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On the basis of a concordance, one might expect an article on Paul’s teach-
ing about hell to be very short. In most English versions, the word “hell” never
appears in the letters of Paul.! And for good reason: Paul never uses the Greek
words usually translated “hell” (geenna and hades). But this book is not about the
word “hell” but about the doctrine of hell. If that doctrine is defined as teaching
about the ultimate destiny of the wicked, then Paul says much about it.

In this chapter, we first will survey what Paul says about hell. Our conclusion
is that Paul teaches that God will visit eternal punishment on people who do not
respond to God’s grace revealed in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Then we will tackle
a major contemporary challenge to this conclusion—that Paul teaches that all
people will eventually be saved and that hell eventually will have no human occu-
pants (universalism). After dismissing this challenge, we will investigate further
the nature of hell in Paul’s teaching, dealing especially with the question of anni-
hilationism or conditional immortality. Put simply, we will probe Paul to discover
his teaching about the reality of hell, the eternality of hell, and the nature of hell.

The Reality of Hell

Since Paul never uses the Greek words normally translated “hell,” we will
have to depend on the various ways in which Paul depicts the fate of the wicked
to determine what he teaches on this matter. The words he uses to speak of hell
make a useful starting point. They are (from most common to least common):

1. “Death,” “die” (usually apothneska, thanatos; Rom. 1:32; 5:12, 14, 15, 17, 21;
6:16,21,23;7:5,9, 10, 11, 13, 24; 8:2, 6, 13; 1 Cor. 15:21, 22; 2 Cor. 2:16;
3:6, 7; 7:10; Eph. 2:1). Typical is the well-known Romans 6:23: “For the
wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our
Lord.”

2. “Perish,” “destroy,” “destruction” (usually apollymi, apoleia, three times
olethros, once phthora; Rom. 2:12; 9:22; 14:15[?], 20[?]; 1 Cor. 1:18; 15:18;
2 Cor. 2:15;4:3; Gal. 6:8; Phil. 1:28; 3:19; 1 Thess. 5:3; 2 Thess. 1:9; 2:10;
1 Tim. 6:9). Typical is Galatians 6:8: “Those who sow to please their sin-
ful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; those who sow to please
the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.”

3. “Wrath” (usually orge, once thymos; Rom. 1:18; 2.5, 8; 3:5; 5:9; 9:22; Eph.
2:3; 5:6; Col. 3:6; 1 Thess. 1:10; 2:16; 5:9). Typical is Ephesians 5:6: “Let

"The NLT is an exception, paraphrasing the “powers” (dynameis) of Rom. 8:38 as “the pow-
ers of Hell.”

?Unless otherwise noted, all New Testament quotations are from the TNIV,
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no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s
wrath comes on those who are disobedient.”

4. “Condemn,” “condemnation,” “judge,” “judgment” (all words built on the
Gk. root krin-; Rom. 2:1, 2, 3, 5, 12; 3.7, 8; 5:16, 18; 8:1; 1 Cor. 11:32;
2 Cor. 3:9; 2 Thess. 2:12; 1 Tim. 5:24). Typical is Romans 5:18:
“Consequently, just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all
people, so also one righteous act resulted in justification and life for all.”

5. “Curse,” “cursed,” “eternally condemned” (anathema, katara; Rom. 9:3;
Gal. 1:8,9; 3:10, 13; cf. 1 Cor. 12:3; 16:22). Typical is Galatians 3:10: “All
who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: ‘Cursed
is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book
of the Law.’”

6. “Punish” (ekdikos, ekdikesis, dike; 1 Thess. 4:6; 2 Thess. 1:8, 9). Typical is
2 Thessalonians 1:8: “He [God] will punish those who do not know God
and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.”

7. “Irouble and distress” (thlipsis kai stenochoria). See Romans 2:9: “There
will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for
the Jew, then for the Gentile.”

Several comments on this list are in order. First, some may object that many
ot the instances we have cited do not clearly refer to the fate of human beings
after death (e.g., Rom. 5:18 and 6:23, quoted, respectively, under 1 and 4). And the
same is true for the concepts of God’s wrath (Rom. 1:18; 9:22; Eph. 2:3), the expe-
rience of the curse, and the language of “perishing,” which Paul sometimes
describes as a present condition (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:18; 2 Cor. 2:15). Nevertheless, we
have included them as evidence for Paul’s view of hell because Paul implies, either
in the context or by his use of the same words elsewhere, that the state they
describe will continue after death if it is not reversed through faith in Christ.
“Death,” “condemnation,” “wrath,” and the “curse” all descended on human
beings as a result of Adam’s sin. Human beings are, therefore, already in a state
of “perishing.” This condition is fixed forever for those who do not respond to
God’s grace in Christ and the work of his Spirit. But it is also clear that the con-
dition that follows final judgment is an intensified form of what unbelievers now
experience.

Therefore, as we find in Paul an inaugurated eschatology of life—believers
enjoy life now as the first stage of life eternal—so we find an inaugurated escha-
tology of death—human beings suffer condemnation and wrath now as the first
stage of eternal death. This is almost certainly the way we are to explain the
sequence in Romans 1:18-2:11. Paul begins by proclaiming that the “wrath of
God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of

‘Edward Fudge, a prominent annihilationist, argues that “anathema,” because it reflects the
Hebrew/Old Testament concept “devoted to destruction,” implies the extinetion of the wicked
(The Fire That Consumes: A Biblical and Historical Swivey of Final Punishment [Houston, Tex.:
Providential, 1982], 251-53). But Fudge errs in thinking that the original connotations of the
imagery must be present in Paul.
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human beings who suppress the truth by their wickedness” (1:18). But he con-
cludes by threatening people who are stubborn and unrepentant with “wrath” on
“the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed” (2:5; cf.
vv. 8-9). The latter is typical of Paul, who usually associates God’s wrath with the
Day of Judgment. Some scholars argue that 1:18 might have a similar focus; they
take the present tense “is being revealed” as futuristic.* But the parallelism
between verses 17 and 18 makes clear that the present tense must be taken seri-
ously: the revelation of God’ righteousness in the gospel is needed precisely
because God’s wrath is also being revealed from heaven.’

This “inaugurated eschatology” of judgment is an important consideration
in appreciating Paul’s teaching about hell. The judgment of hell is not, for Paul,
the imposition of a new state of affairs but the continuation and intensification of
a situation that already exists. People do not come to the Day of Judgment in a
neutral state. They come as people already condemned to death because of their
relationship to Adam (Rom. 5:12-21). The verdict of “guilty” and the fearsome
reality of punishment for that verdict is the backdrop against which Paul pro-
claims the good news of Jesus Christ. Only those who have identified themselves
with Jesus Christ will be saved from the wrath of final judgment (Rom. 5:9, 10).

Second, the various word groups that Paul uses to depict the fate of unbe-
lievers are interrelated. In the same context, for instance, Paul can shift from “per-
ish” to “condemn” (2 Thess. 2:9-10); from “condemnation” to “death” (Rom.
§:12, 18; 2 Cor. 3:6, 7, 9); from “condemnation” to “wrath” (Rom. 2:1-5); from
“punish” to “wrath” to “destroy” (2 Thess. 1:8—10); and from “perish” to “judge”
(Rom. 2:12). Clearly Paul uses these different word groups to describe the same
reality.

Third, turning to individual words and concepts, we cannot always pin down
the exact meaning of the “death” that Paul highlights especially often in Romans
5-8. The background for his use of the language in these chapters is the Genesis
3 account of the Fall (Rom. 5:12-21). In this account, as in Paul’s appropriation
of it, physical death and “spiritual” death are intertwined in ways that make it dif-
ficult neatly to separate.

In Romans 5:14, for instance, the “death” that reigns over human beings
between the time of Adam and Moses includes at least physical death. But the
parallel between “death” and “condemnation” (cf. Rom. 5:12, 18) reveals clearly
enough that “death” also has a spiritual side. Some scholars therefore speak of

See esp. H. J. Eckstein, “‘Den Gottes Zorn wird von Himmel her offenbar werden.’
Exegetische Erwiigungen zu Rém 1:18,” ZNW/ 78 (1987): 74-89; William Sanday and Arthur
C. Headlam, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 5™ ed. (ICC;
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1902), 41.

"The exercise of this wrath is not simply “permissive,” as if God simply allows human
beings to take the course they have chosen (contra David Powys, ‘Heil’: A Hard Look at @ Hard
Question: The Fate of the Unrighteous in New Testament Thought [Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997],
309-11). The thrice-repeated “God gave them over” (Rom. 1:24, 26, 28) makes clear that God’s
wrath even at the present time is an active judgment. Powys is to be faulted for constantly seek-
ing to minimize the judicial and punitive aspects of God’s wrath and judgment.
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Paul’s concept here in terms of a “physical-spiritual entity—total death.” Since
believers undergo physical death and yet enjoy eternal life, it is clear that death
does not signify extinction but the “unnatural separation of the person from bod-
ily life.”” Paul, with other New Testament authors, teaches that all people, includ-
ing believers, must still experience physical death (e.g., 8:10), the “last enemy”
(1 Cor. 15:26). But believers have been rescued from spiritual death through their
union with Christ (note the past tense in Eph. 2:1: “You were dead in your trans-
gressions and sins”); and, while having to pass through death, they are assured
that they will escape the “eternal death” that unbelievers will suffer.

Fourth, the Greek krin- root occupies a broad spectrum of usage in Paul, and
it is not always easy to determine which occurrences are applicable to our study.
Paul often uses the root, for instance, to refer to the “judgment” that all human
beings must face, a judgment whose outcome may be either positive or negative
(e.g., Rom. 2:16; 2 Cor. 5:10). We have included above only those occurrences
that seem clearly to denote the negative verdict of judgment or the state result-
ing from that negative verdict.

Despite initial impressions, therefore, Paul’s teaching about hell is widespread
and clear. People who do not respond to the gospel of Jesus Christ will experience
the unambiguously distressing fate that we have outlined above. Nevertheless,
rarely, if ever, does Paul devote himself to explicit teaching about hell as a central
purpose within his letters. How are we to evaluate this circumstance? Some might
cite Paul’s failure to provide extended treatment about hell as evidence that the
doctrine was of minimal importance to him. Some might go so far as to view the
references we have cited above as holdovers from the tradition Paul inherited,
concluding that Paul himself was not fully persuaded of the doctrine. But another
conclusion is equally tenable: Paul and his readers assumed the doctrine of hell as
so basic that he did not need to provide extensive evidence for it. There are good
reasons to think that this is the more likely conclusion to be drawn.

While Paul was in some respects a theological innovator, in many other
respects he simply built on the theological tradition he inherited. A fairly exten-
sive theological tradition about the fate of the wicked had developed by Paul’s day.
While the Old Testament does not have a lot to say about the afterlife—and what
it does say is disputed—many passages emphasize the reality of God’s judgment
for sin. At least two (Isa. 66:24 and Dan. 12:2) present that judgment in terms of
eternal punishment.® Considerable development in the notion of life after death
took place in the intertestamental period. To be sure, some Jews focused exclu-
sively on this life as the context for both God’s reward and punishment. But more

°]. C. Beker, Paul: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980),
224; cf. also T, Barrosse, “Death and Sin in Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” CBQ 15 (1953):
449-55.

"John W. Cooper, Bady, Soul, and Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the Monisni-
Dualism Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 214. This point is important in countering
annihilationists (see below), who sometimes argue that “death” implies extinction.

¥See, e.g., Robert A. Peterson, Hell on Trial: The Case for Eternal Punishment (Phillipsburg,
N.J.: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1995), 21-37; see also ch. 2 in the present book.
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typical was an increasing emphasis on resurrection as the point of entry into a far
more extensive system of reward and punishment.

Even Jewish theologians who taught a resurrection of the body differed on
who would experience that resurrection. Most taught that only the righteous would
be raised; some extended the privilege to all Israel, and some to both the particu-
larly righteous and the most notorious sinners. But several Jewish works attest the
idea of a general resurrection as a prelude to reward and punishment (e.g., T Ben.
10:8; 4 Ezra 7:32, 37; 2 Bar: 30:2-5; 42:8; 49:1-51:10).° The Pharisees held this last
view.!Y Paul, of course, was a Pharisee (e.g., Acts 23:6; 26:5; Phil. 3:5), who expresses
his agreement with the notion of a resurrection of both the righteous and the
unrighteous (Acts 24:15). We would expect, then, unless we find evidence to the
contrary, that this is the position Paul assumed on eschatology, with its teaching
about resurrection as the portal to eternal reward and eternal punishment.
Moreover, as the previous chapter has made clear, the notion of punishment after
death was a staple in the teaching of Jesus; and from him, it made its way into early
Christianity. It is this tradition that Paul assumes as common knowledge.

But evidence equally important in appreciating the reality of hell in Paul
comes from what he assumes in his repeated emphasis on the need for the preach-
ing of the gospel. Paul makes clear that “salvation” and “life” come only through
response to the good news of Jesus Christ (e.g., Rom. 1:16; 10:9-10). He goes to
great lengths to proclaim this message (e.g., 2 Cor. 11:22-29) and bemoans the
fate of those who do not respond to his message (e.g., Rom. 9:3; 10:1). One can-
not adequately explain this passion for preaching the gospel without assuming
that Paul believed human beings who did not respond to the gospel face a bleak
and extremely distressing fate.

The Eternality of Hell

Few interpreters deny that Paul in some passages teaches the reality of a pun-
ishment for the wicked in the afterlife. But a significant number of contemporary
scholars minimize this evidence, arguing either that the punishment will be only
temporary, followed by restoration to fellowship with God, or that warnings about
final punishment serve a rhetorical purpose and do not represent the true heart
of Paul’s theology.! In one way or another, then, these interpreters deny the real-
ity of hell in the sense of irreversible judgment. Put positively, they argue for uni-
versalism: the doctrine that all human beings will in the end be saved.

“See the survey in Murray J. Harris, From Grave to Glory: Resurrection in the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 69-79.

19See esp. Josephus, War 2.164. Josephus certainly accommodates the Jewish views of his
day to standard Greek conceptions; but his reliability on this point is confirmed by other
sources. See also the conclusion of E. P. Sanders: Most Jews in Paul’s day probably believed in
an afterlife of reward and punishment (Fudaisim: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE [Philadelphia:
Trinity Press International, 1992], 303).

"For instance, M. E. Boring notes two strands of passages in Paul—one affirming the real-
ity of eternal judgment, the other universalism—and concludes that they cannot be reconciled
(“The Language of Universal Salvation in Paul,” 7BL 105 [1986]: 269-92).
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Universalism is on the rise in our day. The global village has brought people
of different religious persuasions together to an unprecedented degree. Other
religions are no longer strange teachings held by people far away in another coun-
try; they are the beliefs of people right next door. And as people get to know one
another at this level, the claim that Christianity is the only way to salvation begins
to sound arrogant. Added to the cultural mix is the postmodern tendency to ques-
tion absolute truth. Multiculturalism combines with postmodernism to elevate
tolerance to the chief of virtues—and hell is the ultimately intolerant doctrine.

If universalism were simply a modern cultural phenomenon with no basis in
the biblical text, it would be easy to dismiss. But, in fact, several key texts in
Scripture appear to provide initial support for the idea, and most of the texts are
in Paul’s letters. We must deal with these texts to defend the doctrine of hell that
we presented in the first part of this essay. For if Paul’s theological position is uni-
versalistic, hell has no ultimate place in his eschatological landscape. Universalism
finds ostensible support in five key Pauline texts.

1 Corinthians 15:20-28

In his spirited defense of the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead, Paul
appeals first of all to the reality and fundamental importance of the resurrection
of Christ (1 Cor. 15:12-19): “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile;
you are still in your sins” (v. 17). In verses 20-28, Paul goes on to argue positively
that the resurrection of Christ is the “firstfruits,” the inaugural stage in the pro-
gram of eschatological resurrection. In other words, God’s raising Christ from
the dead guarantees the resurrection of all who belong to him and is the first stage
in the ultimate conquering of death, “the last enemy.” Paul, therefore, affirms that
“in Christ all will be made alive” (v. 22) and that everything will ultimately be sub-
jected to God, so that he might be “all in all” (v. 28).

Here, according to some interpreters, Paul expresses his characteristic opti-
mism about the ultimate fate of the world. Borrowing from Jewish apocalyptic,
Paul teaches a future universal extent of God’s life-giving power. For God to
reclaim his sovereignty over creation, he must bestow on all human beings a new
resurrection life, a life that conquers death itself.!? But this conclusion is not war-
ranted by the text. Paul’s claim in 1 Corinthians 15:22 that “in Christ all will be
made alive” is occasionally taken to refer to the general resurrection of the dead.®
But even if this is Paul’s reference, universalism does not follow, for a universal res-
urrection does not entail universal salvation. The New Testament clearly affirms
that all people will be raised, but some will be raised not to eternal life but to eter-
nal condemnation (see John 5:29).

More importantly, however, it is unlikely that verse 22 refers to a universal
resurrection. “In Christ all will be made alive” is interpreted in verse 23: “Butin

See, e.g., Arland J. Hultgren, Paul’s Gospel and Mission: The Outlook from His Letter to the
Romans (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 104.

PE.g., Robert D. Culver, “A Neglected Millennial Passage from St. Paul,” BSuc 113 (1956):
141-52.

Hell uNDer fire 97



DoucLas J. Moo

this order: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him.”
Paul is thinking in this verse of the resurrection of Christians. Just as all those
who belong to Adam die, so all those who belong to Christ will be raised from the
dead."* Nor is it necessary, for God to be “all in all,” for every creature to enter
finally into a saving relationship with him. Paul affirms that God’ nature and pur-
poses demand that all creatures be finally subject to his authority, but the nature
of that submission is not spelled out.

Romans 5:18

Somewhat similar to 1 Corinthians 15:22 is Romans 5:18: “Consequently, just
as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people, so also one righteous act
resulted in justification and life for all.” Paul again portrays Adam and Christ as
the two key figures in salvation history, through whom, respectively, came con-
demnation (or death; see 5:12) and life. Again, Paul paints on a broad canvas,
affirming the universal reach of both Adam’s trespass and of Christ’s “righteous
act.” But one key difference between these texts is that “life” in Romans 5:18 does
not refer to resurrection but to spiritual or eternal life (cf. 5:17, 21). Even more
clearly than 1 Corinthians 15:22, then, Romans 5:18 seems to affirm universalism:
The extent of eternal life will match the extent of death and condemnation."

In response, we must reiterate at the outset that such a view requires that Paul
contradict himself on a rather fundamental point within the same letter, for he
affirms unequivocally that the reign of sin and death can be escaped only through
the gospel of Jesus Christ. Universalists do not always deny this, but they suggest
that some people may be embraced by the power of the gospel only after death.
But Paul makes equally clear that the gospel has the power to save only those who
believe (e.g., Rom. 1:16—17; 3:21-22) and that judgment will be based on the
decisions made in this life (e.g., 2 Cor. 5:10). Indeed, Paul suggests just such a
limitation on the scope of the “all” in Romans 5:18b in verse 17: “Death reigns”
through the “trespass of the one man” (Adam), but it is only those who “receive”

God’s gift of grace who will reign in life. Human response is required to experi-
ence the benefits of God’s work in Christ.!¢

14See esp. William V. Crockett, “The Ultimate Restoration of All Mankind: 1 Corinthi-
ans 15:22.” in Studia Biblica 1978: Papers on Paul and Other New Testament Authors (ed. E. A,
Livingstone; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1980), 83—87; and also, e.g., Gordon D. Fee,
The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 749-51; Anthony
C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTGC;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 1224-29. Hultgren objects to this interpretation by arguing
that the phrase “in Christ” must be adverbial, modifying “will be made alive” rather than adjec-
tival, modifying “all” (Pauls Gospel and Mission, 104). But our interpretation does not require
that “in Christ” be adjectival; it simply insists that the word “all” be defined—as it always must
be—by the context. :

1iSee, again, Hultgren, Paul’s Gospel, 82-124; and also C. K. Barrett, The Epistle to the
Romans (HNTC; New York: Harper & Row, 1958), 116-17.

1#To be sure, there is debate about whether the “receive™ in 5:17 is active (humans must act)
or passive (humans simply accept what comes to them). Bur the very introduction of the lan-
guage, in contrast to the Adam-side of the situation, implies an active response.
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What then does Paul mean by claiming that through Christ there is justifi-
cation and “life for all”?> One possibility is that he is affirming that Christ’s work
on the cross is of potential benefit to all people. Christ has won for all people “the
sentence of justification” and this justification is offered freely to all.'” But Paul
usually uses “justification” language to refer to the actual transfer from the realm
of sin and death to the realm of righteousness and life. Probably, therefore, as in
1 Corinthians 15:22, the “all” in the second half of verse 18 refers to “all who are
in Christ.”"® This interpretation meshes perfectly with Paul’s overall purpose in
Romans 5:12-21. He seeks to assure believers of their ultimate salvation (see 5:9-
10) by reminding them that Christ has more than cancelled the damaging effects
of Adam’ sin. All who belong to Adam are condemned. But all who belong to
Christ can be absolutely certain of eternal life. Paul is not claiming that all people
will be saved but, rather, that all believers will be saved.

Romans 11:26, 32

Paul’s defense of God’s faithfulness to his promises to Israel in chapters 9-11
climaxes with two sweeping promises: “All Israel will be saved” (11:26a), and “For
God has bound everyone over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them
all” (11:32). The latter verse obviously constitutes a problem for the view of hell
that we outlined above: If all people will receive mercy in the end, no one will be
left in hell. The former verse does not technically suggest universalism, since the
promise in it appears to be confined to Israel. But we need at least to glance at it
as well, because it is often taken as an indicator that Paul’s theology is ultimately
universalistic: If all Jews will be saved, will not all people as well?

Careful attention to context and background is indispensable if we are to arrive
at an accurate interpretation of these verses. Beginning in 11:12, Paul seeks to sti-
fle the arrogance of certain Gentile Christians (see 11:18, 25) by showing how God
is using the unbelief of so many Jews and the salvation of Gentiles to bring salva-
tion again to Israel. As Jews reject the message of salvation in Christ, that message
goes out to Gentiles. But their acceptance of the message and inclusion within the
people of God are designed to stimulate the Jews to jealousy (11:11, 14, referring
to Deut. 32:21, quoted in Rom. 10:19). Some interpreters think that the promise
of verse 26, “All Israel will be saved,” summarizes this entire process. “All Israel,”
then, would be a way of referring to all the people of God, Jew or Gentile.!?

But most interpreters, rightly in my estimation, insist that the context requires
that “Israel” have a national rather than a spiritual meaning here. Paul may then
be referring to a cumulative effect (it is as Jews come to Christ throughout the
church age that “all Israel” is saved) or to a climactic act (in the last days “all Israel”

E.g., E. Godet, Commentary on Romans (repr.; Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1977), 224-25.

18See, e.g., Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1974), 340-41.

1°E.g., John Calvin, Commmentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans (repr.; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1947), 437-38; N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1993), 249-50.
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will be saved). The latter is the more likely view, since 11:26b probably refers to
the Parousia.?® Whatever the exact scenario, what is especially important for our
purposes is the background of the phrase “all Israel.” As a survey of the Old
Testament and Jewish literature quickly reveals, this phrase does not usually refer
to all Jews, or even to all Jews alive at a given time. It has a representative signif-
icance, as in, for instance, Joshua 7:25, where “all Israel” is said to have stoned
Achan. Romans 11:26 gives no support for even a qualified universalism.

Context is also critical to the correct interpretation of Romans 11:32. Paul’s
focus throughout this section, as we have seen, is on the relationship of Jews and
Gentiles. The “all” consigned to disobedience on the one hand (for which, see
1:18-32), and the “all” who receive mercy on the other, are “all nations.”” The
universalism of this verse—as much of the universalism of Romans—is a univer-
salism of people groups, not of individuals.

Colossians 1:20

In Colossians, Paul counters a heretical teaching that diminished the place of
Jesus Christ in redemption by emphasizing the importance of other angelic medi-
ators. Colossians 1:15-20, probably reproducing or at least based on an early
Christian hymn, responds to such a limitation on Christ’s significance by assert-
ing his supremacy in the spheres of both creation (1:15-17) and redemption
(1:18-20). At the climax of this passage, Paul asserts that through Christ God has
purposed to “reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in
heaven.” We find here another verse that is often cited as evidence that all people
will eventually be saved and that hell will not therefore exist forever.

Particularly significant in Colossians 1:20 is the language of “reconciliation,”
which Paul elsewhere applies theologically only to people who are saved (see Col.
1:22; see also Rom. 5:10, 11; 11:15; 2 Cor. 5:18-20; Eph. 2:16). Despite this nor-
mal Pauline use of the language, however, it is doubtful that Paul here refers to
salvific reconciliation. The objects of the reconciliation in this verse are “all
things” (tz panta, a neuter construction). This phrase could refer to human beings
(see, perhaps, Gal. 3:22), but, with the elaboration “whether things on earth or
things in heaven,” this is unlikely. Human beings must certainly be included, but
Paul uses language that embraces the entire created world (see the somewhat par-
allel Eph. 1:10).

If this is the case, then the reconciliation of which Paul here speaks is not Oniy
the salvific reconciliation enjoyed by those in Christ but includes also the uni-
versal “pacification” of the entire universe in Christ. 2 At the minimum, the “all

S0 most modern commentators. See Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICN'T;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 720-22.

#See esp. Stephen Pegler, “The Nature of Paul’s Universal Salvation Language in
Romans” (Ph.D. dissertation, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 2002),

22See esp. E. . Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Epbesians (NICN'T;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 74-76; Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon (Hermeneia;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 59-61; Peter I. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon (WBC 44; Waco,
Tex.: Word, 1982), §3-57.
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things” must include the “thrones or powers or rulers or authorities” of Colossians
1:16, since the phrase “whether things on earth or things in heaven” clearly echoes
“things in heaven and on earth” in verse 16. On the basis of this interpretation,
Origen in the early church and others since him have advanced the idea of
apokatastasis, the ultimate reconciliation of all people and spiritual beings to God
(the word itself is taken from Acts 3:21). Yet, as Peter O’Brien points out, this
interpretation does not match the teaching of Paul elsewhere about hostile spir-
itual powers: “These forces are shown as submitting against their will to a power
they cannot resist. They are reconciled through subjugation.” The final sub-
mission of all things to God in Christ awaits the last day (Phil. 2:10-11). Yet the
last phrase of the verse suggests that Paul here refers to the “pacification in prin-
ciple” that took place through the death of Jesus on the cross. God through the
cross of his Son provided the basis for the subjugation of all things to himself.

1 Timothy 2:4

The final text sometimes used to support universalism in Paul is | Timothy
2:4, with its famous claim that God “wants all people to be saved and to come to
aknowledge of the truth.” Universalists argue that an omnipotent God will surely
accomplish what he “wishes.” If God wants all people to be saved, then all people
will be saved—whether through faith in this life, through an encounter with
Christ after death, or by some other means.?* The problem with this interpreta-
tion is that Paul teaches quite explicitly in this very letter—indeed, in the next
verse—that faith, which Paul confines to this life and limits only to some people,
is necessary for salvation (see also 1:16; 3:16; 4:10).

Moreover, it is not at all clear on logical or theological grounds that whatever
God “desires” he accomplishes. Theologians since the early days of the church
have recognized the need to distinguish between God’s “general” will—his
“desires,” as it were—and his effective will. One must analyze carefully biblical
expressions about God’s “will” before deciding in which category to place them.

What, then, does Paul mean in this verse? Two interpretations deserve men-
tion. (1) Since Paul seems to be combating in the Pastoral letters a heresy that
confined salvation to a select few, the point of verse 4 might be that God extends
a gracious offer of salvation to all human beings. Only some, however, will
accept.’ (2) Or Paul might be emphasizing that God’s will for salvation extends
to “all kinds of people.” We have seen that Paul uses universal language in this
sense elsewhere (Rom. 11:32), and 1 Timothy 2:1, with its call for prayers to be
offered for “everyone” (same Greek words as in 2:4), supports this nuance.?¢ A

B30 Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 56.

#See, e.g., John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (London: Macmillan, 1966), 378-80.

5See, for a recent defense of this view, I. Howard Marshall (in collaboration with Philip
H. Towner), 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles (ICC; Edinburgh: T.
& T. Clark, 1999), 426-27.

*E.g., George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles: A Commentary on the Greek Text
(NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 307.
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