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Preface and Method
The doctrine of hell is among the most difficult subjects in Christian
theology. It touches at once on God’s holiness and love, human
responsibility, the meaning of the cross, the resurrection, the last
judgment, and the hope of the new creation. This study therefore
begins not with caricatures but with the biblical texts, the
original-language terms, and the ways in which Christian traditions
have read those texts together.

The evangelical view receives the greatest amount of attention. This
does not mean that all evangelicals think exactly alike. Eternal
conscious punishment remains highly influential and is clearly
present in major evangelical confessions, while evangelical
conditionalists argue that the wicked are ultimately destroyed.
Universal reconciliation is generally a minority or rejected position
in classical evangelical confessions.

Statistics require caution. There is no reliable worldwide survey that
divides Christians precisely among eternal conscious punishment,
annihilationism, universalism, and other models. Recent Pew figures
used here measure whether Americans say they believe in hell; they
do not identify the exact theological model. Where precise figures do
not exist, this study deliberately avoids false precision.

The original-language discussion distinguishes Sheol, Hades,
Gehenna, tartaro■, and images such as the lake of fire. Older
translations sometimes render several of these with the single word
“hell.” Exegesis therefore begins by distinguishing terms before
attempting a theological synthesis. The central question is: what does
Scripture mean when it speaks of death, the realm of the dead,
judgment, fire, destruction, the second death, and eternal
punishment-and how have Christians understood these themes
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through the centuries?
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Infographic 1 — How Many Christians
Say They Believe in Hell?
Recent U.S. data: Evangelical Protestants 82%; Historically Black
Protestants 81%; Catholics 69%; Orthodox Christians 60%; Mainline
Protestants 59%; Latter-day Saints 54%; all U.S. Christians 72%.
These figures measure belief in hell under Pew’s survey wording, not
adherence to a particular technical model of hell.

Infographic 2 — Timeline
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Biblical period → Early Church → Augustine and the Western
consolidation → Medieval development of hell and purgatory →
Reformation rejection of purgatory with continued affirmation of
final judgment → Nineteenth- and twentieth-century reopening of
debates over conditionalism and universalism → Contemporary
plural discussion alongside continuing confessional support for
eternal punishment.

Infographic 3 — Four Models
1. Eternal conscious punishment: final, conscious and everlasting
judgment. 2. Conditionalism/annihilationism: judgment culminates
in irreversible destruction or the second death. 3. Christian
universalism: judgment is real but ultimately restorative. 4.
Purgatory: in Roman Catholic teaching, a temporary final
purification of those who die in God’s grace; it is not hell and is not a
second chance after final condemnation.

Infographic 4 — Original-Language
Terms
Sheol (Hebrew): grave, realm of the dead. Hades (Greek): realm of
the dead, often translating Sheol. Gehenna (Greek): derived from the
Valley of Hinnom and used especially in Jesus’ warnings of
eschatological judgment. Tartaro■ (Greek verb): to cast into
Tartarus, used once in 2 Peter 2:4 of sinful angels. Ai■nios (Greek
adjective): eternal, lasting, or belonging to the age, with meaning
determined by context.
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Part I — Words and Biblical
Building Blocks
This part develops the principal lines step by step, distinguishing
biblical vocabulary, confessional doctrine, and later theological
interpretation.

1. Why ‘Hell’ Is Not a Single
Original-Language Word
A reader who searches only a Dutch or English concordance for
“hell” may assume that Scripture always refers to exactly the same
place. The original languages are more nuanced. Hebrew Sheol
belongs to the semantic field of death, grave, and the realm of the
dead. The Septuagint frequently renders Sheol with Hades. The New
Testament also uses Gehenna, derived from the Valley of Hinnom
and charged with prophetic judgment imagery. Second Peter uses the
verb tartaro■ once for sinful angels, while Revelation speaks
symbolically of the lake of fire and the second death.

For evangelical exegesis these distinctions matter, but they are not
the end of the discussion. Different terms may describe different
stages or images and still contribute to a coherent doctrine of final
judgment. Hades need not be identical with final Gehenna;
resurrection and judgment precede the final state. Conditionalists
emphasize death, destruction, perishing, and the second death.
Universalists stress restoration texts and possible nuances of ai■nios.
The classical view gives particular weight to passages where eternal
punishment parallels eternal life and to images of unending
judgment. The debate is therefore about canonical weighting, not
merely “literal versus symbolic.”
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2. Sheol: Grave, Death, and the Realm
of the Dead
Sheol is the principal Old Testament term in this discussion.
Lexicons give meanings such as grave, underworld, or realm of the
dead. In poetry, descending to Sheol can simply express approaching
death. Both righteous and wicked people may be associated with
Sheol in Old Testament language, so it is methodologically wrong to
translate every occurrence directly as the fully developed later idea of
final hell.

Yet Sheol is not theologically empty. Death belongs to Scripture’s
larger story of sin, judgment, and God’s saving power. Psalms
confess that God can deliver from the power of Sheol, and the
prophets connect death imagery with divine judgment. The Old
Testament also develops the expectation of resurrection and final
recompense, notably in Daniel 12. Evangelical theology therefore
does not build the doctrine of hell on Sheol alone; it reads the
developing revelation in light of resurrection, judgment, and the
decisive coming of Christ.

3. Hades: The Unseen Realm of the
Dead
Hades is often the Greek Bible’s translation of Sheol. In the New
Testament it can denote the realm or power of death. Acts 2 uses
Hades in the quotation of Psalm 16 in connection with Christ’s
resurrection. Revelation personifies Death and Hades and finally
casts both into the lake of fire-an important indication that Hades and
the final lake of fire are not simply identical.
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Luke 16 connects Hades most strongly with torment in the story of
the rich man and Lazarus. The narrative has deeply influenced
Christian pictures of the intermediate state, but its details should not
be turned mechanically into a map of the afterlife. Its force lies in
reversal, the seriousness of unbelief, and the sufficiency of Moses
and the prophets. Classical evangelical theology therefore commonly
distinguishes the intermediate state after death from the final state
after resurrection and last judgment.

4. Gehenna: From the Valley of Hinnom
to Eschatological Judgment
Gehenna is connected with the Valley of Hinnom near Jerusalem,
associated in the Old Testament with idolatrous child sacrifice and
prophetic announcements of judgment. Jesus in particular uses
Gehenna as a grave warning. It is too narrow to reduce it to a mere
geographical valley; in Jesus’ teaching it functions as an image of
divine, eschatological judgment.

A popular claim says the valley was Jerusalem’s continually burning
garbage dump in Jesus’ day. That picture is frequently repeated, but
its historical basis is weaker than many sermons suggest. The
stronger background lies in Old Testament traditions concerning
Hinnom, Topheth, judgment, and unquenchable fire. For the
evangelical view, Jesus’ warnings are decisive: Gehenna is not
speculative geography but a moral and eschatological alarm intended
to summon hearers to repentance.

5. Tartarus, the Abyss, and the Lake of
Fire
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The verb tartaro■ occurs only once in the New Testament, in 2 Peter
2:4, describing sinful angels kept for judgment. Tartarus should
therefore not become the standard term for the human hell.
Revelation employs other images: the abyss, fire, sulfur, the lake of
fire, and the second death. Apocalyptic symbols are not unreal
because they are symbolic; they communicate realities of final
exclusion, judgment, the defeat of evil, and the end of Death and
Hades.

Evangelical interpreters differ on how literally the fire should be
understood. The Assemblies of God explicitly allows disagreement
about the literal character of the imagery while affirming everlasting
punishment. Eternal conscious punishment therefore does not require
every image to be interpreted as a literal physical description.

6. Ai■n, Ai■nios, and the Question of
‘Eternal’
The Greek adjective ai■nios is crucial because Matthew 25:46
applies it to both “punishment” and “life.” It is related to ai■n, age or
era, but meaning cannot be derived mechanically from etymology. In
the New Testament ai■nios can refer to what belongs to the age to
come and, in many contexts, to what is lasting or eternal, including
God’s own nature and eternal life.

Universalist and some conditionalist arguments stress that the word
family need not mean “endless” in every possible context. The
classical evangelical reply is contextual: in Matthew 25:46 the same
adjective stands symmetrically with punishment and life. If the
duration of punishment is limited in principle, the parallel with life
must be explained. A lexicon supplies a range of meaning, not an
automatic theological conclusion; duration must be decided by
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syntax, genre, and the broader biblical witness.

Part II — Jesus and the New
Testament
This part examines the principal New Testament passages and how
the competing models read them.

7. Jesus as the Principal Preacher of
Gehenna
Many of the sharpest warnings about Gehenna occur on the lips of
Jesus. This prevents two opposite errors: hell cannot simply be set
against “the love of Jesus,” yet Jesus’ warnings cannot be detached
from his invitation, forgiveness, and self-giving at the cross.
Judgment and grace are not two rival gods in the Gospels.

Jesus uses vivid and hyperbolic imagery: cutting off a hand, tearing
out an eye, outer darkness, weeping and gnashing of teeth, and
unquenchable fire. Fire and darkness are physically contrasting
images, which makes a flat photographic reading difficult. Classical
evangelical interpretation sees several metaphors pointing to one
reality-loss, exclusion, punishment, dread, and the final seriousness
of God’s judgment. The pastoral purpose is not curiosity but a call to
life and repentance.

8. Matthew 25:31–46: Eternal
Punishment and Eternal Life
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The judgment of the sheep and goats is a central passage. The Son of
Man comes in glory, the nations are judged, and the conclusion
contrasts “eternal punishment” with “eternal life.” For the classical
evangelical view, this parallel is one of the strongest arguments for
the enduring duration of judgment because the same adjective,
ai■nios, qualifies both destinies.

The passage also raises an ethical question: judgment is described in
terms of concrete mercy toward “the least of these.” This does not
necessarily teach a simple system of merit; in Matthew discipleship,
faith, obedience, and fruit belong together. Conditionalists respond
that eternal punishment may be punishment with an eternal
result-death that is final. Classical interpreters consider that
insufficient, especially because of the parallel with eternal life and
other texts describing continuing judgment.

9. Mark 9 and Isaiah 66: Worm and
Unquenchable Fire
Mark 9 draws on Isaiah 66, where the corpses of rebels are viewed
and worm and fire do not cease. Conditionalists rightly note that
Isaiah speaks of corpses and therefore read the image as complete
destruction. Traditional interpreters argue that Jesus intensifies the
image eschatologically and that the undying worm and unquenchable
fire emphasize the inescapability of judgment.

“Unquenchable” does not by itself have to mean that a literal fire
burns endlessly; it can mean that no one can extinguish it before it
completes its work. One word cannot settle the entire debate. Both
sides therefore appeal to combinations of texts and to the function of
prophetic imagery in Jesus’ teaching.
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10. Paul: Wrath, Destruction, and
Exclusion
Paul does not use the word Gehenna, but he frequently speaks of
divine wrath, judgment, death, and destruction. Second
Thessalonians 1:9 speaks of “eternal destruction” and exclusion from
the presence of the Lord. Traditional evangelical theology reads this
as an enduring condition of ruin and exclusion; conditionalists
emphasize “destruction” as the extinction of the wicked.

Romans 2 describes righteous judgment according to works and
contrasts eternal life with wrath. Romans 6:23 sets the wages of
sin-death-against God’s gift of eternal life in Christ. Conditionalists
give this text special weight, while the classical view replies that
“death” in Paul need not mean non-existence and may describe a
relational condition. In either reading, judgment in Paul is never
detached from Christ and justification by grace.

11. Revelation: Second Death, Fire, and
Final Victory
Revelation 20–22 forms the dramatic close of the canon. Death and
Hades are cast into the lake of fire, called the second death; those not
found in the book of life share in this judgment. Then comes the new
heaven and new earth, where death, mourning, and pain are no more.

Traditionalists stress Revelation 14:11 and 20:10, where smoke rises
and the devil, beast, and false prophet are tormented day and night
forever and ever. Conditionalists emphasize “second death” and Old
Testament imagery of smoke rising perpetually as a sign of
irreversible judgment. Evangelical institutions such as the



13

Assemblies of God read these passages as supporting everlasting
punishment while acknowledging the need for careful interpretation
of apocalyptic symbolism.

Part III — Four Major Models
The four principal models differ especially in the nature, purpose,
and duration of final judgment.

12. Model A: Eternal Conscious
Punishment
The traditional or classical view is often called eternal conscious
punishment or torment. Its core claim is not that every image of fire
must be literal, but that final judgment is definitive, everlasting, and
consciously experienced. The condemned continue to exist and
experience the reality of God’s judgment. Western traditions often
describe this as exclusion from God’s blessed presence; Roman
Catholic formulations speak of eternal separation from God as the
chief punishment.

This view is deeply rooted in evangelical confessions. The Southern
Baptist Convention speaks of “everlasting punishment,” and the
Assemblies of God reaffirmed in 2024 that final punishment is
everlasting while rejecting universalism and annihilationism. Its
strongest biblical arguments include Matthew 25:46, Mark 9, 2
Thessalonians 1, Revelation 14 and 20, and the cumulative pattern of
final judgment. Major objections concern proportionality, divine
love, destruction language, and the relation between finite sins and
everlasting punishment.
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13. Model B: Conditionalism and
Annihilationism
Conditionalism holds that immortality is not an automatic possession
of every human being but God’s gift to the redeemed. The wicked are
judged and ultimately destroyed; punishment is eternal in its result
rather than an endless conscious experience. “Annihilationism”
describes the final result, while “conditional immortality” names the
underlying anthropology.

Biblical arguments include death, destroy, destruction, perish, chaff
consumed by fire, and the second death. Matthew 10:28-God can
destroy both soul and body in Gehenna-is important. The
Seventh-day Adventist tradition is a clear institutional representative:
after the millennium the wicked are consumed and the universe is
freed from sin and sinners. Classical critics answer that biblical
“destruction” does not always mean ceasing to exist and that
passages of conscious punishment and the parallel between eternal
punishment and eternal life remain difficult for conditionalism.

14. Model C: Christian Universalism
and Apokatastasis
Christian universalism teaches that God’s saving work ultimately
brings all people-and in some forms the entire fallen creation-into
reconciliation. Historically the term apokatastasis is often used.
Origen is associated with this tradition, though his exact position is
more complex than popular summaries suggest. Modern theology
includes both dogmatic universalists and theologians who merely
hope for universal salvation without teaching it as certain.
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Universalists appeal to texts about God desiring all to be saved,
Christ drawing all people, the reconciliation of all things, and God
finally being “all in all.” Judgment is then read as corrective, healing,
or purifying, and ai■nios may be understood as “belonging to the
age” rather than necessarily endless. Classical evangelical criticism
argues that this does not do justice to the final division in judgment
texts and weakens the urgency of the warnings. The Assemblies of
God explicitly rejects ultimate reconciliation.

15. Model D: Metaphorical and
Relational Approaches
Some Christians accept the finality of hell while speaking cautiously
about physical torment. They emphasize relational separation,
self-exclusion, shame, or the experience of God’s holy presence. C.
S. Lewis popularized the image that the doors of hell are, as it were,
locked from the inside, though this is not a complete systematic
doctrine.

Eastern Orthodox sources offer another relational approach. Material
from the Orthodox Church in America describes heaven and hell as
different experiences of the same divine presence and love: joy for
those who love God and pain for those who reject that love. This
differs from Western language of “separation from God,” while
retaining the seriousness of final judgment. Evangelically, relational
language can correct crude pictures of a sadistic God, but it should
not erase the New Testament’s legal and punitive language.

Part IV — The History of the
Doctrine
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The history shows both continuity and genuine diversity, and it must
be described without forcing modern categories onto earlier
centuries.

16. The Early Church: Diversity within
Boundaries
The early church did not possess perfectly uniform terminology
concerning the fate of the wicked. Strong voices affirmed continuing
punishment, while some theologians speculated about restoration and
purification. Origen is the best-known name in discussions of
apokatastasis; Gregory of Nyssa is also frequently cited. At the same
time a broad tradition developed in which the punishment of the
wicked was understood as lasting.

Historical claims require nuance. It is too simple to say “the early
church was universalist,” but it is also too simple to ignore dissenting
voices. Richard Bauckham described eternal punishment as virtually
the universal position of theologians until modern times, with
important exceptions. Precise percentages cannot responsibly be
assigned. For evangelicals, the early church is not a second Bible, but
it is an important witness to early interpretive possibilities and later
confessional dominance.

17. Augustine and the Consolidation of
the Western Tradition
Augustine profoundly shaped Western doctrines of sin, grace, and
eternal punishment. Against forms of universal restoration he
stressed the parallel between eternal life and eternal punishment. His
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influence on medieval Catholic and later Protestant frameworks is
difficult to overstate.

Yet later images of hell are not simply identical with Augustine. Art,
popular piety, Dante, and preaching added imagery that strongly
shaped the cultural imagination. An evangelical reassessment
therefore seeks both to take historical continuity seriously and to
return continually to Scripture: tradition can show how texts have
been understood, while Scripture remains the final norm.

18. The Middle Ages: Hell, Purgatory,
and Imagination
During the Middle Ages the distinction between heaven, hell, and a
state of purification became increasingly systematic. Purgatory
developed not as a “milder hell” but as postmortem purification of
people who are ultimately saved. That distinction remains essential in
the current Catholic Catechism.

Medieval art, sermons, visions, and literature made the afterlife
vivid. Dante’s Inferno is culturally influential but must not be treated
as an official catechism. Many popular ideas about circles of hell,
particular demons, and elaborate techniques of torment belong more
to cultural history than directly to Scripture. The Reformation
rejected purgatory while retaining the classical doctrine of
everlasting punishment in many Protestant confessions.

19. Reformation and Protestant
Confessions
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Lutheran and Reformed traditions rejected the Roman Catholic
doctrine of purgatory, especially because of their views of
justification, the sufficiency of Christ, and the authority of Scripture.
The final division between salvation and condemnation nevertheless
remained firm. Reformed confessions speak clearly about the last
judgment and lasting punishment.

The Reformation therefore did not move from “hell” to “no hell.” It
moved away from the medieval system of postmortem purification
and merits toward the decisive significance of grace and faith in
Christ. In classical Protestant eschatology, death is followed by an
intermediate state and ultimately by resurrection and last judgment.
This Protestant inheritance-sola Scriptura, justification by grace, and
missionary urgency-became foundational for evangelicalism.

20. Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries: The Debate Reopened
From the nineteenth century onward the Western debate became
more plural. Universalist churches and theologians gained visibility,
while conditionalist arguments were redeveloped. In the twentieth
century evangelical authors also began taking the annihilationist
option more seriously. Contemporary Protestant discussion is
therefore less uniform than older confessional documents might
suggest.

This change reflects exegesis, changing views of punishment,
historical study, and heightened moral concern about endless
suffering. Moral discomfort is not by itself an argument, but theology
must show how its doctrine of God, humanity, and Scripture fits
together. At the same time, major evangelical denominations
continue officially to affirm the classical view; the modern debate
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has broadened rather than simply replaced the traditional landscape.

Part V — Christian Traditions
Today
Official teaching, theological schools, and the personal beliefs of
members must be distinguished from one another.

21. Roman Catholic: Hell and Purgatory
The current Catechism of the Catholic Church unequivocally affirms
both the reality and eternity of hell. Its chief punishment is described
as eternal separation from God. At the same time the Catechism
stresses that God predestines no one to hell; a voluntary turning away
from God and persistence in it are necessary.

Purgatory concerns those who die “in God’s grace and friendship”
but are not yet fully purified. Their final salvation is secure;
purification prepares them for the joy of heaven. Purgatory is
therefore still official Roman Catholic teaching. Catholic theology
distinguishes heaven, final condemnation, and the temporary final
purification of the saved. Purgatory is not a second chance after final
condemnation.

22. Eastern Orthodox: God’s Presence
as Joy or Pain
Orthodox sources speak strongly about the last judgment and eternal
destiny but often use a different conceptual framework from the
Latin West. In the Orthodox Church in America’s explanation, God’s
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love is not absent in hell. The same divine presence that is joy for the
saints is experienced as pain by those who reject God.

This perspective seeks to avoid portraying God as an external
torturer. Judgment is real, while its ontological ground remains
God’s unchanging presence and love. Orthodox spirituality connects
eschatology closely with the condition of the heart: does the human
person learn to love God or resist that love? This model is not
identical with universalism, though wider Orthodox theology
contains discussion about the scope of hope for restoration.

23. Reformed and Presbyterian
Classical Reformed theology emphasizes God’s holiness, righteous
judgment, the resurrection of righteous and wicked, and the enduring
seriousness of condemnation. The Westminster tradition has strongly
influenced English-speaking Reformed Protestantism. Hell is placed
within a wider framework of covenant, election, atonement, and final
judgment.

A Reformed emphasis is that the gravity of sin is measured not only
by the finite duration of an act but also by the majesty of the One
against whom sin is directed and by the continuing disposition of the
sinner. Critics argue that this does not completely solve the
proportionality question. Conditionalist voices exist in contemporary
Reformed and evangelical circles, but the classical confessional line
remains everlasting punishment.

24. Baptists and Free Evangelicals
Baptist and free evangelical churches are globally diverse, yet
influential confessional documents are clear. The Southern Baptist
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Convention’s Baptist Faith & Message says that the unrighteous are
consigned to hell, “the place of everlasting punishment.” A 2011
SBC resolution explicitly speaks of eternal conscious punishment.

This tradition closely links the doctrine of hell with evangelism.
Warning of judgment is not an end in itself but part of the call to
repentance and faith. A pastoral danger appears when fear becomes
the only or dominant motive and the gospel is reduced to escape from
punishment. The New Testament proclaims more richly: forgiveness,
reconciliation, adoption, new life, and the kingdom of God. A
balanced evangelical presentation therefore speaks truly about
judgment while keeping Christ at the center.

25. Pentecostal and Charismatic
Traditions
Classical Pentecostalism generally stands close to traditional
evangelical teaching on final judgment. The Assemblies of God
(USA) calls final punishment in the lake of fire “everlasting,” and in
2024 published a position paper rejecting both universalism and
annihilationism.

Notably, the document allows differences over the literalness of fire
imagery while affirming the duration and finality of judgment. This
illustrates a wider evangelical development: distinguishing the core
of a doctrine from the exact metaphors used to describe it.
Historically Pentecostal preaching has often stressed repentance and
Christ’s return; a responsible contemporary approach combines
urgency with careful exegesis and avoids speculative horror imagery.
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26. Seventh-day Adventists:
Conditionalism as Official Teaching
The Seventh-day Adventist Church is the clearest example of a major
Christian tradition officially committed to conditionalist eschatology.
According to its fundamental beliefs, death until the resurrection is
an unconscious state. After Christ’s return and the millennium comes
the resurrection of the wicked; fire from God consumes them and
cleanses the earth.

Final punishment is therefore definitive but not endless conscious
suffering. The “second death” is genuine death. God alone possesses
immortality inherently; eternal life is a gift to the redeemed. This
model integrates anthropology, the intermediate state, the
millennium, and final judgment. Evangelical traditionalists dispute
this reading, but Adventists demonstrate that annihilationism need
not arise from minimizing the seriousness of judgment.

27. Anglican, Methodist, and Mainline
Protestantism
Within Anglican, Methodist, and broader mainline traditions, actual
contemporary diversity is considerable. Historical formularies and
classical confessions contain language about judgment and eternal
destiny, but individual theologians and congregations may range
from traditional everlasting punishment to conditionalism, hopeful
universalism, or more symbolic interpretations.

This difference between official sources and actual belief is
important statistically. A respondent who says “yes” to the existence
of hell may imagine something very different from the confessional
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text of the church. Conversely, a person may reject classical imagery
while still believing in final judgment. Responsible comparison
therefore distinguishes normative doctrine, theological movements,
and personal conviction.

Part VI — The Evangelical View in
Detail
This part gives the classical evangelical position the fullest treatment
while acknowledging internal evangelical debate.

28. What Do We Mean by ‘the
Evangelical View’?
Evangelical is not a single denomination. In this study “classical
evangelical” means a Protestant approach that confesses Scripture as
the highest norm, centers the saving work of Christ, emphasizes
personal conversion and faith, and is mission-oriented. Within that
field eternal conscious punishment has historically and
confessionally been strongly represented.

This is evident in Baptist and Pentecostal confessions. Yet prominent
evangelical thinkers have defended conditionalism, and some
evangelicals explore more hopeful eschatologies. “The evangelical
view” must therefore not imply that there is no internal debate. The
strongest presentation of the classical position is argumentative:
which texts support it, what objections are raised, and why do its
defenders believe the alternatives finally do less justice to the total
biblical evidence?
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29. Evangelical Argument 1: The Words
of Jesus
The first pillar is the seriousness of Jesus’ own warnings. He speaks
of Gehenna, outer darkness, exclusion, weeping and gnashing of
teeth, and eternal punishment. For evangelicals it is methodologically
impossible to honor Jesus as Lord while dismissing his judgment
language as a later ecclesiastical addition.

The classical reading does not claim that every metaphor is literal. It
argues that the plurality of metaphors enlarges rather than diminishes
the reality. If fire, darkness, loss, and exclusion all point toward
judgment, the safest conclusion is not that nothing is real, but that no
single image exhausts its seriousness. The same Jesus who warns
also seeks the lost, forgives sinners, and gives his life as a ransom;
evangelical theology therefore reads hell christologically, in the light
of the cross.

30. Evangelical Argument 2: The
Parallel of Eternal Life and Eternal
Punishment
Matthew 25:46 is structurally important for the classical position.
The issue is not merely the dictionary meaning of ai■nios but the
rhetorical parallel: the same sentence places eternal punishment over
against eternal life. Traditionalists argue that the most natural reading
gives both destinies a corresponding finality.

Conditionalists reply that a punishment can be eternal because its
result is eternal. The classical response is that “punishment” more
naturally describes an experience or condition than only the result of
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a punitive act, and that other texts support continuing judgment. The
argument is cumulative: Matthew 25 is read together with Mark 9, 2
Thessalonians 1, Revelation 14 and 20, and the broader biblical
division between life and judgment.

31. Evangelical Argument 3: Final
Division
Many New Testament passages end not with three or four final
groups but with a decisive division: narrow and broad ways, good
and bad trees, wheat and weeds, wise and foolish virgins, sheep and
goats, resurrection to life and resurrection to judgment. Classical
evangelical theology sees in this a pattern of finality.

Universal reconciliation must explain why such passages are not the
final word. It may answer that judgment is real but penultimate,
followed by restoration. Traditionalists consider that additional stage
insufficiently explicit and believe it weakens the final tone of the
judgment texts. Conditionalism shares the final division but defines
the negative destiny as ultimate death; the debate between
traditionalism and conditionalism is therefore narrower than the
debate with universalism.

32. Evangelical Argument 4: God’s Love
and God’s Holiness
A caricature says that the traditional view chooses God’s wrath
against God’s love. Classical evangelical theology seeks to
understand both through the cross. God’s love is holy, and his
holiness is not loveless. Evil genuinely matters; victims rightly long
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for justice; a God who never judges would be morally indifferent.

This does not by itself solve the question of endless punishment.
Traditionalists argue that human rebellion may be not merely a set of
completed acts but a continuing disposition toward God; some also
appeal to God’s infinite worth. Other evangelicals consider these
arguments insufficient and choose conditionalism. A mature
evangelical defense acknowledges the mystery and moral weight that
remain and refuses intellectual triumphalism. Scripture itself
connects judgment with God’s patience and desire for repentance.

33. Evangelical Argument 5: Cross,
Substitution, and Judgment
In much evangelical atonement theology Christ bears judgment for
sin in the place of sinners. The seriousness of the cross is therefore
connected with the seriousness of that from which Christ saves. If
judgment were only a pedagogical phase through which everyone
eventually passes, classical evangelicals believe the necessity of
atonement would be understood differently.

Universalists may answer that the cross is so powerful that it
ultimately saves all. The dispute is therefore not between a “large”
and “small” cross but concerns the intention and application of the
atonement, human response, and the nature of judgment. Evangelical
preaching must also avoid depicting the Father as wrathful and the
Son as loving; the New Testament presents salvation as the work of
the triune God.
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34. Evangelical Argument 6: Mission
and Urgency
Historically, belief in final judgment has fueled missionary urgency.
The Southern Baptist Convention explicitly connects its doctrine of
hell with evangelism, and the Assemblies of God says the warnings
have a redemptive purpose: they are given so that people may turn to
God.

Fear, however, is not a sufficient missionary theology. The gospel
calls people not only away from judgment but toward Christ,
communion with God, renewal, and the new creation. When hell
preaching becomes manipulative it can cause spiritual harm and
distort the character of God. Healthy evangelical urgency is serious
but not hysterical, clear but not speculative, compassionate but not
coercive.

35. Strong Objections to the Classical
View
The proportionality objection asks how finite sins can justify endless
punishment. The love objection asks how an almighty and loving
God can permit an eternal condition of misery. The victory objection
asks whether an everlasting hell means that evil and rebellion never
fully disappear. The exegetical objection points to the Bible’s
language of death and destruction.

None of these questions deserves a slogan. Traditionalists answer
with God’s holiness, the continuing will of the condemned, degrees
of punishment, and the distinction between God’s general presence
and blessed communion with him. Conditionalists believe Scripture
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offers a simpler answer: evil truly ends because the wicked die. The
objections are valuable because they force the classical view to speak
with greater precision and humility.

36. Why Some Evangelicals Become
Conditionalists
Evangelical conditionalists generally do not abandon the inspiration
of Scripture or the seriousness of judgment. They argue that a
consistent reading of words such as death, destroy, perish, and
second death leads to finite conscious punishment followed by final
destruction, and that only the redeemed receive immortality.

Their position therefore differs fundamentally from secularism or an
easy “everyone will be fine” attitude. There is a last judgment,
terrible punishment, and irreversible loss; the difference from
traditionalists concerns the final state of the condemned. The
classical evangelical response must therefore be exegetical rather
than sociological. It is not enough to label annihilationism modern;
the question remains which reading best accounts for all relevant
texts.

Part VII — Purgatory and Roman
Catholic Teaching
Purgatory must be distinguished carefully from hell in order to
understand both Catholic teaching and Protestant criticism.

37. What Exactly Is Purgatory?
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According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, purgatory is the
“final purification” of the elect. It concerns people who die in God’s
grace and friendship-people whose eternal salvation is assured-but
who still require purification to attain the holiness necessary for the
joy of heaven.

Three misunderstandings should therefore be excluded. First,
purgatory is not hell. Second, it is not a second chance for those
finally condemned. Third, it is not intended as a competitor to
Christ’s redemption, although Protestants and Catholics differ deeply
over whether the doctrine is scripturally and soteriologically
justified. Catholic teaching appeals to church tradition, the Councils
of Florence and Trent, prayer for the dead, and texts interpreted as
indicating postmortem purification.

38. Is Purgatory Still Official Roman
Catholic Teaching?
Yes. The current Catechism of the Catholic Church explicitly treats
purgatory in paragraphs 1030–1032. The Compendium summarizes
the same teaching: those who die in God’s friendship but still need
purification undergo it before the full happiness of heaven. Prayer,
the Eucharist, almsgiving, indulgences, and works of penance for the
dead are mentioned in this context.

The same Catechism affirms the eternity of hell in paragraphs
1033–1037. It is therefore incorrect to say that the Catholic Church
has “replaced hell with purgatory.” The two doctrines exist alongside
one another and concern different subjects and purposes. Many
Protestants reject purgatory because they do not believe Scripture
teaches postmortem purification of the saved and because they stress
the complete sufficiency of Christ’s justifying work.
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Part VIII — Percentages and
Contemporary Belief
Survey data describe respondents; confessions describe official
doctrine. The two must not be confused.

39. What Do the Numbers Really Say?
The Pew Religious Landscape Study 2023–2024 provides one of the
best recent datasets for the United States. In the relevant question,
hell was described as a place where people who have lived badly and
die without repentance are eternally punished. Eighty-two percent of
evangelical Protestants answered affirmatively; historically Black
Protestants 81 percent; Catholics 69 percent; Orthodox Christians 60
percent; mainline Protestants 59 percent; Latter-day Saints 54
percent. Among all U.S. Christians, belief in hell was 72 percent.

These figures must not be translated into “82 percent believe in
eternal conscious torment.” The survey measures agreement with a
general description, not technical distinctions among ECT,
conditionalism, metaphorical punishment, or other models. Nor are
the figures globally representative. Pew reports about 72 percent of
U.S. Christians believing in hell in 2023–2024, compared with 68
percent in 2007.

40. Why Reliable Percentages by Hell
Model Do Not Exist
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A table assigning exact percentages to ECT, annihilationism, and
universalism would require a representative international survey that
explicitly defined each model for a large Christian sample. Such data
are not generally available. Denominational size cannot be used as a
direct substitute because members do not always know or share
official teaching.

This study therefore keeps two kinds of evidence separate.
Confessional sources tell us what a church officially teaches; surveys
tell us what respondents say they believe. The first is normative and
institutional, the second descriptive and sociological. Responsible
scholarship gives hard percentages where Pew supplies them and
says “no reliable worldwide estimate” where the data do not exist.

Part IX — Pastoral and Theological
Questions
The following questions show how the models differ not only in
doctrine but also in timeline, pastoral tone, and theological purpose.

41. When Does Hell Begin in the
Different Views?
The classical evangelical view commonly distinguishes the state
immediately after death from the final state after resurrection and last
judgment. The wicked dead are not yet in the final resurrection state;
Hades can therefore be distinguished from Gehenna or the lake of
fire.

Roman Catholic teaching likewise speaks of particular judgment
after death and final eschatological completion; purgatory is a
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temporary purification for some of the saved. In the Adventist view
death is unconscious sleep until resurrection, so there is no conscious
hell immediately after death; after the millennium comes the
destruction of the wicked. Universalist models vary, with some
proposing postmortem corrective judgment leading to restoration.
Orthodox sources often emphasize the final encounter with God’s
presence more than a mechanical timeline.

42. How Long Does Judgment Last?
For the classical eternal-punishment view, the final negative destiny
has no end and is not later reversed. For conditionalists there may be
a conscious period of punishment, perhaps proportionate, but the
final result is the irreversible second death; non-existence or
complete destruction lasts forever as the result.

For universalists judgment is ultimately temporary, or at least
ordered toward restoration. Its duration may be indefinite and severe
but not endless because God’s reconciling purpose finally succeeds.
Roman Catholic purgatory is also temporary, but only because it
concerns the saved; the Catholic doctrine of hell remains eternal.
Thus the question “how long?” cannot be separated from “for what
purpose?” Retributive, destructive, and corrective models understand
punishment differently.

43. Is the Fire Literal?
No major model can be reduced simply to the question of literal fire.
Even traditional evangelical sources acknowledge disagreement
about the literalness of fire imagery. Scripture also uses darkness,
exclusion, destruction, and the second death, showing that figurative
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language plays a substantial role.

Symbolic does not mean unreal. Apocalyptic symbolism may
communicate a reality greater than the image itself. The theological
question is therefore which features of judgment the image conveys:
inescapability, pain, purification, destruction, or divine presence. The
classical evangelical position can be defended without requiring a
medieval physical topography; its core claim concerns the finality
and duration of judgment.

44. Children, the Ignorant, and Those
Who Never Heard the Gospel
These are among the most pastoral questions in the subject and
cannot be solved with a single text or slogan. Christian traditions
differ about original sin, accountability, an age of responsibility,
inclusivism, and general revelation. It is therefore irresponsible to
make confident pronouncements about individual persons where
Scripture itself gives no explicit verdict.

Evangelical theology usually holds two convictions together:
salvation is ultimately through Christ, and God judges with perfect
justice. Some are more exclusivist concerning explicit faith; others
allow more room for God to apply Christ’s work beyond human
knowledge. Pastoral wisdom distinguishes proclaiming what
Scripture clearly teaches from claiming knowledge of the eternal
destiny of particular people; the latter belongs to God.

45. Can Hell Be Preached without Fear
Manipulation?
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Yes, but only when preaching preserves the shape of the gospel.
Biblical warnings must not be omitted; Jesus himself warns. Yet fear
must not be exploited through graphic details Scripture does not
provide, psychological pressure on children, or the preacher’s
attempt to control consciences.

Evangelical proclamation should place judgment within God’s
holiness, human dignity and responsibility, Christ’s cross and
resurrection, the free invitation of the gospel, and the hope of the new
creation. The tone should be compassionate. Anyone who believes in
the seriousness of eternal loss has no reason to speak of it with
pleasure. A useful test is whether preaching binds people to the
preacher or points them to Christ. The doctrine of judgment should
make the church humbler, more missionary, and more merciful-not
harsher.

Part X — Synthesis, Tables, and
Conclusions
The final section compares the models and draws together the
lexical, historical, confessional, and pastoral findings.

46. Comparison: When, How Long, and
In What Manner?
The views can be compared along three axes: when final punishment
begins, how long it lasts, and what its nature is. The classical
evangelical view places final hell after resurrection and last judgment
and regards it as everlasting and conscious. Conditionalism likewise
affirms final judgment but sees its result as definitive destruction.
Universalism regards judgment as severe but ultimately corrective.



35

Purgatory belongs to a different category: temporary purification of
the saved.

The intermediate state also matters. Classical Protestants and
Catholics generally affirm conscious existence after death;
Adventists teach unconscious sleep; Orthodox traditions have their
own liturgical and patristic emphases. No model should be judged by
one isolated word. Genuine comparison requires the combined study
of exegesis, anthropology, doctrine of God, atonement, and
eschatology.

47. Final Conclusion: Seriousness
without Caricature
After comparing the original-language terms, the major New
Testament texts, and the Christian traditions, the classical evangelical
view remains a powerful and confessionally widespread reading:
there is a real last judgment; final condemnation is definitive;
passages such as Matthew 25:46 and Revelation 20 are read as
supporting continuing conscious punishment. Major evangelical
bodies such as the Southern Baptist Convention and the Assemblies
of God still affirm this explicitly.

Conditionalism nevertheless deserves serious attention because it
appeals to substantial biblical vocabulary-death, destruction, and the
second death. It is officially developed in the Adventist tradition and
has defenders in the wider evangelical world. Universalism raises
important questions about God’s final victory, but in the classical
evangelical reading it conflicts with the final tone of numerous
judgment passages.
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The Roman Catholic Church still teaches both an eternal hell and
purgatory. Purgatory is not an alternative to hell but temporary
purification of those whose salvation is secure. The Orthodox
tradition reminds Western Christians that judgment can also be
considered in terms of encounter with God’s unchanging love.

Perhaps the greatest gain of this study is terminological clarity. Sheol
is not simply Gehenna; Hades is not simply the lake of fire;
purgatory is not hell; and “symbolic” does not mean “unreal.” For an
evangelical approach, Christ remains the center: judgment belongs
within the larger message of creation, sin, cross, resurrection,
repentance, grace, and the coming kingdom of God.

Summary Table 1 — The Major Models
Classical evangelical / ECT — Usually a conscious intermediate
state; final judgment after resurrection; eternal duration; conscious
definitive punishment/exclusion.

Conditionalism — Intermediate state varies; Adventism teaches
sleep; final judgment after resurrection; punishment culminates in
definitive death; destruction/second death.

Universalism — Intermediate state varies; real judgment; temporary
or corrective duration; eventual restoration of all.

Roman Catholic purgatory — Particular judgment and possible
purification; final judgment remains; temporary for the saved; final
purification, not hell.

Orthodox — Conscious eschatological expectation; fulfillment at
Christ’s coming; eternal destiny; God’s presence experienced as joy
or pain.
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Summary Table 2 — Original-Language
Terms
Sheol — Hebrew — grave / realm of the dead — Old Testament
poetry and death language.

Hades — Greek — realm of the dead / unseen world — New
Testament and Septuagint.

Gehenna — Greek from a Hebrew place-name — Hinnom as a
symbol of judgment — especially Jesus’ warnings.

Tartaro■ — Greek verb — to cast into Tartarus — 2 Peter 2:4, sinful
angels.

Ai■nios — Greek adjective — eternal / lasting / belonging to the age
— life, God, punishment.

Summary Table 3 — Recent U.S.
Percentages
Pew Research Center, Religious Landscape Study 2023–2024.
Survey definition: hell as a place where people who have lived badly
and die without repentance are eternally punished. This does not
measure the technical model of hell.

Evangelical Protestants 82%; Historically Black Protestants 81%;
Catholics 69%; Orthodox Christians 60%; Mainline Protestants 59%;
Latter-day Saints 54%; All U.S. Christians 72%.
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