
Will  Everyone  Be  Saved?  A
Look at Universalism
Rick Wade covers some of the pros and cons in the universalism
controversy. Bottom line? No.

In the spring of 2011, Pastor Rob Bell’s book Love Wins hit
the book stores, but the furor over the book started even
before  that.  The  charge  was  heresy.  Bell  appeared  to  be
teaching Universalism, the belief that everyone will be saved
in the end. In fact, Bell doesn’t make a case for Universalism
in the book, although his rejection of the traditional view of
hell makes it seem so at first.

This will not be a review of Love Wins but rather a
look at Universalism itself. It won’t do to simply
label Universalism as heresy and be done with it.
The way people responded to Bell’s book illustrates
the problem.{1} It’s better to understand why this
teaching has been and should be rejected.

It is important to try to represent others’ views fairly. This
article, which is what aired on Probe’s radio program, is too
short  to  do  Universalism  justice;  there  is  way  too  much
involved in it. Here I’ll confine myself to introducing some
of the important issues involved. However, a longer article in
PDF form is available here to fill out the issue some more.{2}

Universalism has been believed by some Christians since the
early centuries of the church. What makes it attractive? For
one thing, Universalists wonder how a loving God could send
people  to  hell—a  place  of  conscious  torment—forever.
Furthermore, God is a God of justice, and a punishment of
eternal torment seems incommensurate with our finite sins, as
bad as they may be.

Universalists  find  scriptural  support  primarily  in  Paul’s
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writings where he declares, for example, that “as one trespass
led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness
leads to justification and life for all men” (Rom 5:18).

Before digging in, I need to make an important distinction.
I’ll be talking about Christian Universalism, not pluralistic
Universalism.  Pluralistic  Universalism  is  the  belief  that
everyone in the world will be “saved” by some almighty being
or force that the various religions understand in different
ways. Christian Universalism, by contrast, is the belief that
Christianity holds the truth about God, man, and salvation,
and that, contrary to the traditional belief, everyone will be
saved through faith in Christ, even if on the other side of
the grave.

The Love and Justice in God
Universalists  take  the  traditional  view  of  hell  as  being
completely out of keeping with the loving character of God.{3}
Philosopher  Thomas  Talbott  believes  that,  because  love  is
basic to the nature of God, everything God does has a loving
aspect.  Thus,  there  can  be  no  eternal  judgment  against  a
person.

Because  of  this,  Talbott  sees  God’s  justice  primarily  as
remedial  or  restorative,  not  as  retributive  or  punitive.
Speaking of Israel, for example, he points out that God “did
not spare the natural branches” (Romans 11:21), yet eventually
God will have mercy on them. Couldn’t it be the same for the
Gentiles, too? God’s grand project since the Fall has been to
save people. If He doesn’t save all, hasn’t He failed?{4}

Scripture claims both that God is just and that God is love
(see Deut. 32:41 and John 4:8). It’s also clear that God
administers retributive justice. This is seen in Isaiah 3:11
where God says that what the wicked “have dealt out shall be
done  to  him.”  Consider,  too,  God’s  judgment  against  the



Hittites,  Amorites,  Canaanites,  Perizzites,  Hivites,  and
Jebusites  (Deut.  20:16-17).  There  is  no  mention  of
restoration.

For Universalists, love is supreme; justice serves love. Why
not the other way around? Why shouldn’t love serve justice? N.
T. Wright asks why either love or justice ought to be seen as
the highest expression of God’s nature. Perhaps, he says, both
are expressions of God’s holiness.{5}

The cross work of Christ is instructive here. Our hope for
salvation rests on the fact that on the cross “He who knew no
sin became sin on our behalf” (2 Cor. 5:21; see also Rom.
3:25; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 10:10,12,14; Isa. 53:5). What kind of
judgment fell on Christ? It was punitive, not restorative, and
it was properly ours.

Still,  even  with  all  this,  how  can  we  possibly  regard
everlasting punishment as just? It’s important to understand
that judgment isn’t merely a reflection of a sin:punishment
ratio. Believing in God in the biblical sense involves both
our acceptance of God in all His glory and our submission to
Him whatever He may command or promise. Thus, to not believe
in God in this full sense is to reject God. So when people
will be punished in hell, it won’t be simply a matter of
paybacks for individual sins. It will be because they rejected
God.

Paul and Universalism
In addition to the appeal to the love of God, Universalists
often look to the letters of Paul for support. Writes Thomas
Talbott, “Unlike most conservatives, I see no way to escape
the conclusion that St. Paul was an obvious Universalist.”{6}

Where does he find this in Paul’s letters? Romans 5 and 11 are
key passages. In Romans 5, Paul compares the first Adam with
the second Adam, Christ. In verse 18 he writes, “Therefore, as



one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For
as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners,
so  by  the  one  man’s  obedience  the  many  will  be  made
righteous.” In Romans 11:32 he writes, “For God has consigned
all to disobedience that he may have mercy on all.” “All” is
taken quite literally to mean everyone tainted by sin.{7} What
can we say in response?

Paul’s main point in Romans, with respect to the issue at
hand, is that salvation is not just for Jews but for all
people, and it comes through faith in Jesus. In chapters 1
through 4, Paul argues that everyone knows God exists but sins
anyway and is deserving of punishment. Furthermore, the Jews
had no safety net because they possessed the law; they broke
the law themselves. Salvation has come through faith in Christ
alone. In fact, faith has always been the basis of salvation.
Paul sums up in chapter 5: through Adam everyone is tainted by
sin; through Christ alone is found salvation for everyone.
That he doesn’t mean every single person will necessarily be
saved is clear in Romans 11:22. The Jews who will be grafted
back in are those who “do not continue in their unbelief.”

Second  Thessalonians  1:7-10  is  an  important  passage  for
understanding  Paul’s  teaching  on  eternal  punishment.  There
Paul says that those who do not obey the gospel “will suffer
the punishment of eternal destruction, away from the presence
of  the  Lord  and  from  the  glory  of  his  might.”  Gregory
MacDonald,  a  Universalist,  acknowledges  that  this  is  an
especially problematic passage for Universalists.{8}

Jesus and Universalism
It’s  often  been  noted  that  Jesus  makes  the  strongest
statements on hell in Scripture. Universalists believe they
have been misunderstood.



Given that Paul clearly taught Universalism, Thomas Talbott
believes, passages such as Matthew 25, where Jesus spoke of
separating the sheep from the goats, must be interpreted in
that light. Talbott characterizes Jesus’ prophetic teachings
as “hyperbole, metaphor, and riddle . . . parable and colorful
stories.”{9} He says that “Had it been Jesus’ intention to
address the question of universal salvation . . . in a clear
and systematic way, I’m sure he was capable of doing so.”{10}
Jesus is simply teaching what would have been our fate were it
not for the atonement.{11}

Did Jesus make any clear statements about the finality of
judgment? I’ll mention just three passages.

In Matthew chapter 7 we read the severe warning from Jesus
that in the end not everyone who claims Jesus as Lord will
enter the kingdom of heaven. “I declare to them,” Jesus said,
“‘I  never  knew  you;  depart  from  me,  you  workers  of
lawlessness'” (vv. 21-23). There is no mention of a second
chance later.

In the parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13), when
those who weren’t prepared knocked on the door and asked to be
let in, the bridegroom refused, saying he didn’t know them.
One must be prepared or be locked out. There’s no hint of a
later unlocking of the door.

In Matthew 25:46, Jesus speaks of “everlasting punishment.”
“Everlasting” is the English translation of the Greek word
aiōnion. Universalists argue that this word refers to an age
of punishment because the root word, aiōn, means just that—an
age with a beginning and an end. But aiōnion isn’t just a form
of  aiōn;  it  is  a  form  of  the  word  aiōnios  which  means
“eternal.”

According to the standard Greek lexicon of our day, aiōnios
can mean, among other things, with a beginning but without an
end.{12}  One  example  is  when  Jesus  said  He  was  going  to



prepare a place for us (Jn. 14:2,3). Paul says that this new
home is “eternal in the heavens” (Romans 5:1).{13}

When Jesus speaks of punishment in Matt. 25:46 as everlasting,
He  means  just  that.  Everlasting  life  or  everlasting
punishment;  it’s  one  or  the  other.

Postmortem Salvation
Because  obviously  not  everyone  dies  in  Christ,  postmortem
salvation is an essential component of Universalism. There
must be people saved after death.

There  is  no  direct  scriptural  teaching  about  postmortem
salvation. The closest is the much disputed passage in 1 Peter
3  where  Peter  speaks  of  Jesus  making  proclamation  to  the
spirits in prison (vv. 19-20). It is not at all clear that the
event spoken of in 1 Peter refers to the evangelization of all
the lost after death. Theologian and New Testament scholar
Wayne  Grudem  names  five  possible  interpretations  of  this
passage  in  an  article,  and  says  that  even  more  are
possible.{14}

Gregory MacDonald believes that Rev. 21:25, which says that
the gates to the New Jerusalem will never be closed, indicates
that unbelievers can exercise faith after death and come in.
Verse 24 speaks of the kings of the earth entering the city
along  with  the  glory  and  honor  of  the  nations.  MacDonald
identifies these with the kings defeated earlier with the
beast (19:19). They had been enemies; now they are not.

In response, we note that “kings of the earth” is a common
designation  in  Scripture  for  earthly  rulers.{15}  It  is
entirely reasonable to see John, in Revelation, as talking
about one group of kings who side with the beast and another
group who are part of the kingdom and who enter to bring
homage to the King.



The wall around the city marks a boundary between those who
may enter and those outside.{16} “Outside” doesn’t necessarily
mean simply outside spatially but can also mean those not
included in the circle or group.{17} Those who are able to
enter the city are those whose names have been written in the
Lamb’s  book  of  life  (21:27).  No  promise  is  given  that  a
person’s name can be entered after death.

There is no clear promise in Scripture that there will be an
opportunity for people to be saved after death. Are we willing
to risk the eternal damnation of people by presenting the
supposition that there will be?{18} Universalism is conjecture
built upon a basic notion of what the love of God must mean.
The case built from Scripture, however, is too fragile to
sustain it.

This article barely scrapes the surface of this subject. I
urge  you  to  look  at  the  longer  article,  “Universalism:  A
Biblical and Theological Critique,” also on Probe’s web site.
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“What  Is  Your  Position  on
Universalism?”
Do  you  have  any  information  or  research  on  “Christian-
Universalism”?  Please  see  the  website
www.christian-universalism.com.

Universalism, in its simplest sense, teaches that at some
point all will be saved. The website that you referenced in
your  email  contains  many  of  universalism’s  most  popular
beliefs. However, routinely these views stray from orthodox
Christian belief and away from the Bible. In numerous places
the Bible refers to a time of judgment where the righteous are
granted eternal life and the wicked are given over to eternal
punishment (cf. Matthew 25:31-46, Luke 16:19-31, Revelation
20:11-15). Furthermore, Jesus, as well as the New Testament
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writers,  referred  to  a  place  of  eternal  punishment  (cf.
Matthew 5:22, 18:8-9, Mark 9:43, 48, Revelation 19:20, 20:10,
etc.).

The Bible is very emphatic regarding the doctrine of eternal
punishment. Universalism rejects this teaching and replaces it
with its own. Below is a website that contains information
regarding  Universalism.  It  takes  a  look  at  Universalism’s
beliefs and teachings and subjects it to the Bible through
various  word  studies  and  Scripture  comparisons.  It  is  a
helpful place to start:

www.carm.org/universalism.htm

Hope you find this helpful.

Ryan Holmes
Probe Ministries Intern

© 2007 Probe Ministries

“People  in  Hell  DIE,  Not
Suffer Forever!”
In answer to the e-mail question “Are People in Hell Isolated
and Alone?” The bible clearly states that the wages of sin is
DEATH not eternal life, be it in heaven or hell as you think.
Malachi 4:3 plainly says they shall be ashes under our feet.
In  Is.1:28  “…and  they  that  forsake  the  Lord  shall  be
consumed.” Is.66:17 says “…shall be consumed together, saith
the Lord.” Rev 20:9 “…and fire came down from God out of
heaven, and devoured them.” Rev 20:14 “And death and hell were
cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death.” Doesn’t
say second life but second death. You should look up some of
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the Greek and Hebrew words that have been translated into
hell, that would make it more clear to you.

Thank you for your letter. You are correct in noting that the
fate of unbelievers is one of heated debate these days, even
among  professing  evangelicals.  My  own  difficulty  with  the
thesis of conditional immortality stems from passages like
Matthew 25:46, Revelation 14:9-11 and Revelation 20:10. It is
difficult for me to see how these passages can be consistent
with the denial of eternal punishment.

For example, in Matthew 25:46 Jesus states: “And these will
depart into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal
life.” The same Greek term, aionion (eternal), is used to
describe both punishment and life.

Revelation 14:11 reads in part: “And the smoke from their
torture will go up forever and ever, and those who worship the
beast and his image will have no rest day or night.” What
troubles me about this verse is the concluding phrase, “those
who worship the beast and his image will have no rest day or
night.” Again, these unfortunate people appear to be enduring
eternal, conscious torment.

Finally,  in  Revelation  20:10  we  read:  “And  the  devil  who
deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur,
where the beast and the false prophet are too, and they will
be tormented there day and night forever and ever.” The beast
and false prophet are both human beings. And yet, along with
the devil, they will endure eternal punishment. Furthermore,
Revelation 19:20 states, “Now the beast was seized, and along
with him the false prophet who had performed the signs on his
behalf–signs by which he deceived those who had received the
mark of the beast and those who worshiped his image. Both of
them were thrown alive into the lake of fire burning with
sulfur.”  Please  note  that  this  takes  place  prior  to  the
thousand year reign of Christ (Revelation 20:1-7). And yet,
when the thousand years are over, the beast and false prophet



are still being tormented in the lake of fire (Revelation
20:10).  This  lake  of  fire  is  the  same  place  where  all
unbelievers  are  thrown  in  Revelation  20:15.

It’s true that this is called the “second death,” but does the
Bible equate “death” with “annihilation”? How do you read
Ephesians 2:1-2? The Ephesians were formerly “dead.” But does
this mean that they didn’t have personal, conscious existence?
Wouldn’t you agree that the Ephesians were spiritually dead
(i.e. separated from the spiritual life of God)? And might
this not also be what the Bible means by the “second death”
(i.e. unremedied spiritual death results in eternal separation
from God)? When the Bible speaks of death it does not mean
“annihilation.” Rather, it means “separation.”

Physical death is the “separation” of the spirit from the body
(James  2:26).  Spiritual  death  is  the  “separation”  of  a
conscious, living person from God (Ephesians 2:1-2). And the
second death is the “eternal separation” of an unredeemed
person from God (Revelation 20:11-15).

This, at any rate, is why it’s so difficult for me to embrace
the doctrines of conditional immortality and annihilationism.

Hope this helps.

The Lord bless you,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

©2004 Probe Ministries



“Why Is There a Hell?”
I was in a discussion about heaven and hell. My agnostic
friend looks at free will and states that if God truly loves
all humans unconditionally, then that kind of negates any
concept of hell.

I know from a Biblical and Christian standard you can lay down
the facts but is there an earthly standard/concept that can
explain why there is in fact hell and heaven? Or can you not
separate  the  two–Christianity–heaven  and  hell–and  does  the
freewill factor have anything to do with it?

I think your friend’s understanding of God is skewed. I was
really helped by the way C.S. Lewis explained heaven and hell.
A prominent disciple of his, Peter Kreeft, wrote this on his
website (www.peterkreeft.com/topics/hell.htm):

Heaven and hell may be the very same objective place — namely
God’s love, experienced oppositely by opposite souls, just as
the same opera or rock concert can be heavenly for you and
hellish for the reluctant guest at your side. The fires of
hell may be made of the very love of God, experienced as
torture by those who hate him: the very light of God’s truth,
hated and fled from in vain by those who love darkness.
Imagine a man in hell—no, a ghost—endlessly chasing his own
shadow, as the light of God shines endlessly behind him. If
he would only turn and face the light, he would be saved. But
he refuses to—forever.

Dr. Kreeft (one of my favorite authors) also says this in the
same essay:

Hell follows from two other doctrines: heaven and free will.
If there is a heaven, there can be a not-heaven. And if there
is free will, we can act on it and abuse it. Those who deny
hell  must  also  deny  either  heaven  (as  does  Western
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secularism) or free will (as does Eastern pantheism).

You might want to check out this essay to help you think
through the issue of hell.

Blessings,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Why Can’t God Just Destroy
Those Who Reject Him Instead
of Sending Them to Hell?”
Why can’t God just destroy people who reject him, cause them
to cease to exist instead of sending them to hell where they
are tortured for eternity? I know they cannot be a part of God
or heaven since God is perfect in all ways, but why not end
their  existence  entirely  or  just  keep  them  separated  for
eternity instead of sending them to hell for eternal torment?

Thanks for your question. It’s a good one. The Bible indicates
that those who reject the sacrifice of Christ for their sins
must pay for their sins themselves. This certainly seems fair
and just. The problem comes when we ask why a person who has
committed a finite number of sins should be punished forever
and ever. This, I will admit, sounds unfair. But the Bible
tells us that God is perfectly fair and just. So how can we
reconcile this apparent discrepancy?

Some say that any sin committed against the infinitely holy
God is worthy of eternal punishment. In other words, it’s not
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so  much  the  number  of  sins  committed  that  determine  the
duration of the punishment, it’s rather the fact that they
have sinned against their Creator, the infinitely good and
holy God. To sin against such a One as God deserves eternal
punishment, these people would say.

This may be true, but my own view is a bit different. Think
about it this way. Through Adam, all human beings are born
with  a  nature  that  is  inclined  toward  sin,  rebellion  and
disobedience  against  God.  When  someone  trusts  Christ  for
salvation, they are “born again” as a child of God. They
receive the Holy Spirit and will one day be completely freed
from  the  presence  and  power  of  sin.  The  one  who  rejects
Christ, however, will never be free from the presence and
power of sin. Thus, the one who rejects Christ will never
cease sinning. Even in hell I imagine that men and women will
curse  and  blaspheme  God.  If  this  is  so,  then  eternal
punishment is just because such people never quit sinning
against God. Indeed, the longer they are punished, the more
their debt increases.

This, at any rate, is my own opinion about the justice of
eternal punishment. I hope it helps a little bit.

The Lord bless and keep you,

Michael Gleghorn

Probe Ministries


