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Is God Fair? What About Gandhi? A Response from an Orthodox Believer 
 
     I’ll admit that this book offended me on numerous levels as I began reading, just with 
the cover material and the first few pages. First, who enjoys being called a Son (or, in 
my case, a daughter) of Thunder, a hardhearted person who just loves to talk about 
eternal damnation? I certainly didn’t appreciate being characterized as someone who 
gets her kicks from picking out who she want to go to hell or who only serves God 
because she is terrified of hell. My relationship with God is my greatest source of joy 
and peace, and my desire is that as many as possible would believe, repent, and trust 
in Jesus so that they too may experience that relationship of peace with God. I just 
happen to believe that who and how many are saved falls into the realm of God’s 
authority, not mine.  
     In spite of my own immediate personal reaction to what I thought were spiteful, even 
vindictive generalizing labels by the authors, I will try to not respond to their main points 
from that reaction. By the grace of God, I will try to respond with His word and with the 
wisdom of other believers, since I definitely am not an expert. However, I would like to 
mention one thing: If, as the authors claim, it is Orthodox belief that causes “unChristlike 
behavior on the outside and girds the heart with darkness on the inside” (10, 313), I 
wonder what causes them to say hurtful things such as that all Orthodox preachers are 
spewing “poison and ferocity” (15)? Maybe they should check their own attitudes as 
well. 
 
 The Title 
     I think the title of the book itself should be addressed before I move on. Is God fair?  

1) Who gets to define fairness?  
I would say that perhaps our idea of fairness is just a faint shadow of God’s idea. 

2) It seems that in many cases in the Bible and in what happens around us in this life, God 
doesn’t work according to our human ideas of fairness. The prime example of this, and 
one that every believer should appreciate, is the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, the one 
perfect man who NEVER should have died for wretched sinners if life were fair. 

3) In the attributes of God that we study, justice is listed. Fairness is not.  
 
Now, what about Gandhi? 



1) Why choose Gandhi? Their focus in the book is often about the powerlessness of good 
works to save us. So why not choose Timothy McVeigh? Or Adolf Hitler? While 
constantly attacking Christians for relying too much on good works, they happened to 
choose the one non-Christian perhaps MOST known for his good works here on earth. 
If good works are worthless (Isaiah 64:6 – “We have all become like one who is unclean, and 
all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like 
the wind, take us away.”), then why did they choose Gandhi if not to appeal to our desire to 
use good works as a path to heaven, since that is “fair?” I wrote this comment down 
frequently as I read the book, since they (I think, contradictorily) often reference Gandhi 
as someone who should be among the redeemed. 

2) While talking about Gandhi early in the book, they point out on page 4 that Gandhi was 
much better than Paul, the murderer whom God chose to save. Why elaborate on this 
point if they truly believe that all our own righteousness is as filthy rags? 
 

Pulling on our Heartstrings 
     The authors frequently try to drag our emotions into the debate, since they realize 
apparently that this is the key if they wish to win. Of course we all want our loved ones 
to go to heaven, and the main premise of the book is that, eventually, they all will. I pray 
daily for the salvation of my lost family members and friends; I’m sure so do thousands 
of other Christians. The idea that everyone’s salvation is certain sure sounds good to 
us! 
     However, while multiple personal examples tug at our heartstrings, they do not add 
to the argument, which must be based on Scripture alone. The authors call this kind of 
view, “stone-cold hermeneutics” (9), but I insist that the Bible can and must be read 
logically as the work of God, who created logic. He created emotions as well, but not to 
be our masters. So, just because I desire with all my heart that my grandfather be saved 
doesn’t mean that that must be what will eventually happen if God can call Himself 
loving. On p. 10, they quote Leo Boyle as saying, “How can a loving, infinite, all-knowing 
God hold a finite being with limited knowledge infinitely responsible?” There is a simple 
response based on the tiny glimpse of God’s glory we gain from Scripture: that these 
finite beings have offended and knowingly sinned against an infinite God, an offense of 
infinite weight. But, beyond that, how can a finite being have the audacity to demand 
something like that? If our God is God, then we certainly don’t have the ability to call 
Him into court! God deals with that kind of human attitude pretty firmly in Job 38-41. A 
couple of examples:  

“Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Dress for action like a man; I will 
question you, and you make it known to me. 
“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? 
    Tell me, if you have understanding. 
 Who determined its measurements—surely you know!” Job 38:1-5  
“Will you even put me in the wrong? 
    Will you condemn me that you may be in the right?” Job 40:8  

     One of the other techniques used very early and often in the book is to quote 
missteps by preachers. We all realize that no one should try to gain applause when 
making a statement about people going to hell (13). A few hateful people who call 



themselves Baptists are not representative of all Baptists (18). The authors try to use 
examples like this to make us sure that these preachers must be wrong about 
everything they preach. (Although, in some cases, I may have to agree with them about 
these preachers being wrong about most things! You being Orthodox in the area of 
eternal punishment definitely does not mean all Orthodox believers agree with what you 
preach about everything.) If you follow their arguments in the first chapter, you will see 
that they are reasoning from emotion, not reason or even the compassion they would 
claim to have more of than those of us wicked “Sons of Thunder” who believe in eternal 
punishment. 

The “Bad News” 
     The authors frequently make the argument that the gospel cannot be truly called the 
Good News if it doesn’t sound like good news for everyone without exception. However, 
it is not our “hellfire” preaching that makes the gospel sound like bad news to 
unbelievers. It is bad news to them because they have rejected it. (“But thanks be to God, 
who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the 
knowledge of him everywhere.  For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being 
saved and among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a 
fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things?” II Cor. 2:14-16) Paul asks, “Who 
is sufficient for these things?” because even he doesn’t fully understand how something 
that can be so beautiful to the heart God has awakened can be so stinky to the heart of 
that person’s next-door neighbor. 
     Also, just because a doctrine sometimes provokes fear (26) doesn’t mean it’s not 
real and allowed by God. 
 

God’s Sovereignty 
     The authors have the weight of Scripture on their side in their case for God’s 
exhaustive sovereignty (which means that He does exactly what He determines to do, 
no more and no less, and no one can stop Him. Even the pagan king of Babylon, 
Nebuchadnezzar, recognized this fact after God took away his kingdom and his reason 
for seven years: “all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does 
according to his will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none 
can stay his hand or say to him, “What have you done?” Dan. 4:35). They use this fact to their 
advantage, suddenly leaving behind their emotional personal stories and using many 
passages of Scripture to easily prove their points. At this point, however, they are NOT 
leaving Orthodox beliefs behind. They are, for the most part, simply agreeing with 
Augustine, Calvin, and all believers in the Reformed branch of the Orthodox evangelical 
church. Yes, they have Scriptural support here for God’s sovereignty, because God IS 
completely sovereign, as illustrated in many, many verses and stories in the Bible. That 
fact does not mean that they have Scriptural support for their main point. 
 

Well, the Greek Original REALLY Says… 
     Remember that the authors’ main point is that all will be saved, if not in this current 
life, then in the next age. And it is when they begin to reference the Greek that they lose 
most of us readers who are not Greek-literate. We tend to believe whatever we hear or 
read if it sounds scholarly enough and we don’t have the scholarship to refute it. Or, we 
stick with our beliefs and just feel helpless to defend them. Because this is where the 



argument that there is no eternal punishment lives or dies, this is where they spend the 
most time and where I will spend the most time as well. 
 
--Our Version of the Bible Is Wrong? 
     Riley and William begin by attacking our English translations of the Bible. Why? 
Because there are numerous Scriptures on which we build our doctrine of eternal 
punishment. No one would have just come up with this doctrine on his own and then 
managed to drag nearly the entire Church into agreement with him without extensive 
Scriptural backing. Let’s look at just a few of those verses that have produced our belief 
in eternal punishment (Please notice that most of these are the words of Jesus, refuting 
the idea that Jesus never talked about anything but love, and that I’ve left out many 
additional verses that mention hell): 
 
--What Does the Bible Say? 
Matt. 3:11-12 “I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier 
than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 
His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat into 
the barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” KJV 
Matt. 10:28 “And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather 
fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” KJV 
 Matt. 18:9 “And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: it is better for thee to 
enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire.” KJV 
Mark 9:43 “And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life maimed, 
than having two hands to go into hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched…” KJV 
Matt. 11:21-24 “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in 
you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 
But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. 
And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades. For if 
the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day. 
But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for 
you.” 
Matt. 13:37-43  “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the world, and 
the good seed is the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy 
who sowed them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. Just as 
the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man 
will send his angels, and they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all law-breakers, 
and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him 
hear.” 
Matt. 25:31-46  “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he 
will sit on his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate 
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. And he will place the 
sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, 
you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of 
the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a 



stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I 
was in prison and you came to me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did 
we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink?  And when did we see you a 
stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you?  And when did we see you sick or in prison 
and visit you?’ And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least 
of these my brothers, you did it to me.’ 
 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared 
for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick 
and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see 
you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ 
Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of 
these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous 
into eternal life.” 
 
II Pet. 2:1-22 (I will just quote from v. 17, but please read the whole chapter.) “For them 
[the false prophets] the gloom of utter darkness has been reserved.” 
 
Rev. 14:9-11 And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If anyone 
worships the beast and its image and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, he also will 
drink the wine of God's wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger, and he will be 
tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. 
And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, 
these worshipers of the beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.” 
 
Rev. 20:9-15 “And they marched up over the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of 
the saints and the beloved city, but fire came down from heaven and consumed them, and the 
devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur where the beast and the 
false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever. 
Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and sky 
fled away, and no place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before 
the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. 
And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had done. 
And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in 
them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had done. 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.” 
 
     Clearly, if we trust what we read in the Bible, eternal punishment is real, whether we 
like it or not. This is why Christians have believed in it for centuries, and this is why the 
authors must undermine the very meaning of these words if they are to make any 
headway. They cannot explain away these verses unless they argue that they were 
mistranslated, and so they work very hard to make us believe this is what happened. 
They begin with attacking an early church father named Tertullian, who translated 
Paul’s letters from Greek to Latin. I’ll just quote from their brief biography of Tertullian: 



“…many of the Latin words that were translated out of the Greek were first assigned by Tertullian. In the 
event that a Latin word didn’t exist for a corresponding Greek word, Tertullian would make one up. 
Unfortunately for us, many of the words Tertullian picked were not as true to the meaning of the underlying 
Greek words…[such as] perdition, perish, destroy, punish, torment, damnation…” (51-52). They bring 
up this accusation multiple times throughout the book. 
     This sounds scary. One guy just made up words for the Bible? The authors, though, 
fail to make this process clear. Every time the Bible (or any book, for that matter) is 
translated into another language, the translators must try to find the best word to 
translate the exact meaning of the Bible. If there is no corresponding word in the second 
language, they may have to create one. This is part of the natural growth of language. 
When we find a concept that has no name in our language, we immediately name it.  
     For example, if I invent a cold substance that looks like ice cream but feels like 
cotton candy and tastes like blueberries, I can name it whatever I want to, since there is 
no word in English for this substance. I can call it swooshberry subcream if I want to. 
     So what is the meaning of the word I just made up? What is swooshberry subcream? 
It is the substance that I just tasted. Before it had no name, but now it does. There are 
no negative connotations to this word, because before it did not exist. It means exactly 
what I meant for it to mean. No one can now argue that we have misunderstood 
swooshberry subcream because I misnamed it. That word didn’t exist before I created it, 
so it means what I intended it to mean. 
     Where am I going with all this talk about swooshberries? If the word damnation did 
not exist in the Latin (and I don’t know if it did or didn’t—I’m just responding to their 
accusation, which listed the word damnation among other words) before Tertullian 
created it, then it had no terrifying negative connotations. It meant exactly what he 
created it to mean. Its definition was whatever the Greek word he was trying to translate 
meant. So the argument that Tertullian’s and Jerome’s efforts of translation made us 
misunderstand these concepts dies. A word means what it was intended to mean, and 
any negative or positive connotations are added later, based on what we discover it 
means in the context. A word cannot be born negative unless it is being created to 
translate an already-negative concept. Once you think through this, the authors’ 
frequent referencing to Tertullian’s making up words becomes almost funny. (For 
example, on p. 61: “Tertullian had created an entire Latin vocabulary to describe scriptural thoughts in 
Latin terms. Thus, words like “damnation” and “perdition” were already in the Latin vocabulary by the time 
of Augustine’s birth. Did the question ever cross his mind whether or not concepts like these were even 
biblical concepts?” Again, if he created the words to express biblical concepts, then those 
concepts were the very definition of those new words he had created specifically to fit 
the definitions.) 
     Riley and William carry their discussion of Tertullian even further, after playing up the 
wrong ideas he admittedly had: “Remember Paul focused on Grace and Peace in his ministry of 
conciliation. Tertullian focused on redemption, justification, propitiation, sanctification, perdition…and 
damnation…(56).”  
     I have a short response to that. Tertullian was trying to translate Paul’s writings. Are 
Riley and William suggesting that Paul didn’t write about redemption? Or justification? 
Or sanctification? Original Greek or no, we can’t argue away entire letters of Paul’s as 
the work of Tertullian. 



     Next, they move on to another early church father, Augustine. They say that his “belief 
in an eternal existence for good as well as evil is a form of pagan Dualism…(59).” Statements like this 
seem to contradict their later affirmation that there will be an eternal existence for good, 
although not for evil. (Unless, of course, they want to be halfway followers of pagan 
Dualism?) 
 
--Let’s Bring in the Septuagint! 
     In the chapter on which hangs most of the authors’ argument, they spend a long time 
discussing a Hebrew word that is not even used in discussions about eternal 
punishment in the New Testament. Why? Let’s take a quick look. 
     The authors point out that the word often translated “forever” in the Old Testament 
by English translators is olam. It may also be translated as “always,” “permanently,” or 
“ancient.” Once they have shown us multiple places in which olam can not mean 
“forever,” as in from eternity past and to eternity future (for example, Ex. 21:6 “he shall be 
his slave forever” [NASB: permanently]) they point out that the translators of the Septuagint 
often used the Greek word aiwn to communicate olam. At this point, they don’t care that 
the Septuagint was a Greek translation of the Old Testament by human translators, 
unlike their concern about translation accuracy when coming from Greek to English. 
This is the same Greek word used in many of those verses I listed above that we 
translate, “eternal.” 
     Because I don’t read Hebrew or Greek, this section of the book was very difficult for 
me. I felt overwhelmed and lacking in knowledge. However, even I could see at the end 
that they couldn’t present an airtight case. They only succeed in proving that 
SOMETIMES the Greek word aiwn doesn’t mean eternal, and argue that the adjective 
derived from it (aiwnion) can’t have a greater scope than the noun. When faced with the 
argument about context showing what the meaning is of a word, they simply respond 
with the argument that our understanding of context isn’t inspired (167)! Later, they try 
to use a very large portion of Scripture to help explain a smaller part (not a bad 
strategy), and point out that we should read in context (204, 226). Whether the authors 
intend this or not, we gain the impression here that, while most people do not have an 
inspired understanding of context, these two gentlemen do. 
      
--Does the Word mean Eternal? 
     If we grant the authors’ argument that sometimes the Greek word often translated 
eternal sometimes means “ages” (which could be eternal—we just don’t know unless 
we read the context), we’re left with examining the Scriptures, using our admittedly 
uninspired understanding of context (and praying that the Holy Spirit will enlighten the 
eyes of our hearts, as Paul prays in Eph. 1:18). 
     First, Mt. 25:41-46 (if you want to see a larger portion of the context, just refer to my 
list a few pages back, or open your Bible). 
 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared 
for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick 
and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see 
you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ 
Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of 



these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous 
into eternal life.” 
 
     Look at the very last sentence there. There is clear parallelism, and the Greek word 
used that we translate “eternal” is the same in each half of the parallel. If there is no 
eternal punishment, then there is no eternal life. We know that there is eternal life from 
numerous other passages (the authors don’t try to disagree with the words describing 
our future life unless it messes up their thesis, because they also believe in our future 
existence).  
     The authors bring up Augustine’s discussion of this passage, so I’ll go ahead and 
quote Augustine himself instead of quoting their summary of his words: “It is quite in vain, 
then, that some--indeed very many--yield to merely human feelings and deplore the notion of the eternal 
punishment of the damned and their interminable and perpetual misery. They do not believe that such 
things will be. Not that they would go counter to divine Scripture--but, yielding to their own human feelings, 
they soften what seems harsh and give a milder emphasis to statements they believe are meant more to 
terrify than to express the literal truth. "God will not forget," they say, "to show mercy, nor in his anger will 
he shut up his mercy." This is, in fact, the text of a holy psalm. But there is no doubt that it is to be 
interpreted to refer to those who are called "vessels of mercy," those who are freed from misery not by their 
own merits but through God's mercy. Even so, if they suppose that the text applies to all men, there is no 
ground for them further to suppose that there can be an end for those of whom it is said, "Thus these shall 
go into everlasting punishment." Otherwise, it can as well be thought that there will also be an end to the 
happiness of those of whom the antithesis was said: "But the righteous into life eternal." (Augustine’s 
Enchiridion on Faith, Hope and Love 29:112, translated by Albert C. Outler.) Augustine 
saw that here, the context makes it fairly clear. 
     Of course, Riley and William attempt to deal with this problem. Their direct response 
to Augustine’s writings is, “we maintain that even if he was correct in connecting this “life” to 
immortality, it does not necessarily follow that punishment must be eternal as well” (184). Huh? They 
don’t even try to use logic here, or respond to his logic. They also bring up John 17:3: 
“And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have 
sent.” To quote them, “It should read, “And this is aiwnion life, that they know thee the only true 
God…” Using His definition, we see Jesus emphasizing the quality or nature of this life—not its length” 
(171). So, first they’re suggesting that we throw a Greek word in our translation so we 
don’t know exactly what it means, and second they’re saying it’s the quality, not the 
amount of time. One amazing moment with God and then an end is better than eternity? 
Not if the eternity is with God as well, and we believe it will be from many other 
Scriptures I won’t bring up since they don’t argue with them. (I do think we should often 
study the verses that talk about eternal life, though, since they encourage us!) It looks to 
me like they’re grasping at straws to try to make this verse fit their argument. 
     Next, they talk about other words that always mean immortal or eternal, and say that 
if God wanted us to know that punishment was eternal, He should have used one of 
those words instead of a word that sometimes means “ages” or “permanently” in other 
contexts. On page 175, they list those words and the Strong’s reference number if one 
exists. They do not list the verses, which makes me think they would prefer we didn’t 
look up those verses. One of those words that they agree definitely means eternal can 
be found in Jude 6. I’ve underlined it below. 
 



Jude 5-13 Now I want to remind you, although you once fully knew it, that Jesus, who saved a 
people out of the land of Egypt, afterward destroyed those who did not believe. And the angels 
who did not stay within their own position of authority, but left their proper dwelling, he has kept 
in eternal chains under gloomy darkness until the judgment of the great day— just as Sodom and 
Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise indulged in sexual immorality and pursued 
unnatural desire, serve as an example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire. [this 2nd word 
in Jude translated, “eternal” is not discussed by them] Yet in like manner these people also, 
relying on their dreams, defile the flesh, reject authority, and blaspheme the glorious ones. But 
when the archangel Michael, contending with the devil, was disputing about the body of Moses, he 
did not presume to pronounce a blasphemous judgment, but said, “The Lord rebuke you.” But 
these people blaspheme all that they do not understand, and they are destroyed by all that they, 
like unreasoning animals, understand instinctively. Woe to them! For they walked in the way of 
Cain and abandoned themselves for the sake of gain to Balaam’s error and perished in Korah’s 
rebellion. These are hidden reefs at your love feasts, as they feast with you without fear, shepherds 
feeding themselves; waterless clouds, swept along by winds; fruitless trees in late autumn, twice 
dead, uprooted; wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own shame; wandering stars, 
for whom the gloom of utter darkness has been reserved forever. 
 
     The angels are the ones in the chains, but it’s people who are said to have utter 
darkness reserved for them forever, while the people of Sodom and Gomorrah are the 
ones who suffer eternal fire. They agree that “eternal” chains has to mean “eternal,” but 
they don’t discuss the other word used for “eternal” that describes the fire.  
     The authors have more arguments based on the word being repeated (“forever and 
ever” they think is redundant and must mean “from age to age”—see p. 231), but I don’t 
think those arguments are serious enough to be addressed here, since they fail to take 
into account not only the poetic sense of the writing but also the Biblical writers’ use of 
repetition to emphasize something. Also, this phrase sometimes describes God, in 
which case it definitely means eternal. For example: 
Revelation 10:5-6 And the angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the land raised his right 
hand to heaven and swore by him who lives forever and ever, who created heaven and what is in it, 
the earth and what is in it, and the sea and what is in it…Is it just poetic overstatement to say 
that God lives forever and ever? 
     Riley and William also point out bad things that were done by people who believed in 
the doctrine of eternal punishment, but I believe that is irrelevant, since men are sinful 
even when they hold some right beliefs, because humans struggle with submitting to 
God and saying no to the flesh. The Crusaders rightly believed Jesus was born of a 
virgin—so should we say that we don’t believe that because the Crusaders killed 
sometimes just out of greed?  

     While we’re still talking about the word “eternal,” let’s look at one more passage: 
Mark 10:17-31 And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and 
asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  And Jesus said to him, “Why 
do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.  You know the commandments: ‘Do not 
murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor 
your father and mother.’”  And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my 
youth.” And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go, sell all 



that you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow 
me.”  Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. 

 And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How difficult it will be for those who have 
wealth to enter the kingdom of God!”  And the disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said 
to them again, “Children, how difficult it is to enter the kingdom of God!  It is easier for a camel 
to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.”  And they 
were exceedingly astonished, and said to him, “Then who can be saved?” Jesus looked at them and 
said, “With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God.” Peter 
began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and followed you.” Jesus said, “Truly, I say to 
you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 
lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses 
and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to 
come eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last first.” 

     Here’s a quote from Kevin De Young, who wrote a review of Rob Bell’s book Love 
Wins, which these authors mention on the cover of this book (Answering today’s Sons 
of Thunder: How ‘Love Wins’): “Given the resurrection discussion alive in Jesus’ 
day (see Mark 12:18–27), the rich man is likely asking, “How can I be sure I’ll be saved in the final 
resurrection?” He is thinking of life after death…What’s more, verse 30 makes clear that some of the 
blessings in following Jesus come in the next life, what Jesus calls “in the age to come, eternal life.” If 
eternal life is equivalent to saying the age to come, then Jesus is the master of redundancy. But the two 
terms are not identical. Eternal life here means life that lasts forever.” Think about that statement 
that eternal life isn’t equivalent to the age to come. The authors spend reams of pages 
in Is God Fair? trying to prove that eternal life and merely “an age” (and no one knows 
how long that is) are the same thing. 
   
--Should We All Just Read the Greek Version of the Bible? 
     The authors ask this question, “Would having a perfect translation solve all theological 
differences among believers? We wonder” (193). How can they even raise that possibility? Paul 
was dealing with heresy already in his letters, long before anyone thought about 
translating his letters from Greek. The early Christians could read the original Greek, in 
the historical context in which the letters were written, and they still made mistakes. 
Humans make mistakes and argue about things, and our English translations shouldn’t 
be blamed for that tendency. 
      
     To close my response to their attack on the English translation of the Bible and on 
theological beliefs held since long before that translation was made, I would like to say 
just a few things. 

1) “Groupthink” can be a bad thing, as the authors make clear, but one of the 
reasons I believe God brings us together as a church is for accountability. It’s 
harder for us to stray off the path when our brothers and sisters are there to bring 
us back. And, even though Luther and Augustine and countless others are dead, 
God can still use them to bring us back to the path of truth. There must be a 
reason that there is such a widespread agreement on this doctrine of eternal 
punishment. 



2) God is faithful to keep His Word safe and to make sure it is accomplished. 
3) It should tell us something that the vast majority of Greek scholars have agreed 
that awinion should be translated eternal in the key verses that establish the 
doctrine. That’s why modern English translations agree with the old King James 
Version. In modern times, there’s certainly no fear of burning at the stake for 
disagreeing with the church! Also, “forever and ever,” or, “eternal,” sometimes 
describes God. The same Greek words that describe Him are used to talk about 
the length of afterlife and punishment after judgment. 
4) The actual result of reading all these accusations about mistranslation is to 
make you mistrust the Bible that you read—or used to read—every day to hear the 
words of God. That cannot be a healthy result. 

 
Forget about the Word Eternal--Where Else Do We See Pictures of the Afterlife? 

Luke 16:19- 31 “There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 
who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man's table. Moreover, even the dogs came and 
licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham's side. The rich man 
also died and was buried, and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham 
far off and Lazarus at his side. And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send 
Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ 
But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and 
Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. And 
besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would 
pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.’ And he said, ‘Then I 
beg you, father, to send him to my father's house—for I have five brothers—so that he may warn 
them, lest they also come into this place of torment.’ But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the 
Prophets; let them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them 
from the dead, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, 
neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead.’” 
 
     Here we have a picture of someone who, after death, is enduring conscious torment. 
The rich man doesn’t try to repent, doesn’t “take the oath of Isaiah 45,” as Riley and 
William like to say, bowing to God in adoration. He asks for Lazarus to be sent to help 
him. Abraham’s response isn’t to say, “Just wait until you’ve done your time! It will all be 
worth the pain you’re enduring now when God finally judges you and accepts you up 
here.” He doesn’t give the rich man any hope at all of eventually promoting to heaven. 
Instead, he says that, “none may cross” from one side to the other. 
     Of course, Riley and William try to explain this parable. They talk for a while about 
the parables before it, and then suggest that Lazarus represents the lost 10 tribes of 
Israel that the Rich Man, who “continued in Jerusalem” (204) didn’t want to help. (They 
don’t tell us when the 10 tribes asked for help and the other Jews refused that help, so 
that must be a wild guess.) The anguish of punishment, they say, is the destruction of 
Jerusalem in AD 70, the Holocaust, and other terrible ordeals the Jews have gone 
through as a people. This is an example of them stretching really far to try to prove their 
point! It takes them 10 pages to talk about this parable, and they actually only spend 
one of those pages directly addressing the parable itself instead of the other parables 



that came before it. I suspected that they were trying to lose me in the flood of words, 
since that’s what happened while I was reading—I got lost! 
     Their arguments about some other significant passages in the Bible that talk about 
punishment in the afterlife are, in my opinion, not worth another few pages of wading 
through words. (They say the punishment talked about is “remedial” and cite as their 
primary source William Barclay, a Universalist whom they call a “ ‘relatively 
conservative’ Greek scholar,” (188) without telling us whom they’re quoting who called 
him relatively conservative!) But I’ll list the Scriptures themselves so you can go read 
them. God’s Word can speak for itself.  
Romans 9 
II Thessalonians 1:3-12 (v. 7-9: when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty 
angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do 
not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, away 
from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might…) It doesn’t just say eternal 
destruction, but that they will also be away from the Lord’s presence.$
Hebrews 6:4-12 $
Revelation 20:10 (They say that the term, “forever and ever,” “makes no sense and is 
unworthy of being in the Word of God” (236). Do you agree? Think about the verses in 
Revelation 4 and 10 that use the same phrase to describe God.)$
     All of these verses they attempt to explain, but have so much difficulty that after 
pages and pages of trying to deal with just Matthew 25, they end up saying that God 
has “a deftly disguised plan” (211). So God gave us His Word—but not because He 
wanted us to understand it clearly. They seem to be saying that He was trickily 
disguising His real plan; we’re not sure why, but for some reason He wanted to hide 
some information really well so we would have to wait until Riley and William came 
along to unfold it for us. 
 

The Unpardonable Sin 
     Another few verses that talk about unrelenting judgment are the ones about the sins 
that can’t be forgiven.  
Mark 3:28-30 “Truly, I say to you, all sins will be forgiven the children of man, and whatever 
blasphemies they utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but 
is guilty of an eternal sin”— for they were saying, “He has an unclean spirit.” 

Matthew 12:31-32 “Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people, but the 
blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.  And whoever speaks a word against the Son of 
Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this 
age or in the age to come.” 

Hebrews 10: 26-31, 39 For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the 
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury 
of fire that will consume the adversaries. Anyone who has set aside the law of Moses dies without 
mercy on the evidence of two or three witnesses.  How much worse punishment, do you think, will 
be deserved by the one who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood 
of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?  For we know him 
who said, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay.” And again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a 



fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God….But we are not of those who shrink back 
and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and preserve their souls. 

     Whatever you believe these unforgivable sins actually are, there is no hope given in 
these passages for future repentance and restoration.  
 

What About the “All” Verses? 
     The verses in the Bible that use “all” can be confusing. For the Calvinist, because he 
has found so much support in the Bible for God’s complete sovereignty in the work of 
salvation (including choosing whom He will be gracious to and save) that he knows all 
can’t really be saved. For the Arminian, because while he sees that all have the 
opportunity to be saved, some will choose (or have already chosen and then died in 
their sin) for themselves to refuse God’s gracious gift, which means God is either 
powerless or that He has chosen to not exert His power to save them, which ends up 
meaning the same thing the Calvinist believes. 
     Some of the Scriptures that the authors use for this aren’t worth bringing up, in my 
opinion, because they were, again, stretching to prove a point (for example, they spend 
a lot of time referring to Isaiah, and they try to make Matthew 13’s parable (about the 
treasure in the field) mean that God buys the whole field, not just the treasure box [90]). 
But we should look at the one they bring up most often more closely. 
     John 3:16 is probably still the best-known and most-often-memorized verse in the 
Bible, for good reason. (Well—it might be running a close race with “Jesus wept.”) 
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have eternal life.” This is a beautiful promise for those of us who believe! God 
loved us enough to give His only Son, so that as Paul says, He could be “both just and 
the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” Rom. 3:26 
     The authors want to throw out Jesus’ condition “whoever believes” and point out that 
if God really loved the “world,” and they’re quite certain this means every single person 
in the world, He would cause each person to believe in Him. Since we can see that this 
doesn’t happen in this life, they want to say that it will happen in the next age. However, 
it seems that in that case, we wouldn’t need the hint of warning contained in that last 
phrase, where “perishing” is contrasted with “eternal life.” In addition, if you read the 
verse in context, Jesus goes on to say to Nicodemus that, “Whoever believes in the Son has 
eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on 
him.” (John 3:36) If Jesus meant that people would only perish short-term, or that the 
wrath of God would remain on unbelievers only until He gave them another chance in 
the next age, why didn’t He just say that? In my opinion, Jesus’ conversation with 
Nicodemus could be used much more easily to refute Universalism than to uphold it. 
     Most of the “all” verses or verses about God not having partiality that seem to make 
a clear point for the authors, when read in context, end up being about God not showing 
preference among ethnicities (with Him there isn’t Jew versus Greek; see Rom. 10:12). 
He is saving people from every “tribe” on earth!  
Romans 2:4-11 …do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not 
knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? But because of your hard and 
impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God's righteous 
judgment will be revealed. He will render to each one according to his works: to those who by 



patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; but for 
those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath 
and fury. There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first 
and also the Greek, but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and 
also the Greek. For God shows no partiality. 

 
Do We Need to Defend God’s Reputation? 

     I had to stop and smile when I read the statement in Is God Fair? that changing our 
stance on the “doctrine of eternal damnation…may be the kindest act a human can do for God” (195). 
The authors make it sound here like God is cringing and hoping we will patch up His 
poor, tattered reputation.  
     God is not in need of our help. We serve Him because we were created to bring Him 
glory and we will never find true joy until we fulfill that purpose, not because He lacks 
anything we can provide. 
Acts 17:24-28 The God who made the world and all things in it, since He is Lord of heaven and 
earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands; nor is He served by human hands, as though 
He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things; and He 
made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having 
determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation, that they would seek 
God, if perhaps they might grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far from each one of 
us; for in Him we live and move and exist… 
     Isn’t that beautiful? How amazing it is that He does give us life and breath, that He 
chooses to be near us, and that the Creator of the Universe took on humanity to 
sacrifice His perfect life to redeem completely depraved and worthless lives! 
 

What Are the Results of Believing in Eternal, Conscious Punishment? 
     The authors would have you believe that believing in eternal, conscious punishment 
will turn you into a Son of Thunder with a dark heart and unChristlike behavior, 
remember? Are they right? 
     No. Believing in this doctrine doesn’t make me serve God out of terror. I love God 
because He first loved me, not because I’m so afraid of hell I need insurance to stay out 
of it. What this belief does do for me is cause me to pray faithfully for others and look for 
opportunities to share the gospel with them, since it is in this life they are offered 
salvation, not after death. There is no picture in the Bible given of dead people turning in 
repentance from their sin and to God, but there are many stories of living people who 
have done so. Today is the day of salvation! Repent and believe in Christ now, before 
tomorrow comes and maybe you will never be able to enter into His wonderful (and 
eternal) peace and rest. That reminds me of Hebrews chapter three: 
Hebrews 3:7-19: Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden 
your hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness, where your fathers put me 
to the test and saw my works for forty years. 
Therefore I was provoked with that generation, 
and said, ‘They always go astray in their heart; they have not known my ways.’ 
As I swore in my wrath, 
    ‘They shall not enter my rest.’” 



Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away 
from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that none of 
you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. For we have come to share in Christ, if indeed we 
hold our original confidence firm to the end. As it is said, 
“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion.” 
For who were those who heard and yet rebelled? Was it not all those who left Egypt led by Moses? 
And with whom was he provoked for forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose bodies 
fell in the wilderness? And to whom did he swear that they would not enter his rest, but to those 
who were disobedient? So we see that they were unable to enter because of unbelief. 
     The authors don’t discuss the above verses, but I believe they clearly apply to when 
we’re able to get saved. The answer is, “Today,” or right now. Not after you’ve spent a 
few corrective ages in hell. (What the verses are NOT saying: that we can lose our 
salvation. If you hold your confidence firm to the end, then you are one of the ones who 
has come to share in Christ. He keeps every sheep He has brought into the fold until 
the very end.) 
     So, believing in eternal conscious torment produces not hate, but a strong desire to 
bring as many into the Good Shepherd’s “fold” as possible through the preaching of the 
gospel. 
Romans 10:12-17 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of 
all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him. For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord 
will be saved.” 
How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in 
him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And 
how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those 
who preach the good news!” But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who 
has believed what he has heard from us?” So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the 
word of Christ. 
     Again, God doesn’t make a distinction between ethnicities. He wants every people 
group represented in His kingdom, and He saves them by means of the preaching of 
the gospel. 
 

What Are the Results of Believing All Will Be Saved? 
     Why did I even bother to write all of this? Why not take a, “Don’t worry, be happy!” 
approach to the book instead of viewing it as heresy? 
     First, corrupting the most precious news we’ve been entrusted with is not a small 
error. We must guard the truth of the gospel carefully, and we must not treat lightly any 
warping of that truth. 
     Additionally, I see a couple of dangerous results of believing that all will be saved in 
the end of the “ages.” This belief definitely changes both the message of the gospel and 
the way we share that gospel. What is the gospel? It begins with bad news: We are all a 
totally sinful people who have no desire to do what is right (Rom. 3). We are in open 
rebellion to our Creator, who is completely perfect and cannot have anything to do with 
sin (Hab. 1:13, Jas. 1:13, 17). We merit eternal punishment for this rebellion against our 
eternal, good Creator. To make matters worse, we are “dead in trespasses and sins,” 
(Eph. 2:1) unable to even want to love God with all our hearts and minds as we should. 



All that means that there is absolutely no way we can save ourselves from the righteous 
judgment of God.  
     Now, the good news: God decided to save us. There was no perfect person who 
could have been the substitute for any of us, so He sent Himself in the person of His 
own Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus took the wrath of Father God on Himself when He laid 
down His own life on the cross (Jn. 10:17-18). That death was supposed to be the 
“wages of sin” (Rom. 6:23) that we earned; Jesus was the one who received those 
wages in our place. 
     You would think that this huge sacrifice would be enough to save every last one of 
us as soon as we heard about it. But we still have a problem. We’re dead in sin, not 
sleeping or sick. Dead! We still don’t want to leave our disgusting sin. So God takes His 
mercy one step further: He wakes up our hearts and draws us to him (Jn. 6:44, Eph. 
2:1-5). By this work of God’s grace in our lives, we repent of our sins and believe in 
Christ, and we are saved from the judgment we deserve. We are freely given mercy and 
eternal life (Jn. 3:16). 
     That’s really, really good news! But without the bad news, we can’t see how beautiful 
the good news is. We don’t even understand the purpose of Christ dying for us. The 
authors try to argue that Christ’s blood doesn’t lose its significance in their hypothesis; 
in fact, they say, it’s even stronger since it eventually saves everyone. However, their 
premise is that no one deserves eternal punishment. If that were true, then Christ would 
not have needed to die, since a sort of age-long purgatory would have sufficed to satisfy 
God’s righteous judgment on sin. 
      The call of the gospel is to repent now (Heb. 3). If you believe that all will eventually 
be saved, the gospel call loses all its urgency. And when the gospel call loses its 
urgency, people stop evangelizing. When people stop evangelizing, other people don’t 
get saved. Again, look at Rom. 10:13-14: “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved.” How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone 
preaching?  
     God will save His people, but this verse clearly gives us some responsibility, too. If 
those people who don’t get saved because they didn’t hear the gospel eventually “take 
the oath of Isaiah 45” and are redeemed out of hell, then we don’t need to be concerned 
about them. But if the lost are eternally lost unless they repent now, we need to obey 
Jesus’ final command and, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Matthew 28:19-
20  
    Jesus finishes that command with a precious reminder that He is with us always. Not 
just until the end of the age, but through the endlessness of an age that can also be 
called always. Amen. Come quickly, Lord Jesus! By Your grace, may we walk in Your 
light, guard Your truth, and share Your gospel for “as long as it is called Today.” 


