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Paul and Universalism

Christopher Tuckett

The problems of using the word “apocalyptic” and its cognates in relation to 
study of Jewish and Christian texts in antiquity are well known. The term is of 
course primarily a modern one (though the opening of the book of Revelation 
calls itself in a quasi-“title” an ἀποκάλυψις. How to define what is an “apoca-
lypse,” what can or should count as “apocalyptic,” whether it is sensible to talk 
about “apocalypticism,” whether there are genuinely “apocalyptic ideas,” or 
“apocalyptic ways of speaking,” the relationship (if any) between “apocalyptic” 
and eschatology, are all issues which have no clear, unambiguous answers. And 
indeed it is in this broad area that the person in whose honour this book is 
dedicated has made such a powerful impact.1

Chris Rowland’s most significant contribution was perhaps to question 
the existence of any intrinsic link between apocalyptic and eschatology and 
to insist that the heart of “apocalyptic” lies in the idea of revelation of divine 
secrets, mediated through dreams, visions or special revelations. However, 
Rowland himself would not deny that a number of “apocalyptic” texts dis-
play a significant interest in eschatology, even if we cannot and should not 
equate apocalyptic with eschatology tout court.2  One basic approach of many 
(Rowland included) is to start from a group of texts which seem to be sig-
nificantly similar to each other: these are texts including e.g. such as Daniel,  
1 Enoch, 4 Ezra, the Sybilline Oracles, 2 and 3 Baruch, 2 Enoch, the Apocalypse 
of Abraham, the Testament of Abraham. Such texts seem sufficiently close to 
each other, and different from others, to make it worthwhile to consider them 
together, giving them a common name (“apocalypses”) and attempting to iden-
tify what is common to such texts. Whether eschatological ideas constitute the 
most characteristic feature of these texts is debatable. On the other hand, it is 
undeniable that many of these texts do have a strong interest in eschatologi-
cal matters, and indeed may present ideas or features which are in some ways 

1 See the groundbreaking work of C. Rowland, The Open Heaven (London: SPCK, 1982), especially 
Part One, “What is Apocalyptic?” For another survey of the issues of definition, see J.J. Collins, 
The Apocalyptic Imagination. An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), ch. 1.

2 See Rowland, The Open Heaven, ch. 2: “Apocalyptic and Eschatology.”
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distinctive, without denying that such features recur in other texts as well.3 
In this sense, therefore, it may still be meaningful to talk about “apocalyptic 
eschatology,” meaning by this the kind of eschatology as might be found in 
texts identified as “apocalypses.”4

The aim of this essay is to discuss one aspect of Paul’s thought. Paul’s writ-
ings are clearly not “apocalypses”: they are letters and generically very different 
from texts such as Daniel, Revelation or 1 Enoch. Yet it may well be that Paul 
shares a number of common features with texts which have been labelled as 
“apocalypses,” and hence his language and ideas may be regarded as “apocalyp-
tic” in some sense. Certainly he discusses “eschatological” issues, and in some 
respects his eschatology could be deemed to be similar to that of “apocalypses,” 
and hence be appropriately described as “apocalyptic eschatology.”

The question (by no means a new one!) which this essay seeks to address is 
this: how far is Paul universalist in his thinking? Does Paul think that all human 
beings will ultimately be saved? Or does he think that only part of the human 
race will be saved, the rest being consigned to either eternal punishment or 
perhaps total annihilation? In one way, Paul is held up as the apostle above 
all of universalism: it is he who fights against any restriction of salvation to 
one particular ethnic group (i.e. Judaism) and insists that the gospel is for all 
people, both Jew and Gentile. But does he effectively replace one particular 
restriction on the sphere of salvation by another, replacing Jewish ethnicity by 
Christian “faith,” so that salvation is still restricted but simply by a different set 
of parameters and/or criteria?

The majority view is probably that Paul is not a universalist.5 In favour of 
this has been the appeal by many to several texts in Paul that speak variously 
of others “perishing,” being “condemned,” or being “destroyed” (cf. 1 Cor 1:18;  

3 See Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 11–12. The distinctiveness of such ideas is what is ques-
tioned by Rowland, Open Heaven, esp. 29–37, 71. 

4 See Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 11 (on “apocalyptic eschatology”): “the touchstone 
here must be the kind of eschatology that is found in the apocalypses.” Cf. too M.C. De Boer,  
The Defeat of Death. Apocalyptic Eschatology in 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 8 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1988), 22.

5 See e.g. R. Bultmann, The Theology of the New Testament 1 (London: SCM, 1952), 294, 
302–303; W.G. Kümmel, The Theology of the New Testament (London: SCM, 1973), 243–244; 
H. Ridderbos, Paul. An Outline of his Theology (London: SPCK, 1977), 341–342; R.P. Martin, 
Reconciliation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981), 100, 126, 232 etc.; E.P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian 
Judaism (London: SCM, 1977), 473–474, 515, 519; M. Wolter, Paulus. Ein Grundriss seiner 
Theologie (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2011), 435, and others.
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157Paul and Universalism

2 Cor 2:15–16; Rom 2:12; 1 Thess 5:3; 1 Cor 6:9).6 However, over against all these 
passages are a number of others where Paul appears to speak far more univer-
sally, apparently opening up the possibility that salvation is not just potentially 
open to all but will ultimately include all. Many of these are in sections of Paul’s 
letters where his language is more “apocalyptic” than in other sections. A num-
ber too arise in the sections where he develops his Adam typology, claiming 
both similarity and dissimilarity between the figures of Adam and Christ and 
the consequences of their actions.

 Romans 5.18

One of the (apparently) clearest cases is Rom 5:18: ῎Αρα οὖν ὡς δι᾽ ἑνὸς 
παραπτώματος εἰς πάντας ἀνθρώπους εἰς κατάκριμα, οὕτως καὶ δι᾽ ἑνὸς δικαιώματος 
εἰς πάντας ἀνθρώπους εἰς δικαίωσιν ζωῆς (“Therefore just as one man’s trespass 
led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justifica-
tion and life for all.”)7

The text seems clear and unambiguous: the two results of the actions  
of the “one man” in each half of the verse (Adam and Christ respectively) lead 
to universal consequences that affect “all.” It is universally agreed that the “all” 
in v. 18a really does mean all human beings (all human beings are in a state of 
condemnation as a result of Adam’s action). But not quite so many are ready 
to accept such a universal meaning in v. 18b. Such a claim seems to exclude 
any element of “faith” on the part of the recipients of the “life” that is available 
here. Various strategies are adopted by commentators and others wanting to 
evade the apparent clear meaning of what Paul says here. Dunn and Cranfield 
are clearly open to the possibility of Paul’s being universal in his claim here, 
though both express an element of reserve.8

6 See e.g. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 473; M.E. Boring, “The Language of Universal 
Salvation in Paul,” JBL 105 (1986), 269–292 (269, 273). The list could be extended very consid-
erably with other similar texts. 

7 English translations are from the NRSV unless otherwise stated.
8 C.E.B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975–79), 290: “It will be 

wise to take seriously the possibility that ‘all’ really does mean ‘all’ here, but at the same time 
to allow that this clause does not foreclose the question whether in the end all will actually 
come to share it [δικαίωσιν ζωῆς].” J.D.G. Dunn, Romans 1–8 (Dallas: Word, 1988), 297, seems 
more open, though also refers to v. 17 as possibly implying that an element of human respon-
sibility is necessary and that justification and life are not bestowed “automatically” (see also 
below).
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Others are much more critical. For example, Sanders claims that v. 19 quali-
fies v. 18: in v. 19 the reference is to “many,” not to “all,” as receiving the blessings 
of salvation, and Sanders argues that this must mean less than “all.”9 However, 
this seems rather forced exegesis: the “all” of v. 18b and v. 18a become “many” in 
v. 19b and v. 19a; and it would be difficult to sustain the view that Paul is trying 
to limit his claims about the universal human plight to apply only to “many” 
but not all in vv. 18a and 19a. Bultmann adopts a slightly different approach: he 
argues that the wording of v. 18 on its own might indeed imply a naïve univer-
salism. But this is due to Paul using language from an earlier “Gnostic myth.” 
Paul’s real view is to be found in v. 17 and the reference there to “receiving”  
(οἱ λαμβάνοντες), thus working into the language of the Gnostic myth some 
idea of active human response in faith to the preaching of the gospel.10 This 
too though is forced to make Paul mean something other than what he says.11

Perhaps though we should take seriously what Paul actually says, and even 
grant him the possibility that he might have “meant precisely what he said”! 
Certainly that should perhaps be the initial assumption in all exegesis. Further, 
one should note that this whole section in Rom 5 is dominated by the idea that 
the theme that the effects of the Christ event are so “much more” than the con-
sequences of Adam’s transgression: yet an interpretation that would imply that 
Paul is limiting salvation only to believers, i.e. to only a (very small) part of the 
human race, would surely fail to do justice to Paul’s repeated assertion about 
“how much more” the Christ event means compared with Adam’s sin. Hence, 
as Dunn says, “How, after all, can grace be ‘so much more’ in its effect if it is less 
universal than the effect of death?”12

9 Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 473. Against the view that “Paul meant precisely 
what he said,” there is “a fatal objection,” viz. the passages which refer to others perishing 
or being destroyed. Thus Paul “seems . . . rather to have been carried away by the force of 
his analogy and argued more than he intended,” and this is seen clearly in his modification 
of v. 18 here by v. 19.

10 See briefly Bultmann, Theology, 302–303; more fully in R. Bultmann, “Adam und Christus 
nach Römer 5,” ZNW 50 (1959), 145–165, repr. in R. Bultmann, Exegetica (Tübingen: 
J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1967), 424–444.

11 Bultmann writes: “Denn für die adamitische Menschheit gab es keine Wahl zwischen 
Tod und Leben, sondern alle waren dem Tode verfallen. Nach logischer Konsequenz 
müβten nach Christus all Menschen das Leben erhalten. Natürlich meint das Paulus 
nicht” (Exegetica, 437). But it is not just a matter of a “logical consequence,” it is what Paul 
actually says in v. 18!

12 Dunn, Romans 1–8, 297; cf. too Boring, “Universal Salvation,” 285: “The thrust of the 
passage as a whole points to universal salvation, for Paul repeatedly makes the point that 
Christ is not simply parallel to Adam but his deed is much more significant than Adam’s. 
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159Paul and Universalism

Thus the text here seems to imply clearly that salvation will ultimately be 
for all human beings.

 1 Cor 15:22

Rom 5:18 is often coupled with 1 Cor 15:22. Both occur as part of Paul’s develop-
ment of his Adam typology, comparing and contrasting the actions and fates 
of Adam and Christ and the consequences for others. In Rom 5 the emphasis is 
on the negative consequences of Adam’s actions for (all) other human beings, 
and the way in which the Christ event reverses all these, primarily in relation 
to present existence. In 1 Cor 15 the focus is more on the future. And in v. 22, 
Paul gives what appears to be a claim that is as open-ended and universal as 
that in Rom 5:18: ὥσπερ γὰρ ἐν τῷ Ἀδὰμ πάντες ἀποθνῄσκουσιν, οὕτως καὶ ἐν τῷ 
Χριστῷ πάντες ζῳοποιηθήσονται. (“For as all die in Adam, so all will be made 
alive in Christ”).

There is debate about precisely how the syntax of the verse should be taken, 
in particular whether the ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ should be taken with πάντες or with 
ζῳοποιηθήσονται (or with both). If the former, the verse could mean that “all who 
are in Christ” will be made alive, but this does not necessarily mean the whole 
of humanity; if the latter, a more universal meaning is suggested. Many adopt 
the first interpretation, so that the assertion about being made alive applies 
(only) to those who are “in Christ.”13 In support of this  interpretation, many 

Paul’s main point would be wiped out if, in fact, the ‘real’ meaning of the passage as a 
whole is that sin and death ultimately prevail over most of humanity, for that case the 
saving deed of Christ would be ‘much less’ than the condemning deed of Adam.” Similarly 
also De Boer, Defeat, 175. For a universalist reading of the text here, see too A.J. Hultgren, 
Christ and His Benefits. Christology and Redemption in the New Testament (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1987), 54–55, who also refers to C.K. Barrett, The Epistle to the Romans (London: 
A&C Black, 1957), 117; E. Käsemann, Commentary on Romans (London: SCM, 1980), 157  
(“all powerful grace is unthinkable without eschatological universalism”), and others. For 
the view that Paul has in mind (only) Christian believers, see e.g. Bultmann and Sanders 
as above, also e.g. D. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 
343. R. Jewett, Romans. A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 385, is also more 
equivocal: the text may imply a form of universalism, but such ideas are outside Paul’s 
purview here and Paul himself is only interested in the fate of all “believers.”

13 See e.g. C.K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (London: A&C Black, 1968), 
352; G.D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 750;  
H. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 269; G. Sellin, Der Streit um 
die Auferstehung der Toten. Eine religionsgscheichtliche und exegetische Untersuchung von 
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also refer to v. 23, which mentions a specific “order” in the sequence of res-
urrection: Christ is the “first fruits,” then “those who belong to Christ” (οἱ τοῦ 
Χρίστου), which must clearly refer to Christians alone, and then comes “the 
end” (τὸ τέλος), a sequence which seems to leave no room for non-Christians 
being raised.

Some too have adopted similar strategies to those used in relation to Rom 5. 
For example, Sanders argues that, although Paul might appear to make a uni-
versalist claim here, and indeed might have apparently said this, he cannot 
have meant what he said.14 Conzelmann, like Bultmann on Rom 5, has an 
essentially source-critical explanation: Paul was taking up and using an earlier 
Gnostic-like Urmensch speculation in using the two-fold πάντες here, but cer-
tainly the πάντες in v. 22b contradicts his own argument.15

However, the more restricted meaning for the πάντες here, ζῳοποιηθήσονται, 
would far more naturally follow from a word order of πάντες ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ and 
this is not what Paul writes. The interpretation suggested above thus presup-
poses that when Paul actually wrote ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ πάντες ζῳοποιηθήσονται, 
he meant instead πάντες ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ ζῳοποιηθήσονται. Lindemann’s brief 
rhetorical question is surely apt: “Warum hat Paulus das dann nicht auch 
geschrieben?”16

Further, many of the same more general arguments which apply in relation 
to Rom 5 apply here too. Thus the claim that the power of resurrection in Christ 
outweighs and triumphs over the power of death in/through Adam17 is almost 
intolerably weakened if in fact the sphere of the power of death encompassed 
all human beings, but the sphere of the power of resurrection through Christ 

1 Korinther 15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986), 270; D. Zeller, Der erste Brief 
an die Korinther (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2010), 287–288; others cited in 
De Boer, Defeat, 221 n. 81. Even Boring, “Universal Salvation,” 279–280, who is normally 
more open than some to a universalistic reading of Paul, argues at this point for a more 
limited reference of the “all” (as all who belong to Christ).

14 Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 473: the claim that Paul “seems rather to have been 
carried away by the force of his analogy and argued more than he intended” is applied 
to both Rom 5:18 and 1 Cor 15:22. Cf. too Kümmel, Theology, 243: “One can say with great 
confidence [!] that in I Cor. 15:22 Paul does not intend to say that ‘in Christ’ all men will be 
resurrected.” But this seems to be precisely what Paul says! Hence presumably, according 
to Kümmel, Paul cannot mean what he says.

15 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 268 n. 49, referring to Brandenburger. 
16 A. Lindemann, “Paulus und die korinthische Eschatologie. Zur These von einer 

‘Entwicklung’ im paulinishcen Denken,” NTS 37 (1991), 373–399, 383. 
17 The ἐν here may well be instrumental rather than incorporative: cf. Zeller, Erste Brief an 

die Korinther, 486; contra e.g. Wolter, Paulus, 237.
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161Paul and Universalism

only applied to a small minority of human beings.18 In any case, the presence 
of v. 23 need be no bar to a universalist reading of v. 22, since the reference to 
believers there may be representative, rather than exclusive.19 In view of what 
Paul writes here (it would seem very clearly), it may be dangerous to stake a 
claim to the effect that one knows Paul better than Paul knows himself and 
that Paul meant something other than what he actually said. We should then 
perhaps take Paul at face value and accept that he does make a universal claim 
about the triumph of resurrection life through the Christ event over the power 
of death which then applied to “all” human beings.20

 1 Cor 15:28

1 Cor 15:28 forms the final verse and climax of this sub-section of 1 Cor 15: when 
finally the End comes, and all enemies are subject to Christ himself, the last 
enemy to be subjected being death itself, then the Son will in turn be subjected 
to God (“the one who subjects all things to him”) so that God will then be “all in 
all” (Greek [τὰ πάντα ἐν πᾶσιν]. There are of course well-known issues and dif-
ficulties, especially in relation to later Christological debates, about the asser-
tions of the “subjection” of Christ to God at the End. However, the main focus 
here is on the claim made about God being “all in all.” The exact syntax and 
meaning of the claim is not clear, and it may be anyway that the words here 
form something of a rhetorical flourish where precision in meaning cannot be 
expected. The phrase has a number of parallels in other literature,21 (though it 
is widely agreed that parallels in e.g. Stoic writers do not provide any genuine 
substantive parallel to Paul’s words here).

18 A. Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 344. 
19 See De Boer, Defeat, 112. One part of Paul’s argument may be to puncture the claims of 

(some of) the Corinthian Christians, possibly to have attained some kind of “fulfillment” 
or “salvation” already (cf. 1 Cor 4:8), and hence to insist on the futurity of the resurrection 
life. (This is though a much debated issue for which there is no space here to engage 
in detailed discussion.) If so, then the reference to “those who belong to Christ” may be 
targeted at these Corinthians Christians, insisting that that their resurrection will come 
after that of Christ, in the future; but this need not exclude the possibility that resurrection 
overall will involve more than just Christians.

20 So e.g. De Boer, Defeat, 112–113; Lindemann, “Paulus und die korinthische Eschatologie,” 
383; Lindemann, Erste Korintherbrief, 344.

21 See e.g. the survey in Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 275; Zeller, Erste Brief an die Korinther, 
493–494.
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162 tuckett

De Boer makes a strong case for taking the πάντα as parallel to the πάντα of 
v. 27 where it refers to all the hostile cosmic powers, so that the claim of v. 28 is 
that now God has assumed the position of cosmic ruler, replacing all the hostile 
powers in any position of dominance which they might have had. Further, the 
ἐν πᾶσιν may be a masculine, rather than a neuter: hence the claim is that God 
now has this position of cosmic lordship over “all people.”22 Further, the claims 
made here would be intolerably weakened if they were taken as implying that 
the defeat of death were limited in such a way as to apply only to Christian 
believers. If that were the case, it would be that death would still reign over the 
vast majority of the human race, and a claim that death itself had been finally 
subjected to Christ, and through him to God, would be fatally undermined. The 
logic of Paul’s claim here thus demands a universalist interpretation. Anything 
less simply does not do justice to what the text says.23

 1 Cor 15:52

Here, as in v. 22, Paul seems to make another general, potentially universal, 
claim that “the dead will be raised.” This verse is not often cited in discussions 
of Paul’s universalism. It is true that the focus of the discussion at this point 
in Paul’s argument has shifted slightly and he is now focusing primarily on his 
claim that resurrection life will involve a change in the “body”: hence the prime 
stress in the verse is probably on the claim that “we shall all be changed.” Those 
who have died will be “raised” (and hence changed); but also those who are 
still alive at the End must also undergo a radical “change” of body and direct 
continuity is ruled out.

It is nevertheless striking that Paul introduces this statement about the uni-
versal change that will be involved with an equally universal claim that “the 
dead will be raised.” There is no qualification, e.g. saying that (only) “the dead 
in Christ will be raised.” Further, it is said that the dead (without qualification) 
will be raised “incorruptible,” a mark of the new resurrection era (cf. v. 50). 
Commentators regularly pass over this part of the verse almost silently.24 Yet 
its implications are surely striking. Thus Paul once again claims that resurrec-
tion life will be a universal phenomenon, applying to “the dead” without any 
limitation mentioned.

22 De Boer, Defeat, 116–120. 
23 Cf. e.g. Boring, “Universal Salvation,” 280; Lindemann, Erste Korintherbrief, 349.
24 Various commentaries consulted (e.g. Barrett, Fee, Conzelmann, Lindemann, Zeller) 

make virtually no reference to this part of the verse at all. 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163Paul and Universalism

 Rom 11:32

The final text to be considered here is Rom 11:32, which forms in many ways the 
climactic conclusion of the whole discussion of Rom 11:25–32, which in turn 
forms the conclusion for Paul’s claims about the status of Israel in Rom 11 and/
or Rom 9–11.25 As with 1 Cor 15:28, the language is perhaps slightly hyperbolic 
(or “poetic”), and hence it might be arguable whether one can or should press 
the meaning too far and too precisely.26 Nevertheless, it is striking to note what 
Paul says: viz. that “God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be 
merciful to all.”

Some have disputed whether Paul has in mind the salvation of all human 
beings here. For example, Moo calls this a clear “misinterpretation,” partly 
because the verse is thereby “wrenched from its context.” Rather, in its con-
text, Paul’s claim is about all “groups” of people, i.e. primarily Gentiles as well 
as Jews, not about all human beings absolutely.27 Other commentators accept 
a possible universalist reading, though with considerable caution.28 Others 
though are more positive in their assertions that Paul does indeed here make 
a claim that God’s mercy will be genuinely for “all.”29 But it is very hard to take 

25 And indeed perhaps the conclusion of the argument of the whole of Romans up to this 
point, especially if one is justified in interpreting Romans as Paul’s attempt to grapple 
with the problem of Israel, and the relations between Jews and Gentiles, throughout the 
letter. Cf. J.D.G. Dunn, Romans 9–16 (Dallas: Word, 1988), 696: “the verse actually sums up 
the principal themes of the whole letter.”

26 Paul’s language become even more “poetic” in the brief section which follows in vv. 33–36. 
27 Moo, Romans, 736. He refers to a number of others with the same interpretation,  

e.g. Calvin, Denney, Murray, Schmidt, Wilckens. Cf. too Wolter, Paulus, 435: Paul does not 
even consider the fate of non-believing Gentiles, “auch nicht in Röm 11,32.” 

28 E.g. Cranfield, Romans, 588: the verse is open to an idea of universalism, but one should 
“refrain” from taking this idea too far (in light of other clear statements in Paul about 
“the certainty of the final exclusion of some”). Dunn, Romans 9–16, 697, says that “it is the 
magnificence of this vision of final reconciliation of the whole world to God which makes 
it possible to see here an expression of a hope for universal salvation (‘universalism’). But 
precisely because it is so summary in its expression and grandiose in its sweep it would 
probably be wiser to assume that Paul is speaking simply in general terms.” It is not clear 
whether this “possible” universalism is to be taken as Paul’s intended meaning, and/or 
how precisely the last sentence, and the assertion that Paul is (only) speaking “in general 
terms,” qualifies such a claim.

29 E.g. Jewett, Romans, 712: “the expectation of universal salvation in this verse is 
indisputable.” Cf. too Hultgren, Christ and His Benefits, 57; also De Boer, Defeat, 112, who 
takes Rom 11:32 as clear evidence that Paul does speak in terms of universal salvation at 
times as part of his evidence for taking 1 Cor 15:22 in the same way. 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the πάντας in the first half of the verse (“God has imprisoned all in disobe-
dience”) to refer to anything other than all human beings without exception; 
so then given the close parallelism between the two halves of the verse, it is 
equally hard to take the pa,ntaj in the second half of the verse (“. . . so that he 
may be merciful to all”) as referring to anything other than all people.

∵ 
If then there are clear instances in Paul where he reflects a genuinely univer-
sal view of salvation (as something that will come for all human beings), it is 
worth noting that these occur in places where Paul is most clearly indebted to 
ideas of “apocalyptic,” either (or both) reflecting an “apocalyptic eschatology” 
and/or speaking in an “apocalyptic mode.” As noted at the start of this essay, 
any definition of “apocalyptic” is debatable and debated. However, if an “apoc-
alyptic eschatology” is an eschatology similar to that found in texts which 
one might wish to separate and label as “apocalypses” (see n. 4 above), part of 
such an eschatology reflects a belief in the existence of cosmic hostile powers 
within the universe which will ultimately be overcome by the transcendent 
power of God.30

It is above all in this context that many of Paul’s most universal claims occur. 
Rom 5:18 occurs within the section 5:12–21, where the dominant theme is the 
‘reigning’ of various entities, whether it be “death,” “those who receive grace 
and the gift of righteousness” (v. 17), “sin” or “grace” (v. 21). As Boring points out, 
the dominant mode of discourse is a royal one, with the key issue who/what is 
reigning.31 It is in such a “language game” that the dualistic language (of win-
ners/losers, acquitted/condemned) gives way to a more monistic mode where 
there is effectively no room for a dualistic way of thinking or talking: God is 
supreme and brooks no rivals—hence his salvation will be universal and can 
accommodate no failure.

A similar picture dominates in the material in 1 Cor 15. Certainly in v. 28, 
which concludes the section vv. 20–28 (which in turn includes the assertion 
in v. 22), the dominant theme is the ultimate triumph of God over all hostile 
powers. And in vv. 26–28 it is made absolutely clear that the final power to be 
destroyed in death itself. Hence life (the corollary of the defeat of death) is 
now universally available. So too, at the end of 1 Cor 15 (including the appar-
ently universal statement in v. 52), the dominant theme is again the ultimate 

30 Cf. De Boer, Defeat, 22–23; also J.C. Beker, Paul the Apostle. The Triumph of God in the Life 
and Thought (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1980), 189–192.

31 Boring, “Universal Salvation,” 283–284.
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victory over death (cf. v. 54: “death is swallowed up in victory”). And it is this 
context that Paul claims that “the dead will be raised” (without any apparent 
limitation on who “the dead” are).

Alongside this, if one focuses on other aspects of “apocalyptic,” particularly 
on the motif of the revelation of heavenly/divine secrets made available to 
some and now revealed, it is striking that Paul uses such a motif in relation to 
himself occasionally if relatively rarely.32 Two of the occasions where he does 
are both in contexts where again he articulates some his more universalist 
claims. Thus in 1 Cor 15:51, he claims that what he is about to say is a “mystery,” 
apparently a divinely given revelation which he now passes on. It is debatable 
what precisely constitutes the mystery concerned. Perhaps an integral part of 
it is the claim that “we shall be changed,” i.e. that resurrection life must involve 
a radical change from present earthly existence (with perhaps the provision of 
a new “spiritual” body).33 But all this does seem to be connected (by Paul) with 
the claim that “the dead will be raised incorruptible,” and indeed could be seen 
as one part of this overall claim: the radical change that resurrection life will 
bring involves not just that the dead are raised, but that they are raised “incor-
ruptible,” in a radically new mode of being.

The only other place where Paul uses a similar apocalyptic mode of speak-
ing is Rom 11:25, where he says that he does not want his readers to be ignorant 
of “this mystery.”34 Again it is not entirely clear what precisely the “mystery” 
consists of: presumably primarily (in context) the claim that “all Israel will be 

32 For an apocalyptic “way of speaking” (“Apokalyptik als Redeform”), see M. Wolter, 
“Apokalyptik als Redeform im Neuen Testament,” NTS 51 (2005), 171–191. Wolter takes this 
“Redeform” as instances where a speaker claims, and announces, that s/he has received 
a revelation from God which is now to be imparted to others (p. 181). (Wolter here takes 
up the generic “definition” suggested for an “apocalypse” [cf. e.g. Collins, Apocalyptic 
Imagination, 5] and applies it not to a literary text but to a form of speaking/writing by an 
individual.) 

33 Cf. e.g. M. Bockmuehl, Revelation and Mystery in Ancient Judaism and Pauline Christianity 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 170–172, who appears to take the “mystery” here as (only) 
the assertion that “we shall not all sleep but we shall all be changed”; what follows is 
“familiar eschatological tradition.”

34 Wolter finds no other examples of this “Redeform” in Paul. For these as examples of 
“secret teaching” in Paul (and hence coming under the rubric of his understanding of 
“apocalyptic”), see too Rowland, Open Heaven, 383. For other “apocalyptic” aspects in 
Paul, Rowland focuses particularly on the possible “visionary” experience implied by Paul 
in 2 Cor 12. 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saved” (v. 26);35 but for Paul at least, it seems that this claim about Israel has 
to be seen as (only) part of a wider whole (in textual terms v. 26 is part of the 
section vv. 25–32), and the climax of this whole is the claim that the overall aim 
of the whole divine purpose for the universe is that God will have mercy on 
“all” (v. 32). Hence it seems that the universal claim of v. 32 is part and parcel of 
Paul’s apocalyptic vision and claim.

How is one to try to reconcile the various different parts of Paul with each 
other? Or are they ultimately irreconcilable? Is Paul simply a muddled thinker? 
(Or, more kindly, is Paul a “religious” thinker but not yet a “theologian”?)36 
Alternatively, is one of the sides of Paul we have identified (i.e. the univer-
salist, or the non- universalist) misconstrued, and/or should one side of the 
balance act as the controlling hermeneutical key which determines how the 
other side is to be taken?37 There may be a lot to be said for the overall view 
that Paul is perhaps inconsistent on this (as on some other things), and one 
should not expect him to have worked everything out with neat, perfect log-
ical precision. In a very fine essay on this topic, Gene Boring has suggested 
an alternative model.38 He suggests that Paul uses a whole range of different 
“language games” in relation to models for “salvation” (and indeed for other 
things). These include a forensic model, where the dominant idea is that of 
the judge, the law court, acquittal or condemnation. In this model there is an 
inevitable “dualistic” element built into the imagery: the legal model implies 
“winners” and “losers,” “justified” and “condemned,” and hence Paul’s language 
allows at times talk of others being lost, perishing, condemned or whatever. 
But alongside this there is a more “monistic” mode of discourse, where the 
focus is primarily on the reign and triumph of God: and in such a model a more 

35 Contra e.g. Bockmuehl, Mystery 170–172, who takes the mystery as involving only the 
claim that “a partial hardening has happened to Israel”; the rest is taken again as “familiar 
exchatological tradition.”

36 Cf. e.g. J. Ashton, The Religion of Paul the Apostle (New Haven & London: Yale University 
Press, 2000), 26–28: Paul has not yet reached the stage of tying all the loose ends together 
neatly. Similarly, see Beker, Paul, passim (on the general phenomenon of “contingency 
and coherence” in Paul), and 193–4 on this issue: “contextual arguments cannot be 
pressed into a systematic dogmatic construal.” 

37 As we have seen, a number of interpreters argue that Paul’s apparent universalist claims 
cannot be taken at face value because of clear statements elsewhere implying that 
salvation is not for all.

38 Boring, “Universal Salvation.”
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universalistic viewpoint is at home, if not positively demanded.39 The overall 
explanation is very attractive, though it still seems to me to leave the tension 
in Paul unresolved.

Whilst fully conscious of the danger of trying to impose order on material 
that may be inherently unordered, I wonder if nevertheless some order might 
be discernible in the material here.

There is a similar debate to be had about related aspects of Paul’s soteriology. 
E.g. over the status and fate of Israel, many have argued that Paul is inconsis-
tent. In Rom 9–10 he seems to have ruled out any special status for ethnic Israel 
(partly by redefining what “Israel” means, cf. 9:6), only apparently to allow 
such a special status in by the back door again in ch. 11 (e.g. v. 26, “all Israel will 
be saved”). But this may not take seriously enough the different perspectives 
with which Paul is addressing the issue. Thus, for example, Longenecker has 
persuasively argued that the tension is considerably eased if one notes that, 
in Rom 9–10, Paul is primarily looking to the past and the present, whereas it 
is only in ch. 11 that he looks to the (eschatological) future.40 Ethnic Israel has 
experienced rejection, but ultimately such rejection is not final and for ever: 
“all Israel will be saved.” It may be that similar considerations may ease some of 
the apparent tensions in Paul’s statements about universalism (or otherwise).

It is clearly the case that not everything that Paul says is to be taken at face 
value, especially when taken out of context and cited in isolation. Thus e.g. the 
claim in 1 Cor 15:22a, that “in Adam all die” is in one way indeed a universal 
claim (about all human beings); but it is not a universal claim about the funda-
mental lostness of everyone for all eternity: it is modified by v. 22b (“in Christ 
shall all be made alive”) which then in one way clearly counters, and trumps, 
the claim of v. 22a. The first clause has to be read with the second to capture 
Paul’s meaning. Further, the second clause functions in part as a logical sequel, 
partly as a chronological sequel: the “life” now available (whether to Christians 
or to all) follows on logically (and for many chronologically) after death.

The same may then apply in the case of other (negative) statements by 
Paul about the apparently lostness of a (large) number of others, especially 
non-Christians (e.g. 1 Cor 1:18 and the reference to those who are “perishing”). 
Such language can of course be taken (and is taken by some) in absolute terms 

39 As we have seen at various points, any claim about God’s victory over hostile powers such 
as death would be intolerably weakened if death were thought still to hold sway over large 
parts of the human race.

40 See B. Longenecker, “Different Answers to Different Issues: Israel, the Gentiles and 
Salvation History in Romans 9–11,” JSNT 36 (1989), 95–123.
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without any qualifier at all. And to be fair to those who do take the language 
this way, Paul does not provide a qualifier at this point. However, could it be 
that other things said elsewhere provide the qualifier which in turn provides a 
logical, and perhaps chronological, sequel to such assertions? Thus it may be 
that Paul does indeed think that some people are (now) “perishing”; but this 
could be part of the wider process of God “imprisoning all in disobedience” 
with the ultimate aim of (later) having mercy on all (cf. Rom 11:32). Many have 
pointed out that Paul rarely if ever engages with the question of universalism 
as such; even his statements about the lostness of others (taken by some to 
imply that Paul is not a universalist) are not said as part of a detailed analysis 
of the state of the lost.41 In this then Paul is not a writer of an “apocalypse” such 
as the Apocalypse of Peter, which delights in describing the terrible fate of sin-
ners and the lost in all its gory detail. Paul’s reference to the lost are part of his 
exhortation to other Christians, most/all of whom he thinks/hopes will not be 
in this category. Thus it is not clear whether his statements, apparently about 
the final, unchangeable state of the lost, are really to be taken at face value.

Further, the fact that Paul is writing letters, not an “apocalypse,” is reflected 
too in the fact that he does not engage in any precise “timetabling” claims of 
the kind one finds in some “apocalypses.”42 On the other hand, this does not 
mean that he presupposes no timetable at all. Clearly, aspects of a possible 
timetable of eschatological events is reflected in e.g. 1 Cor 15 and 1 Thess 4. But 
the fact that Paul does not give any detailed eschatological timetable does not 
mean that he might not have had at least a putative idea of successive escha-
tological events in mind.43

Hence it is entirely possible that Paul may have had a basic idea that some 
“eschatological” events, e.g. apparently consigning some people to what might 

41 Cf., Boring, “Universal Salvation,” 275: “Paul does not elaborate the fate of the damned.” 
Within the Pauline corpus, 2 Thess 1:8–9 might come close to this (and could present 
great difficulties for a theory that Paul is ultimately universalist in this thinking, as it 
seems to imply eternal punishment for those who are opposed to the gospel). However, 
along with many others, I would take 2 Thessalonians to be not by Paul himself but part 
of the deutero-Pauline corpus.

42 Cf. claims about a messianic “interregnum” over a clearly specified time span as texts such 
as 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, Revelation. 

43 Cf. the general point made by Rowland and noted above (n. 2), viz. that eschatological 
ideas in so- called “apocalypses” may well be shared by a wide range of different people. 
For Paul as giving a “compressed” account of a possible sequence of eschatological events, 
by comparison with that in Revelation (where the sequence is “extraordinarily spread 
out”), see De Boer, Defeat, 135.
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otherwise appear to be final and definitive rejection or destruction is not the 
final word, or the final event, in the eschatological drama to unfold at the End.

As with, say, 1 Cor 15.22a alongside v. 22b, it might be better to take all that 
Paul says seriously, and moreover to give him the courtesy of granting that he 
may mean exactly what he says (or not presuming that we know him better 
than he knows himself and claiming that he does not mean what he appears 
to say). With this approach, the universalist claims of Paul can then be accom-
modated within an overall (apocalyptic) picture of the ultimate End for all 
human beings: it may be that, at present, some can be described as “perishing,” 
“condemned,” “lost,” or whatever. But this is not God’s final word. The ultimate 
hope is that, in the end, all will indeed be saved and that God will be all in all.
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