
Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Hamartiology  |  Lesson 20  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 1 

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD 

Systematic Theology Series 

 

HAMARTIOLOGY 

The Doctrine of Sin 

The Catastrophe from Which the Gospel Rescues Us 

 

UNIT 7: THE EFFECTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF SIN 

WHAT SIN HAS COST THE HUMAN RACE, THE CREATION, AND ETERNITY 

 

Lesson 20 

Eternal Death 

The Final Judgment and the Reality of Hell 

 

The Wages of Sin Paid in Full — The Doctrine That Makes the Gospel’s Urgency Intelligible 

 

“These will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” — Matthew 25:46 

 

Key Texts: Matthew 25:41, 46; Mark 9:43–48; 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9; Revelation 20:10, 14–15; Luke 16:19–31; 
Jude 7 

“Then He will also say to those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has 
been prepared for the devil and his angels’… These will go away into eternal punishment, but the 

righteous into eternal life.” 

Matthew 25:41, 46, NASB 1995 

 

Dr. Joshua Nichols 

Pastor, Theologian, Author 

faithfultotheword.com 

  



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Hamartiology  |  Lesson 20  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 2 

Introduction 

Lessons 18 and 19 have addressed the two temporal consequences of the fall: spiritual death, the invisible rupture 
between the creature and the Creator that is the foundational consequence from which all others flow; and 
physical death, suffering, and the creation’s curse, the visible consequences that make every human life a daily 
encounter with the theological reality of sin’s wages. This lesson addresses the third and final consequence: 
eternal death, the eschatological terminus of unaddressed sin in the final judgment and the everlasting state of 
conscious separation from God. Eternal death is the wages of sin paid in full, not the installment payment of 
physical mortality but the final, complete, irreversible settling of the full moral and legal account that sin has run 
up before the infinitely holy God. 

The doctrine of eternal punishment, hell, as it is most commonly called in popular usage, is among the most 
difficult, most uncomfortable, and most culturally contested doctrines in the entire Christian theological tradition. 
It is also among the most clearly and most frequently taught in the New Testament, and it is taught not primarily 
by the apostles but by Jesus Himself. No figure in the New Testament speaks more extensively, more graphically, 
or more urgently about the reality of eternal punishment than the One who came to save people from it. This 
specific fact, that the most comprehensive and most urgent warnings about hell come from the lips of the One 
whose love led Him to the cross, is itself theologically significant: the same Jesus who said “God so loved the world 
that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish” (John 3:16, NASB 1995) is the 
same Jesus who said “These will go away into eternal punishment” (Matthew 25:46). The love and the warning 
belong together; neither makes full sense without the other. 

This lesson examines eternal death in six major sections. Section I defines eternal death with doctrinal precision, 
distinguishing it from the other forms of death the Bible names and establishing its specific character as the final, 
irrevocable, conscious separation from God. Section II surveys the primary biblical language and imagery Jesus 
uses for the state of eternal punishment, Gehenna, outer darkness, unquenchable fire, the undying worm, eternal 
destruction. Section III addresses the nature of hell with specific attention to the conscious and ongoing character 
of the punishment against the positions of annihilationism and universalism. Section IV examines the justice of 
eternal punishment and the theological argument that grounds the eternal duration of the punishment in the 
infinite dignity of the One against whom sin is committed. Section V addresses the pastoral necessity of the 
doctrine: not why hell is pleasant to preach but why the church must preach it with faithfulness, tears, and the 
urgency it demands. Section VI develops the specific relationship between the doctrine of eternal death and the 
glory of the gospel. 

A note on the spirit in which this lesson must be received: the outline’s own summary is the right frame for the 
doctrine’s pastoral application. “The reality of hell is not a doctrine to be preached with glee but with tears, and 
it is precisely the horror of hell that gives the gospel its urgency and the cross its glory.” The pastor who preaches 
hell without tears has misunderstood the doctrine; the pastor who refuses to preach it out of cultural 
embarrassment has abandoned the flock she is called to guard. The doctrine requires both: the theological 
seriousness of proclaiming it and the pastoral compassion of proclaiming it with the grief of one who has 
understood its weight. Jesus wept over Jerusalem (Luke 19:41) while pronouncing its coming judgment, the 
specific combination of genuine grief and genuine proclamation that the doctrine of eternal death demands from 
every faithful minister of the Word. 
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I.    Eternal Death Defined 

The Final, Irrevocable, Conscious Separation from God 

A.   What Eternal Death Is 

Eternal death is the final eschatological consequence of sin: the permanent, conscious, unending separation of 
the impenitent sinner from the presence, favor, and blessing of God in the state of active punishment that the 
final judgment inaugurates and that the Revelation calls the second death (Revelation 20:14; 21:8). Three specific 
characteristics define the state with theological precision. First, it is final: unlike the spiritual death of the present 
age (from which the Spirit’s regenerating work can rescue the sinner) and the physical death of the mortal body 
(from which Christ’s resurrection will restore the believer), the eternal death of the second death is entered at 
the final judgment and admits of no further rescue, no subsequent opportunity for repentance, and no reversal. 
The finality of the judgment is the specific theological content of Hebrews 9:27’s “after this comes judgment”, the 
judgment is the terminus, not an intermediate station. 

Second, eternal death is irrevocable: the state entered at the final judgment is permanent not merely in the sense 
of long duration but in the sense of fixed, immovable, unchangeable condition. The rich man of Luke 16:19–31 
cannot cross from his place to the place of Abraham’s bosom; “a great chasm has been fixed” (verse 26, NASB 
1995) between the two states, and the very structure of the parable establishes the irreversibility of the post-
mortem condition. The same irreversibility is expressed in Revelation 20:15’s “was thrown into the lake of fire”, 
the passive voice of completed divine action, not the tentative placement of a temporary condition. 

Third, eternal death is fully conscious: the punishment involves the ongoing, aware experience of the condition 
rather than the cessation of consciousness that annihilationism proposes. The weeping and gnashing of teeth that 
Jesus consistently attributes to the state of final punishment (Matthew 8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30; Luke 
13:28) describes an experience that is felt: weeping is the response to grief, gnashing of teeth is the expression of 
anguish, and both require a subject who is aware, feeling, and responding to her condition. The rich man of Luke 
16:23–28 is “in agony,” sees Abraham far away, hears and speaks, and requests relief for his tongue, all of which 
presupposes the ongoing conscious experience of his state. And Revelation 20:10’s “tormented day and night 
forever and ever” is the most explicit possible statement of ongoing conscious experience: the torment is 
experienced, it is continuous (“day and night”), and it is unending (“forever and ever,” eis tous aiōnas tōn aiōnōn). 

B.   Eternal Death as the Second Death 

The Revelation’s designation of the lake of fire as “the second death” (Revelation 20:14; 21:8) situates eternal 
punishment within the comprehensive biblical doctrine of death and establishes its specific relationship to 
spiritual death and physical death. All three forms of death are expressions of the same fundamental reality: the 
separation from God that sin produces, in its successive temporal and eschatological dimensions. Spiritual death 
is the present separation of the soul from God in the condition of unregenerate existence. Physical death is the 
separation of the soul from the body at the terminus of earthly life. Eternal death is the permanent, eschatological 
separation of the person from God at the final judgment, the second death, the full and final expression of the 
wages of sin paid in complete and irrevocable form. 

The designation “second death” also illuminates the gospel’s specific promise for those who are in Christ. 
Revelation 2:11 declares: “He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.” And Revelation 20:6 echoes: 
“Over these the second death has no power.” The immunity of the redeemed from the second death is the specific 
eschatological expression of John 5:24’s “has passed out of death into life.” The person who has made the passage 
from spiritual death to spiritual life through the Spirit’s regenerating work and the Father’s effectual calling will 
not face the second death, because the One who bore the wages of sin on her behalf at the cross has already 
absorbed the full payment, and the second death that would otherwise be the terminus of her trajectory has 
already been imposed, in its full weight and its full cost, on the One who died in her place. The gospel is not merely 
the offer of eternal life; it is the specific rescue from eternal death. 
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“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.” 

Revelation 20:14–15, NASB 1995 

II.    The Language of Hell 

Jesus’ Own Vocabulary for the State of Eternal Punishment 

A.   Gehenna and Outer Darkness 

Jesus employs a rich and consistent vocabulary for the state of eternal punishment, and the vocabulary’s variety 
is itself significant: each image illuminates a different dimension of the reality from a different angle, and together 
they constitute the most comprehensive account of the eternal punishment state available in all of Scripture, all 
of it from the mouth of the One who came to save humanity from the condition He describes. The two most 
prominent images are Gehenna (used twelve times in the Synoptic Gospels) and outer darkness (Matthew 8:12; 
22:13; 25:30). 

Gehenna, the Greek transliteration of the Hebrew Ge Hinnom (Valley of Hinnom), was a geographical location 
outside Jerusalem with a history of idolatrous child sacrifice by fire (2 Kings 23:10) that had become, by the time 
of Jesus’ ministry, the paradigmatic image in Jewish thought for the place of final judgment and punishment. Jesus 
uses Gehenna to name the specific destination he is warning his hearers about: “fear Him who is able to destroy 
both soul and body in hell (Gehenna)” (Matthew 10:28, NASB 1995); “you shall be guilty enough to go into the 
fiery hell (Gehenna)” (Matthew 5:22, NASB 1995); “it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye, 
than, having two eyes, to be cast into hell (Gehenna)” (Mark 9:47, NASB 1995). The fire-imagery of Gehenna, “the 
fiery hell,” “the unquenchable fire” of Mark 9:43, is the consistent accompaniment of the term in Jesus’ usage, 
establishing the active, painful, consuming character of the final punishment. 

The outer darkness imagery of Matthew’s Gospel illuminates the punishment from a different angle: not the active 
torment of fire but the radical exclusion from the light, fellowship, and joy of God’s presence. To be cast into the 
outer darkness (Matthew 8:12; 22:13; 25:30) is to be expelled from the wedding feast of the kingdom, the 
celebration of light, music, joy, and communal belonging that images the eschatological state of the redeemed, 
and relegated to the outer edge of existence, the darkness beyond the circle of divine favor. The “weeping and 
gnashing of teeth” that consistently accompanies the outer darkness image in Matthew’s Gospel establishes that 
the exclusion is consciously experienced as a profound, ongoing loss: the weeping is the grief of one who knows 
what she has forfeited, and the gnashing of teeth is the anguish of one who is experiencing the consequences. 

B.   The Undying Worm, Unquenchable Fire, and Eternal Destruction 

Mark 9:43–48 provides Jesus’ most sustained development of the fire and worm imagery for eternal punishment, 
quoting Isaiah 66:24 twice: “Where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched” (NASB 1995). The Isaiah 
passage describes the final state of those who have rebelled against the Lord: their bodies are consumed by worm 
and fire outside the gates of the new Jerusalem, as the perpetual reminder of the justice of God executed upon 
sin. Jesus applies this imagery to the eschatological state of those who enter Gehenna, and the double negation 
of the quotation, the worm “does not die,” the fire “is not quenched”, establishes the unending, undiminished 
character of the punishment. The worm that does not die and the fire that is not quenched together image a 
punishment that has no natural terminus, no exhaustion point, no moment at which the consuming process is 
complete and the subject annihilated. 

Paul’s description in 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9 provides the apostolic complement to Jesus’ imagery: “when the Lord 
Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do 
not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. These will pay the penalty of eternal 
destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power” (NASB 1995). The phrase 
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“eternal destruction” (olethron aiōnion) is significant: the destruction (olethros) is not the annihilation of 
existence but the ruination of all that was good and all that God designed for the creature, the permanent, 
comprehensive loss of the divine presence, power, and blessing that the human creature was created to enjoy. 
And the “away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power” is the most theologically precise 
description of eternal death in all of Paul’s letters: the eternal punishment is the eternal exclusion from the only 
source of genuine good, genuine life, and genuine blessing that exists. 

Luke 16:19–31’s account of the rich man and Lazarus is the most detailed narrative description of the post-mortem 
state of punishment in all of Jesus’ teaching. The rich man is “in agony in this flame” (verse 24), aware of his 
condition, aware of Lazarus’ blessed condition, aware of the great chasm that separates them (verse 26), and 
aware of the fate that awaits his five brothers who are still living (verse 28). The details of the narrative, the 
consciousness, the awareness of contrast, the ongoing agony, the ability to speak and reason, all establish the 
fully conscious, ongoing, aware character of the post-mortem state of punishment. And the great chasm of verse 
26, which “has been fixed” (passive perfect, suggesting the divine act of permanent establishment) so that no one 
can cross from either side, establishes the irrevocability and the finality of the condition. 

“These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory 
of His power, when He comes to be glorified in His saints on that day, and to be marveled at among all 

who have believed.” 

2 Thessalonians 1:9–10, NASB 1995 

III.    The Nature of Hell 

Against Annihilationism and Universalism 

A.   Against Annihilationism: The Symmetry Argument and the Ongoing Torment 

The annihilationist position, also called conditional immortality, holds that the final punishment of the wicked is 
the cessation of conscious existence rather than the ongoing, conscious experience of suffering. On this view, the 
unsaved are not tormented forever; they are destroyed, annihilated, reduced to non-existence. The position has 
been advocated by a number of scholars who take the biblical testimony seriously (including the late John Stott, 
who described it as “exegetically possible”) and who are motivated by the genuine moral discomfort of affirming 
eternal conscious torment. The position deserves serious engagement rather than dismissal. 

The primary exegetical objection to annihilationism is the symmetry argument from Matthew 25:46. Jesus says: 
“These will go away into eternal punishment (kolasin aionion), but the righteous into eternal life (zoen aionion).” 
The same adjective, aionios, describes both the punishment and the life. If the life is genuinely eternal (endless 
duration), the punishment is equally eternal (endless duration). Any attempt to read aionios as implying finite 
duration in the second half of the verse, describing the punishment as “age-long” rather than “endless”, must 
apply the same reading to the first half and thereby undermine the eternal character of the life promised to the 
righteous. No orthodox interpreter is willing to accept this consequence, which means the symmetry of the verse 
demands that aionios carries the same sense of endless duration in both occurrences. 

Revelation 20:10’s explicit statement provides a second, independent argument against annihilationism: “And the 
devil who deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet 
are also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (NASB 1995). The “day and night forever and 
ever” (hemeras kai nuktos eis tous aiōnas tōn aiōnōn) is the strongest possible Greek expression for endless 
duration, and the “tormented” (basanizontai, present passive indicative) describes an ongoing, continuous 
experience rather than a one-time event. There is no grammatical or contextual way to read this as describing a 
temporary punishment culminating in annihilation. The ongoing torment is the specific content of the statement, 
and the “day and night forever and ever” is its specific temporal qualifier. 
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The worm-and-fire imagery of Mark 9:48 (“where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched”) also 
argues against annihilationism. The specific point of the imagery is the absence of terminus: the worm does not 
die (suggesting a subject for the worm to consume that does not cease to exist), and the fire is not quenched 
(suggesting a fire that never burns out because it never exhausts its subject). If the wicked were annihilated, the 
worm would die (having consumed its subject) and the fire would be quenched (having completed its consuming 
work). The persistence of worm and fire images a persistence of existence that annihilationism cannot 
accommodate. 

B.   Against Universalism: The Clear Teaching of Scripture 

Universalism, the position that all persons will ultimately be saved, exercises considerable cultural appeal in every 
generation and has received increasingly sophisticated theological defenses in the contemporary period (from 
Karl Barth’s universalist tendencies to the explicit universalism of contemporary progressive evangelical writers). 
The appeal is understandable: the magnitude of God’s love as Scripture presents it is genuinely magnificent, and 
the thought that love of such scope might ultimately redeem every person who has ever lived is genuinely 
attractive. The Reformed tradition does not dismiss this attraction; it names it honestly and engages it seriously. 

The specific problem with universalism is that Scripture is unambiguous that not all will be saved, and the 
unambiguous statements come from the most authoritative voice in the New Testament. Jesus’ own words in 
Matthew 7:13–14 are unequivocal: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that 
leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is narrow that 
leads to life, and there are few who find it” (NASB 1995). The “many” who enter the broad road to destruction 
and the “few” who find the narrow way to life are not stages in a universal journey in which all ultimately arrive 
at the same destination; they are the permanent and final characterization of two distinct groups with two distinct 
eternal destinies. The word “destruction” (apoleia) throughout the New Testament consistently refers to the final, 
irreversible eschatological ruin, not to a temporary setback overcome by subsequent universalist salvation. 

Matthew 25:41 and 46’s language of permanent separation admits of no universalist reading: “Depart from Me, 
accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels” (verse 41) and “These 
will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (verse 46). The command “Depart” is a 
final dismissal, not a temporary exile; the “eternal fire” is the Gehenna imagery that Jesus consistently uses for 
the permanent state of final punishment; and the contrast between “eternal punishment” and “eternal life” in 
verse 46 establishes that the two destinies are equally final and equally permanent. Any universalist reading of 
these texts requires an interpretive violence to the plain sense of Jesus’ own words that no hermeneutical 
principle can justify. 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and 
there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and 

there are few who find it.” 

Matthew 7:13–14, NASB 1995 

IV.    The Justice of Eternal Punishment 

Sin Against an Infinite God and the Measure of the Offense 

The most intellectually serious objection to the doctrine of eternal punishment is not the cultural discomfort it 
produces but the theological challenge it poses: how can eternal, conscious punishment be a just response to a 
finite human life of sin? Is the proportion of the punishment to the offense not wildly disproportionate? Does not 
the concept of just punishment require that the punishment bear some reasonable relationship to the gravity of 
the offense, and if so, how can any finite offense merit infinite punishment? 

The theological response to this challenge is the Anselmic argument (developed most rigorously in Anselm of 
Canterbury’s Cur Deus Homo but maintained throughout the Reformed tradition): the gravity of an offense is 
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measured not only by the act itself but by the dignity and holiness of the One against whom it is committed. A 
slap is offensive when directed at a peer; it is a more serious offense when directed at a king; and it would be an 
offense of the gravest possible character if directed at the infinitely holy, infinitely glorious, infinitely worthy 
Creator of all things. The measure of sin’s gravity is not merely the intensity of the sinful act but the infinite dignity 
of the divine Person against whose infinite holiness the act is a violation. 

Since God is infinitely holy, since His moral excellence, His worth, and His rightful claim to the creature’s love and 
obedience are infinite, sin against God is an offense of infinite moral gravity. And since no finite creature can 
exhaust an infinite moral debt by any finite period of punishment, the punishment continues without temporal 
terminus. This is not a disproportionate punishment; it is the precisely proportional consequence of an offense 
whose gravity is measured by the infinity of the One against whom it is directed. The finite duration of the sin 
does not determine the gravity of the offense; the infinite dignity of its Object does. And the infinite dignity of its 
Object makes the debt infinite, which makes the just punishment without terminus. 

The same argument illuminates the glory of the atonement from a different angle. If the debt of sin is infinite, if 
no finite creature can exhaust it by any finite period of suffering, then the only adequate atonement for that debt 
must be offered by One who can exhaust the infinite debt by His finite suffering, because His person’s infinite 
worth makes His finite suffering of infinite value. This is precisely the Reformed doctrine of the atonement: the 
sufferings of the God-Man on the cross, of finite duration but of infinite value due to the infinite dignity of the 
Person who bears them, provide an infinitely sufficient payment for the infinite debt that sin has incurred. The 
eternal punishment from which the cross rescues and the infinite value of the cross that accomplishes the rescue 
are the obverse and the reverse of the same theological coin: the infinite holiness of the God against whom sin is 
committed. 

The justice argument also has pastoral implications for the understanding of human moral seriousness. A culture 
that has lost the sense of the infinite holiness of God, that conceives of God primarily as a benevolent provider of 
human flourishing rather than as the infinitely holy Judge before whose tribunal all creatures stand accountable, 
will find the doctrine of eternal punishment not merely uncomfortable but literally incomprehensible. But the 
person who has understood the infinite holiness of God, the infinite worth of the God whose claims sin violates, 
and the infinite gravity of the offense that sin against such a God represents, this person will find, if not comfort, 
at least the solemn intelligibility of the eternal punishment: the Judge who could do nothing less than hold the full 
account of the infinite offense is also the Judge who provided, at infinite cost, the only possible means of 
discharge. 

V.    The Pastoral Necessity of the Doctrine 

Preaching Hell with Tears, Urgency, and the Weight It Deserves 

A.   Why the Church Must Preach It 

The doctrine of eternal punishment is not optional for the faithful minister of the Word, not because it is pleasant 
to preach but because it is true, because it is clearly and extensively taught by Jesus Himself, and because the 
specific pastoral functions it serves cannot be discharged by any other doctrine. The pastor who avoids the 
doctrine of hell out of cultural sensitivity or pastoral squeamishness is not being kind to her congregation; she is 
withholding from them the specific theological knowledge that gives the gospel its supreme urgency and gives the 
Christian life its ultimate framework of moral seriousness. The omission of hell from the church’s doctrinal 
vocabulary does not produce a congregation whose hope is more serene; it produces a congregation whose 
understanding of the gospel is less than what the gospel actually is. 

Three specific pastoral functions of the doctrine of eternal punishment cannot be discharged without it. First, it 
establishes the ultimate seriousness of sin. If sin’s ultimate consequence is merely temporal inconvenience, social 
dysfunction, or personal unhappiness, then sin is ultimately manageable, a problem that the right therapy, the 
right community, or the right lifestyle might address. But if sin’s ultimate consequence is eternal, conscious 
separation from God, then sin is the most serious fact in the universe, the most urgent problem in every human 
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life, and the condition for which no human remedy is remotely adequate. The pastor who has not taught her 
congregation the doctrine of eternal punishment has not given them the theological framework within which the 
seriousness of sin can be fully understood. 

Second, the doctrine of eternal punishment establishes the supreme urgency of the gospel. If those who do not 
receive the gospel are merely missing out on a pleasant religious experience, the proclamation of the gospel is a 
preference, something to be offered to those who might find it helpful but not to be pressed with urgency on 
those who appear content without it. But if those who do not receive the gospel face the eternal punishment that 
Matthew 25:46 describes, the proclamation of the gospel is the most urgent communication in human history, 
more urgent than a medical diagnosis, more urgent than a financial warning, more urgent than any other piece of 
information a human being could receive. The urgency of evangelism is not the urgency of offering a pleasant 
alternative to an already adequate life; it is the urgency of offering the only rescue from the specific, real, eternally 
significant danger that the doctrine of hell names. 

Third, the doctrine of eternal punishment magnifies the glory of the cross to its proper dimensions. The cross 
rescues from something: if the something is merely temporal discomfort, the cross is a relatively modest gesture 
of divine compassion. But if the cross rescues from the eternal punishment that Matthew 25:41’s “depart from 
Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire” describes, then the cross is the most glorious act in the history of the 
universe, the infinite cost paid by the infinite Person to discharge the infinite debt of sin so that the infinite 
punishment it earned would fall on the Representative rather than on those He represents. The love of God 
displayed in the cross can only be fully appreciated when the magnitude of what the cross rescues from is fully 
understood. Remove hell, and the cross becomes a pleasant gesture; restore hell, and the cross becomes the most 
staggering act of love in human history. 

B.   How the Church Must Preach It: With Tears 

The manner of proclaiming the doctrine of eternal punishment is as theologically significant as the content. The 
outline’s specific instruction, “not a doctrine to be preached with glee but with tears”, points directly to the 
pastoral and theological example of Jesus Himself. Luke 19:41–44 records Jesus weeping over Jerusalem as He 
approaches it for His final week: “When He approached Jerusalem, He saw the city and wept over it, saying, ‘If 
you had known in this day, even you, the things which make for peace! But now they have been hidden from your 
eyes.’” Jesus then proceeds to pronounce the judgment that will fall on Jerusalem, the same Jesus who in Matthew 
25:41 and 46 pronounces the final judgment on the wicked. The weeping and the pronouncing belong together. 
The Jesus who wept over Jerusalem’s coming judgment is the same Jesus who pronounced it; the love and the 
warning are inseparable in His ministry and must remain inseparable in the ministry of those who preach in His 
name. 

Paul’s description of his own evangelistic urgency provides the apostolic model for the emotional register in which 
the doctrine of eternal punishment must be proclaimed. In Philippians 3:18–19, he writes with tears about those 
who are enemies of the cross of Christ: “For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, 
that they are enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction.” The “even weeping” establishes that Paul’s 
proclamation of the doctrine of eternal destruction is not a cold theological exercise or a triumphalist 
condemnation of the lost; it is a genuinely grieving proclamation from a pastor who loves the people he is warning 
and who is devastated by the prospect of the destruction that awaits them if they do not receive the gospel. This 
is the pastoral register in which every faithful minister must proclaim the doctrine of eternal punishment: with 
the tears of one who has genuinely understood the reality she is describing and who genuinely loves the people 
she is warning. 

The specific combination of theological faithfulness and pastoral compassion that the doctrine demands is 
perhaps the most challenging combination in the entire pastoral repertoire. It requires the theological courage to 
proclaim a doctrine that will generate cultural discomfort and personal offense; the pastoral humility to proclaim 
it without the self-righteous satisfaction that can subtly accompany the declaration of judgment on others; the 
genuine compassion of one who knows that the people she is warning are not the proper objects of condemnation 
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but of love; and the specific, eschatological urgency of one who knows that the appointment of Hebrews 9:27 is 
approaching for every person in the room and that the gospel she is about to proclaim is the specific, uniquely 
adequate rescue from the specific, eternally significant danger that the doctrine of hell names. 

“For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, that they are enemies of the 
cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, 

who set their minds on earthly things.” 

Philippians 3:18–19, NASB 1995 

VI.    Eternal Death and the Glory of the Gospel 

The Horror That Makes the Rescue Glorious 

The doctrine of eternal death stands as the specific theological context that makes the gospel genuinely intelligible 
as genuinely good news. The gospel is not merely good news in the abstract; it is specifically good news about a 
specific rescue from a specific danger, and the specific danger is what the doctrine of eternal punishment names. 
The person who does not know the doctrine of hell cannot fully understand what the gospel is saving her from; 
and the person who does not fully understand what the gospel is saving her from cannot receive the gospel with 
the specific, proportional, wonder-producing gratitude that the magnitude of the rescue deserves. 

The relationship between the horror of eternal death and the glory of the cross is the relationship between the 
depth of the debt and the magnitude of the payment. If the debt were small, if sin’s ultimate consequence were 
merely temporal inconvenience, the payment of the cross would be a proportionally modest act. But if the debt 
is infinite, if sin’s ultimate consequence is the eternal, conscious, irrevocable separation from God that the 
doctrine of eternal punishment describes, then the payment that discharges this infinite debt is the most glorious 
act in the history of creation: the infinite Person bearing the infinite cost of the infinite offense so that the infinite 
punishment earns by finite sinners is forever and irrevocably transferred to the Representative who bore it. 

This is precisely the logic of Isaiah 53’s “Suffering Servant” passage as it is developed through the New Testament’s 
atonement theology. The servant “bore the sin of many” (Isaiah 53:12, NASB 1995), bore not merely its guilt but 
its full consequence, the full weight of what sin earns. And in bearing it, he discharged the debt that the many had 
incurred, so that the “eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41), the 
specific destination from which the gospel rescues the elect, is no longer the destiny of those for whom the Servant 
bore the burden. The gospel’s word to every person who has understood the doctrine of eternal punishment is 
the word of Romans 8:1: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” The “no 
condemnation” is not a mild reassurance; it is the specific, doxologically charged reversal of the eternal 
condemnation that sin had earned and that the cross has permanently discharged. 

The appropriate response to the doctrine of eternal death and its gospel rescue is the specific wonder of Ephesians 
2:4–5: “But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead 
in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ.” The “even when we were dead”, the spiritual death 
that was moving toward the eternal death that Revelation 20:14 calls the second death, is the specific context of 
the “But God.” The trajectory was toward the lake of fire; the intervention was the God who is rich in mercy; the 
rescue was the making-alive that transferred the spiritually dead person from the trajectory toward the second 
death to the trajectory toward the eternal life of John 5:24. The wonder this should produce is the wonder of 
Revelation 5:9–10, in which the redeemed sing the new song of those who have been purchased from every tribe 
and tongue and people and nation: “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain.” The worthiness of the Lamb is the 
worthiness of the One whose blood paid the infinite price of the rescue from the infinite punishment that the 
redeemed’s sin had earned. The glory of the gospel is the glory of the rescue from eternal death, and the full 
measure of that glory can only be heard by those who know the full measure of what was being rescued from. 
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“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not 
perish, but have eternal life.” 

John 3:16, NASB 1995 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 

Term Definition 

Eternal Death The final, irrevocable, conscious separation of the impenitent sinner from God in the state 
of eternal punishment, the ultimate and most devastating expression of the wages of sin, 
paid in full at the final judgment. Eternal death is distinguished from spiritual death (the 
present condition of the unregenerate) and physical death (the separation of the soul from 
the body at the terminus of earthly life) by three specific characteristics: it is final (no 
further opportunity for repentance or change of condition), irrevocable (the state entered 
at the final judgment is permanent), and fully conscious (the punishment involves the 
ongoing, aware experience of the condition rather than the cessation of consciousness that 
annihilationism proposes). The primary biblical designations include Gehenna, the lake of 
fire, outer darkness, eternal punishment, eternal destruction, and the second death. 
Eternal death is the specific eschatological consequence toward which spiritual death and 
unaddressed guilt are moving, and its reality is the specific context that gives the gospel’s 
offer of eternal life its supreme urgency and the cross’s atoning work its supreme 
significance. 

Gehenna The Greek transliteration of the Hebrew Ge Hinnom (Valley of Hinnom), a geographical 
location outside Jerusalem with a history of idolatrous child sacrifice (2 Kings 23:10; 2 
Chronicles 28:3; 33:6; Jeremiah 7:31–32) that became, in the Second Temple Jewish 
tradition, the paradigmatic image for the place of final judgment and eternal punishment. 
Jesus uses Gehenna twelve times in the Gospels (eleven times in the Synoptics and once in 
the Gospel of John) as the primary term for the place of eternal punishment: Matthew 
5:22, 29–30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mark 9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5. The word always refers 
to the eschatological state of final punishment, never to the historical valley itself in Jesus’ 
usage. The association of the Hinnom Valley with fire, both from its history of child sacrifice 
by fire and from its later use as a refuse dump where fires were kept burning, contributed 
to the fire-imagery that consistently characterizes Gehenna in Jesus’ teaching. Jesus’ use 
of Gehenna establishes that the reality it images is the direct object of his most serious and 
most urgent warnings. 

Aionios 
(Eternal/Everlasting) 

The Greek adjective used in Matthew 25:46 in its two occurrences, for both the 
punishment and the life: “These will go away into eternal punishment (kolasin aionion), 
but the righteous into eternal life (zoen aionion).” The word aionios designates the 
character of the age to come, the eschatological age that the final judgment inaugurates, 
and carries the consistent meaning of endless duration in the contexts where it is applied 
to the outcomes of the final judgment. The theological significance of the word’s use in 
both halves of Matthew 25:46 is the precise symmetry it establishes: the same adjective 
describes both the life of the righteous and the punishment of the wicked. If the life is 
genuinely eternal (endless duration), the punishment is equally eternal (endless duration). 
Any attempt to read aionios as implying a finite or temporary punishment in the second 
half of the verse must apply the same reading to the first half and thereby undermine the 
eternal character of the life promised to the righteous, a consequence no orthodox 
interpreter is willing to accept. 

The Lake of Fire 
(Revelation 20:14–
15) 

The Revelation’s designations for the eschatological place of final punishment: “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” (Revelation 20:14–15, NASB 1995). The lake of fire is explicitly identified as “the 
second death”, the eschatological terminus of the spiritual death that characterizes the 
unregenerate person in the present age. The presence of the devil, the beast, and the false 
prophet in the lake of fire “day and night forever and ever” (Revelation 20:10) establishes 
the ongoing, conscious, unending character of the punishment: the “forever and ever” (eis 
tous aiōnas tōn aiōnōn, literally, into the ages of ages) is the strongest possible Greek 
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Term Definition 

expression for endless duration, and the “day and night” establishes the continuous, 
uninterrupted character of the punishment. 

The Second Death Revelation’s term for the lake of fire (Revelation 20:14; 21:8), the final, eschatological 
expression of the death that sin has introduced into the human story. The “second death” 
stands in deliberate contrast to the “first death,” which is the physical death that Hebrews 
9:27 describes as the universal appointment of human beings in the present age. Where 
the first death is the separation of the soul from the body, the second death is the 
permanent, final separation of the person from God in the state of conscious eternal 
punishment. The designation “second death” establishes continuity with the whole biblical 
doctrine of death: all three forms of death, spiritual, physical, and eternal, are expressions 
of the same fundamental reality, the separation from God that sin produces, each in its 
own temporal and eschatological dimension. Revelation 2:11 and 20:6 establish the 
immunity of the redeemed from the second death: “He who overcomes will not be hurt by 
the second death”, the specific gospel promise that those who have been transferred from 
death to life (John 5:24) will not experience the second death. 

Annihilationism 
(Conditional 
Immortality) 

The theological position, advocated by some within the broader evangelical tradition 
(notably the late John Stott and the conditional immortality movement), that the final 
punishment of the wicked is the cessation of conscious existence rather than the ongoing, 
conscious experience of suffering. Annihilationism holds that the soul is not inherently 
immortal; human immortality is conditional, received only by those who receive eternal 
life through faith in Christ; and the wicked, at the final judgment, are annihilated, simply 
cease to exist, rather than enduring ongoing punishment. The primary Reformed 
objections to annihilationism include: (1) the symmetry argument from Matthew 25:46, in 
which the same word aionios describes both the punishment of the wicked and the life of 
the righteous; (2) Revelation 20:10’s explicit statement that the devil, beast, and false 
prophet will be tormented “day and night forever and ever”, which leaves no room for 
cessation of existence; (3) Luke 16:24–28’s account of the rich man’s ongoing conscious 
experience after death; and (4) Mark 9:48’s quotation of Isaiah 66:24, “their worm does 
not die, and the fire is not quenched”, which consistently images ongoing rather than 
terminated existence. 

Universalism The theological position that all persons will ultimately be saved, that the love of God is of 
such a character that it will ultimately overcome the resistance of every human will and 
that no person will remain permanently in the condition of eternal punishment. 
Universalism in its various forms has appeared throughout church history (Origen, certain 
strands of neo-orthodoxy, contemporary progressive evangelicalism), and it continues to 
exercise considerable cultural appeal, partly because the biblical doctrine of eternal 
punishment is deeply uncomfortable and partly because the scope of divine love as 
Scripture presents it is genuinely magnificent. The primary objections to universalism 
include: (1) the explicit statements of Jesus in Matthew 7:13–14 (“the road that leads to 
destruction… there are many who enter through it”), Matthew 25:41, 46, and elsewhere 
that plainly teach the permanent, final punishment of the wicked; (2) the Book of 
Revelation’s consistent witness to the permanent separation of the redeemed and the 
unrepentant at the final judgment; and (3) the logical incoherence of a universalism that 
must either override genuine human freedom (making salvation coercive) or maintain it 
(leaving open the possibility that some freely and permanently choose against God). 

The Justice of 
Eternal Punishment 

The theological argument that eternal, conscious punishment of the wicked is not an 
excessive or disproportionate response to finite human sin, because the measure of an 
offense is determined not only by the act itself but by the infinite dignity and holiness of 
the One against whom it is committed. Sin against an infinitely holy God is an offense of 
infinite moral gravity, and no finite creature can exhaust an infinite moral debt by any finite 
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Term Definition 

period of punishment. The argument, developed in its clearest form by Anselm of 
Canterbury in the eleventh century and maintained throughout the Reformed tradition, 
establishes that the eternal duration of the punishment is not disproportionate to the sin 
but is the specific just consequence of the infinite gravity of the offense. The alternative, 
that any finite period of punishment could adequately discharge the infinite obligation that 
sin against the infinite God incurs, would require either the diminishment of God’s infinite 
holiness (reducing the gravity of the offense) or the elevation of the sinner’s moral liability 
to something less than infinite (which the doctrine of sin’s absolute character does not 
permit). The eternal punishment is just precisely because the infinite God’s honor, violated 
by sin, cannot be fully satisfied by any finite suffering. 

Outer Darkness One of Jesus’ recurring images for the state of final punishment in Matthew’s Gospel: “the 
sons of the kingdom will be cast out into the outer darkness; in that place there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 8:12, NASB 1995). The outer darkness imagery 
appears in Matthew 8:12; 22:13; and 25:30. The image of darkness stands in deliberate 
contrast to the light of God’s presence (1 John 1:5: “God is Light, and in Him there is no 
darkness at all”) and to the invitation of Matthew 22:1–10 to the wedding feast, the 
celebration of light, fellowship, and joy that images the kingdom of God. To be cast into 
the outer darkness is to be excluded from the light of God’s presence, the fellowship of the 
redeemed, and the joy of the eternal feast, relegated to the outer edge of existence, 
beyond the circle of divine favor and communal joy. The “weeping and gnashing of teeth” 
that consistently accompanies the outer darkness imagery in Matthew establishes the 
conscious, ongoing, painful character of the exclusion: it is experienced, lamented, and 
unending. 

The Pastoral 
Necessity of the 
Doctrine 

The theological principle that the doctrine of eternal punishment, while uncomfortable and 
liable to misuse, is pastorally necessary in at least three specific ways. First, it establishes 
the ultimate seriousness of sin: if sin’s ultimate consequence is merely finite inconvenience 
or temporary correction, then sin is not ultimately serious; but if sin’s ultimate 
consequence is eternal, conscious separation from God, then sin is the most serious fact in 
the universe. Second, it establishes the supreme urgency of the gospel: if those who do not 
receive the gospel are merely missing out on a pleasant religious experience, the gospel is 
a preference; but if those who do not receive the gospel face the eternal punishment that 
Matthew 25:46 describes, the gospel is the most urgent communication in human history. 
Third, it magnifies the glory of the cross: if the atonement rescues from nothing more than 
temporal inconvenience, the cross is a relatively modest achievement; but if the 
atonement rescues from the eternal punishment that sin has earned, then the cross is the 
most glorious act in the history of the universe, and the love it displays is beyond all human 
comprehension. 
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Practical Application 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that eternal punishment is a real, biblically established, theologically defensible doctrine, not a 
medieval relic or a theological embarrassment to be explained away through sophisticated hermeneutics, but the 
plain, consistent, urgent teaching of Jesus Himself across the Gospel accounts. The specific intellectual task this 
belief requires is the courage to maintain what Jesus taught against the cultural pressure that finds the doctrine 
intolerable. The pastor who capitulates to this pressure, who softens the doctrine into temporary inconvenience, 
reinterprets “eternal” as “age-long,” or adopts annihilationism to avoid the discomfort, has not been kind to those 
she is protecting from offense; she has been unfaithful to the Lord who taught the doctrine most urgently and 
most extensively of all. 

We must also believe the specific logical structure of the symmetry argument from Matthew 25:46: the same 
word describes both the punishment of the wicked and the life of the righteous, and the eternity of the life 
requires the eternity of the punishment. This is not a harsh or retributive conclusion arbitrarily imposed on the 
text; it is the plain grammatical consequence of reading the verse with the same hermeneutical principle applied 
consistently to both halves. The symmetry argument does not end the theological conversation about the nature 
of eternal punishment, but it establishes the minimum that orthodoxy requires: that the punishment is genuinely 
and endlessly eternal in the same sense that the life is genuinely and endlessly eternal. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The doctrine of eternal punishment should produce in the believing heart the specific combination that Jesus 
modeled at Jerusalem’s gate: grief at the prospect of the judgment and faithfulness in the proclamation of the 
warning. Not the glee of one who is satisfied to see the wicked get their due, and not the paralysis of one so 
overcome by the horror of the doctrine that she cannot speak it, but the weeping faithfulness of one who has 
understood the reality she is describing, who genuinely loves the people she is warning, and who is driven by the 
specific urgency of the eschatological appointment that Hebrews 9:27 names for every unbeliever in her life. Paul’s 
“even weeping” in Philippians 3:18–19 is the pastoral model: the tears accompany the proclamation; the 
proclamation carries the tears. 

Desire, above all, that the doctrine of eternal punishment would be received not as a theological weight to be 
endured but as the specific theological context that gives the gospel its greatest glory. The person who knows 
what sin earns (eternal death) is the person who can receive what grace gives (eternal life) with the maximum 
wonder and the maximum gratitude. “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” 
(Romans 8:1) is the most glorious sentence in human history when heard in the context of the full meaning of the 
condemnation from which it declares the escape. Let the horror of the doctrine be the fuel of the gospel’s wonder, 
and let the gospel’s wonder be the specific, proportional, doxologically adequate response to the full weight of 
the rescue that the horror describes. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

• Study the texts in which Jesus teaches most explicitly about eternal punishment: Matthew 5:22, 29–30; 
7:13–14; 10:28; 18:8–9; 23:33; 25:31–46; Mark 9:43–48; Luke 12:5; 16:19–31. For each text, identify: (a) the 
specific context that occasions Jesus’ warning; (b) the specific imagery Jesus uses for the state of eternal 
punishment; (c) the specific aspect of the eternal punishment’s character that the imagery illuminates; and 
(d) the specific pastoral or evangelistic purpose that the warning is designed to serve in its context. The 
cumulative survey will establish, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the doctrine of eternal punishment is 
not a peripheral or optional element of Jesus’ teaching but a central, recurring, consistently urgent 
dimension of His proclamation. 

• Engage seriously and charitably with one representative annihilationist text (Edward Fudge’s The Fire That 
Consumes or John Stott’s contribution to Evangelical Essentials are accessible options) and apply the three 
primary counter-arguments the lesson develops: (1) the symmetry argument from Matthew 25:46; (2) the 
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ongoing torment of Revelation 20:10; and (3) the undying-worm imagery of Mark 9:48. For each counter-
argument, assess whether the annihilationist has provided an adequate response, and identify where you 
find the annihilationist case most persuasive and least persuasive. The goal is not dismissal but genuine 
engagement: the positions that make the most of the biblical data deserve the most careful and most honest 
engagement. 

• Develop the pastoral theology of preaching hell with tears. Reflect on the emotional register of your own 
preaching and teaching when the doctrine of eternal punishment arises. Do you find yourself softening it, 
rushing past it, or avoiding it? Or do you find yourself treating it with a satisfaction or a distance that is not 
the “even weeping” of Philippians 3:18? Then identify what specifically the “even weeping” would look like 
in the specific context of your ministry: what would the combination of theological faithfulness and pastoral 
compassion look like in a specific sermon on Matthew 25:31–46, or in a specific pastoral conversation with 
an unbeliever whose trajectory the doctrine of eternal punishment names? Articulate the specific emotional 
and theological content of the weeping faithfulness that the doctrine demands. 

• Reflect on the relationship between the doctrine of eternal punishment and your own urgency in 
evangelism. Does your evangelistic practice reflect the urgency that the doctrine demands, the urgency of 
one who knows that the people she is speaking to are moving toward an appointment that Hebrews 9:27 
names and that the gospel she is proclaiming is the specific, uniquely adequate rescue from it? Or has the 
cultural pressure to treat the gospel as a pleasant option rather than an urgent rescue softened the 
evangelistic urgency that the doctrine of eternal death should be generating? Identify one specific change 
in your approach to evangelism, in the frequency of your gospel conversations, the content of your 
proclamation, the urgency of your intercession for specific people, that would bring your practice into closer 
alignment with the doctrine’s specific demands. 

• Meditate on Romans 8:1, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”, in 
the specific light of the doctrine of eternal punishment that this lesson has developed. The “no 
condemnation” is not a general reassurance but the specific reversal of the specific condemnation that sin’s 
infinite offense against the infinitely holy God has earned and that the eternal punishment of Matthew 
25:46 describes. Receive the “no condemnation” with the specific, proportional, wonder-producing 
gratitude that requires knowing the specific condemnation from which it is a rescue. And then receive the 
cross that made the “no condemnation” possible, the infinite cost paid by the infinite Person to discharge 
the infinite debt of the infinite offense against the infinite God, with the “Worthy is the Lamb” of Revelation 
5:12 that is the only adequate response to the magnitude of what the cross has accomplished. 

Key Texts:  Matthew 25:31–46; 7:13–14; Mark 9:43–48; 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9; Revelation 20:10, 14–15; 
5:9–10; Luke 16:19–31; Jude 7; John 3:16; Romans 8:1; Philippians 3:18–19; Isaiah 53:12; Luke 19:41–44 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

Opening Question 

1. Before studying this lesson, how comfortable were you with the doctrine of eternal punishment? Did you 
tend to affirm it formally while avoiding it in practice, or have you been actively avoiding it even in formal 
theological contexts? What is the primary source of your discomfort with the doctrine (cultural pressure, 
genuine theological uncertainty, pastoral squeamishness, or something else)? And how has the lesson’s 
emphasis on Jesus as the primary teacher of the doctrine, and on the specific pastoral functions the doctrine 
serves, addressed or intensified that discomfort? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

2. Read Matthew 25:31–46 in its full context. Identify: (a) who pronounces the judgment in verse 31–32 (the 
Son of Man); (b) the specific basis of the separation in verses 35–40 and 42–45; (c) the specific destination 
of the condemned in verse 41 (“the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels”); and 
(d) the specific parallel in verse 46 between the punishment of the condemned and the life of the righteous. 
What does the use of the same word (aionios) for both destinations establish about the symmetry of the 
two conditions? And what does the attribution of the judgment to the Son of Man, the same person who 
came to save the lost, establish about the relationship between Jesus’ love and his pronouncement of 
judgment? 

3. Read Mark 9:43–48 carefully. How many times does Jesus repeat the warning in this passage? What is the 
structural device he uses (better for you to enter… than to be cast into…)? What is the specific content of 
the quoted phrase from Isaiah 66:24 (“where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched”)? And 
what does the double negation (does not die; is not quenched) establish about the character of the 
punishment, does it suggest cessation of the punished person’s existence (annihilationism) or the ongoing, 
undiminished, never-terminated character of the punishment? 

4. Read Luke 16:19–31 and identify the features of the parable that establish the conscious, ongoing, aware 
character of the post-mortem experience of punishment. What specific sensory experiences does the rich 
man report (verse 24: agony, thirst)? What does the ability to see Lazarus, hear Abraham, and speak to 
Abraham (verses 23–28) establish about the character of the post-mortem consciousness? And what does 
the great chasm of verse 26 (“so that those who wish to come over from here to you will not be able, and 
that none may cross over from there to us”) establish about the irrevocability and finality of the post-
mortem condition? 

5. Read 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9 and identify the specific elements of Paul’s description of the final punishment: 
(a) the agent of the punishment (the Lord Jesus revealed from heaven); (b) the character of the punishment 
(“eternal destruction”); (c) the specific content of the punishment (“away from the presence of the Lord 
and from the glory of His power”); and (d) the ground of the punishment (“those who do not know God 
and… do not obey the gospel”). What does the phrase “away from the presence of the Lord” add to the 
understanding of eternal punishment that the fire imagery does not provide? And how does the phrase 
illuminate the connection between spiritual death (separation from God in the present age) and eternal 
death (permanent, irrevocable exclusion from God’s presence in the eschatological age)? 

6. Read Revelation 20:10–15 and identify the specific elements of the Revelation’s account of the final 
judgment and the second death: (a) who is cast into the lake of fire (verse 10: the devil, the beast, the false 
prophet; verses 14–15: death, Hades, those not found in the book of life); (b) the specific temporal 
description of the punishment of verse 10 (“day and night forever and ever”); and (c) the identification of 
the lake of fire as “the second death” in verse 14. What does the “day and night” qualification of the torment 
establish about the continuity and the consciousness of the punishment? And what does the identification 
of the lake of fire as the “second death” establish about its relationship to spiritual death and physical death 
within the comprehensive biblical doctrine of death as the wages of sin? 
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Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

7. The lesson presents the symmetry argument from Matthew 25:46 as the primary exegetical argument 
against annihilationism: the same word (aionios) describes both the punishment and the life, and if the life 
is genuinely eternal, the punishment must be equally eternal. Evaluate this argument. Is the symmetry 
argument as logically compelling as the lesson suggests? Is there a way for the annihilationist to accept the 
eternal character of both the life and the punishment while arguing that the eternal punishment of the 
wicked is the eternal state of non-existence (having been destroyed) rather than the eternal state of ongoing 
conscious suffering? And if so, how does the lesson’s second argument (Revelation 20:10’s ongoing torment 
forever and ever) address this refined annihilationist position? 

8. The Anselmic argument for the justice of eternal punishment grounds the infinite duration of the 
punishment in the infinite dignity of the divine Person against whom the offense is directed: sin against an 
infinitely holy God incurs an infinite debt, and no finite creature can exhaust an infinite debt by any finite 
period of suffering. Evaluate this argument. Is it philosophically coherent to argue that the infinite dignity 
of the offended party transforms a finite act of sin into an offense of infinite gravity? Does the argument 
not prove too much, if all sin against God is infinite in gravity, why is there any distinction between greater 
and lesser sins, and why do the Scriptures speak of degrees of punishment in hell (Matthew 11:22–24; Luke 
12:47–48)? 

9. The lesson argues that the doctrine of eternal punishment is pastorally necessary because it establishes the 
ultimate seriousness of sin, the supreme urgency of the gospel, and the proper dimensions of the cross’s 
glory. Evaluate whether these pastoral functions are actually dependent on the doctrine of eternal 
punishment, or whether they could be adequately served by a different account of sin’s consequences. 
Could, for instance, a sophisticated annihilationist or universalist theology maintain the ultimate seriousness 
of sin (through its temporal and relational consequences) and the urgency of the gospel (through its unique 
capacity to produce genuine human flourishing) without the specific doctrine of eternal conscious 
punishment? If so, what specifically is lost by abandoning the doctrine? 

10. The lesson presents Jesus’ weeping over Jerusalem (Luke 19:41–44) as the pastoral model for how the 
doctrine of eternal punishment must be proclaimed: with tears, not with glee. Evaluate this model. Is the 
specific combination of genuine grief and genuine proclamation that Jesus models in Luke 19 psychologically 
and pastorally achievable for the ordinary minister? What specific spiritual formation, what specific 
theological convictions, and what specific pastoral practices would cultivate the weeping-faithfulness 
combination that the model requires? And what specific pastoral and theological errors does the failure to 
maintain this combination produce, on the side of glee (what does preaching hell without tears produce in 
the preacher and the congregation?) and on the side of silence (what does the avoidance of the doctrine 
produce?)? 

11. The lesson concludes with the claim that the doctrine of eternal death and the gospel’s rescue from it are 
related as the horror to the glory, that the full measure of the gospel’s wonder can only be received by those 
who know the full measure of what the gospel is rescuing from. Evaluate this claim. Is the gospel’s full glory 
genuinely dependent on the hearer’s understanding of eternal punishment? Can the full wonder of “There 
is therefore now no condemnation” (Romans 8:1) be received by a person who does not understand the full 
meaning of the condemnation from which it declares the escape? And what does this suggest about the 
order of gospel proclamation, should the full weight of sin’s consequences, including the eternal, be 
established before the gospel’s provision is offered? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

12. The lesson identifies the avoidance of the doctrine of eternal punishment as a specific form of pastoral 
unfaithfulness, withholding from the congregation the specific theological knowledge that gives the gospel 
its supreme urgency and the Christian life its ultimate framework of moral seriousness. Honestly assess your 
own preaching and teaching practice. When did you last preach a complete message that included a full, 
theologically faithful treatment of eternal punishment? If you cannot remember, or if you have been 
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consistently avoiding the doctrine in public ministry, what is the specific form of your avoidance, cultural 
pressure, theological uncertainty, or pastoral squeamishness? And what specific plan would you make for 
incorporating the doctrine into your teaching ministry in the coming months? 

13. Paul’s “even weeping” in Philippians 3:18–19 as he describes those “whose end is destruction” is the 
pastoral model for the emotional register of eternal punishment’s proclamation. Assess your own emotional 
engagement with the doctrine. When you think about the specific persons in your life who are not yet 
believers and whose trajectory the doctrine of eternal punishment names, do you experience something 
like Paul’s tears? If not, if you find yourself merely intellectually affirming the doctrine without the pastoral 
grief that Paul models, what might account for the deficit of the weeping? And what specific spiritual 
practices, extended intercession for specific lost persons, regular meditation on the specific texts Jesus uses 
for eternal punishment, honest engagement with the experiential realities of the parable of the rich man 
and Lazarus, would cultivate the specific emotional engagement the doctrine demands? 

14. The lesson’s conclusion presents the glory of the cross and the horror of eternal death as inseparable: the 
full measure of the cross’s glory requires the full measure of what the cross is rescuing from. Apply this to 
your own experience of the gospel’s wonder. Does the “Worthy is the Lamb” of Revelation 5:12 function in 
your daily spiritual life with the specific, maximum, proportional wonder that the full doctrine of eternal 
punishment makes possible? Or has the cross become a familiar comfort rather than the staggering act of 
infinite love rescuing from infinite punishment that the doctrine of eternal death reveals it to be? What 
specific theological engagement with the full weight of eternal death, in personal meditation, in the study 
of the relevant texts, in the honest acknowledgment of what you were being rescued from, would restore 
or intensify the specific wonder that the maximum rescue from the maximum danger deserves to produce? 

15. The doctrine of eternal punishment establishes the supreme urgency of evangelism. Assess the degree to 
which the awareness of eternal punishment is currently driving your specific evangelistic practice. Name 
three specific persons in your life who are not yet believers. For each, ask: if the doctrine of Matthew 25:46 
applies to this person’s current trajectory, what is the specific urgency this implies for your relationship with 
them? What have you been doing, and what have you been avoiding, in your evangelistic engagement with 
each one? And what would the weeping faithfulness of Luke 19:41–44 and Philippians 3:18–19 specifically 
look like in your ongoing relationship with each of these specific people? 

16. The lesson concludes Unit 7 by establishing the three temporal and eschatological consequences of sin as a 
complete account of what the gospel rescues from. Looking back across the three lessons, spiritual death 
(Lesson 18), physical death and suffering (Lesson 19), and eternal death (Lesson 20), how has your 
understanding of what the gospel rescues from been deepened, extended, or challenged? Which of the 
three consequences has been most theologically formative for your understanding of the gospel’s scope? 
And how does the comprehensiveness of the rescue, from spiritual death (regeneration), from physical 
death (resurrection), and from eternal death (justification and the eternal life of John 5:24), produce in you 
the specific, comprehensive, proportional wonder that the Revelation’s “Worthy is the Lamb” names as the 
redeemed’s eternal response? 
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Prayer Focus 

Open this lesson’s time of prayer with the specific text that most concentrates the whole of Unit 7’s doctrine, the 
wages and the gift of Romans 6:23, the rescue and the gratitude of John 3:16, and the reversal of Romans 8:1, by 
reading all three together as a coherent theological narrative. Read Romans 6:23 first: “For the wages of sin is 
death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Three lessons in Unit 7 have traced what the 
wages of sin is, in its three temporal and eschatological dimensions: the spiritual death of Lesson 18, the physical 
death and suffering of Lesson 19, and the eternal death of this lesson. The wages are real; they are earned; they 
are owed; they are paid. Then read John 3:16: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” The word “perish” (apollutai) is the eternal 
perishing that eternal death describes; the “eternal life” is its specific opposite; and the “God so loved” is the 
specific, infinite, atonement-offering love that chose to pay the wages that the world had earned rather than 
allowing the world to pay them. Then read Romans 8:1: “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus.” Receive the “no condemnation” in the full light of what Unit 7 has established: no spiritual 
death’s condemnation (the second death cannot touch those who have passed from death to life), no physical 
death’s ultimate power (the resurrection has already abolished the last enemy in its decisive engagement), no 
eternal death’s claim (the lake of fire has no power over those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of 
life). No condemnation. 

Pray with Luke 19:41’s tears as the specific emotional frame for this lesson’s prayer. Jesus wept over Jerusalem 
before pronouncing its judgment; Paul wept as he described those whose end is destruction. This prayer will move 
through three movements of weeping faithfulness, weeping as the honest emotional response to the doctrine’s 
gravity, faithfulness as the theological engagement with its content. First, weep over yourself: that you were on 
the trajectory the doctrine names, that your own pre-conversion spiritual death was moving toward the eternal 
death that Matthew 25:46 describes, and that the only reason you are not still on that trajectory is the “But God” 
of Ephesians 2:4, the sovereign, merciful, unilateral intervention of the God who made you alive when you were 
dead and transferred you from the trajectory toward the second death to the trajectory toward the eternal life. 
The tears here are the tears of genuine wonder: you know what you were rescued from, and you know who 
rescued you, and the knowledge of both produces the specific, proportional, wonder-driven gratitude that the full 
doctrine requires. Second, weep over the specific people in your life who are not yet believers, who are still on 
the trajectory that the doctrine of eternal death names. Paul wept; Jesus wept; the pastor who understands this 
doctrine and has no tears for the lost has not yet understood it in its full pastoral weight. Name specific people. 
Feel the specific weight of their specific trajectories toward the specific eternal destination that Matthew 25:41, 
46 describes. Let the doctrine produce the tears that love and understanding together require. Third, with the 
tears still present, pray with the specific urgency of evangelism that the doctrine demands: asking the God of Acts 
16:14 to open the specific hearts for which you weep, to transfer these specific persons from their current 
trajectory toward the second death to the trajectory toward the eternal life that John 5:24 describes as a present 
possession for all who have passed out of death into life. 

Pray together in three directions that correspond to the doctrine’s three pastoral functions. First, for theological 
seriousness about sin: that the members of your congregation would understand the full weight of what sin earns, 
that the cultural reduction of sin to a therapeutic problem rather than a judicial catastrophe would give way in 
their hearts to the honest, Scripture-grounded, fear-of-the-Lord-producing awareness of what sin’s ultimate 
wages are. This is not a prayer for morbid preoccupation with judgment but for the specific, holy, gospel-enabling 
gravity of soul that the full doctrine of eternal death produces in those who have received it honestly. Second, for 
evangelistic urgency: that the awareness of eternal punishment would generate in your congregation the “even 
weeping” urgency of Philippians 3:18–19, that the neighbors, colleagues, family members, and friends who are 
currently outside Christ would not be seen as merely missing a pleasant religious experience but as persons on a 
trajectory toward the specific, real, eternal danger that the doctrine names, and that this awareness would 
produce the specific, compassionate, persistently faithful evangelistic engagement that the urgency demands. 
Third, for the glory of the cross to be proportional to the horror of the rescue: that the “Worthy is the Lamb who 
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was slain” of Revelation 5:12 would be not merely an eschatological aspiration but the specific, daily, wonder-
producing doxological response of a congregation that has genuinely understood what the Lamb was slain to 
rescue them from. 

Close with Revelation 5:9–13 as the eschatological doxological destination of the entire Hamartiology series and 
of Unit 7’s specific doctrine: the redeemed of every nation singing the new song before the throne of the Lamb 
who was slain and who has by His blood purchased persons for God. The new song is the song of those who know 
what they were purchased from, the spiritual death of Unit 4’s transmission, the total depravity of Unit 5’s 
corruption, the bondage of Unit 6’s enslaved will, the spiritual death of Lesson 18, the physical death and suffering 
of Lesson 19, the eternal death of this Lesson 20. All of it, the comprehensive, multi-dimensional catastrophe of 
the fall’s consequences, is the specific darkness against which the specific light of “Worthy is the Lamb who was 
slain” shines. And the full worth of the Lamb’s worthiness is proportional to the full weight of what the Lamb’s 
death has accomplished. Soli Deo Gloria. 

“Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life 
in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.” 

Romans 8:1–2, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  Matthew 25:31–46; 7:13–14; Mark 9:43–48; 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9; Revelation 20:10, 14–15; 
5:9–13; Luke 16:19–31; 19:41–44; John 3:16; 5:24; Romans 6:23; 8:1–2; Philippians 3:18–19; Isaiah 53:12; 
Hebrews 9:27–28; Jude 7 

 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 

 

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD 
Dr. Joshua Nichols 

josh@faithfultotheword.com  |  faithfultotheword.com 


