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PREFACE

The question of whether 'hell'  is a cultural construct, a literary metaphor, or a literal 
ontological  reality  is  among the most  contested in biblical  theology.  The difficulty  is 
compounded by the fact that the English word 'hell' translates at least four distinct terms 
across the biblical corpus: the Hebrew אול  the Greek ἄδης (Hades), the Greek ,(Sheol) שְ
γέεννα  (Gehenna),  and  the  Greek  τάρταρος  (Tartarus).  Each  term  carries  its  own 
semantic field, its own trajectory in the textual tradition, and its own implications for 
eschatological doctrine.

This study proceeds through six primary witness corpora — the Masoretic Text (MT), the 
Septuagint (LXX), the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS), the Greek New Testament critical text 
(NA28/UBS5), the Jewish Mishnah and Talmud, and the pre-Nicene Church Fathers — to 
trace  the  philological,  theological,  and  historical  development  of  these  terms.  The 
investigation draws upon primary texts and the following scholarly works: Emanuel Tov, 
Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (3rd ed., 2012); Philip Johnston, Shades of Sheol 
(2002); N.T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (2003); Richard Bauckham, The 
Fate of the Dead (1998); Dale Allison, Night Comes (2016); Christopher Marshall, Beyond 
Retribution (2001); and the lexical resources HALOT, BDB, TDNT, and BDAG.

The central thesis of this paper is that the terms loosely translated 'hell'  do not map 
uniformly onto a single concept. Sheol in the MT is predominantly a shadowy realm of the 
dead shared by all; the LXX complicates this by importing Hellenistic coloring through 
Hades;  the  DSS  and  Second  Temple  literature  begin  a  decisive  eschatological 
bifurcation;  and  the  NT,  particularly  Jesus’  deployment  of  Gehenna,  introduces  a 
qualitatively different concept — a place of eschatological judgment that is neither purely 
metaphorical nor simply inherited.
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PART I: THE MASORETIC TEXT — SHEOL (אול (שְ

1.1 Philological Analysis of אול (Sheol) שְ

The Hebrew noun occurs שנל   65 times in  the Hebrew Bible  (BHS,  Biblia  Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia;  cf.  NA28  apparatus).  Its  etymology  remains  disputed.  The  Koehler-
Baumgartner Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (HALOT, 5th ed., 2001) 
lists three proposed derivations: (1) from the root שאל ('to ask' or 'to demand'), yielding 
'the demanding place'; (2) from the Akkadian ṣuālu ('to be hollow, deep'); and (3) from a 
putative root meaning 'the realm of the hollow.' The Brown-Driver-Briggs Lexicon (BDB, 
1906, s.v. שנל) similarly notes that the etymology is uncertain but trends toward the notion 
of a subterranean, dark cavity.

What is not disputed is the semantic range: Sheol in the MT is the common destination of 
all  the  dead,  the  righteous  and  wicked  alike,  a  dark  underworld  below  the  earth, 
contrasted with the heavens above. It  is not,  in the standard MT usage, a place of 
retributive punishment. Philip Johnston's landmark monograph Shades of Sheol: Death 
and Afterlife in the Old Testament (IVP Academic, 2002) remains the most thorough 
treatment. Johnston demonstrates that Sheol functions in three primary registers: (a) a 
geographic subterranean space, (b) a metaphorical intensification of distress or danger, 
and (c) a realm of diminished existence.

1.2 Key Masoretic Text Passages

1.2.1 Sheol as Undifferentiated Realm of the Dead

Genesis 37:35 (MT): Jacob mourns Joseph and declares, "ואירד אל-שאול אל-בני אבל" ('I 
will go down to Sheol to my son, mourning'). Here Sheol is simply the realm Jacob expects 
to occupy after death — no judgment, no differentiation of fates.

Numbers 16:30, 33 (MT): The earth swallows Korah and his company: "וירדו הם וכל-אשר 
 Though the context is punitive, Sheol .('they went down alive to Sheol') "להם חיים שאולה
itself is not depicted as punishing; it is simply the 'below.'

Ecclesiastes 9:10 (MT): אין מעשה וחשבון ודעת וחכמה בשאול אשר אתה הלך שמה ('There is 
no work or planning or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol where you are going'). The Qohelet 
tradition presents Sheol as simple cessation, without moral differentiation.

1.2.2 Sheol as Intensified Metaphor for Distress

Psalm 18:5–6 (MT/BHS): The cords of') "חבלי-שאול סבבוני קדמוני מוקשי מות"   Sheol 
entangled me; the snares of death came upon me'). The parallelism of Sheol/death here is 
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literary and not necessarily referencing a literal descent — Johnston classifies this as the 
metaphorical register.

Psalm 116:3 (MT): Similarly, "חבלי-מות אפפוני ומצרי שאול מצאוני" ('The cords of death 
encompassed me; the anguish of Sheol laid hold on me'). The psalmist is living and in 
distress, not literally in Sheol.

1.2.3 Emerging Differentiation: Reward and Punishment

Isaiah 14:9–15 (MT/BHS): The taunt against the king of Babylon employs a vivid portrait of 
Sheol:

“Sheol below is stirred up to meet you when you come; it rouses the shades to  
greet you, all who were leaders of the earth; it raises from their thrones all who  
were kings of the nations. All of them will speak and say to you: 'You too have  
become as weak as we! You have become like us!'”  —Isaiah 14:9–10, MT/BHS; 
trans. ESV

This passage is crucial: it differentiates the king of Babylon's shame in Sheol from those 
who have gone before, suggesting a qualitative moral valence begins to attach itself to 
Sheol in prophetic literature. James L. Crenshaw (Defending God: Biblical Responses to 
the Problem of Evil, Oxford, 2005) notes that Isaiah 14 represents one of the few MT 
passages in which Sheol functions as a scene of ironic reversal rather than simple neutral 
descent.

Isaiah 66:24 (MT/BHS): "And they will go out and look upon the dead bodies of the men 
who have rebelled against me. For their worm will not die, their fire will not be quenched, 
and they will be an abhorrence to all flesh." This passage, which closes the book of Isaiah, 
is exegetically pivotal. The MT reads איש אשר פשעו בי ('the men who have transgressed 
against me'). The imagery of undying worm and unquenchable fire is applied to corpses 
outside Jerusalem — the valley of Hinnom (Ge-Hinnom) context — and would become 
foundational for the NT's Gehenna. John Oswalt (The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40–66, 
NICOT, Eerdmans, 1998) argues this is a literal eschatological scene; Brevard Childs 
(Isaiah, OTL, Westminster John Knox, 2001) reads it as eschatological metaphor within 
the canonical shape of Isaiah.

1.2.4 Resurrection and Post-Sheol Destiny

Daniel 12:2 (MT/BHS): "ורבים מישני אדמת-עפר יקיצו אלה לחיי עולם ואלה לחרפות לדיראון 
And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall') "עולם  awake, some to 
everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt'). Daniel 12:2 represents 
the clearest pre-NT statement of a bifurcated afterlife within the Hebrew Bible. John 
Collins  (Daniel,  Hermeneia,  Fortress,  1993)  notes  this  is  likely  a  response  to  the 
Maccabean martyrdoms and signals a decisive development away from undifferentiated 
Sheol.
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Isaiah 26:19 (MT): "יחיו מתיך נבלתי יקומון" ('Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise'). 
Isaiah's apocalyptic section anticipates bodily resurrection, though the fate of the wicked 
is not here elaborated.

1.3 Summary: The MT's Sheol

In the MT, Sheol is primarily a morally undifferentiated underworld shared by all the dead. 
It  is  not  'hell'  in  the  popular  sense  of  a  place  of  eternal  torment.  Judgment  and 
differentiated destiny appear only in the latest strata — Isaiah 66:24, Daniel 12:2 — and 
these are the textual anchors from which later Jewish and Christian eschatology develop. 
Philip Johnston's conclusion stands: 'Sheol is the realm of the dead, not the place of 
punishment for the wicked' (Shades of Sheol, p. 69), though he acknowledges the later 
passages represent 'a trajectory toward differentiated judgment.'
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PART II: THE SEPTUAGINT (LXX) AND TRANSLATION 
DIVERGENCES

2.1 LXX Translation Strategy: Sheol → Hades (ἄδης)

The Septuagint, produced largely between the 3rd and 1st centuries BCE, consistently 
translates as ἄδης (Hades) שאול   in  its  65 occurrences.  The translation is  generally 
consistent but carries a significant Hellenistic semantic import: the Greek Hades, drawn 
from Homeric tradition (Iliad 3.322, 20.61; Odyssey 11), designates both the god of the 
underworld and the realm of the dead, and by the Hellenistic period had developed 
associations with the differentiation of fates via the Elysian fields and Tartarus. This 
Hellenistic coloring begins to leak into the LXX's rendering of Sheol.

Natalio Fernández Marcos (The Septuagint in Context: Introduction to the Greek Versions 
of  the Bible,  Brill,  2000, pp. 221–224) argues that  the LXX translators,  operating in 
Alexandrian Jewish culture deeply infused with Hellenism, inevitably imported Greek 
cosmological assumptions into their translation of Hebrew underworld vocabulary. This 
does  not  represent  intentional  theological  revision  but  rather  the  natural  semantic 
pressure of target-language equivalence.

2.2 Key LXX Passages and Divergences

2.2.1 Psalm 16:10 (LXX Psalm 15:10)

MT: "כי לא-תעגזב נפשי לשאול" ('For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol').

LXX: "ὅτι οὐκ ἐγκαταλείψεις τὴν ψυχήν μου εἰς ἄδου" ('For you will not abandon my soul in 
Hades').

This passage is quoted in Acts 2:27 (Peter's Pentecost sermon) with the LXX form, 
applied to the resurrection of Jesus. The LXX's ἄδου (genitive) allows the christological 
interpretation: Jesus was not 'left in Hades,' i.e., not left under the power of death. Peter's 
sermon depends on the LXX wording. Karen Jobes and Moisés Silva (Invitation to the 
Septuagint, Baker Academic, 2015, pp. 186–189) note that this is a case where the LXX 
translation actively shapes NT theology.

2.2.2 Isaiah 14:9–15 — LXX Introduces Tartarus Conceptually

LXX Isaiah 14:15: "νῦν δὲ εἰς ἄδου καταβήση" ('But now you will go down to Hades'). The 
MT has שאול but the LXX opts for Hades unambiguously. What is more significant is LXX 
Isaiah 14:11, which translates the MT's description of the king's descent with the full 
Hellenistic  imagery  of  shades  (σκιά)  awaiting  him  — vocabulary  that  carries  direct 
Homeric resonance.

2.2.3 Proverbs 9:18 and 21:16 — LXX Adds Moral Valence
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MT Proverbs 9:18: 'He does not know that the shades are there, that her guests are in the 
depths of Sheol.' LXX expands: the 'shades' (רפאים, Rephaim in MT) become γίγαντες 
('giants')  in  some  LXX  manuscripts,  introducing  the  tradition  from  Second  Temple 
literature (1 Enoch, Book of Giants) that the underworld houses fallen angelic beings. This 
is a theologically loaded translation divergence noted by Emanuel Tov (Textual Criticism 
of the Hebrew Bible, 3rd ed., Fortress, 2012, p. 134).

2.2.4 Job 26:6 — Abaddon Alongside Sheol

MT: דוֹן בַ אֲ דוּס לַ ין כְ דוֹ ואֵ גְ אוֹל נֶ רוֹם שְ  Sheol is naked before him, and Abaddon has no') עָ
covering'). LXX: ὄλεθρος ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν περιβολή τῇ ἀπωλείᾳ ('Destruction 
[Olethros] is before him, and Abaddon has no covering'). אבדון (Abaddon) is rendered in 
the LXX variously as ἀπώλεια ('destruction') or simply transliterated; in Revelation 9:11 it 
becomes a proper name for the angel of the abyss.

2.3 The Apocrypha: LXX-Only Books and Afterlife Development

The deuterocanonical books preserved in the LXX but absent from the MT represent a 
critical bridge between Sheol and the more developed eschatological thinking of the NT. 
Wisdom of Solomon (composed ca. 100–50 BCE in Alexandria) is among the most 
philosophically sophisticated:

“But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and no torment will ever  
touch them… their hope is full of immortality. Having been disciplined a little, they  
will  receive great good, because God tested them and found them worthy of  
himself.”  —Wisdom of Solomon 3:1–5, LXX; NRSV

Wisdom of Solomon 4:19 speaks of the wicked: 'He will dash them speechless to the 
ground and shake them from the foundations; they will be left utterly dry and barren, and 
they will suffer anguish, and the memory of them will perish.' Second Maccabees 12:43–
45 presupposes prayer for the dead and bodily resurrection,  indicating a developed 
eschatology in Greek-speaking Judaism.

Richard  Bauckham  (The  Fate  of  the  Dead:  Studies  on  the  Jewish  and  Christian 
Apocalypses, Brill, 1998, pp. 18–19) observes that the LXX apocryphal texts represent 
'the most immediate antecedent to the New Testament's language of final judgment, not 
the undifferentiated Sheol of the MT mainstream.'

2.4 Tartarus (τάρταρος) in the LXX Context

The word ταρταρόω (to cast into Tartarus) appears once in the NT (2 Peter 2:4) but is 
entirely absent from the canonical MT/LXX. Its presence in 2 Peter signals the author's 
use of 1 Enoch tradition (1 En. 10:4–13), wherein the Watchers are imprisoned in a 
subterranean abyss. The LXX does use the related term ἄβυσσος (abyss, from תהום, 
tehom) extensively, particularly in apocalyptic contexts (cf. LXX Genesis 1:2; LXX Psalm 
106:26). Bauckham (Jude, 2 Peter, WBC, Word Books, 1983, p. 249) documents that 
Tartarus in 2 Peter is a distinctive borrowing from 1 Enoch 10 via the Hellenistic Jewish 
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tradition, not from Hesiod's Theogony directly, though both share the concept of a prison 
below Hades for cosmically rebellious beings.

Sheol, Hades, Gehenna, and Tartarus — A Cross-Textual Examination  |  Page 



PART III: THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS (DSS) — 
ESCHATOLOGICAL INTENSIFICATION

3.1 Overview and Scholarly Context

The Dead Sea Scrolls (discovered 1947–1956, Qumran caves 1–11), dating primarily to 
ca. 250 BCE – 68 CE, represent the library of a sectarian Jewish community (almost 
certainly Essene-related) and constitute the most extensive primary witness to Second 
Temple Jewish theology outside the LXX apocrypha. For afterlife and judgment theology, 
the most important texts are: the Community Rule (1QS), the Damascus Document (CD), 
the War Scroll (1QM), the Hodayot or Thanksgiving Hymns (1QHᵃ), the Temple Scroll 
(11QT), 4Q Instruction (4QInstruction), and the so-called 'Hell texts' in 4Q286–290 (the 
Blessings and Curses, related to 1QS 2).

The critical scholarly edition is Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J.C. Tigchelaar, The 
Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition (2 vols., Brill/Eerdmans, 1997–1998). For eschatology 
specifically, John Collins, Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Routledge, 1997) and 
Philip  Alexander,  'The Dualism of  1QS and Its  Relation  to  Apocalyptic'  (in  Qumran 
Symposion, Harrassowitz, 1991) are essential.

3.2 The Two Spirits Treatise (1QS 3:13–4:26)

The Community Rule's 'Treatise on the Two Spirits' is perhaps the most theologically 
developed DSS text on eschatological destiny. The cosmos is divided between the Spirit 
of Truth and the Spirit of Deceit, each ruling over the 'sons of light' and 'sons of darkness' 
respectively. The eschatological fate of each is stated with striking clarity:

“The visitation of all who walk in this spirit shall be a multitude of plagues by the  
hand of all the destroying angels, everlasting damnation by the avenging wrath of  
the fury of God, eternal torment and endless disgrace together with shameful  
extinction  in  the  fire  of  the  dark  regions.”  —1QS  4:12–13;  trans.  García 
Martínez/Tigchelaar

The DSS phrase here,  ,('extinction in the darkness of the eternal fire') כליל חשכ מאש 
anticipates the NT's τὸ σκότος τὸ ἐξώτερον ('the outer darkness') and τὸ πῦρ τὸ αἰώνιον 
('the eternal fire'). John Collins notes that 1QS 4 represents 'the clearest pre-Christian 
statement  of  eternal  punishment  as  a  real  eschatological  category'  within  Judaism 
(Apocalypticism in the Dead Sea Scrolls, p. 112).

3.3 The Hodayot (1QHᵃ) — Fire Imagery

The Thanksgiving Hymns contain extensive imagery of divine judgment through fire:

“The rivers of Belial will overflow all the high banks, like a consuming fire in all their  
channels, destroying every tree, green and dry, from their canals… it will consume 
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the foundations of clay and the tract of dry land; the bases of the mountains will  
blaze and the roots of flint rock will become streams of pitch.”  —1QHᵃ 11:29–32; 
trans. García Martínez

The eschatological fire here is not merely metaphor: the Hodayot poet is describing an 
anticipated cosmic conflagration tied to God's final judgment. Whether this is strictly literal 
or hyperbolic apocalyptic convention is debated; Collins leans toward the latter, while 
Devorah Dimant  (Qumran Cave 4,  DJD 30,  Clarendon,  2001)  argues for  a literalist 
reading within the community's own hermeneutic.

3.4 4Q286–290: Curses Against Belial and the Sons of Darkness

The liturgical texts 4Q286–290 (Blessings and Curses) use language of שאול ('Sheol') and 
:as punishment destinations ('darkness') אור חשך

“Cursed be you in all your guilty works, and may God deliver you up for torment at 
the hand of all those performing acts of vengeance… May you be consigned to the 
dark fire!”  —4Q286 frag. 7 ii 1–5; trans. García Martínez

This is a sectarian liturgical text, recited at covenant renewal, and the curse formulae are 
not merely rhetorical: the community understood the 'dark fire' (אש חשך) as an actual 
eschatological  destination  for  the  wicked.  This  stands  in  sharp  contrast  to  the  MT 
mainstream Sheol tradition.

3.5 DSS on Resurrection

4Q521 ('Messianic Apocalypse'): This text, discovered in Cave 4 and dated ca. 100–80 
BCE, reads:

“He will heal the wounded, and revive the dead and bring good news to the poor… 
He will lead the uprooted and enrich the hungry.”  —4Q521 frag. 2 ii 12; trans. 
García Martínez

The phrase 'revive the dead' (החיות מתים) in 4Q521 is strikingly close to Luke 7:22 and 
Matthew 11:5, where Jesus responds to John the Baptist's question. N.T. Wright (The 
Resurrection  of  the  Son  of  God,  Fortress,  2003,  pp.  185–188)  argues  4Q521 
demonstrates that bodily resurrection was an operative category within certain Second 
Temple Jewish groups prior to Jesus, not a Christian invention.

3.6 DSS Synthesis

The DSS evidence decisively refutes any claim that Second Temple Judaism held a 
monochromatic,  non-retributive Sheol.  The Qumran community operated with a fully 
developed eschatology of bifurcated destiny — eternal reward for the sons of light, eternal 
torment in fire and darkness for the sons of darkness — grounded in their interpretation of 
Torah, prophets, and additional revelation. This is the soil from which Jesus' Gehenna 
language grows.
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PART IV: THE GREEK NEW TESTAMENT — CRITICAL TEXT 
(NA28/UBS5)

4.1 Terminological Overview

The Greek New Testament (NA28 = Nestle-Aland 28th edition; UBS5 = United Bible 
Societies 5th edition)  employs four  distinct  terms rendered as 'hell'  in  most  English 
translations:

1. ἄδης (Hades) — 10 occurrences (Matt 11:23; 16:18; Luke 10:15; 16:23; Acts 2:27, 31; 
Rev 1:18; 6:8; 20:13, 14)

2. γέεννα (Gehenna) — 12 occurrences (Matt 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mark 
9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5; James 3:6)

3. τάρταρος (Tartarus) — 1 occurrence, as verb ταρταρόω (2 Pet 2:4)

4. ἄβυσσος (Abyss) — 9 occurrences, primarily in Revelation (Rev 9:1, 2, 11; 11:7; 17:8; 
20:1, 3) and Romans 10:7

The  BDAG  (Bauer-Danker-Arndt-Gingrich,  A  Greek-English  Lexicon  of  the  New 
Testament, 3rd ed., University of Chicago Press, 2000) gives separate entries for each 
term.  The  TDNT  (Theological  Dictionary  of  the  New  Testament,  Kittel/Friedrich, 
Eerdmans, 1964–1976) provides the fullest historical-theological treatment: s.v. ἄδης (J. 
Jeremias,  vol.  1,  pp.  146–149),  s.v.  γέεννα (J.  Jeremias,  vol.  1,  pp.  657–658),  s.v. 
ἄβυσσος (J. Jeremias, vol. 1, pp. 9–10).

4.2 Hades (ἄδης) in the NT Critical Text

4.2.1 Matthew 16:18 — Gates of Hades

Greek (NA28): "καὶ πύλαι ἄδου οὐ κατισχύσουσιν αὐτῆς" ('and the gates of Hades will not 
overpower it').

The phrase πύλαι ἄδου echoes Isaiah 38:10 (LXX: πύλαι ἄδου) and Job 38:17. In its NT 
context it likely means the power of death, not a literal gate. Davies and Allison (The 
Gospel According to Saint Matthew, ICC, T&T Clark, 1991, vol. 2, pp. 623–627) argue that 
the 'gates of Hades' is a Semitic idiom for the power and realm of death, not a geographic 
description of hell as a place of punishment.

4.2.2 Luke 16:19–31 — The Rich Man and Lazarus

Greek (NA28): καὶ ἐν τῇ ἄδου ἐπάρας τοὺς ὀφθαλμοὺς αὐτοῦ, ὑπάρχων ἐν βασάνοις ('and 
in Hades, lifting up his eyes, being in torment').

This is the most extended NT Hades narrative. Three textual-critical and exegetical issues 
arise in NA28: (1) The parable's genre is debated. Joachim Jeremias (The Parables of 
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Jesus, SCM Press, 1963, pp. 182–187) demonstrates the parable has a known folk-tale 
background (the Egyptian story of Si-Osiris and a Palestinian version about a reversal of 
fates), which might suggest Luke 16 is drawing on an existing story type rather than giving 
a literal geography of the afterlife. (2) Nevertheless, Luke's use of βασάνοις ('torments') is 
concrete. BDAG (s.v. βάσανος) notes that in NT usage this term refers to acute physical 
or mental suffering, not rhetorical hyperbole. (3) The structural contrast — 'a great chasm 
fixed' between the place of blessing and the place of torment — introduces an element of 
irreversibility absent from the MT's Sheol.

The majority of NT scholars, including Darrell Bock (Luke 9:51–24:53, BECNT, Baker, 
1996, pp. 1364–1374) and Joel Green (The Gospel of Luke, NICNT, Eerdmans, 1997, pp. 
603–607),  read  Luke  16  as  a  parabolic  narrative  that  nevertheless  conveys  real 
eschatological teaching: the reality of post-mortem differentiation, the irreversibility of 
judgment, and the sufficiency of Torah.

4.2.3 Revelation 20:13–14 — Hades Cast into the Lake of Fire

Greek (NA28): καὶ ἔδωκεν ἡ θάλασσα τοὺς νεκροὺς τοὺς ἐν αὐτῇ, καὶ ἠ θάνατος καὶ ἠ ἄδης 
ἔδωκαν τοὺς νεκροὺς τοὺς ἐν αὐτοῖς… καὶ ἡ λίμνη τοῦ πυρὸς οὗτός ἐστιν ἡ δευτέρα 
θάνατος ('The lake of fire: this is the second death').

Revelation presents Hades as a temporary holding place that is itself cast into the Lake of 
Fire (λίμνη τοῦ πυρός).  This is  the Apocalypse's decisive eschatological  framework: 
Hades is penultimate; the Lake of Fire is ultimate. The 'second death' (δευτέρα θάνατος) 
in Rev 20:14 and 21:8 is the permanent state.

G.K. Beale (The Book of Revelation, NIGTC, Eerdmans, 1999, pp. 1032–1038) argues 
from the symbolic register of Revelation that the Lake of Fire is both real in its referent (the 
definitive eschatological state of the unrepentant) and symbolic in its precise imagery. 
David Aune (Revelation 17–22, WBC, Word Books, 1998, pp. 1100–1106) agrees that the 
'second death' is the Apocalypse's own formulation — it is not found in the OT or in known 
Second Temple Jewish sources — representing a theological intensification: not mere 
death but permanent alienation from God.

4.3 Gehenna (γέεννα) — Jesus’ Primary Term

4.3.1 Etymology and Historical Background

γέεννα is  a  Greek transliteration  of  the  Aramaic נּוום  דהִ יא  Gei) גֵ  Hinnom,  'Valley  of 
Hinnom'), which transliterates the Hebrew נּום ן-הִ יא בֶ  This .('Valley of the Son of Hinnom') גֵ
was a geographic valley southwest of Jerusalem, identified in the OT as the site of child 
sacrifice to Molech (2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 7:31–32; 32:35). Jeremiah 7:32 prophesies 
that it will become a 'Valley of Slaughter,' filled with corpses. By the Second Temple 
period, it had become the default symbolic geography for eschatological judgment among 
certain Jewish groups.
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The TDNT entry on γέεννα (Jeremias, vol. 1, pp. 657–658) documents that in extant pre-
NT  Jewish  literature,  the  specific  term  Gehenna  as  a  place  of  fiery  eschatological 
punishment appears in 1 Enoch 27:1–2 (describing the cursed valley where the wicked 
are judged), Sibylline Oracles 1.103, 4 Ezra 7:36, and the Mishnah. The key point: Jesus 
is not inventing Gehenna but is deploying an already established eschatological category.

4.3.2 Matthew 5:22, 29, 30 — Sermon on the Mount

“But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to  
judgment… and whoever says, 'You fool!' will be liable to the Gehenna of fire  
[ἐνοχος ἔσται εἰς τὴν γέενναν τοῦ πυρός].”  —Matthew 5:22, NA28; trans. ESV

The phrase γέεννα τοῦ πυρός ('Gehenna of fire') with the genitive of quality intensifies the 
nominal meaning. The genitive construction appears in Matthew 5:22; 18:9; 23:15, 33. 
W.D. Davies and Dale Allison (ICC Matthew, vol. 1, pp. 521–523) argue that the 'Gehenna 
of fire' is not a later Matthean elaboration but authentic dominical tradition: the Q parallel in 
Luke 12:5 (γέεννα without τοῦ πυρός) confirms the core term goes back to Jesus, while 
Matthew adds the 'of fire' qualifier consistent with his overall eschatological emphasis.

4.3.3 Matthew 10:28 — The One Who Can Destroy Body and Soul

“And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him  
who can destroy both soul and body in Gehenna [ἀπολέσαι καὶ ψυχὴν καὶ σῶμα ἐν 
γεέννη].”  —Matthew 10:28, NA28; trans. ESV

The verb ἀπολλύναι ('to destroy') is a key crux. Conditionalists (those who hold that the 
wicked ultimately cease to exist) read ἀπολλύειν as annihilation. Traditionalists argue 
ἀπολλύειν in the LXX and NT usage does not necessarily mean cessation of existence but 
can mean ruin, loss, or damage to the fullness of one's existence (cf. BDAG s.v. ἀπόλλυμι, 
pp. 115–116). Edward Fudge (The Fire That Consumes, 3rd ed., Cascade Books, 2011) 
gives the most thorough conditionalist argument; Robert Peterson (Hell on Trial, P&R 
Publishing, 1995) gives the traditionalist response.

4.3.4 Mark 9:43–48 — The Unquenchable Fire and Undying Worm

“And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled 
than with two hands to go to Gehenna, to the unquenchable fire [ἔλευθερον εἰς τὴν 
γέενναν, εἰς τὸ πῦρ τὸ ἄσβεστον].”  —Mark 9:43, NA28

The refrain 'where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched' (ὄπου ὁ σκώληξ 
αὐτῶν οὐ τελευτᾷ καὶ τὸ πῦρ οὐ σβέννυται) is a direct quotation of Isaiah 66:24 (LXX). It  
appears three times in Mark 9 in the Byzantine Textus Receptus (vv. 44, 46, 48) but the 
NA28  retains  it  only  in  v.  48,  bracketing  vv.  44  and  46  as  later  scribal  additions 
assimilating the text to the Isaiah allusion pattern. The external evidence: the omission of 
vv. 44, 46 is supported by Γ4, Β, L, W, Ψ (Codex Washingtonianus), 28, 565 and is judged 
original by the editors of NA28 and the UBS5 committee (see Bruce Metzger, A Textual 
Commentary  on  the  Greek  New Testament,  2nd  ed.,  UBS,  1994,  pp.  85–86).  The 
theological  point,  however,  is  identical  across all  witnesses:  Gehenna is  marked by 
permanence.
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4.3.5 Matthew 25:31–46 — The Sheep and Goats

“Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal  
fire [πῦρ αἰώνιον] prepared for the devil and his angels…' And these will go away  
into eternal punishment [κόλασιν αἰώνιον], but the righteous into eternal life [ζωὴν 
αἰώνιον].”  —Matthew 25:41, 46, NA28; trans. ESV

The symmetry of Matthew 25:46 is exegetically decisive for the traditionalist position: 
αἰώνιος ('aionian/eternal') qualifies both κόλασις ('punishment/correction') and ζωή ('life'). 
If the same adjective governs both nouns in the same sentence, conditionalism must 
demonstrate why αἰώνιος means 'ending' for the punishment but 'unending' for the life. 
The word κόλασις is also contested: it can mean 'punishment' or 'corrective discipline' (cf. 
Plato, Protagoras 324a–b, where it denotes remedial punishment). Universalists (Origen, 
Thomas Talbott, Robin Parry) cite the remedial sense; traditionalists (Augustine, Aquinas, 
Calvin) cite the punitive.

The phrase πῦρ αἰώνιον ('eternal fire') appears also in Jude 7, applied to Sodom and 
Gomorrah as a δεῖγμα ('example'), which raises the question: since Sodom no longer 
burns, does 'eternal fire'  refer to duration or to the divine, final-age character of the 
judgment? Bauckham (Jude, 2 Peter, WBC, p. 55) argues that in Jude 7 'eternal fire' is 
qualitative, not durational — it is the fire of the coming age, the judgment of God, not a 
currently burning geological phenomenon.

4.4 Tartarus (ταρταρόω) — 2 Peter 2:4

Greek (NA28):  "εἰ  γὰρ ὁ θεὸς ἀγγέλων ἁμαρτησάντων οὐκ ἐφείσατο,  σειραῖς  ζόφου 
ταρταρώσας παρέδωκεν εἰς κρίσιν τηρουμένους" ('For if God did not spare angels when 
they  sinned,  but  cast  them into  Tartarus  and committed  them to  chains  of  gloomy 
darkness to be kept until judgment…').

The single NT use of Tartarus vocabulary draws on 1 Enoch 10:4–13 (the binding of 
Asael). Bauckham (Jude, 2 Peter, WBC, pp. 248–249) notes that 2 Peter uses Tartarus as 
a technical term for the angelic prison, distinct from both Gehenna (human judgment) and 
Hades  (the  general  realm  of  the  dead).  It  is  the  place  of  angelic  pre-judgment 
confinement.

4.5 ἄβυσσος (Abyss) in Revelation

The Abyss in Revelation functions as the prison of demonic beings (Rev 9:1–2, 11; 11:7; 
17:8; 20:1–3), distinct from both the Lake of Fire (the ultimate destination of the Beast,  
False Prophet, Satan, and the unrighteous dead) and Hades (the temporary state of 
human dead). G.K. Beale (Revelation, NIGTC, pp. 491–495) traces the Abyss to the DSS 
 and 1 Enoch's prison of the Watchers. The Abyss is not 'hell' in the popular sense ('pit') בור
but is part of the Apocalypse's elaborate eschatological geography.
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PART V: JEWISH TRADITION — MISHNAH, TALMUD, AND 
SECOND TEMPLE LITERATURE

5.1 Second Temple Jewish Literature

5.1.1 1 Enoch

1 Enoch (Ethiopic Enoch, 1st–2nd century BCE, preserved fully only in Ge'ez) is the most 
expansive pre-NT Jewish text on afterlife geography. It is cited directly in Jude 14–15 and 
alluded to in 2 Peter 2:4. In 1 Enoch 22, the prophet is shown the 'hollow places' (mountain 
chambers) where the souls of the dead are separated:

“This is the place where the spirits of the souls of the dead will be gathered…  
These hollow places have been created for this very purpose, that the spirits of the 
souls of the dead might be assembled here… for the sinners, for those who commit 
transgression… and for those who associate with the lawless ones… they will not  
be slain on the day of judgment, nor will they arise from there.”  —1 Enoch 22:3–9; 
trans. E. Isaac, OTP vol. 1, pp. 24–25

1 Enoch 27:1–2 explicitly identifies the Ge-Hinnom valley (the precursor to Gehenna) as 
the site of eschatological judgment: 'This accursed valley is for those accursed forever; 
here  will  be  gathered  all  the  accursed  ones,  those  who  speak  with  their  mouth 
unbecoming  words  against  the  Lord.'  George  Nickelsburg  (1  Enoch  1,  Hermeneia, 
Fortress, 2001, pp. 303–310) notes this is the earliest explicit identification of the Hinnom 
valley with eschatological punishment.

5.1.2 4 Ezra (2 Esdras)

4 Ezra (late 1st century CE, preserved in Latin and other versions): 'For in those places 
the souls of the wicked are in torment, wandering about continually, having no repose… 
Therefore you should not be curious about how the ungodly will be tormented; but inquire 
how  the  righteous  will  be  saved'  (4  Ezra  7:80,  131;  NRSV).  The  eschatological 
differentiation is explicit: a place of torment for the wicked and a place of rest for the 
righteous.

5.1.3 2 Baruch (Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch)

2 Baruch (ca. 100 CE): 'The earth will assuredly restore the dead at that time; it receives 
them now in order to keep them, not changing anything in their form. But as it has received 
them so it will restore them. And as I have delivered them to it, so will it raise them' (2 Bar. 
50:2; OTP vol. 1, p. 638). Then: 'the aspect of those who have now acted wickedly will 
become worse than it is… and they will go away to be tormented' (2 Bar. 51:6). 2 Baruch 
thus presents bodily resurrection followed by differentiated judgment.

5.2 The Mishnah (משנה)
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The  Mishnah,  redacted  ca.  200  CE  under  Rabbi  Judah  ha-Nasi,  contains  limited 
eschatological  material  compared  to  later  Talmudic  tradition,  but  its  key  locus  is 
Sanhedrin 10:1:

“All Israel has a share in the World to Come [Olam Ha-Ba]… And these are they  
that have no share in the World to Come: one who says there is no resurrection of 
the dead prescribed in the Torah, and one who says the Torah is not from heaven, 
and an epikoros [heretic].”  —Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1 (הפרק חלק); trans. H. 
Danby

The Mishnah here affirms:  (a)  the  World  to  Come is  a  real  category,  (b)  denial  of 
resurrection is itself a disqualifier for it, and (c) certain transgressors are excluded. The 
Mishnah does not elaborate on the fate of those excluded beyond exclusion itself.

Mishnah Eduyot 2:10: 'The judgment of the wicked in Gehinnom lasts twelve months.' 
This is a pivotal passage: it limits punishment in Gehinnom to twelve months for the 
wicked, after which they are either annihilated or ascend. This is the majority rabbinic view 
and stands in contrast to the eternal punishment of NT Gehenna. Israel Knohl and Shlomo 
Naeh ('The Rabbis and Their Opponents,' in Jewish Studies Quarterly 1994) note that 
Mishnah Eduyot 2:10 represents a deliberate moderation of the more severe Gehenna 
traditions found in apocalyptic texts.

5.3 The Babylonian Talmud (תלמוד בבלי)

5.3.1 Tractate Rosh Hashanah 16b–17a — Three Classes

The Babylonian Talmud (Bavli), tractate Rosh Hashanah 16b–17a, presents the classical 
rabbinic tripartite division:

“Three  groups  will  be  [judged]  on  the  Day  of  Judgment:  perfectly  righteous,  
perfectly wicked, and those in between. The perfectly righteous are immediately  
inscribed for the life of the World to Come. The perfectly wicked are immediately  
inscribed for Gehinnom… Those in between descend to Gehinnom, wail,  and  
ascend, as it is said: 'And I will bring the third part through the fire' (Zechariah  
13:9).”  —Bavli Rosh Hashanah 16b–17a; Soncino translation, adapted

This is the fully developed rabbinic Gehinnom theology: it functions as purgatorial for the 
middle class ('those in between') and terminal for the 'perfectly wicked.' The Bavli then 
cites the Hillelite position (b. Rosh Hashanah 17a): 'The school of Shammai say: There 
are three groups at the day of judgment… But the school of Hillel say: He who is abundant 
in mercy inclines [the balance] toward mercy' — implying ultimate mercy overrides strict 
judgment.

5.3.2 Tractate Sanhedrin 19b, 108a; Eruvin 19a — Gehinnom's Geography

Bavli Eruvin 19a: 'The sinners of Israel [who go to Gehinnom] are punished for twelve 
months.' The same tractate states: 'The sinners of the nations of the world are punished in 
Gehinnom for twelve months' (Eruvin 19a). Bavli Sanhedrin 108a describes Gehinnom as 
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having a mouth ('פּּיות'), consistent with the ancient Sheol imagery of a devouring mouth 
(cf. Isaiah 5:14).

Bavli Sanhedrin 13b–14a discusses categories of those who are punished beyond twelve 
months, including minim (sectarians), informers, and those who deny resurrection — 
indicating that the twelve-month limit is not universal in Talmudic tradition. E.P. Sanders 
(Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE – 66 CE, SCM Press, 1992, pp. 298–303) notes 
that Talmudic eschatology is not systematic: 'The rabbis did not construct a precise, non-
contradictory eschatology.'

5.3.3 Tractate Gittin 57a–b — Gehinnom and the Nations

A remarkable Talmudic passage in Bavli Gittin 57a–b (the 'Onkelos' story) describes 
Onkelos summoning the spirits of Titus, Balaam, and Jesus from Gehinnom. The Jesus 
reference (ישוא) is a notorious anti-Christian polemical insertion, describing Jesus as 
'boiling in excrement' (צואה רותחת). This passage, censored in many printed Talmud 
editions, is attested in MSS (Munich Codex, the Firenze MS) and represents the Talmud's 
counter-Christian eschatological polemic. Significantly for our purposes, it presupposes 
that Gehinnom is a real place of punishment where specific individuals are located.

5.3.4 Maimonides on Gehinnom

While post-medieval,  Maimonides (Mishneh Torah, Laws of  Repentance 8:1–5, 12th 
century) offers the rationalist rabbinic synthesis: Gehinnom in his reading is not a place of 
physical fire but of spiritual extinction, the 'cutting off' of the soul from God. This represents 
one trajectory of Jewish rationalization of the Gehinnom concept but is not the Talmudic 
mainstream.

5.4 Midrashic Literature

Genesis Rabbah 33:1 (on Gen 7:23): 'The generation of the Flood have no portion in the 
World to Come.' Leviticus Rabbah 27:3 discusses Gehinnom in connection with Psalm 49 
('they are appointed for Sheol like sheep'). The Midrash Konen (medieval but based on 
Tannaitic traditions) gives the most elaborate rabbinic geography of Gehinnom, with 
seven layers corresponding to seven names for the underworld (,שאול, אבדון, באר שחת 
.(דומה, שלמות, צלמות, גיא בן הינום

Sheol, Hades, Gehenna, and Tartarus — A Cross-Textual Examination  |  Page 



PART VI: PRE-NICENE CHURCH FATHERS (ante-313 CE)

6.1 The Apostolic Fathers

6.1.1 1 Clement (ca. 96 CE)

1  Clement  28:1  (attributed  to  Clement  of  Rome,  from the  Church  of  Rome to  the 
Corinthians): 'Where shall any of us flee from his mighty hand? Or what world will receive 
any who run away from him? For the Scripture says in some place: Where shall I go, and 
where shall I hide from your face?'

1 Clement is largely hortatory and does not develop extensive afterlife theology, but 1 
Clement 11:1 refers to Lot's wife as 'a sign to all ages' as an example of divine punishment 
and 1 Clement 50:3–4 speaks of those 'who have fallen asleep in love' as awaiting 
resurrection. The eschatological framework presupposes differentiated outcomes without 
elaborate Gehenna theology.

6.1.2 The Didache (ca. 80–120 CE)

Didache 16:2: 'For the whole time of your faith will not profit you if you are not perfected in 
the  last  time.'  Didache  16:6–7  describes  the  signs  of  the  last  time,  including  the 
resurrection of the dead, 'but not of all; but as it is said: The Lord shall come and all his 
saints with him. Then shall the world see the Lord coming upon the clouds of heaven.' The 
Didache does not elaborate on the fate of the wicked beyond their exclusion from this 
resurrection.

6.1.3 The Epistle of Barnabas (ca. 70–135 CE)

“The way of the Black One is crooked and full of cursing, for it is the way of death  
eternal with punishment…”  —Epistle of Barnabas 20:1; trans. Ehrman, Loeb 
Classical Library

Barnabas 20 elaborates the 'Two Ways' (Didache tradition) and explicitly associates the 
'way of darkness' with 'death eternal with punishment,' indicating that the post-Apostolic 
generation understood the eschatological consequence to be both real and eternal.

6.2 The Apologists (2nd century)

6.2.1 Justin Martyr (ca. 100–165 CE)

Justin Martyr, First Apology 8.4 (ca. 155 CE):

“We believe that those who live wicked and do not repent are punished in eternal  
fire, but that those who live virtuously and conquer their passions, we believe, will  
be received with God into a state of freedom from suffering, from passion, and from 
want.”  —Justin Martyr, 1 Apology 8.4; trans. Falls, FC vol. 6, p. 41
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Justin Martyr, First Apology 28.1: 'But lest some suppose, from what has been said by us, 
that we say that whatever happens, happens by a fatal necessity… each man goes to 
everlasting punishment or salvation according to the value of his actions.'

Justin's  use  of  'eternal  fire'  (πῦρ  αἰώνιον)  clearly  echoes  the  Synoptic  Gehenna 
vocabulary.  In  Dialogue  with  Trypho  117–120,  he  explicitly  addresses  Jewish 
interlocutors on the resurrection, arguing that the Messianic suffering predicted in Isaiah 
53  and  the  judgment  in  Daniel  12  are  fulfilled  in  Christ.  Justin  represents  the  first 
systematic apologetic presentation of hell as eternal fire for the wicked.

6.2.2 Athenagoras of Athens (ca. 177 CE)

Athenagoras, On the Resurrection of the Dead (Treatise written ca. 177 CE, addressed to 
Marcus Aurelius):

“For if there is no resurrection, neither is there any judgment after our departure  
from this life… But if it is not possible [for there to be no judgment], then there must  
be  a  resurrection.”  —Athenagoras,  De Resurrectione 18;  trans.  Roberts-
Donaldson, ANF vol. 2

Athenagoras  does  not  dwell  extensively  on  the  nature  of  punishment  but  his  De 
Resurrectione establishes the logical necessity of bodily resurrection as the precondition 
for post-mortem judgment, which in turn is the precondition for any punishment being 
meaningful.

6.2.3 Tatian the Syrian (ca. 120–180 CE)

Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos 14–15: 'But we know that not all souls perish… The demons are 
condemned along with those who follow them.' Tatian represents an early attempt to 
integrate Greek pneumatology (the soul's constitution) with Christian eschatology. He 
argues that the soul is not inherently immortal (contra Plato) but receives immortality 
through the indwelling Spirit, and loses it through sin — a position that edges toward 
conditionalism. Enrico Norelli ('Marcion et les origines du canon nouveau-testamentaire,' 
Revue d'Histoire et de Philosophie Religieuses 75, 1995) notes that Tatian's position 
influenced Syriac Christian thought on conditional immortality.

6.3 Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. 130–202 CE)

Irenaeus, Against Heresies (Adversus Haereses) 4.28.2:

“Those who do not believe in God… shall justly be cast into the fire: not because  
God had prepared this fire for them from the beginning, but because they have  
deprived themselves of every good thing, and therefore descend into the place of  
punishment.”  —Irenaeus, AH 4.28.2; trans. Roberts-Donaldson, ANF vol. 1

Irenaeus, AH 5.27.1: 'All who have been enrolled in the army of the devil, through their 
works, and those who have followed a lie, will go away into eternal fire, for eternal is the 
fire prepared for them.' Irenaeus is the first major systematic theologian to directly address 
the question of Gehenna/eternal fire in the context of refuting Gnostic eschatology. For 
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him, the eternal fire is ontologically real, not metaphorical, and its eternal character is a 
function of the permanence of the judgment, not a speculation about the fuel supply.

Irenaeus, AH 2.28.7: 'It is better… that he should not see God, than that he be perpetually 
tortured.' Here Irenaeus distinguishes between the 'seeing God' that constitutes life and 
the deprivation of God that constitutes the punishment, suggesting the punishment's 
essence is relational loss rather than sheer physical torment. This nuance — that hell is 
primarily deprivation of God — anticipates Augustine and Aquinas.

6.4 Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215 CE)

Clement of Alexandria is the first Church Father to develop a robustly universalist-leaning 
position, though he stops short of formal universalism. Stromata (Miscellanies) 6.6.46.5:

“The punishment which is called everlasting does not afflict all alike… but will  
torment some for a longer, others for a shorter time. Nay, some will not receive this 
chastisement even in this way— those, namely, who are capable of a repentance 
which will  avail  them.”  —Clement of  Alexandria,  Stromata 6.6.46.5;  trans. 
Wilson, ANF vol. 2

Clement's use of κόλασις as remedial, his Platonic concept of the soul's educability, and 
his argument in Stromata 7.2 that God's judgment is always pedagogical (παιδευτικός) 
rather than merely retributive point toward what would later be developed by Origen. 
Judith Kovacs ('Divine Pedagogy and the Gnostic Teacher,'  JECS 9.1, 2001) traces 
Clement's debt to Middle Platonism's doctrine of the soul's purification through punitive 
suffering.

6.5 Tertullian of Carthage (ca. 155–240 CE)

Tertullian represents the Western Latin tradition and argues most emphatically for eternal, 
conscious torment. Apology 47.12:

“We who know indeed what soul is… affirm that we know its immortality… We  
affirm that the soul will be judged, and will be delivered to the punishment of fire.” 
—Tertullian, Apology 47; trans. Roberts-Donaldson, ANF vol. 3

De  Spectaculis  30  contains  perhaps  the  most  notorious  patristic  passage  on 
eschatological punishment, where Tertullian describes the pleasure of the righteous in 
witnessing the torments of pagan persecutors — a text that modern scholars including 
Miroslav Volf  (Exclusion and Embrace,  Abingdon,  1996) have used as a cautionary 
example of how theology of judgment can become vindictive.

More carefully, Tertullian's Treatise on the Soul (De Anima) 55–58 gives his systematic 
eschatology: death separates soul from body; the soul enters Hades (a subterranean 
place with its own distinctions between Abraham's bosom and a place of punishment); at 
the resurrection the soul is reunited with the body for the final judgment. This is the 
Western 'intermediate state' framework that became the Catholic baseline.
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6.6 Origen of Alexandria (ca. 184–253 CE)

Origen stands as the pre-Nicene Church's most systematically universalist theologian. 
His De Principiis (Peri  Archon) 2.10 and 3.6 develop the doctrine of ἀποκατάστασις 
(apokatastasis, 'restoration of all things'):

“When death shall no longer anywhere exist, nor the sting of death, nor any evil at  
all, then verily God will be 'all in all' (1 Cor 15:28). Some persons… think that the  
perfection of blessedness and the summit of happiness cannot be attained by  
some souls save after many cycles of ages… But this consummation and end of all  
things is to be understood as the mystery of the end which is promised by God.”  —
Origen, De Principiis 3.6.6; trans. Butterworth, SPCK, 1936

Origen does not  dismiss  the reality  of  the  fire  of  judgment.  Rather,  in  Homilies  on 
Jeremiah 16.6, he argues:

“The fire of which the Scripture speaks when it speaks of punishing the wicked is  
not a material fire… The fire is lit from the wicked man's own sins. Each sinner  
kindles his own fire.”  —Origen, Homilies on Jeremiah 16.6; trans. Smith, FC 
vol. 97

Origen's 'fire as the sinner's own conscience' interpretation is exegetically innovative and 
extensively critiqued:  Methodius of  Olympus (On Free Will)  directly  attacks Origen's 
allegorization of eschatological fire as undermining the seriousness of judgment. Mark J. 
Edwards (Origen Against Plato, Ashgate, 2002) gives the most careful modern treatment 
of Origen's eschatology, demonstrating that Origen did not deny judgment but contested 
its eternal, irremediable character.

6.7 Polycarp of Smyrna (ca. 69–155 CE)

Polycarp, Martyrdom of Polycarp 11.2: Polycarp responds to the proconsul threatening 
him with fire: 'You threaten me with the fire that burns for an hour and then goes out, for  
you do not know about the fire of the coming judgment and eternal punishment which is 
stored up for the ungodly.' This martyrdom account (the oldest post-NT martyrdom record, 
ca. 155 CE) shows that the distinction between temporal fire and eternal eschatological 
fire  was already  catechetically  established in  Smyrna within  a  generation  of  John's 
Apocalypse.

6.8 Melito of Sardis (d. ca. 180 CE)

Melito,  Peri  Pascha (On the Passover),  recently  recovered (Chester  Beatty  papyri): 
Melito's homily does not directly address Gehenna but elaborates the cosmic significance 
of Christ's resurrection as the defeat of death (θάνατος) and Hades: 'Hades was wounded 
in the heart when it received a corpse, and did not know it was God.' The christological 
dimension of Hades in Melito is not primarily about punishment but about the realm of 
death being broken open by the resurrection.
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PART VII: SYNTHESIS — CONSTRUCT, METAPHOR, OR 
REAL PLACE?

7.1 The Question Reformulated

Having  surveyed  the  primary  textual  witnesses,  the  question  'Is  hell  a  construct,  a 
metaphor, or a real place?' must be disaggregated. The four terms — Sheol, Hades, 
Gehenna, Tartarus — do not answer the question uniformly, and the answer differs 
depending on which corpus one prioritizes.

7.2 Sheol in the MT: Predominantly Neutral Construct

In the MT mainstream (pre-exilic and early post-exilic texts), Sheol is best described as a 
cosmological construct that functions simultaneously as (a) a real spatial category within 
the ancient Israelite world-picture (the underworld below the flat earth), (b) an intensive 
metaphor for distress and near-death experience, and (c) a theological boundary that 
relativizes human boasting before God. It is not 'hell' in the sense of a place of retributive 
punishment. The MT's most influential eschatological development — Daniel 12:2 and 
Isaiah 66:24 — belongs to its latest strata and represents a trajectory toward differentiated 
judgment.

Philip Johnston's conclusion is apt: 'The Hebrew Bible's Sheol is a place, but not primarily 
a place of punishment. It is the realm of the dead, and its moral differentiation is a late 
development that serves as the seed-bed for Second Temple eschatology' (Shades of 
Sheol, p. 241).

7.3 Hades in the LXX: A Hellenistic Semantic Upgrade

The LXX's consistent rendering of Sheol as Hades introduces Hellenistic eschatological 
coloring — the differentiation of fates, the moral geography of the underworld — into the 
Hebrew scriptural  tradition.  This is  not  a corruption but  a contextual  translation that 
shaped the Greek-speaking Judaism that produced the NT. The LXX apocrypha (Wisdom 
of  Solomon,  2  Maccabees)  advance  the  bifurcation  decisively.  The  NT's  Hades 
(especially Luke 16 and Revelation 20) presupposes the LXX semantic range.

7.4 Gehenna in the NT: A Real Eschatological Category

Jesus' use of Gehenna is neither purely metaphorical nor naively geographical.  It  is 
eschatological: a real future state of existence characterized by permanent separation 
from God, described in the vivid imagery of fire and worm drawn from Isaiah 66:24. The 
following points establish its real (not merely rhetorical) character:
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(a) The consistency of Jesus' Gehenna warnings across multiple independent traditions 
(Mark,  Q,  M-special  material,  James)  argues  against  reduction  to  a  single  literary 
strategy.

(b) Jesus distinguishes Gehenna from ordinary death: those who kill the body 'cannot kill 
the  soul'  but  God 'can destroy  both  soul  and body in  Gehenna'  (Matt  10:28).  This 
presupposes a post-mortem reality, not merely a this-worldly consequence.

(c) The symmetry of Matthew 25:46 (αἰώνιος qualifying both punishment and life) resists 
the reduction of one term while retaining the other.

(d) The Second Temple context  (DSS 1QS 4:12–13;  1 Enoch 22–27;  4 Ezra 7:36) 
demonstrates that Gehenna as a real eschatological place was already a live category in 
Jesus' Jewish milieu.

The  most  defensible  scholarly  position  is  that  Jesus'  Gehenna  language  is 
eschatologically  real  in  its  referent  while  being  expressed  through  the  conventional 
apocalyptic imagery of his Jewish tradition. N.T. Wright (Jesus and the Victory of God, 
Fortress,  1996,  pp.  320–338)  argues  that  Jesus'  Gehenna warnings  were  primarily 
addressed to national Israel as warnings of historical-eschatological judgment (the fall of 
Jerusalem in 70 CE) while simultaneously carrying the weight of ultimate eschatological 
significance.  Dale  Allison  (Constructing  Jesus,  Baker  Academic,  2010,  pp.  56–68) 
challenges this reduction, arguing the sayings concern final eschatological destiny, not 
merely historical events.

7.5 The Three Major Positions in Scholarly and Theological Debate

7.5.1 Eternal Conscious Torment (ECT) — Traditional Position

Proponents: Augustine (City of God 21), Thomas Aquinas (Summa Theologiae Suppl. 
97–99), John Calvin (Institutes 3.25), Jonathan Edwards ('Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God,' 1741), Robert Peterson (Hell on Trial, 1995), Christopher Morgan and Robert 
Peterson, eds. (Hell Under Fire, Zondervan, 2004).

Textual basis: Matthew 25:46 (αἰώνιος punishment symmetric with αἰώνιος life); Mark 
9:43–48 (undying worm, unquenchable fire); Revelation 20:10 ('tormented day and night 
forever and ever'); Revelation 14:11 (εἰς αἰῶνας αἰώνων, 'unto ages of ages').

The strength of this position is its lexical and structural consistency in Revelation and 
Matthew. Its  weakness is  the difficulty  of  reconciling eternal  torment with the divine 
character as described in 1 John 4:8 ('God is love') and the Pauline texts on universal 
reconciliation (Col 1:20; Rom 11:32).

7.5.2 Annihilationism / Conditional Immortality

Proponents:  Edward  Fudge  (The  Fire  That  Consumes,  3rd  ed.,  2011),  John  Stott 
(Essentials, IVP, 1988, pp. 313–320), Clark Pinnock ('The Conditional View,' in Four 
Views on Hell, Zondervan, 1996), Christopher Marshall (Beyond Retribution, Eerdmans, 
2001).
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Textual basis: Matthew 10:28 (ἀπολέσαι, 'destroy'); Philippians 3:19 ('ἀπώλεια αὐτῶν,' 
'their destruction'); Revelation 20:14 ('second death'); the fire imagery read as consuming, 
not merely tormenting. Fudge's argument that αἰώνιος modifies the 'eternal results' of the 
punishment (extinction is permanent) without requiring the process to be eternal has been 
called 'lexically possible but contextually strained' by Peterson.

7.5.3 Universalism / Apokatastasis

Proponents: Origen (De Principiis), Gregory of Nyssa (De Anima et Resurrectione), Karl 
Barth (Church Dogmatics IV), Thomas Talbott (The Inescapable Love of God, 2014), 
Robin Parry (The Evangelical Universalist, 2006), David Bentley Hart (That All Shall Be 
Saved, Yale UP, 2019).

Textual basis: 1 Corinthians 15:22 (ωσπερ γὰρ ἐν τῷ Ἀδὰμ πάντες ἀποθνήσκουσιν, 
οὕτως καὶ ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ πάντες ζῳοποιηθήσονται, 'as in Adam all die, so also in Christ 
shall all be made alive'); Romans 5:18 (εἰς πάντας ἀνθρώπους εἰς δικαίωσιν ζωῆς, 'to all 
men justification of  life');  Colossians 1:20 (ἀποκαταλλάξαι  τὰ πάντα, 'to reconcile all 
things'); 1 Timothy 4:10 ('σωτὴρ πάντων ἀνθρώσων,' 'Savior of all men').

David  Bentley  Hart's  That  All  Shall  Be  Saved  (2019)  is  the  most  philosophically 
sophisticated  recent  universalist  argument,  contending  that  ECT  is  conceptually 
incoherent given the NT's understanding of God as the ultimate source and end of all 
being. The strongest counter-argument remains the Augustinian: freedom requires the 
possibility of final rejection, and love coerced is not love.

7.6 Summary Judgment

Across the textual corpora examined, the following conclusions emerge:

1. Sheol in the MT is a cosmological construct and metaphorical intensifier, not a place of 
retributive punishment in its dominant usage. It becomes a place of differentiated destiny 
only in the latest MT strata.

2. The LXX's Hades translation introduces Hellenistic eschatological color that begins the 
semantic journey toward NT Gehenna theology, especially through the deuterocanonical 
texts.

3. The DSS demonstrate that Second Temple Judaism already held a fully developed 
eschatology of eternal, fiery punishment for the wicked (1QS 4:12–13), refuting the claim 
that NT Gehenna was unprecedented.

4. Jesus' Gehenna language in the NT critical text (NA28/UBS5) is neither pure metaphor 
nor naive folk geography: it is eschatologically real in its referent, expressed through 
conventional apocalyptic imagery, and carries irreversibility as a defining feature.

5. The Jewish tradition (Mishnah, Babylonian Talmud) presents Gehinnom as real but 
generally time-limited (twelve months for most), sharply contrasting with the NT's aionian 
framing, reflecting ongoing Jewish-Christian theological divergence on the severity of final 
judgment.
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6. The pre-Nicene Church Fathers hold diverse positions: eternal conscious torment 
(Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Irenaeus), a purgatorial-remedial view (Clement of Alexandria), 
and universalism with a real but ultimately remedial fire (Origen). None of them treats hell 
as a mere metaphor with no ontological referent.

The question 'Is  hell  a construct,  a metaphor,  or  a real  place?'  is  therefore a false 
trichotomy. The texts consistently treat the eschatological consequences of unrepentant 
sin as ontologically real while employing the conventional apocalyptic imagery of fire, 
darkness, and worm as the primary vehicle of description. Whether the ultimate reality is 
eternal torment, annihilation, or universal restoration remains among the most contested 
questions in Christian theology, but what is not contestable, on the basis of the primary 
textual evidence, is that the biblical writers and their earliest interpreters believed the 
eschatological stakes were entirely real.
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