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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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