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Hell and the Image of God
C. A. McIntosh

Abstract: I argue that we can cease to be human by losing the imago Dei. Such a 
view has profound implications for how we understand hell, offering a fresh per-
spective on the debate between traditionalists, annihilationists, and universalists.

How could a loving God send people to hell? As the question reveals, 
central to the hell debate is the nature of God. Just as central, though not dis-
cussed as much, is the nature of man. For among the many dubious assump-
tions in that loaded question is the assumption that people in hell would be 
basically just as they are now, only in a much more wretched place. It al-
most certainly isn’t assumed that they become inhuman creatures every bit as 
wretched, akin to the demons for whom hell was originally created. I argue 
for exactly this and explore its implications for our understanding of hell.

1. Losing the Image?

A person, generally speaking, is a moral agent. But there are different 
kinds of persons: divine, angelic, human, and perhaps more.1 What makes 
a person a member of the kind human? Bearing the image of God. Charles 
Sherlock observes, “the Bible’s unique testimony is that to be human means to 
be made ‘in the image of God.’”2 Karl Barth says “he [man] would not be man 
if he were not the image of God. He is the image of God in the fact that he 
is man.”3 While each of the animals were created according to its kind (Gen. 
1:21–25), only man is said to be created in the image and likeness of God 
(1:26–27).4 But what does this mean?

An important clue can be gathered from the terms themselves, image 
and likeness. To image something, or to be in something’s likeness, is to re-

1. Aliens? Robots? Groups? For more on the nature of agency and personhood, see my “The 
God of the Groups: Social Trinitarianism and Group Agency,” Religious Studies 52 (2016): 167–
86.

2. Charles Sherlock, The Doctrine of Humanity (InterVarsity, 1996), 16.
3. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 3, part 1 (T&T Clark, 1958), 184.
4. The creation narrative culminates with man as a new, distinct and very special kind of 

creature, namely, one that bears God’s image. It is massively implausible that the author of Gen-
esis would put at the climax of the narrative something God has already done, namely create 
beings in His image. Thus, we should not interpret the plural “we” of Gen. 1:26 as including the 
angelic hosts, as some have suggested. “God is never said to take counsel with angels, who—
themselves creatures—cannot create man” (Anthony Hoekema, Created in God’s Image (Eerd-
mans, 1986), 12).
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flect, represent, resemble, copy, or picture it in some way. Although these 
terms can denote distinct or overlapping concepts, resemblance is arguably 
the most fundamental, since if x reflects or copies or pictures y (or is a re-
flection or copy or picture of y), clearly, x will resemble y in some way. Rep-
resentation is trickier, as some cases of representation involve resemblance 
and some do not. A painting of a landscape represents the landscape and, 
in so doing, also resembles the landscape. A flag represents a country but 
doesn’t resemble it. It’s unclear what a representation-without-resemblance 
view of the imago Dei would amount to, but the Hebrew text tells against 
such a view in any case. Tselem (image) is derived from a root that means “to 
carve,” as one would carve a statue or figurine, and demuth (likeness) derives 
from a root that means “to be like,” as in a similitude.5 As just noted, things 
can represent without resembling. But the pleonastic pairing of tselem with 
demuth in Genesis 1:26 makes clear that the author has something closer to 
representation-with-resemblance in mind, like how the portrait of a king on 
a coin both represents and resembles him.6

This raises the question of how, exactly, we resemble God. What was 
concealed in the Old is revealed in the New: we resemble God to the extent 
that we resemble Christ, “who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Twice more 
Paul identifies Christ as God’s image, both times emphasizing how this makes 
Christ “firstborn” over all creation (Col. 1:15) and among believers (Rom. 
8:29), underscoring its relevance to creation in general and the creation of 
man in particular. As Sherlock puts it, Paul presents Christ, in virtue being 
God’s image, as “‘firstborn’ both of original life, and of life restored: the ‘be-
ginning’ of both, reminiscent of Genesis 1:1 and John 1:1.”7 We could think 
of it this way: God, prior to the creation of man in Genesis 1, knew what it 
would be like if the second person of the Trinity were embodied in the ac-
tual world, and so modeled nondivine embodied persons on that knowledge. 
Pithier is Panayioti Nellas: “He [Christ] was the archetype for those who have 
been created. For the old Adam is not a model for the new, but the new a 
model for the old.”8 Thus Christ reveals to us not just the nature of God, but 
the nature of man as he was intended to be.

5. For tselem see Strong’s entry 6754: “from an unused root mean. to shade; a phantom, i.e., 
(fig.) illusion, resemblance; hence a representative figure.” For demuth see entry 1823: “from 1819; 
resemblance; concr. model, shape; adv. like:—fashion, like (-ness, as), manner, similtude.” Entry 
1819 is damah: “a prim. root; to compare; by impl. to resemble, liken, consider:—compare, devise, 
(be) like (-n), mean, think, use similitudes.” Note the recurrence of “resemblance” (The New 
Strong’s Expanded Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Thomas Nelson, 1990), 99 and 31).

6. The same connotation is in the Greek, eikón: lit. statue, fig. representation. Strong’s entry 
1504: “an image (from 1503/eíkō, ‘be like’) —properly, ‘mirror-like representation,’ referring to 
what is very close in resemblance” (New Strong’s, 25). I am not suggesting lexical considerations 
settle the matter, but their meaning and use seem to privilege the concept of resemblance and to 
tell against a mere representation understanding.

7. Sherlock, The Doctrine of Humanity, 67.
8.  Panayioti Nellas, Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person (St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 1987), 35.
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Intended to be. There is wide consensus that the image, as expanded in 
the New Testament, is at once Christological and teleological.9 That is to say, 
the image implies development toward an ideal or goal, and that goal, in a 
word, is Christlikeness.10 We are to be “conformed to the image of God’s son” 
(Rom. 8:29), “transformed into his image” (2 Cor. 3:18), “renewed in knowl-
edge after the image of the creator (Col. 3:10), and “shall bear the image of 
the heavenly man” (1 Cor. 15:49). Needless to say, this has profound implica-
tions for our understanding of the nature of man. For if the very thing that 
makes us human is not some static property like rationality, but something as 
dynamic as resemblance to Christ, it is difficult to avoid the implication that 
we can be more or less human. After all, who can deny that we can be more 
or less Christlike?

This can be modeled on a continuum or spectrum, where at one end 
(“end” in both senses of the term) a human resembles Christ in all salient 
respects to the maximal possible degree, and at the opposite end, resembles 
Christ in no salient respect at all. And there is a real metaphysical difference 
between people at different points on the spectrum. Consider those closer to 
the good end. No one can read the New Testament and conclude becoming 
Christlike is tantamount to wearing cardigan sweaters and being neighborly. 
It involves nothing short of a radical, metaphysical transformation.11 This 
transformation is described as acquiring a new self (Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10), 
new life (Rom. 6:4), being born again (John 3:3; 1 Pet. 1:23; Tit. 3:5), and 
being created anew (2 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 6:5; Tit. 3:5) that we may be “partak-
ers in the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). This is known variously as regeneration 
or theosis.12 But if we suppose the journey toward Christlikeness and true 
humanity involves a radical metaphysical transformation, why wouldn’t the 
journey away, toward the opposite?

Indeed, Bible suggests as much. The operative principle underlying 
much of what is said about spiritual formation (and deformation) is: we be-
come like what we commit ourselves to. Join yourself to the Lord, become 

9. See Marc Cortez, Theological Anthropology: A Guide for the Perplexed (T&T Clark, 2010), 
16–17.

10. There seems to be a trend of coining neologisms for this. Philip Hughes uses “Christifor-
mity,” in The True Image (Eerdmans, 1989). Michael Gorman uses “theoformity” in Inhabiting 
the Cruciform God (Eerdmans, 2009). Jordan Cooper uses “Christification” in his book by that 
title (Wipf & Stock, 2014). Ben Blackwell uses “Christosis” in his book by that title (Eerdmans, 
2016).

11. A recent attempt to philosophically explore the nature of this metaphysical transforma-
tion is Ben Page, “If Anyone Is in Christ—New Creation!” Religious Studies 56 (2020): 525–41. 
Though the metaphysical possibilities Page explores are indeed radical, he cannot be faulted for 
taking the New Testament vocabulary seriously!

12. Though theosis—the term if not also the concept—used to be most closely associated with 
the Eastern Orthodox tradition, it has been more widely embraced in recent years, as note 10 
above attests. For a recent collection, see Paul Copan and Michael Reardon, eds., Transformed 
into the Same Image: Constructive Investigations into the Doctrine of Deification (IVP Academic, 
2024).
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one in spirit with Him; join yourself to a harlot, become one with her (1 Cor. 
6:15–17). In a kind of antithesis of theosis, we can even become partakers of 
the demonic (1 Cor. 10:14–22). G. K. Beale puts the principle this way: we 
resemble what we revere, either for ruin or restoration.13 Beale painstakingly 
traces this principle throughout the biblical canon (and beyond), especially 
as it underlies the primordial sin of idolatry. The paradigmatic expression is 
Isaiah 6:9–10 and its parallel in Psalm 115:4–8, which says “those who make 
them [idols] will become like them, and so all who trust in them” (115:8; cf. 
Ps. 135:18): stiff and lifeless, blind, deaf, dumb, and spiritually empty.

Perhaps the most theologically significant passage for us is Romans 
1:18–28, where Paul says the ungodly “exchanged the glory of the immortal 
God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creep-
ing things” (Rom. 1:23). The phrase “the glory of the immortal God” here is 
synonymous with the image of God.14 A loss of human glory (if not the im-
age itself) seems to be contemplated here,15 an inversion of the created order 
in Genesis where man, though once above the animals in virtue of bearing 
God’s image, is no longer.16

Thus, we frequently see the ungodly described in nonhuman and ani-
malistic terms throughout Scripture. Jesus himself referred to wicked people 
as dogs and swine (Matt. 7:6; Mark 7:27), ravenous wolves (Matt. 7:15), ser-
pents and vipers (Matt. 12:34; 23:33), and associated them with the demonic 
(Matt. 12:45; 23:15; John 6:70; 8:44, 55). The apostles, being good Christ-
followers, did likewise. Peter describes the ungodly as “unreasoning animals, 
creatures of instinct” (Jude says something nearly identical (Jude 10)) and 
also compares them to dogs and swine (2 Pet. 2:12, 22). Paul, as we already 
saw, was no softer, warning the Philippians of evil workers and dogs, “whose 
god is their belly and whose glory is their shame” (Phil. 3:2, 19)—another al-
lusion to the image with “glory,” albeit ironically. What was once their glory, 

13. G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry (IVP Academic, 
2008).

14. “That ‘glory’ and ‘image’ are virtually synonymous here is in line with such synonymity 
elsewhere in Paul’s writings (1 Cor. 11:7; 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4), elsewhere in the NT (Heb. 1:3), the OT 
(Ps. 106:20), and Judaism (Philo, Spec. 4.164; 4Q504 frg. 8, I:4” (Beale, A New Testament Biblical 
Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New (Baker Academic, 2011), 442). Cf. Beale, 
We Become What We Worship, 214ff.; Donald Berry, Glory in Romans and the Unified Purpose of 
God in Redemptive History (Pickwick, 2016), 24–32.

15. E.g., see Carey Newman, Paul’s Glory-Christology (Brill, 1992), 225; Douglas Moo, The 
Epistle to the Romans (Eerdmans, 1996), 226: “Just as sharing in God’s ‘glory’ involves conformity 
to the ‘image of Christ’ (Rom 8:29-30; Phil 3:21), so the absence of glory involves a declension 
from the ‘image of God’ in which human beings were first made.” See also Thomas Schreiner, 
Romans (Baker Academic, 1998), 87; Berry, Glory in Romans, 28–30.

16. Commentators are quick to assert that Paul is not saying the image is lost, but is merely 
corrupted or effaced or damaged, but I see no textual grounds for preferring this weaker infer-
ence.
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God’s image, is now their shame, the former having been replaced by an idol, 
a false image.17 

I go into all this as a course correction against sentimentalist views of 
human nature which may incline many to reject as preposterous the claim 
that we can be more or less human depending on the degree to which we 
image Christ, or the stronger claim that we can cease to be human by losing 
the image entirely. It is, I happily admit, a claim nowhere directly taught in 
Scripture; but that only makes it no worse than other theologies of the im-
age.18 At the very least we can say, with N. T. Wright, that “there is nothing 
in the Bible or in Christian tradition to deny the possibility that individual 
humans can progressively choose to be less and less genuinely human, until 
they eventually cease to be human at all.”19 Connecting the thought with the 
imago Dei, he writes:

When the Bible speaks of human beings and how they order or disor-
der their lives, the assumption is that we are all made in the image of 
God. . . . But if we worship other gods—and the other gods are very 
powerful and active in our world right now—then all we can expect is 
for the image to atrophy. It is dangerously possible to start reflecting 
gods other than the true God in whose image we are made. But the 
other gods are not life-giving. To worship them, and to reflect their im-
age, is to court death: the eventual utter destruction of all that it means 
to be truly human. If we doubt it, we need only watch the news.20

17. For discussion, see Beale, We Become What We Worship, 287–91. In his book Identity and 
Idolatry: The Image of God and its Inversion (InterVarsity, 2015), Richard Lints insightfully argues 
that idolatry is “the conceptual undoing of the original act of being created in the image of God” 
(93) and that “the idol-maker is the theological opposite of the image-bearer” (35), but bizarrely 
gives no attention to this passage.

18. There is near universal consensus that sin affects the image in some way (e.g., damaged, 
marred, corrupted, defaced), but most have stopped short of saying it can be lost entirely. A small 
minority of voices say it was lost in the event of the Fall, but this interpretation is exegetically in-
defensible in light of passages which clearly imply fallen man continues to bear the image (Gen. 
9:6; James 3:9). Thus, it was more common to distinguish image from likeness, where the former 
is essential to humans but the latter isn’t, or between broad and narrow senses of the image, or 
two aspects of the image, etc. to similar effect. For survey, see G. C. Berkouwer, Man: The Image 
of God (Eerdmans, 1962), 38–63. Such distinctions are transparently ad hoc; their purpose, it 
seems, is to avoid the implications I’m embracing, namely, that we can be more or less human, 
and cease to be human entirely.

19. N. T. Wright, Following Jesus: Biblical Reflections on Discipleship (Eerdmans, 1994), 94–5. 
See also Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the 
Church (Harper Collins, 2008), 182–3. The view can also be found variously expressed through-
out C. S. Lewis’s writings.

20. Wright, Following Jesus, 93–4. Cf. Hughes, The True Image, 4: “Nothing is more basic than 
the recognition that being constituted in the image of God is of the essence of and absolutely 
central to the humanness of man. . . . Apart from this reality he cannot exist truly as man, since 
for man to deny God and the divine image stamped upon his being and to assert his own inde-
pendent self-sufficiency is to deny his own constitution and thus to dehumanize himself. That 
this is so is confirmed by the appalling inhumanity of ungodly men in every age of human his-
tory.” Later, however, Hughes seems to walk back the idea that this dehumanization is literal (69).
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This last remark of Wright’s—“if we doubt it, we need only watch the news”—
gestures to what I take to be empirical evidence for the view: inhuman evils.

Most of us have at least heard of evil so ghastly and horrendous that see-
ing its perpetrators as human is nigh impossible. This category of evil is so 
extraordinary that we rightly sense that a special explanation is required, one 
that outstrips the explanatory resources found in ordinary human agency 
and experience. We intuitively see these evils as inhuman, and so use nouns 
like “monster” and “savage” to describe the perpetrators with no hint of in-
tended exaggeration or hyperbole. Perhaps the best way to make sense of this 
intuition is to simply grant it literally. That is what they are.21 In some cases, 
no doubt, demonic agents could help explain inhuman evil along with their 
cooperative human perpetrators. But in others, a simpler hypothesis is avail-
able, but one that still appeals to nonhuman agency: some people, ostensibly 
human, have basically become devils themselves.

In this sense, it is possible to cease to resemble Christ in any salient way 
and become like those for whom hell was originally created. Jude seems to 
make this very point. The same fate—eternal darkness—of those angels who 
abandoned their proper dwelling is reserved for ungodly, brutish people who 
reject Christ (Jude 6, 13). They will fit right in, as it were, as “children of the 
devil” (1 John 3:10; cf. Acts 13:10; Matt. 13:38; John 8:44). Given the close 
conceptual association of God’s presence, image, glory, light, and power,22 
it is scarcely imaginable that a creature could continue to reflect the light of 
God’s glory that is His image in a place associated with darkness (Matt. 8:12; 
22:13; 25:30; 2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6, 13), “away from the presence of the Lord and 
from the glory of his power” (2 Thess. 1:9). In biblical terms, this is like mix-
ing oil and water.

As just alluded to, the Bible often contrasts the saved and the lost in terms 
of filial loyalty or kinship, either to God or to Satan and so forth. And here, 
too, there is a deeper connection, for the image is closely related to sonship. 
Sons (that is, children) resemble and are intimately related to their fathers 
(that is, parents). “[Adam] became the father of a son in his own likeness, 
after his image, and named him Seth” (Gen. 5:3). This connection is essential 
to the theology of divine adoption. Paul tells us that God “predestined us for 
adoption to sonship through Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:5). How? He answers in 
Romans 8. By being “conformed to the image of His son,” who is the Father’s 
one and only true image, we ourselves are adopted as sons of the Father; the 
Son’s status is therefore “firstborn among many brothers and sisters” (Rom. 

21. Berkouwer articulates the intuition forcefully, but argues that granting it literally, as I am, 
actually betrays an overly optimistic view of man as incapable of such evils. See Man: The Image 
of God, 121, 134, esp. 190–2. The argument, however, is not that man is incapable of such evils, 
but that the best explanation of some such evils is that their perpetrators are inhuman.

22. E.g., glory, image, and light (2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4–6); glory and power (1 Cor. 15:43; Eph. 1:18–
19; 3:16; Col 1:11; 2 Thess. 1:9). For further discussion of the conceptual associations between 
these, see Berry, Glory in Romans, 90.



C. A. McIntosh 309

8:29; cf. 1 John 3:1–2).23 Jonathan King connects the dots: “Just as the status 
of sonship is not something conferred inalienably by God, neither should 
we think that one’s identity as image-bearer is inalienable. Given as we have 
noted before how ‘sonship’ is bound up with ‘image bearing,’ it would seem 
to follow that the judgment of damnation rendering null and void the status 
of sonship equates at one and the same time to the termination of bearing the 
image of God.”24

So far, I have canvassed five reasons for thinking we can lose what makes 
us human, that is, the image of God. They are, to review, (i) our spiritual 
transformation is either toward Christ as the true image of God, or away 
toward an idol as a false image; (ii) the empirical reality of inhuman evil; 
(iii) scriptural use of inhuman terms for the ungodly; (iv) the incongruity 
of being damned and bearing God’s image, and (v) being stripped of divine 
sonship implies being stripped of the divine image. I’ll now offer a final argu-
ment, a kind of argument from theoretical elegance, which brings us more 
directly to the topic of hell.

2. The Traditionalist Defense

According to the traditional view of hell, not all people will be saved. 
Some will be damned, and damned forever. Annihilationists agree that not all 
will be saved but maintain that the unsaved will (eventually) be annihilated. 
Universalists demur on both counts, maintaining that all people will (even-
tually) be saved. The dispute seems intractable. All parties appeal to certain 
biblical texts in support of their view and attempt to explain away those ap-
pealed to by their opponents. It seems to me that we can neatly synthesize 
all the texts in this dispute, supposing, as we have, that we can cease to be 
human. How so? Let’s go back to school.

You’re discussing the problem of evil in Philosophy 101. The professor 
walks you through Alvin Plantinga’s celebrated free will defense, which aims 
to demonstrate no logical incompatibility between

(1) God is omniscient, omnipotent, and wholly good

23. Haley Goranson Jacob, Conformed to the Image of His Son: Reconsidering Paul’s Theology 
of Glory in Romans (IVP Academic, 2018), 203: “Romans 8:29 can be understood only in the 
light of Paul’s references to sonship and adoption in Romans 8:14–16.” See also John Kincaid and 
Michael Barber, “‘Conformed to the Image of His Son’: Participation in Christ as Divine Sonship 
in Romans 8,” Letter & Spirit 10 (2015): 61–2: “Christosis—becoming like the Son—is precisely 
what the sons of God were predestined for, as Paul states in Romans 8:29–30. . . . It cannot be 
overestimated that the very purpose of predestination is divine sonship. Yet here we have not 
merely a juridical divine sonship. Paul tells us what divine sonship means: ‘conformity to the 
image of his son.’”

24.  Jonathan King, The Beauty of the Lord: Theology as Aesthetics (Lexham, 2018), 306. I 
thank Brian Watson for this reference. King does not think people cease to be human in virtue 
of losing the image, however.
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and
(2) Evil exists.

As Plantinga explains, the strategy of the defense is to find “a proposition 
r that is consistent with (1) such that (1) and (r) together entail (2).”25 As a 
candidate, Plantinga suggests:

(3) God creates a world containing evil and has a good reason for doing 
so.

So long as (3) is even possibly true, it follows that (1) and (2) are consistent. 
It certainly seems possibly true. So, problem solved. But more than that, (3) 
seems plausibly true!

Later that day in Systematic Theology 101, you learn about another prob-
lem, the problem of hell. Your professor presents the traditionalist’s biblical 
case for the belief that

(4) Not all people will be saved.
The texts are many, but Jesus himself straightforwardly says not everyone will 
enter the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 7:13–23), but instead some will “go away 
to eternal punishment” (Matt. 25:46). It seems like an open and shut case—
until the professor presents the universalist’s biblical case for the belief that

(5) All humans will be saved.
How else are we to understand texts which seem to universally quantify over 
humans as recipients of salvation (Rom. 5:18–19; 11:32; 1 Cor. 15:22)? The 
“all” in these passages, universalists insist, should be taken at face value—it 
means all humans, not some. You are troubled by the apparent inconsistency. 
But the spirit of Plantinga has followed you. You raise your hand and ask, “Is 
there a proposition p consistent with (4) such that (4) and p entail (5)?” Your 
professor, being unusually clever for a theologian, suggests as a candidate:

(6) All people not saved will cease to be human.
Voilà! You have constructed the “traditionalist defense.” So long as (6) is pos-
sibly true, it follows that (4) and (5) are consistent. But more than that, we 
have already seen reason for thinking (6) is plausible, given the theological 
framework outlined above. More still, we even have in (6) a way of interpret-
ing those texts favored by annihilationists which say the unsaved will “wither 
away,” “be no more,” “perish” (Pss. 37:2, 9–10, 20, 38; 68:2; Mal. 4:1–2), and 
be destroyed (Rom. 9:22; 1 Cor. 3:17; Phil. 1:28; 3:19; 2 Thess. 1:9; 2 Pet. 2:1, 
3, 12; 3:7; Heb. 10:39). When a human person loses his humanity, a human is 
annihilated. And so you have arrived at a unique and admirably ecumenical 
version of traditionalism, since all unsaved persons remain damned forever, 
that is nonetheless logically consistent with the universalist’s claim that all 
humans will be saved and the annihilationist’s claim that unsaved humans 

25. Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Eerdmans, 1974), 26.
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will be annihilated.26 Insofar as any adequate view of hell “must accord with 
the entirety of Scripture and find significant support therein,”27 the present 
view does well on this score.

3. The Ultimate Fate of the Damned

I harbor no illusion that annihilationists and universalists will embrace 
the traditionalist defense. They will both voice a similar complaint, though it 
is more valid for the universalist: there are still persons damned forever, and 
that’s what matters, not whether they are or were human.

I reply that to be human is no mere nominal honorific, but a real kind 
of thing: a person who bears the image of God. It’s not as if a damned person 
just loses a title or rank and is demoted to a windowless cubical in the cosmic 
basement (as hellish as that would be). For one to cease to be human is to 
undergo a metaphysical transformation just as radical as that in other cases 
of annihilation. Intuitively, annihilation is the antithesis of creation, where 
creation involves x’s beginning to exist, and annihilation involves x’s ceasing 
to exist. Following William Lane Craig, let’s say:

 x begins to exist if and only if (i) x exists at t, and (ii) there is no time 
prior to t at which x exists.28

Accordingly, annihilation would be:
 x ceases to exist if and only if (i) x exists at t, and (ii) there is no time 

posterior to t at which x exists.
So understood, creation and annihilation are not always ex nihilo or in nihi-
lum, respectively. We create things out of preexisting stuff all the time, and 
things that are annihilated leave remains. If you set fire to a piece of wood and 
reduce it to charcoal, there is no time after that at which the wood exists. It 
has been annihilated. If a vandal takes a hammer and chisel to Michelangelo’s 
David and reduces it to a mere amorphous block, there is no time after that at 
which the statue David exists. It has been annihilated. So it is with a human 
that ceases to resemble Christ in any salient way; they are like the amorphous, 
vandalized block of marble that used to be Michelangelo’s David (except, of 
course, they have vandalized themselves).

26.  More formally, eliminating tense: (6*) All people who are not saved are not human 
[∀x((Px ∧ ¬Sx) → ¬Hx], and what follows is (5*) All people who are human are saved [∀x((Px 
∧ Hx) → Sx)]. Since (6*) alone entails (5*), of course (6*) together with (4), conjunctively or 
disjunctively, will also entail (5*).

27. R. Zachary Manis, Sinners in the Presence of a Loving God: An Essay on the Problem of 
Hell (Oxford University Press, 2019), 8. I think the view also satisfies the other criteria Manis 
proposes, but more on that later.

28. William Lane Craig, “The Origin and Creation of the Universe: A Reply to Adolf Grün-
baum,” British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 43 (1992): 238. Craig qualifies “immediately” 
prior, which I omit, since I cannot see what difference it makes.
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What more can we say about such creatures? C. S. Lewis speculated that 
“to have been a man—to be an ex-man or ‘damned ghost’—would presum-
ably mean to consist of a will utterly centered in itself and passions utterly 
uncontrolled by the will. It is, of course, impossible to imagine what the con-
sciousness of such a creature—already a loose congeries of mutually antago-
nistic sins rather than a sinner—would be like.”29 Similarly, Richard Swin-
burne imagines that there would no longer be a “he” but an agent that “has 
turned into a mere theatre of conflicting desires,” having lost the capacity 
to overrule them.30 Paul Griffiths describes them simply as “psychic detritus 
of various sorts.”31 Positing a breakdown of psychological integrity, as these 
thinkers do, threatens the guarantee of psychological continuity between the 
subject sentenced and the subject serving the sentence, which is a require-
ment of justice.32 So I’d like to float an alternative.

When a rabid animal gets caught in a trap, it will violently thrash in pro-
test; but eventually it will exhaust itself and relax in total resignation. Perhaps 
something like this happens with the damned. Their suffering will last for as 
long as they actively rebel, but eventually they exhaust themselves and their 
capacity to suffer as their affective senses deteriorate. This includes remorse 
and desire for forgiveness. The end result is a rarefied, naked nous, unclouded 
by the influence of disordered spirited and appetitive desires.33 It is only then 
the damned have the mental clarity to accept their fate as not only just but to 
pronounce the verdict themselves as the only rational possibility. If a visitor 
from heaven were to bid them upward, they would decline—not because they 
wouldn’t want to go, for they have no wants—but because it would be irra-
tional. But if justice is satisfied at the consummation of their suffering, what 
reason is there to keep them in existence afterward? Why not euthanize them, 
as one would a rabid animal?

The former Nazi concentration camp of Dachau is a remarkably well-
preserved site of World War II history. You can visit it today and learn stories 
of the unspeakable horrors that occurred within its walls. Many do. And a 
common sentiment is that it was the closest thing to hell on earth there could 
be. Why not raze such a place to the ground, scatter its stones and ashes to 
the four corners of the earth? In its place could be a beautiful garden, or 
an amusement park, or crops that could help feed thousands. Wouldn’t that 
be a triumph of good over evil? No. There’s a strong moral intuition that it 
would be wrong to demolish it, for to do so would be as if to say nothing of 

29. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (1940; Harper Collins, 2015), 127–8.
30. See Richard Swinburne, “A Theodicy of Heaven and Hell,” in The Existence and Nature of 

God, ed. Alfred Freddoso (University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 48–9.
31. Paul Griffiths, “Self-Annihilation or Damnation?,” 425.
32. See Manis, Sinners in the Presence of a Loving God, 178–9.
33. This moment fittingly corresponds to the second death spoken of in Revelation. Death is 

the separation of soul from body. The idea is that the wicked are resurrected, fret unto exhaustion 
and (second) death, and thereafter remain as rarefied nous for eternity.
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cosmic significance happened there. So it is preserved, almost out of a sense 
of sacred duty. It stands as a testament to the gravity of what occurred, which 
ought never be forgotten. It is better that way. Perhaps hell and the damned 
are preserved, even when all punishment is meted out, for a similar reason: as 
eternal monuments to the real significance of the earthly travail. The damned 
become living eikóns (lit. “statues”) that can tell their stories—unvarnished, 
unbiased, unembellished—all to God’s glory and their shame.


