of Revelation 19, since the two events are so closely related
to one another.
Revelations 21 begins like this:
“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.
And I saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out
of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,
“Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell
with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be
with them as their God.” (Rev. 21:1-3)

John kicks off this chapter by declaring that the “New
Jerusalem”—which is the Bride of Christ—has come down from
heaven in fulfillment of the promise that “the dwelling place of
God” would be “with man” and that God “will dwell with them,
and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them
as their God.” (Rev. 21:3)
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I know that many are tempted to read this passage—and certainly this entire epistle of John—as if it were entirely futuristic.
But there are some problems with that, I think. Especially when
it comes to the New Covenant, which the prophet Jeremiah
foreshadowed, and Jesus proclaimed as being inaugurated on the
night before his crucifixion at the final Passover supper with his
disciples, saying: “This cup is the New Covenant in my blood.”
As a reminder, the New Covenant is simply this:
“For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of
Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into
their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their
God, and they shall be my people.” (Hebrews 8:10)

Keep in mind, the old city of Jerusalem which existed at the
time of Christ, and before John wrote Revelation, was destroyed
in AD 70. Its destruction signaled the “end of the age”, and the
entire Old Covenant system ended with it.
Out of the ashes of that temporal city arose the new spiritual Jerusalem, and with the destruction of that Old Covenant
Temple there was constructed a new, living Temple of the New
Covenant, which is the Church; The Bride of Christ.
Later in this same chapter, John says:
“Then came one of the seven angels who…spoke to me, saying,
‘Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb.” And
he carried me away in the Spirit to a great high mountain and
showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven
from God, having the glory of God…” (Rev. 21:9-11)

So, we know that the Church is the Bride of Christ, and, as
John tells us in Revelation, “New Jerusalem” has already come
down from Heaven—by the power of the indwelling Holy
Spirit—and begins to grow, to cover the entire earth.
Then John goes on to say:
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“And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God
the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun
or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and
its lamp is the Lamb. By its light will the nations walk, and the
kings of the earth will bring their glory into it, and her gates will
never be shut by day—and there will be no night there. They
will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations. But
nothing unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone who does what is
detestable or false, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s
book of life.” (Rev. 21:22-27)

Within the Church—or “New Jerusalem”—there is no temple other than Jesus Himself. He abides within us, and we abide
within Him. We are the living Temple of the Holy Spirit where
Christ lives, and Christ is the living Temple where all of us “live
and move and have our being.” (Acts 17:28)
Christ is our light, and because of this, we are the light of the
world. As Jesus already told us: “You are the light of the world—
like a city on a hilltop that cannot be hidden.” (Matt. 5:14)
So, the Bride of Christ is here now. We are the Incarnation of
Christ in the world today. He is our Head, and we are His Body.
Now, let’s go back and re-read that first part of this chapter:
“And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the
dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them,
and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them
as their God.” (Rev. 21:3)

Has God not already made His dwelling among men? Isn’t
this what Jesus and the Apostles proclaimed over and over again?
Has God not already made his dwelling with mankind? Isn’t the
promise of the New Covenant awfully similar to what we read
in this verse?
The “New Jerusalem” has already been planted like a seed
on the earth. It continues to grow, and the Lord is adding to
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Her number daily as His Kingdom
advances and His rule and reign
expands.
So, let’s go back and retrace our
steps: At the end of Revelation 20,
there is a great white throne judgment. The dead (and only the dead)
are judged according to what is written in the book of life. The earth
and the sky and sea cease to exist. Then, both Death and Hades
(where the dead were once kept in prison), are thrown into the
lake of fire. After this, we see a new heaven and a new earth, and
then a new Jerusalem comes down out of heaven and the Bride
of Christ is revealed.
Do you see it? These events have already happened. This
judgment of the dead took place when Christ descended into
Hades (the grave), preached to the souls held captive there, and
then led them all into paradise when he resurrected.
As one Christian historian tells us:

THE “NEW JERUSALEM” HAS
ALREADY BEEN PLANTED
LIKE A SEED ON THE
EARTH. IT CONTINUES TO
G R O W, A N D T H E L O R D I S
ADDING TO HER NUMBER
D A I LY A S H I S K I N G D O M
ADVANCES AND HIS RULE
AND REIGN EXPANDS.

“In the early ages of the church great stress was laid on 1 Peter
3:19: “He (Christ) went and preached unto the spirits in
prison.”…”It was believed that our Lord not only proclaimed
his Gospel to all the dead, but that he liberated them all.”12

But, I can hear you asking, “What about the earth and the
sky and the sea vanishing away?”
That’s a great question, and for the answer I will appeal to
New Testament scholar, Gregory K. Beale.
A few years ago I interviewed Dr. Beale about his book
The Temple and the Church’s Mission and he said that he had
noticed something as he was writing a commentary of the
book of Revelation for the New International Greek Testament
Commentary series. Here’s what he found:
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“As I was near the end of finishing the book I was looking at the
last vision from the book of Revelation [Chapter 20] and as I
finished studying that section I saw that John said, “I saw the
new heavens and the new earth and the old heavens and earth
have passed away and were no more and there was no more any
sea” and the rest of the vision doesn’t appear to talk about a new
creation. It speaks of what’s envisioned as a city in the shape of
the Holy of Holies that is garden-like.
The way to simply solve this is that John sees this vision of the
new heavens and the new earth and then he focuses in on a
particular location which is the New Jerusalem, or the city itself,
shaped like the Holy of Holies that is garden-like. That’s one
possible understanding. But, in fact, from a number of considerations exegetically from chapters 21 and 22 of Revelation
it is apparent that the reason John doesn’t go on to describe
the undulating valleys and rivers is because in fact he is equating the new heavens and the new earth with the City, the new
Jerusalem.
So, then the question arises once we are convinced of that, is
“Why is that?” I mean, it’s very odd. You can maybe picture a
Star Trek episode where they find a planet that is square and is
garden-like but it’s a very weird picture. So, in the commentary I actually had a two-page explanation of what I thought
was going on. Of course, part of the solution is to see that the
Garden of Eden was a temple of God’s presence and Adam was
the first priest and he should have faithfully spread the boundaries of God’s presence until the Garden covered the entire earth.
Of course, that immediately answers the question of why the
new heavens and the new earth is equated with a garden (in
Revelation). Because now Eden has finally become co-equal
with the New Heavens and the New Earth.”13

Hopefully you can follow what Dr. Beale is saying here.
The terms for heaven and earth were often equated throughout
scripture with the Garden of Eden and the Temple of God. So,
when John refers to the “New Heavens and the New Earth” in
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Revelation 21, he starts to describe a new Temple, which is the
Bride of Christ; which is us, the Church.
This means the old earth and old
WHEN JOHN REFERS TO THE
heaven—literally the Old Covenant
“NEW HEAVENS AND THE NEW
Temple and the Law—have been
EARTH” IN REVEL ATION 21,
HE STARTS TO DESCRIBE
destroyed and have vanished away.
A NEW TEMPLE, WHICH
Now, God is making all things new.
I S T H E B R I D E O F C H R I S T;
That is what was inaugurated at the
WHICH IS US, THE CHURCH.
Lord’s Supper when Jesus declared
the New Covenant with us, and what has been in motion ever
since.
Dr. Beale also goes on to explain further:
“What it means is that where we’re standing now in God’s
redemptive, historical program is that we’re part of the end times
Temple, and it’s a literal Temple. The literal, again according to
Hebrews, is not always the physical. In this case the physical
has always pointed towards God’s presence with His people. So,
Christ is the Tabernacle-ing Temple in John 1 and his resurrection continues that Temple. And so the point of the Temple…is
to show that this Temple is to be expanded. The way that occurs
in the New Testament is through believers being made in the
image of God. What do you do with images? The same thing
that happened with Adam in Genesis. He’s made in the image
of God and you put him in the Temple, which is the Garden
of Eden. So, when we become believers we become part of the
Temple of God but we’re images in the Temple to reflect Him.
If that is the case, then as we go out into the World, whether
through the testimony of Word or Life, we’re to spread the presence of God. As people come to faith through our life or word,
or both, basically what’s happening is that this is the Temple
expanding. God’s presence expands outward from us, through
us, to others.”14

So, there is very strong evidence that these chapters in
Revelation are not at all talking about some future end-of-theworld event that has yet to occur. Instead, what we’re reading here
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is a very highly allegorical and symbolic description of the spiritual realities that have transpired due to the coming of Christ,
his death on the cross, his descent into Hades to preach the
Gospel to the dead there, his resurrection which emptied Death
and Hades, and the coming of the “New Heaven and the New
Earth” which are signs of the birth of the “New Jerusalem”—the
Bride of Christ, or the Church.
Therefore, nothing that is being described in these chapters
has anything to do with what happens to anyone after they are
dead. All of this, especially Revelation 20 through 21, is a veiled,
symbolic description of the triumph of Christ over death. It’s a
picture of the end of one age and the beginning a glorious new
creation that we are already grafted into.
Now, we’re already halfway through Revelation 21, and it’s
very tempting to keep moving forward here because there are
some very amazing ideas to explore, especially when it comes to
the doctrine of Universal Reconciliation. But, for now, let’s stop
here and take a breath.
What have we learned so far?
Most of the texts that appear to teach the doctrine of eternal suffering are not about what happens to souls after they die
without faith in Christ. Many are either describing very literal
events related to the national judgment of Israel in 70 AD, or
refer to spiritual events that have already taken place at the coming of Christ, or take pre-existing parables too literally and miss
the original point about the importance of caring for the poor.
Even more intriguing is the idea that what we read in
Revelation 20 may actually be about events that have already
taken place in the past. If so, then what we read about Death
and Hades being emptied and then thrown into the lake of fire
to be destroyed is very interesting. Could John be suggesting
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that Hades (or Hell) itself has now been made obsolete in view
of Christ’s death and resurrection?
That question will have to wait for now. But we will return
to it later.
One thing is certain: What we do not see in any of these texts
are warnings for those who do not have faith in Christ to repent
or suffer eternally in an endless hell of fire and torment. We see
apocalyptic hyperbole being misread as literal. We see warnings
about destruction and death for those who are not in Christ,
prior to 70 AD. But we still see no explicit statements about the
eternal suffering of the unrighteous.
But there are still questions to be answered about this doctrine before we’re done. For example, one thing we haven’t really
explored yet is the question of whether the doctrine of Eternal
Suffering lines up with the character and nature of God, especially as revealed to us by Christ.
We’re going to take some time to cover that in our next
chapter.
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