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The Doxastic Problem of Hell

R. Zachary Manis

There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear 
has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect 
in love.

1 John 4: 18, NIV

A boy returns from church and reports to his father, “We found out today that 
our Sunday school teacher doesn’t believe in hell!” The father, believing his son’s 
Sunday school teacher to be a man of sound Christian doctrine, is both disturbed 
and perplexed. “What makes you say that?” he asks his son. “Well,” the son replies, 
“today he was teaching us about how most people are unsaved. He pointed out the 
window of the classroom and said, ‘See that man walking over there? He’s prob-
ably lost and going to hell. And the woman next to him? She probably is too. And 
the kids playing over there in that field? Chances are most of them will end up in 
hell for all eternity.’ Then he got out the cookies and juice, and we had snack time.”

1.
Despite the apparent—and much discussed—decline in belief in the doc-
trine of hell among both theologians and the general population, a great 
many theists still profess to believe in some version of the doctrine. Much 
recent Christian philosophy has been devoted to defending hell, in some 
form or other, and addressing the various problems the doctrine raises. 
But at least one facet of the problem of hell has not, in my view, received 
sufficient attention. There is an important set of issues whose problematic 
nature stems not from the doctrine of hell itself, but from individual and 
collective belief in the doctrine; these issues I collectively term “the dox-
astic problem of hell.” While some aspects of the problem are well known, 
their significance or seriousness seems to be generally underappreciated; 
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others have been—as best I can tell—overlooked altogether.1 The present 
chapter seeks to address this oversight by developing several of the issues 
that seem to me most important—which is to say, most troublesome.

The first point to make in developing the doxastic problem of hell is 
the one highlighted by the joke at the beginning of this chapter. Among 
those who profess belief in the traditional doctrine of hell, I take it that 
there are many who either do not truly believe the doctrine (as the boy 
reasonably infers about his Sunday school teacher) or whose belief in it 
is at best irrational. The irrational nature of such persons’ belief stems 
not from a lack of justification—or at least not only this—but rather from 
the incongruity arising from the combination of this belief with their 
other beliefs, attitudes, emotions, and actions. Being consigned to hell 
is, nearly by definition, the worst thing that could ever happen to anyone. 
We would judge a mother mentally ill who looked out the kitchen win-
dow, saw a neighbor child in the street in imminent danger of an oncom-
ing speeding car, and continued tranquilly washing the dishes. Yet scores 
of theists profess to believe that multitudes of people around them are 
doomed to spend eternity in hell, without its having any apparent effect 
on their day-to-day actions or emotional states. It would be irrational, 
and probably a sign of insanity, for one to hold the belief that one might 
have terminal cancer in such a way that it was just one more belief among 
the many beliefs one held. Yet many theists seem to hold a belief in the 

1 One interesting facet of the doxastic problem of hell is an argument Jonathan Kvanvig 
calls “McTaggart’s Dilemma”:

[McTaggart] argued that if there is a hell, we could have no good reason to 
believe it. He reasoned that there is no empirical evidence to believe in hell, 
so that if there is a good reason to believe in it, revelation must provide it. 
Yet, McTaggart continued, the infliction of hell is very wicked, and any-
one who would send someone to hell must be vile indeed. In such a case, 
we could have no good reason to trust such an individual concerning any-
thing of importance to our well-being.

Thus the dilemma:
Either there is good reason to believe in hell or there is not. . . . The only evi-
dence there might be for hell is based on revelation from the one who can 
consign us to hell, and yet no one who claims that hell exists and outlines 
conditions for avoiding hell can be trusted. (Kvanvig, The Problem of Hell 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 9–10).

Kvanvig credits the argument to McTaggart’s Some Dogmas of Religion (London: Edward 
Arnold, 1906), §177, though the argument is much clearer in Kvanvig’s exposition than in 
McTaggart’s book.
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traditional doctrine of hell in just such a manner.2 It is hard to avoid the 
conclusion that such theists do not really believe what they claim to believe, 
for if they do, the manner in which they hold this belief is highly irrational.3

The purpose of making this point is not to chastise my brethren who 
profess to believe in hell or to try to spur them into action to uphold some 
Christian duty; the present chapter is not a sermon. Rather, I make the 
point because I wish to make it clear that the doxastic problem focuses 
on genuine, thoroughly appropriated belief in hell, which may or may not 
accompany mere acceptance or profession of belief in the doctrine (which 
is surely much more common). It is a longstanding staple of Christian 
orthodoxy that scriptures teach that some are finally and eternally lost, 
and it is generally accepted (among Christians) that Christians ought 
not merely to give lip service to scriptural truths, but to genuinely believe 
them. The problems addressed in this chapter arise for those who do so 
with respect to the doctrine of hell. Many of these problems will not apply 
to those who “believe” in the doctrine in the irrational way I described, 
though I assume such persons have doxastic problems of a different kind.

2.
The doxastic problem of hell is driven by two assumptions that, while 
surely uncontroversial among orthodox Christian theists, need to be 
stated explicitly.

(A1) Any doctrine revealed in scripture4 ought to be genuinely believed, 
carefully reflected upon, and deeply appropriated.

2 Granted, few people seem to think that they personally are in danger of hell. But the 
same point could be made, I think, with respect to a belief that a friend or loved one might 
have terminal cancer.

3 For an argument to the contrary, see Jerry L. Walls, Hell: The Logic of Damnation 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), 18–25. Walls raises the impor-
tant point that “the doctrine of hell is probably no worse off than many other Christian 
doctrines, if we are judging it by the degree of consistency between what believers show 
with their lives and what they say with their lips” (24). I think Walls is certainly right that 
this (rather disheartening) discrepancy does nothing to show the falsity of any Christian 
doctrine; I am less convinced that it demonstrates genuine, rational belief—in hell or any 
other Christian doctrine—to be perfectly compatible with such startlingly incongruous 
attitudes and inaction.

4 Exactly which doctrines are revealed in scripture is of course a subject of much con-
troversy, but I take it that orthodox Christians will agree with the abstract statement (“For 
any doctrine P, if P is revealed in scripture, then P ought to be believed”) even while dis-
agreeing about which doctrines would qualify.
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(A2) Genuine belief in, careful reflection upon, and deep appropria-
tion of any doctrine revealed in scripture is spiritually edifying, both 
individually (to the believer) and corporately (to the Church).

(A1) could be parsed this way: If P is a scriptural doctrine, ~P ought 
not be taught or accepted, even as a “noble lie,” no matter how nega-
tive the consequences of individual and/or collective belief that P 
might appear to be. (A2) implies that, for any scriptural doctrine P, it is 
always (in the long run, at least) good for one to genuinely believe that P.  
The doxastic problem arises when we consider the degree to which 
(A1) and (A2) become strained, and even seem to be falsified, by the 
doctrine of hell.

Before proceeding further, I must clarify what I mean by “the doctrine 
of hell,” as there are many varieties of the doctrine on display in the cur-
rent theological marketplace, and I do not intend my remarks to apply to 
all of them equally. The version of the doctrine of hell I wish to discuss is 
characterized by the following tenets:

(1) Some persons are (or will be) consigned to hell.
(2) Existence in hell involves intense suffering of some kind.5
(3) Existence in hell is necessarily everlasting: once consigned to hell, 

there is no possibility of one’s existence in hell ever coming to an 
end, either by escape or annihilation.

I take it that these three propositions imply that being consigned to hell is 
the worst thing that could possibly happen to anyone, and I will employ 
this assumption throughout this chapter. I will use the term “the trad-
itional view of hell” to denote the combination of these three proposi-
tions, together with a fourth:6

5 Most advocates of the traditional doctrine have held that hell is a place of phys-
ical pain, regardless of whether they have taken literal fire to be a part of it. (Those who 
have held that hell includes literal fire include Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Wesley, and 
Jonathan Edwards. Calvin took the talk of fire to indicate that physical pain is a literal part 
of hell, even if the fire is only a metaphor of this pain. Contemporary thinkers who argue 
that hell includes physical pain include Peter Geach, Jerry Walls, and Charles Seymour.) 
I take it that still more would be willing to contend that hell is a state of intense suffering of 
some kind, even if the pain it involves is psychological, emotional, and/or spiritual rather 
than physical. For this reason, I take it that (2) is a standard part of the traditional concep-
tion of hell. At any rate, it is a part of the version of hell I wish to discuss.

6 This way of characterizing the central tenets of the doctrine follows closely, though 
not exactly, the one given by Kvanvig in The Problem of Hell. Kvanvig calls this “the strong 
view of hell” (19).
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(4) The purpose of hell is retributive: one’s consignment to hell is (at 
least in part) a divine punishment for the evil deeds committed 
during one’s earthly life.7

Much of the recent discussion of the problem of hell has focused on (4).8 
I will try to argue, however, that the problems discussed in this chapter 
arise for anyone who accepts (1) through (3), though some are severely 
exacerbated by the further acceptance of (4). In what follows I  will 
develop roughly half a dozen problems for the traditional view that could 
aptly be categorized as doxastic problems. They concern the psychologi-
cal consequences of genuinely believing the traditional view of hell—i.e. 
the psychological consequences of reflecting on the significance of these 
claims and on the picture of reality that they paint.

3.
The first problem concerns the relationship between the revelation of hell 
and human freedom. Suppose the traditional view of hell has been revealed 
in scriptures. According to (A1), if scriptures reveal some truth, then God 
intends for human persons to be aware of this truth and to believe it—in 
fact, individuals have an obligation to believe it once they have been made 
aware—and according to (A2), believing it must be personally and cor-
porately edifying. The problem, however, is that if one believes—truly 
believes—the traditional view of hell, it seems all but impossible that one 
could choose to do anything other than what one believes is necessary to 
avoid the fate of being consigned to hell. There is no greater threat than that 
of being damned for all eternity; as already noted, hell is the worst thing 
that could possibly happen to a person. When a threat of such magnitude 

7 This is consistent with the further elaboration that one’s continued existence in hell 
is punishment for the wicked deeds committed during one’s post-mortem existence—in 
short, for sins continually being committed in hell.

8 Many contemporary philosophers who defend hell have argued at length that the 
retributive model of hell is deeply problematic and should be abandoned. The alter-
native model of hell, preferred by C.  S. Lewis, Richard Swinburne, Eleonore Stump, 
Jonathan Kvanvig, and Jerry Walls, is the so-called choice model. Though it comes in 
a variety of forms, its basic claim is that the damned are in hell because (i) they choose 
to be in hell rather than to be with God in heaven and/or (ii) their earthly (and perhaps 
also post-mortem) choices have as a natural and inevitable consequence their being in 
hell; either way, residence in hell is not an artificial and arbitrarily selected punishment 
imposed on them by God. This conception of hell rejects at least tenet (4), but in certain 
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is made, and one believes the threat is real and not a bluff, it seems that any 
decision made in response to it is coerced. But if this is true, how can one’s 
response (to receive God’s grace, to accept Christ, to give one’s life to the 
Lord—however one wishes to put it) be a free decision?

An analogy might be helpful here. Suppose that a person is exasper-
ated by his inability to make his beloved love him in return. Suppose that, 
driven mad with frustration, he takes his beloved hostage, holding a gun 
to his beloved’s head and demanding that she love him. On the one hand, 
the man wants his beloved to know that there is a loaded gun pointed at 
her head; he wants her to know that “he means business” and that there 
will be serious consequences if she chooses to continue not to love him. 
But the problem, of course, is that his action of threatening her in this 
manner renders it impossible that she now love him in return, regardless 
of whether she would have eventually come to love him had he refrained 
from taking her hostage and from threatening her. She very likely will say 
that she loves him to try to appease him; she very likely will try her best 
to act as if she loves him—at least, for as long as she is held captive—in 
order to maximize her chances of survival. But she surely cannot begin to 
genuinely love him in response to a demand to do so that is accompanied 
by a threat of being killed if she refuses.

The revelation of hell seems to be like the gun at the beloved’s head. 
Though it might be controversial whether, and the degree to which, ordi-
nary levels of coercion undermine moral freedom and responsibility, it 
certainly seems plausible that there is a level of coercion beyond which it 
is psychologically impossible for a person not to comply.9 If there is any 
such level, then the threat of hell, given that it is maximally coercive,10 is 

versions it rejects other tenets as well. Lewis e.g. argues that “the doors of hell are locked 
on the inside” and that the damned, despite the fact that they may wish to leave hell, “do 
not will even the first preliminary states of that self-abandonment through which alone 
the soul can reach any good” (The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 115–16). 
This view suggests that (3) is false—that it is metaphysically possible for those consigned 
to hell to escape, but that none, in fact, will to do what is necessary to escape. (Perhaps it is 
psychologically impossible for them to escape, even though it is metaphysically possible 
for them to do so.)

9 For an interesting and helpful discussion of the nature of freedom in the face of sig-
nificant threat, see Michael J. Murray, “Coercion and the Hiddenness of God,” American 
Philosophical Quarterly, 30/1 (1993): 27–35. Interestingly, Murray applies his insights to the 
threat of hell; see my n. 11.

10 This is based on the assumption that hell is the worst thing that could happen to 
a person, combined with something like the following principle: the degree of coercion 
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one that undermines a free response.11 If, upon hearing the revelation, 
one genuinely believes it to be true, one has no real choice but to do what-
ever one believes one can do in order to avoid the fate of hell. Refusal 

involved in a threat is in part a function of the negative value of the outcome that is threat-
ened. Loosely, if X is worse than Y, threatening a person with X for noncompliance is more 
coercive than threatening a person with Y, all other things being equal. The claim that the 
threat of hell is maximally coercive may need to be qualified a bit, however. The threat of 
imminent consignment to hell—say, in the next five minutes—would seem to be more 
coercive than the threat of eventual consignment to hell—say, in fifty years. (See Murray, 
“Coercion and the Hiddenness of God,” 32.) Indeed, this might seem to be the explanation 
of those who profess belief in hell but choose to “live it up” now with the intent of repent-
ing later. However, combined with one widely accepted theological claim and one obvious 
fact of human existence, the qualification may be unnecessary. The obvious fact is that 
sudden and unexpected death can befall anyone at any time; the widely accepted theo-
logical claim is that one’s eternal fate is sealed upon death. For anyone who accepts both, 
it seems irrational to regard the threat of hell upon death to be significantly less coercive 
than the threat of hell in the next five minutes, given that for all one knows, one will be 
dead in five minutes.

11 Murray recognizes that “the threat posed by the prospect of eternal damnation is 
equal to the strongest imaginable threat” and that “on the Christian story, it is nothing 
less than certain that the threat will be carried out if the conditions of the threat are not 
met” (“Coercion and the Hiddenness of God,” 33). Given that “the theist must provide 
some explanation for how this threat can be mitigated so as to prevent the compromising of 
human freedom,” Murray suggests the following solution: “My claim is that the hiddenness 
of God is required in order for free beings to be able to exercise their freedom in a morally 
significant manner given the strength of the threat implied by [the doctrine of hell]. . . . [I] f 
God desires that there be individuals with free-will who can use it in morally significant 
ways, then He must decrease the threat imminence of eternal and temporal punishment 
and He, in fact, does so by making the existence of the threat epistemically ambiguous. 
It is this epistemic ambiguity that we call the problem of the hiddenness of God” (33–4). 
Murray’s solution faces at least two problems, however. First, the notion of “epistemic 
threat imminence” is not developed clearly enough to do the work his solution requires. 
Murray introduces the notion vaguely as that which “explains why we believe that massive 
advertising campaigns are effective in reducing the incidence of smoking or drinking and 
driving” (32). He takes it that the purpose of such campaigns is not to inform—the dangers 
of these activities is already well known by the intended audience—but rather “to make the 
fact that these behaviors are dangerous more epistemically forceful” (32, italics in original). 
The idea then seems to be that divine hiddenness works in the opposite direction: it makes 
the threat of hell less epistemically forceful, thereby reducing the level of coercion enough 
to open up space for a free response. But note that divine hiddenness is crucially disanalo-
gous to the examples Murray discusses: unlike beliefs such as “smoking is dangerous,” the 
relevant belief here (“God exists”) is doubted by a great many people. Because of this dis-
analogy, it is not altogether clear how the category of epistemic threat imminence applies 
in the case of divine hiddenness. Second, and more to the point for the present discussion, 
Murray’s solution appears to offer no help to the kind of individual under discussion in 
the present chapter: one who genuinely believes the doctrine of hell. Insofar as Murray’s 
solution is successful, it extends a measure of freedom to those who doubt God’s existence 
and, a fortiori, any threat purportedly issued by God. It remains unexplained how one who 
genuinely believes the doctrine of hell could respond freely to God.



210 R. Zachary Manis

is psychologically impossible under such circumstances.12 But freedom 
requires the psychological possibility of being able to do otherwise:13 if 
it is psychologically impossible for an agent S to choose to perform some 
action A, then S is not free—in the relevant sense—to do A, and con-
versely, if it is psychologically impossible for S to choose not to perform 
A, then S is not free—in the relevant sense—not to do A. The revelation of 
hell thus seems to negate the freedom of those who fully accept it.14

But as orthodoxy has it, God wants individuals to freely choose to 
love Him, obey Him, worship Him, and be in communion with Him 
for all eternity. This, according to tradition, is the primary reason God 
has endowed mankind with the capacity for free choice: He wants to 
bestow His love on us and to receive our love, obedience, and worship 
in return. But genuine love is given freely: it is love given by one who has 
the ability to withhold the love, but who chooses to give it anyway. God’s 
love is surely bestowed on mankind freely. But the doctrine of hell, in 

12 I  will not here attempt a precise or technical characterization of psychological 
impossibility, but I intend the term to denote that which one simply could not bring one-
self to do, even if doing so is possible in some other sense. To take a graphic example, it is 
physically possible for one to intentionally stab one’s mother through the eye with an ice 
pick, but if one is not deranged, it is psychologically impossible for one to do such a thing. 
To take an example more to the point of the present discussion, if one believed that one’s 
life could be spared only by giving an armed mugger the two dollars in one’s wallet, refus-
ing to hand over the money would be, for the average person, psychologically impossible.

13 In making this claim, I am assuming that compatibilism is false. Accepting com-
patibilism would by no means make the problem of hell easier, however, as Calvinist treat-
ments of hell so aptly demonstrate. However, the claim that freedom requires being able to 
do otherwise—a version of the Principle of Alternate Possibilities (PAP)—is rejected even 
by some proponents of libertarianism. (See e.g. Eleonore Stump, “Moral Responsibility 
without Alternative Possibilities,” in Michael McKenna and David Widerker (eds), 
Moral Responsibility and Alternative Possibilities: Essays on the Importance of Alternative 
Possibilities (Aldershot: Ashgate Press, 2003), 139–58.) Rather than digress into the volu-
minous literature on Frankfurt-style counterexamples and the arguments that might be 
given for and against the different versions of PAP, I will simply note that the assumption 
I have made at this point in the main text is controversial, but it is one still accepted by 
many philosophers. More to the point, perhaps, it is one accepted by many who accept the 
traditional view of hell.

14 Viewed in this light, Swinburne’s theodicy of hell takes an ironic turn. A defender 
of the choice model, Swinburne argues that “Free will is a good thing, and for God to 
override it for whatever cause is to all appearances a bad thing”; it is plausible, Swinburne 
thinks, that even God does not have “[the] right to prevent people from destroying their 
own souls” (“A Theodicy of Heaven and Hell,” in Alfred J. Freddoso (ed.), The Existence 
and Nature of God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 48–9). If the 
objection under discussion is sound, then Swinburne’s view implies that God does “a bad 
thing” that He does not have the “right” to do: namely, undermine human free will with 
respect to the choice of whether to accept or reject God.
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its traditional interpretation, seems to undermine the freedom of crea-
tures to make a decision to love and obey God in return; it replaces the 
request for obedience with a demand for obedience that is backed by the 
threat of the worst imaginable harm for failure to comply.15 The only ones 
who can refuse the demand, it seems, are those who do not really believe 
the threat. But then, this seems to make the revelation of hell either use-
less or counterproductive: it is useless to those who disbelieve it, and it is 
counterproductive to those who do believe it, for it renders the believers 
incapable of doing what is required of them in the manner in which God 
wants them to do it. Thus (A1) is false: one ought not believe in hell, for 
one ought not do anything (including form any belief) that makes loving 
God impossible. And (A2) likewise is false: far from being edifying, belief 
in hell precludes all possible spiritual edification, which has its basis in 
the love of God.

One might initially be inclined to think this is a problem only for those 
who accept proposition (4) of the traditional view, that consignment to 
hell is a divine punishment, and that by giving up this part of the doc-
trine—such as proponents of the choice model of hell typically do16—one 
could avoid the problem altogether. If the purpose of hell is not punitive, 
then the revelation of hell is not a threat. If consignment to hell is the 
natural consequence of one’s choices, rather than an arbitrary penalty 
imposed by God, and if consignment to hell occurs only by one’s own 
free choice, then there is no coercion involved in the revelation of the 
doctrine of hell. The revelation is not a threat, but a warning. Its purpose 
is to warn all human persons of an impending danger, with the intent that 
they might take appropriate action to avoid it. The revelation of hell is thus 
an act of divine love, motivated by concern for His creatures. No coercion is 
involved, and thus the problem evaporates.17

15 Imagine if God instead required each person to choose between eternal communion 
with Him and eternal residence in an earthly paradise. Would not the choice for God in 
such circumstances seem to be much freer, much more an expression of genuine love, than 
the choice for God in circumstances in which the only alternative is eternal torment?

16 See e.g. Kvanvig, The Problem of Hell, especially chs 3 and 4.
17 It should be noted that not all proponents of the choice model view hell as the natural 

consequence of sin in this way. Kvanvig e.g. takes hell to be the explicit object of prefer-
ence of the damned: i.e. the damned choose consignment to hell, not simply acts whose 
natural consequence is consignment to hell. The point can be modified to accommodate 
such views, however. Perhaps the revelation of hell is a divine warning of what the choice 
to reject God really amounts to. Again, the intention is not to threaten, but rather to warn, 
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I readily concede that the problem under discussion is much more severe 
for those who endorse (4);18 however, the problem remains in at least a miti-
gated form for those who accept only (1) through (3). It seems plausible that 
if the revelation of hell is a warning and not a threat, then it is not coercive.19 
It is far less clear, however, that the revelation leaves free choice intact. The 
warning is that if a person fails to take a certain course of action, the result 
will be maximally bad—infinitely bad—for that person. If the warning is 
genuinely believed, how could a choice to eschew this course of action be 
psychologically possible for the agent?20 If it is not psychologically possible, 
the end result is the same: the agent’s response does not count as free.

4.
A related doxastic problem plagues Christian ethics. According to the 
Apostle Paul, the principal command on which the whole of Christian 

to make each person’s choice fully informed, with the divine hope that each person will 
choose, in light of this knowledge, what is in her own best interest.

18 If the problem is decisive against any punitive model of hell, this includes standard 
versions of annihilationism, which endorse (4) but reject a different part of the “core” of 
the traditional view (at least proposition (3), and perhaps also (2)). I would certainly con-
cede, however, that the threat of eternal conscious suffering is far worse than the threat 
of annihilation, so I would not consider the threat of annihilation maximally coercive. 
Whether it is nevertheless coercive enough to undermine a free response I leave the reader 
to decide.

19 This is plausible, though not self-evident. Here is a thought experiment to con-
sider: A parent becomes aware of the high rate of methamphetamine abuse among teens 
at his son’s high school. Concerned that his son might be tempted to experiment, he shows 
him photos from the “Faces of Meth” anti-drug campaign. His intention is that, in allow-
ing his son to see firsthand the devastating effects of long–term meth use, his son will be 
too afraid to ever try the drug himself. Note the crucial features of the scenario: (i) the 
imparting of knowledge to S, (ii) with the intent of instilling fear in S, (iii) to order to moti-
vate S to perform (or not perform) certain actions, (iv) solely out of concern for S’s own 
well-being. My guess is that readers will have different intuitions about whether actions of 
this type count as coercive: some will take the combination of (ii) and (iii) to be sufficient 
for coercion, while others will take (iv) to be incompatible with coercion.

20 One might object that the “Faces of Meth” thought experiment in the previous 
footnote actually counts against this conclusion. After all, the son might look at the pho-
tos, then go on to try meth at some future time anyway. But if the son does so, it is likely 
because he does not genuinely believe that he will experience the consequences of disre-
garding the warning (perhaps the son believes he will try meth “just this once” and not 
become addicted). It is less likely, though still possible, that his choice is accompanied by 
a conscious acceptance of the consequences to follow, but if so, he must regard the bad in 
so acting to be outweighed by some good to be attained (e.g. the high) or some other bad 
to be avoided (e.g. some present pain from which he desires escape). In this case, however, 
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ethics is based is “Love your neighbor as yourself.”21 According to 
scriptures, loving others is a necessary condition of salvation.22 But the 
revelation of hell, when combined with these teachings, creates sev-
eral problems for Christian ethics. One of these problems is both more 
commonly recognized and more easily managed than the other; I will 
address this problem first.

The first problem is one of moral motivation. The revelation of hell 
encourages one to think about one’s relation to the neighbor in terms 
of self-interest, and this undermines the proper moral motivation that 
Christian love presupposes. Christian love is agapeistic: a self-sacrificing 
love that is concerned with promoting the good of the other, even at great 
personal cost. This is the love that Jesus both demonstrates and com-
mands of his disciples. The revelation of hell, by contrast, introduces 
the ultimate motivation for thinking in terms of one’s own self-interest, 
and thus it seems completely out of sync with other Christian doctrines 
and requirements of the Christian life. Once it is accepted that loving 
the neighbor is a necessary condition of salvation, and thus a necessary 
condition of avoiding hell, it seems that this could not, for any rational 
agent, fail to be among the reasons for loving the neighbor. Yet if one 
loves one’s neighbors for this reason, then one is treating one’s neighbors 
as mere means—a means for avoiding hell—rather than treating them as 
ends-in-themselves. Behavior thus motivated is neither genuinely moral 
nor a genuine display of Christian love. It seems, then, that to the degree 
one takes seriously the doctrine of hell, one will tend to think about and 
treat others in a way that is contrary to the way one is commanded as a 
Christian to think about and treat others.

This problem is not overly difficult to answer, though some may be 
tempted to give the wrong answer. It might seem that the problem is 
best managed by appealing to the doctrine of double effect. One’s beliefs 
about the consequences of a certain action can be motivationally sepa-
rate from one’s intentions in performing the action. To take a standard 

the situation is not analogous to genuine belief in the warning of hell, because hell is max-
imally bad; nothing thereby avoided could be as bad as hell, and no good thereby attained 
could outweigh it.

21 Romans 13: 9, Galations 5: 14. Jesus also cites this as the second most important com-
mand, just under “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind and with all your strength” (Mark 12: 30). Obviously, one command 
is intended to sum up a person’s duty to the neighbor; the other sums up her duty to God.

22 See 1 Corinthians 13, Mark 12: 28–34, Matthew 7: 21–3, 22: 34–40, 25: 31–46, and James 2.
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example, I know that if I drive my car to the store it will wear down the 
tread on my tires a bit, but it does not follow that wearing down my tires 
is among my reasons for driving to the store. Likewise, it might be argued 
that just because one believes loving the neighbor is necessary for one’s 
avoiding hell, it does not follow that hell-avoidance is among one’s inten-
tions in loving the neighbor. Thus loving the neighbor is perfectly com-
patible with a thoroughgoing belief in hell.

The problem with this argument is that it is highly implausible that 
one could believe a certain action is necessary to avoid hell and yet 
regard hell-avoidance as a merely foreseen but unintended conse-
quence of performing the action. Consider an analogous case: an agent 
S believes (i) that given the weather, today is a nice day for a walk in the 
park, and (ii) that taking a walk in the park today is necessary to meet 
the demands of a terrorist who has kidnapped S’s child and threatened 
to kill the child if S does not comply. Is it psychologically possible for S 
to take a walk, believing that taking the walk will save the child’s life, 
but being motivated only by the desire to enjoy the weather? Surely not, 
assuming S is not insane. Likewise, conscious belief that X-ing promotes 
hell-avoidance cannot, for a rational agent, be separated from a motiva-
tion to X. Insofar as a rational creature S consciously regards X-ing to be 
necessary for S’s avoiding hell, S must regard this as a reason to X: that is, 
S must intend the avoidance of hell in X-ing. Regarding hell-avoidance 
as a merely foreseen but unintended consequence of X-ing would be psy-
chologically impossible for S in these circumstances, and thus appeal 
to the doctrine of double effect is the wrong strategy for handling this 
problem.

The right strategy is one that invokes the distinction between treating 
the neighbor as a means and treating the neighbor as a mere means. It is 
a plausible ethical principle that genuine neighbor love requires uphold-
ing one’s moral duty to the neighbor, which in turn requires treating 
one’s neighbors as ends-in-themselves rather than as mere means to 
one’s ends. But treating persons as ends-in-themselves does not require 
that one’s only reason for acting a certain way is that one perceives it 
to be one’s duty. One could act morally even if, among one’s reasons 
for acting, one perceives that the action will likely result in a certain 
amount of pleasure to oneself (perhaps one finds joy in helping others, 
for example). Treating one’s neighbors as ends-in-themselves requires 
taking the fact that a certain action toward the neighbor is obligatory to 
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be a sufficient reason for performing the action. Perhaps the action will 
result in pleasure to oneself, but if one’s motivation is properly moral, 
one would perform the action even if it did not. In this way, counterfac-
tual considerations are salient in assessing whether one’s motivations 
are properly moral.23

Applying the distinction to the doxastic problem under discussion, we 
arrive at the following solution. Insofar as one believes that loving the 
neighbor is necessary for salvation, one treats one’s neighbors as means 
to one’s own end (salvation) in loving them. But one does not treat them 
as mere means, so long as one takes the duty to love to be a sufficient rea-
son to love them: i.e. so long as one would still love them, out of duty, even 
if one did not believe that loving them had this additional “personal ben-
efit.” Thus, the belief that loving the neighbor is necessary for one’s own 
salvation does not automatically imply that one’s motivation in loving 
the neighbor is impure or morally deficient.24

Some hyper-Kantians might object that if self-interest plays any role in 
motivating one to love the neighbor, then one still fails to act morally. But 
this view, whether or not anyone actually holds it, is simply implausible. 
The one who takes pleasure in doing good to others is not disqualified 
as a moral agent on that count; nor is the one whose motives for doing 
good include the desire to become a better person. The same applies to 
the one motivated in part by a desire for eternal happiness. One can plau-
sibly claim, as Jerry Walls does, that even though “the traditional doc-
trine of hell does appeal to our self-interest as a reason to love God and 
be moral . . . not all self-interest is selfish”; rather, “proper self-interest is a 
legitimate part of genuine moral motivation.”25

23 As the reader might suspect, I believe this is the way to begin working out a plaus-
ible response to the Kantian problem of the conscientious misanthrope, though I will not 
undertake that task here.

24 One could e.g. endorse the Kierkegaardian view that God has so created the world 
that human fulfillment comes only through loving others, which is a matter of helping 
others to love God. According to Kierkegaard’s (in)famous middle-term thesis, “to love 
God is to love oneself truly; to help another person to love God is to love another person; to 
be helped by another person to love God is to be loved” (Works of Love, ed. and tr. Howard 
V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 106–7 and 120, 
italics in original). The quest for eternal happiness is not, on the Kierkegaardian view, a 
selfish effort: one achieves one’s highest fulfillment by helping others to achieve theirs. 
For more on this topic, see my “Foundations for a Kierkegaardian Account of Moral 
Obligation,” Southwest Philosophy Review, 25/1 (2009): 71–81.

25 Walls, Hell, 155.
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5.
There is a second problem concerning neighbor love, however, which is 
not so easily dismissed. To see it, recall the verse mentioned at the begin-
ning of this chapter:

There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to 
do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. (1 John 
4: 18, NIV)

Given the centrality of agape love to Christian doctrine in general, 
and to Christian ethics in particular, this is an important teaching.26 
An antithesis between fear and love is established here, and, applied to 
Christian ethics, it suggests that one cannot love the neighbor genuinely 
if one is motivated by fear. But when combined with the doctrine of hell 
and the teaching that love for one’s neighbor is necessary to avoid hell, a 
paradox emerges. One is threatened with damnation if one fails to love 
the neighbor, and thus it seems unavoidable, for one who accepts these 
teachings, that one will be motivated to love the neighbor at least in part 
out of fear. But such love, according to the author of 1 John, is not genu-
ine love at all, for “there is no fear” in genuine love. Thus the paradox: if 
loving the neighbor is necessary to avoid hell, then belief in the revela-
tion of hell makes it psychologically impossible to do what one must do 
to avoid hell. One can be saved only insofar as either (1) one does not 
believe in hell or (2) one somehow manages to block out of one’s mind 
one’s belief in hell, in order that one might be able to love the neigh-
bor without fear. Thus the revelation of hell appears either pointless or 
counterproductive, and squarely at odds with theological assumptions 
(A1) and (A2).27

6.
The teaching that “perfect love drives out fear” has a second applica-
tion, one which leads to yet another doxastic problem. The problem is 
that belief in hell seems to be incompatible with Christian worship. As 

26 The verse comes from one of the most celebrated passages in all of the New 
Testament: the passage that teaches that God is love (1 John 4: 7–21).

27 Note that, once again, the doctrine of double effect offers no help here. The point is 
not that one’s motives or intentions are impure insofar as one loves the neighbor in order 
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Christians understand it, worship is not simply a matter of external obe-
dience; it is also a matter of one’s heart. Worshiping God requires accept-
ing (as well as proclaiming) that God is holy. The traditional problem of 
hell alleges that the doctrine of hell is inconsistent with the love, justice, 
and/or goodness of God, and a long line of critics, from J. S. Mill to David 
Lewis, have decried as positively evil any divine being who permits hell.28 
If one accepts these arguments, then of course one commits oneself to 
claiming that a god who permits hell is unworthy of worship. But even 
if one rejects such arguments, a doxastic problem remains, for to wor-
ship God is not only to submit to God in obedience and to accept that 
God is holy; worship also requires loving God. As we have seen, scrip-
ture teaches that perfect love drives out fear. But how could genuine 
acceptance of the doctrine of hell not be accompanied by fear? Christians 
throughout the history of the Church would surely attest that, to the 
degree that one believes in hell, reflecting upon and deeply internal-
izing the doctrine, one tends to be tormented, even paralyzed, by fear. 
Consequently, belief in hell seems incompatible with worship, the most 
basic and fundamental of all Christian practices, and (A1) and (A2) seem 
to be false with respect to the doctrine of hell.29

It might be objected that a crucial premise of the arguments—that 
love is incompatible with fear—is false. After all, the fear of the Lord is 
a prominent theme throughout all of scripture, and nearly always it is 
regarded positively. The psalmist, for example, tells us that “the fear of 
the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,” and surely the type of wisdom 
extolled in scripture is compatible with love for the Lord.30 1 John 4: 18 
must not, then, teach an antithesis between love and fear, and it must be 
that there is no such antithesis.

to avoid hell. The point is that genuine belief in hell induces fear, which according to scrip-
tures is incompatible with loving the neighbor properly, which according to scriptures is 
necessary for avoiding hell. Appeal to the doctrine of double effect is useless in answering 
this line of reasoning.

28 See ch. 2 of John Stuart Mill, Autobiography (London: Longmans, Green, Reader, & 
Dyer, 1874), and David Lewis, “Divine Evil,” in Louise M. Antony (ed.), Philosophers with-
out Gods: Meditations on Atheism and the Secular Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 231–42.

29 For further remarks on the pragmatic inconsistency between worship and belief in 
hell, see Marilyn McCord Adams, “The Problem of Hell: A Problem of Evil for Christians,” 
in Eleonore Stump (ed.), Reasoned Faith (Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University 
Press, 1993), 305–6.

30 Psalm 111: 10. See also Proverbs 1: 7 and 9: 10.
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The problem with this objection is that the kind of fear referenced in  
1 John 4: 18 is a kind that “has to do with punishment,” and this certainly 
seems an apt description of the kind of fear associated with hell. Jesus 
refers to hell as a place of “everlasting punishment,”31 and this language 
must be accommodated by all who take scriptures to be authoritative, 
including those who reject the thesis that the purpose of hell is retribu-
tion. The most reasonable conclusion to draw, then, is that more than 
one kind of fear is addressed in scripture. The fear of the Lord—how-
ever we might understand this notion—is one kind of fear, the fear of 
hell another. But then the original problem remains: the doctrine of hell 
induces fear which is incompatible with love, and love is necessary for 
worship; thus belief in hell impedes worship and is unedifying.

7.
A fifth problem surrounds the issue of what motivation one must have 
in order to be able to accept God’s grace, which, according to orthodoxy, 
is necessary for salvation. Some have suggested that, were one to try to 
accept God’s grace out of a concern to receive the happiness of heaven, 
one would thereby be ineligible for receiving God’s grace. Richard 
Swinburne writes,

A man who sought the happiness of heaven for its own sake could not find it 
while that was his goal, for it is the happiness which comes from doing certain 
actions for their own sake. The happiness of heaven is a happiness which comes 
to those who are not seeking it.32

Presumably, what goes for heaven goes for hell as far as the issue of moti-
vation is concerned.33 If it is wrong to accept God’s grace in order to 
secure the happiness of heaven, then it is also wrong to accept it in order 
to avoid the horrors of hell. But if this is so, and if the earlier remarks 

31 Matthew 25: 46.
32 Swinburne, “A Theodicy of Heaven and Hell,” 50.
33 Swinburne suggests as much: “True, the news of heaven might provide an initial 

incentive for a bad man to pursue the good way, which he might later come to pursue for 
better reasons. (Heaven and hell have often been preached for this purpose.) But clearly, if 
you encourage a man to pursue happiness (or everlasting life), he is likely to continue to do 
so. In this way, by pursuing happiness (or everlasting life) rather than goodness, he might 
fail to find the happiness which he might otherwise have got” (“A Theodicy of Heaven and 
Hell,” 50, emphasis added).
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about the psychology of genuine belief in hell are correct, then it seems 
virtually impossible that those who believe in hell can accept God’s grace 
for the right reasons.

At first, this problem might appear to be essentially the same as the first 
problem of neighbor love discussed in section 4. There, the problem was 
one of moral motivation: it initially seemed that loving the neighbor with 
the intent of avoiding hell is incompatible with treating the neighbor mor-
ally, and thus incompatible with truly loving the neighbor. Here, the prob-
lem is one of religious motivation: accepting God’s grace for the sake of 
avoiding hell seems (to Swinburne at least) not to be the kind of response 
to the Gospel that God requires for salvation. It might be thought, then, 
that the solution to the two problems would be roughly the same. The for-
mer problem was solved by recognizing that one can treat the neighbor as 
a means without treating the neighbor as a mere means. Perhaps the solu-
tion applies here as well, with minor modification. An improper response 
to the Gospel is one that treats God as a mere means to securing eternal 
happiness for oneself, whereas a proper response is one that (i) takes receiv-
ing God’s grace to be morally obligatory and (ii) takes this to provide a suf-
ficient reason for doing so, independent of the personal benefit of salvation.

The problem with this response, however, is that this way of receiv-
ing God’s grace is very much contrary to the way the Gospel is typically 
preached and the usual way it has been accepted. Typically, an appeal is 
made to the welfare of the unbeliever, who is encouraged to accept the 
Gospel for her own sake, to secure her own eternal happiness and avoid 
an otherwise inevitable eternal misery. Rarely is this presented as a sec-
ondary reason for accepting God’s grace, with duty being presented as 
primary. It is doubtful that many who receive the Gospel do so out of 
motives as exalted as Swinburne seems to require.

Interestingly, Swinburne goes on to write:

Perhaps the best compromise would be for God to let people know that there is 
some chance of their going to heaven if they lead a good life [and of “losing their 
soul” in some sense if they lead a bad life], but only some chance—to avoid to 
some extent the danger of men pursuing heaven for the wrong reasons and so 
losing it. And indeed the knowledge situation of most people in most societies 
has been just this.34

34 Swinburne, “A Theodicy of Heaven and Hell,” 51, bracketed comment in original. 
These passages also appear, with minor modification, in Swinburne, Faith and Reason 
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 155–6.
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In the next section, I will contend that, far from improving the situation, 
the uncertainty surrounding the matter of one’s eternal fate is a factor 
that further complicates the psychology surrounding the revelation of 
hell and further entrenches the problem.

8.
It seems fair to conjecture that the majority of those who claim to believe 
in hell these days do not believe themselves to be in danger personally 
of ever being consigned to hell. But it is doubtful that many theists have 
strong rational grounds for excluding this possibility altogether—even 
if they have grounds for hoping they will escape hell, or even grounds 
for thinking they likely will—which leads to the sixth and final doxastic 
problem I wish to discuss. If one believes that hell is a reality and yet one 
cannot be absolutely certain (i.e. possessing something akin to Cartesian 
certainty) that hell is not one’s own fate, then it becomes rational to wish 
that one had never lived—that one had never existed at all—so that there 
would not be even the possibility of one’s ending up in hell. To see this, 
imagine a Rawlsian “veil of ignorance” scenario in which, prior to being 
embodied, God gives a person (a disembodied soul, let us suppose) a 
choice: either to be born and live a full human life—which, let us stip-
ulate, must eventually result either in eternal salvation or eternal dam-
nation—or to be immediately annihilated. Without knowing anything 
about the details of the life that would be lived, or the post-mortem end 
result, including the likelihood that that end result would be salvation 
rather than damnation, might not an ideally rational soul choose anni-
hilation?35 Gamblers prone to taking “all or nothing” bets are generally 
regarded as foolhardy, not as perfectly rational. Why think the situa-
tion changes as the stakes get higher? If anything, recklessness increases 
in direct proportion to the magnitude of the potential loss. And if the 
potential loss is great enough, the bet is reckless even if the objective 
probability of a winning outcome is high. Imagine a game of Russian 
Roulette with a twenty-round revolver, a bullet in only one chamber, and 
a large monetary payoff if one survives. The fact that the odds are in one’s 
favor does not change the matter: taking the bet is still reckless at best, 
and most would consider it the height of foolishness.

35 Marilyn Adams considers a similar thought experiment in “The Problem of Hell,” 305.
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Applying these intuitions to the Rawlsian scenario, we reach a trou-
bling conclusion. Though heaven be a state of unfathomable bliss and 
thus a great good for one if it is one’s own final destination, existence 
could seem, to a perfectly rational person, to be too much of a risk so 
long as one cannot wholly eliminate the possibility of hell as one’s fate. 
Because of this, the doctrine of hell can make the one who truly believes 
it wish that she had never been born.36 The irony, of course, is that the 
Christian Gospel is preached as a message of hope. It is intended to be 
the Good News—at least, to all who hear and believe it. But with the 
revelation of hell as a part of it, the Christian message could easily make 
a person wish never to have been a part of such a high-stakes game. It 
could easily produce the feeling that one has been thrown into existence 
against one’s will. When the Gospel is heard primarily as the revelation 
that damnation could be one’s own fate, the doctrine of hell threatens 
to crowd out all other aspects of the Christian message.

Not only might the doctrine lead one to lament one’s own birth, it might 
also lead one to see it as a moral obligation not to willingly subject oth-
ers to the same fate: that is, the fate of existence. Kenneth Einar Himma 
has argued this point recently in “Birth as a Grave Misfortune:  The 
Traditional Doctrine of Hell and Christian Salvific Exclusivism.”37 He 
writes:

In particular, I argue that it is morally wrong, given these traditional Christian doc-
trines [Christian exclusivism and the traditional doctrine of hell], to bring a child in 
the world when the odds that he or she will spend an eternal afterlife suffering the 
torments of hell are as significantly high as they would be if these two doctrines are 
true.38

Though Himma intends the argument to function as a modus tollens argu-
ment, leading one to reject either Christian exclusivism or the traditional 
doctrine of hell (or both), one committed to these doctrines might instead 
find in Himma’s essay a compelling modus ponens argument.39

36 This is not to say that it would be better for her never to have existed. Had she never 
existed, there would not be a “her” to have benefited. But this fact does not render incoher-
ent her wish that she had never existed.

37 In Joel Buenting (ed.), The Problem of Hell: A Philosophical Anthology (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2010), 179–98.

38 Himma, “Birth as a Grave Misfortune,” 179.
39 Following a recent panel discussion on the problem of evil and hell, a woman shared 

with me that before her children were born, she had prayed fervently that she not be 
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Even if the message of hell does not lead one to such extreme conclu-
sions—in fact, even if one does not believe the message—the revelation of 
hell can make the “Good News” seem to be anything but good news. The 
Gospel brings with it the message that hell is a possibility for everyone and, 
at least on some interpretations, the actual fate of many (perhaps even the 
majority). The message of doom threatens to overwhelm the message of 
hope.40 Because of this, the Christian view, ironically, can seem to make 
atheism appear optimistic. Compared to the possibility of masses consigned 
to hell, atheism offers the hope that everyone simply ceases to exist at the 
time of his or her death. Viewed in this light, atheism could easily seem to be 
the real message of hope,41 and Christianity the message which induces one 
to despair.42

I am not suggesting that either of these reactions constitutes the only 
reasonable way to respond to the Gospel with its accompanying message 
of the reality of hell, or that such a reaction follows of necessity for any-
one who believes it. I am claiming that such a response seems to be at 
least rational. Perhaps the point can be put: To the extent that one deeply 
internalizes the doctrine of hell, one may be tempted to despair of the 
human condition. But this is in itself, I think, a troubling consequence of 
the traditional conception of hell, and a genuine problem for those who 
endorse it.

allowed to conceive any child who would grow up to reject God. Now the mother of two 
grown sons who in her assessment have wandered far from the faith, she lamented that she 
had ever had them.

40 Compare: A king sends messengers throughout his kingdom to declare to the peas-
ants the following message: “Good news everyone! The king has decreed that at the end of 
the month, most of you will be dragged off to the palace torture chambers, to be subjected 
to the most exquisite torments your bodies can withstand until your deaths. Some of you, 
however, will be invited to a palace ball instead!”

41 Consider the message of the recent “Atheist Bus Campaign” sponsored by the British 
Humanist Association: “There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your 
life.” In a BBC news article, BHA chief executive Hanne Stinson is quoted as saying, “We 
see so many posters advertising salvation through Jesus or threatening us with eternal 
damnation, that I feel sure that a bus advert like this will be welcomed as a breath of fresh 
air” (<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/7681914.stm>).

42 Against those who claim that rejecting the doctrine of hell leads inevitably to moral 
and religious laxity, Marilyn Adams writes, “My pastoral experience suggests, on the 
contrary, that the disproportionate threat of hell . . . produces despair that masquerades as 
skepticism, rebellion, and unbelief. If your father threatens to kill you if you disobey him, 
you may cower in terrorized submission, but you may also (reasonably) run away from 
home” (“The Problem of Hell,” 325).
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9.
In this chapter, I have argued that there are strong reasons to believe that 
the revelation of the doctrine of hell undermines human free choice with 
respect to one’s response to the Gospel, that the fear such belief produces 
is incompatible with both genuine neighbor love and authentic worship, 
that it poisons one’s motive for accepting the Gospel, and that it could 
rationally lead one to wish that one had never been born. These argu-
ments suggest that (A1) and (A2)—theological assumptions so basic they 
seem all but impossible to give up—are false when applied to the doctrine 
of hell. In numerous ways, the revelation of the doctrine of hell seems 
to bring about a situation in which it becomes psychologically impos-
sible to do what is required to avoid hell, and in numerous ways, belief 
in hell seems incompatible with other beliefs, actions, and attitudes that 
are fundamental to the faith. To put it mildly, belief in hell is mired in 
paradox.

Obviously, these arguments could be taken, individually and collec-
tively, to be part of a cumulative case for universalism. Committed as 
I am to orthodox Christian theism, however, I assume there must be an 
adequate solution to all of the problems I have presented. I hope else-
where to develop such a solution.43 My intention for the present chapter is 
simply to spur further reflection in the Christian community about these 
matters, and to make it clear that one of the requirements of any adequate 
solution to the problem of hell is that it must give some answer to the set 
of doxastic problems discussed here, and perhaps to others as well.

43 To be clear: I hope to eventually produce an adequate solution, but my conviction 
that the problems I have presented are solvable is not hinged on this hope.


