Universalism
Introduction

Universalism is the false theological concept that everyone will go to Heaven and that “Hell” is not a reality.  More and more, the prevailing sentiment in our society is that there is no such place as Hell—and if there is, certainly no one we know is going there.  Most Christians, even if they give theological assent to the biblical concept of a place of eternal recompense and separation from God, are unmoved by the probability that people within their circle of influence are currently headed for such a Christ-less eternity.  Our practice does not fit our doctrine.  We may concede that Hell is real but we act as though it is not.
There is this tension between what we want to believe and what the Bible teaches about final judgment.  No one relishes the concept of eternal punishment for the unjust.  The word of God and our consciences may testify of Hell but the notion severely offends our sentimentalities.  Most of us live in a spirit/soul dichotomy regarding the subject.  Our spirits bear witness to the reality of Hell but the modern mind balks intensely.  This is a major shift from the mindset of our spiritual forefathers who got an overly healthy dose of hellfire preaching and had to deal, not with the problem of coming to grips with the reality of Hell but, with the assurance of deliverance from the wrath of God.
As the modern Western mind increasingly embraces the concept of Universalism, we need to ask if everyone really will be saved.  This question is addressed by Jesus in Luke 13:
Someone asked him, "Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?"  He said to them, "Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to. Once the owner of the house gets up and closes the door, you will stand outside knocking and pleading, `Sir, open the door for us.'  "But he will answer, `I don't know you or where you come from.'  "Then you will say, `We ate and drank with you, and you taught in our streets.'  "But he will reply, `I don't know you or where you come from. Away from me, all you evildoers!'  "There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but you yourselves thrown out. -Luke 13:23-28
Jesus did not always directly answer questions that were put to him.  But when this enquirer came to him and asked, “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” the Lord answered forthrightly and seriously.  He said, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to.”  An acquaintance who owned a funeral home asked if I would be available from time to time to conduct services for clients who had no church connection.  I agreed.  My first contact was with a lady who had suddenly and unexpectedly lost her husband.  The man was not in Christ, had no interest in the things of God and not much more in his family–only in his business.  As I sat with the wife and her two sons, she cried and said, “I just need to know he is in Heaven.”  As much as I would have liked to give her that assurance, I could not because I take seriously what Jesus said on the subject.  Did I relish that experience?  Not in the least.
Most people would like to believe and some would like to argue that everyone will be saved.  Since day one, Satan has promoted the idea that God would not withhold eternal paradise from any of his creation.  The question has been around for a long time.  “Are only a few people going to be saved?”  In his answer to the question, Jesus indicates that many will try to enter and will not be able to.  Why not?  Because once the door is closed it’s too late to get in.  Noah’s ark is an illustration of this sober truth.  Jesus tells those gathered there that they should make every effort to get in now, before it is too late.  The door is narrow but that does not mean that it is inaccessible.  Whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life (Revelation 22:17).  Jesus said, “Whoever comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37).  The fact is that anyone who wants to, at this very moment, can enter through the narrow door—for Jesus is that door.
The Scandal of Hell
In my seminary evangelism class, our teacher, Dr. Charles Lake, said that we could not approach the subject of evangelism until we honestly and intentionally considered the question of Hell.  I will never forget that first session where nearly half of the class members questioned the reality of Hell.  Some were dyed-in-the-wool Universalists.  I was shocked.  Here I was in an Evangelical/Holiness minister’s training school and half the students in the evangelism class could not concede the reality about which Jesus so adamantly and so often warned us.  The scriptural evidence regarding a place of everlasting punishment and separation from God is overwhelming (see Appendix).  You simply cannot take the Bible seriously and deny the doctrine of Hell.  You may not like it.  You may wish it were different.  But it is not yours to decide whether or not such a place exists.  
“Hell,” as we commonly use the term, has two components—present and future in the form of two different places.  The “present” Hell is more accurately known as Hades (Greek) or Sheol (Hebrew)—the place of the unrighteous dead.  Conversely, there is a place of the righteous dead called Paradise.  Neither of these is the final and eternal dwelling place.  At the end of the age there will be a resurrection of all the dead with a corresponding judgment of the just and the unjust.  It is at this time that final assignments to Heaven or the Lake of Fire will take place.
Some would say that belief in Hell is a vestige of antiquated religion and would point to the fact that belief in Hell is declining.  I would counter with the argument that belief in Hell, in addition to belief in the God of Heaven, is not learned, but innate.  The real indoctrination that is happening today is the perpetual social, educational and media bombardment telling us that there is no such place.  Belief in Hell is not so much a product of our religious environment as unbelief in Hell is a product of our cultural environment.  Religious teaching, including the teaching of Jesus, confirms what is planted in our consciences—that God is and that he is the Righteous Judge of all mankind.  The only way to lose that understanding is to find ways to deny it.  The biblical perspective on this is found in Romans 1:18-20:
The wrath of God is being revealed from Heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.

Hell is a scandal today in our culture and even in our churches.  The politically correct thing is to not broach the subject.  But what if Hell is real?  No one wants to believe in the reality of Hell but most of us do actually believe in a hell of one form or another.  Belief patterns differ from culture to culture, country to country and region to region but personal belief in a hell is still strong in North America.1 So it seems that while belief in a literal Hell is a public scandal, at the same time, there is a private acknowledgement. If Hell is, in fact, a reality, the ultimate scandal will be that there were millions who were taught to not believe in Hell but came to experience the reality of it.
The Goodness of God

When the subject of Hell comes up, the question usually centers on whether a loving God would send anyone to a place of eternal punishment.  Of course, God takes no delight in anyone dying in sin, for he says, “Do I take any pleasure in the death of the wicked?” (Ezekiel 18:23).  Banish any thought that the Lord might relish the death or punishment of the wicked.  Rather, Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints (Psalm 116:15).  God is not willing that any perish and this is the express reason why the day of the return of the Lord Jesus to the earth has not yet taken place.  As Peter explains, “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).  To affirm the existence of Hell does not discount the mercy of God.  It, in fact, accentuates it.  God’s mercy is why he does not take delight in the death of the wicked.  The tragedy of a life missing the goodness of God, not only in this age but also the one to come, is an arduous thing for anyone to contemplate–especially God.

So, “Why Hell?”  If the Lord is not willing that any perish then why in His Name does he permit it?  What makes Hell necessary in the providence of the Almighty?  For, if God is good, Hell would certainly not be what he wants for those created in his image.  First, it must be noted that the place of eternal punishment, the Lake of Fire, was not created for humankind but is the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels (Matthew 25:41).  The Lake of Fire, as described in Revelation 19:20; 20:10, 14-15; and 21:8 is that place which was created by God in response to the angelic rebellion in Heaven and the wicked onslaught on the earth of those fallen angels.  Second, if God is going to be God, he has to be wholly righteous and full of justice. Righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne (Psalm 97:2).  The Lake of Fire, the place of final and eternal punishment to which we normally refer as Hell, is that place which the perfect justice of God requires.  To pooh-pooh the idea of such a place of recompense or to mock or criticize the idea that there could be a “vindictive” God who would send persons to such a place of punishment is to attempt to weaken the very foundations of God’s throne.  His justice requires such a place.  Anything less than Hell would be less than perfect justice for the sin of rebellion.  And anything less than perfect justice would mean that God is less than God.
Hell is perfectly antithetical to Heaven.  Hell is as bad as Heaven is good.  Part of what makes Heaven, Heaven, is that it is not Hell.  Part of what makes health, health, is that it is not sickness.  Part of what makes provision, provision, is that it is not lack.  Part of what makes holiness, holiness, is that it is not sin.  Part of what makes mercy, mercy and grace, amazing, is that we do not deserve it.  Heaven is not only the presence of good; it is the absence of evil.  And Hell is not only the presence of evil; it is the absence of good.  For Heaven to be Heaven there must be a Hell.
You may disagree with that statement but consider this: For mercy to be mercy, there has to be justice.  There cannot be mercy unless there is the possibility of judgment.  Our judges must have the ability to condemn in order to also have the ability to extend mercy.  Those who commit crimes should fear the one who has the ability to pronounce judgment.  How much more should we fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in Hell (Matthew 10:28)?  We do not expect our judges to pardon everyone who is guilty of a crime.  Such a judge would be removed from the bench in short order—and rightly so.  Why?  Because unsanctified mercy2 is a moral violation.  It benefits neither the individual nor the common welfare.  We all must be held accountable for our actions.  Sin does not evaporate.3 It always has consequences.  For God to not deal with sin disqualifies Him as God.  For God to truly be holy, he must deal with sin. He is perfectly just as well as perfectly good.  He is perfect in everything—including his judgments.  And because he is omnipotent—because he has the ability to deal with sin—he must.  We expect our earthly judges to execute righteous judgment.  Why would we expect less from a holy God? 
To discount Hell is to take lightly the truth that we are made in the image of God, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness (Ephesians 4:24).  He made us for himself, to be like himself, in perfect fellowship with himself.  This is what Adam and Eve enjoyed in the Garden at the beginning.  Once they disobeyed, they could no longer stay in the presence of God.  They were removed from Paradise and the rest of their earthly lives (and ours) were spent in a world created to be beautiful, yet tarnished with sin, sickness, trouble and death.  Sin has separated us from God and unless a remedy is applied it will always separate us.  This is the reason for the cross of Jesus Christ.  Jesus died, the just for the unjust that he might bring us to God (1 Peter 3:18 KJV).  Justice and mercy met at the cross.  The justice of God was perfectly satisfied and the mercy of God was wonderfully extended at the exact moment of the death of Jesus.  God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21).  God is both perfectly just and perfectly merciful.  There is no contradiction of the love of God that there is a Hell.  If there were no Hell it would be a contradiction of the justice of God.  We were created to be with God in Paradise but sin condemned us to an eternal existence apart from God.  The new nature that God gives to us in Jesus Christ is the full restoration of the image of God and fellowship with God.
You may say, “It is God’s kindness that leads us to repentance” (Romans 2:4), and you would be absolutely right.  It is his goodness in the face of our sin that should bring the greatest conviction.  But God’s kindness would have no meaning or substance without his corresponding ability to mete out justice.  And that justice would have no meaning or substance unless it were actually meted out.  There comes a time when you must actually discipline your children in order for them to take you seriously.  The Lake of Fire is not window dressing.  It is a real place.  It has to be in order for God’s kindness to have any real meaning.  Having a kind God without justice is no different than having a Genie in a bottle.  The Genie becomes slave to the whim of its “Master.”  The Genie may be kind but presents no incentive to repent of sin because it has no ability to mete out justice.  We are able to fully and joyfully embrace God’s kindness only because God also has the ability—and, yes, the obligation in himself—to mete out justice.  Salvation becomes great only in the light of that from which we are saved.
Why does God’s justice require Hell?  Why not annihilation of the unrighteous, as the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Swedenborgians wishfully suppose?  Isn’t this Hell thing rather extreme?  Wouldn’t annihilation satisfy justice?  You have to remember that we are made in the image of God and created to live with God forever.  Our spirits are eternal and cannot be extinguished because we are made in the image of the immortal God.  We can choose to live with God in this life or we can choose to live without him.  What we choose in this life carries over to the next.  
Do any of us think that we actually deserve Heaven?  On what would we base such confidence?  On our good works?  On the performance of religious rituals?  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  God is perfect and holy and Heaven is for those who are perfectly holy like God.  We do not “belong” in heaven any more than a pig “belongs” in Buckingham Palace.  Why would we expect God to have a double standard?  He has only one standard and in order for God to be God, it must be perfectly maintained.  That standard was first revealed to us in the Law.  The Law was perfect in what it was intended to do—to show us that we are sinners in the light of God’s perfect standard (see Romans 7:7ff).  The problem was not with the law, it was with us (see Hebrews 8:7ff).  So, in his great love, God provided the perfect solution to our problem:  Total forgiveness through faith in Jesus the Christ and the impartation of his righteousness to our account.  Talk about good news.  
Could God have created eternity without Hell and a situation where everyone, no matter what they have done in their lives, gets to go to Heaven?  Well, actually he has—through the gospel of forgiveness in Jesus Christ.  This is his open door.  This is his invitation.  To negate Hell would be to assume or negotiate different terms than what God has actually offered.
Christian Universalism
There is a growing movement in the North American church which has come to be known as Christian Universalism.  Christian Universalists such as Carlton Pearson and Gary Amirault believe that universal salvation is a reality—through Jesus.  They contend that everyone will be saved through the atoning sacrifice of Christ—whether they put their faith in him or not.  They would say that the biblical references to Hell are not literal, but figurative.  They also contend that it does not matter what a person has done in this life (i.e., Adolf Hitler); everyone will be saved.  They argue that Jesus is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29) and that God is no respecter of persons and does not show favoritism (Acts 10:34 KJV/NIV) and that the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men (Titus 2:11 NASB).  They affirm that Jesus is the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through [him] (John 14:6).
The argument of Christian Universalism would be plausible—only if taken completely out of the context of the rest of the Bible.  This false doctrine follows the tack of so many other cultic teachings in that the arguments are made on the basis of selected texts while ignoring or discounting those texts which give the bigger and better picture regarding truth.  Take John 3:16, for example.  Christian Universalists will contend, and rightly so, that God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son so that no one would perish but have eternal life.  For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved (John 3:17 KJV).  What they de-emphasise is the role of faith for that salvation and leave out the “whosoever believeth in him” part of John 3:16.  And I don’t know what they do with John 3:18: Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.  
The idea of Christian Universalism is certainly palatable in our post-modern era.  And even though it may taste sweet in the mouth, like all false doctrine, it is sure to make the stomach sour in the end.  One question for Universalists and Christian Universalists alike is, “Where is the call to repentance.”   John the Baptist prepared the way for the Lord with one message, “Repent” (see Matthew 3:2).  When Jesus came preaching the Good News of the Kingdom of God his message was “Repent” (see Mathew 4:17; Mark 1:15).  The cutting edge message of Peter and the apostles on the day of Pentecost was “Repent” (See Acts 2:38).  Repentance always precedes salvation.  There is simply no salvation without repentance.  Universalism does not require repentance.  It says that you can be saved without repentance and faith.  This is a hugely dangerous doctrine.  False hope is even worse than no hope.  Why should I repent if I don’t have to?  We have to take seriously the words of Jesus in Luke 13:3:  Unless you repent, you too will all perish.
“ SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1They Have Lied about the Lord”
Jeremiah 5:11-12 says “The house of Israel and the house of Judah have been utterly unfaithful to me,” declares the Lord.  “They have lied about the Lord; they said, ‘He will do nothing!  No harm will come to us; we will never see sword or famine.’” Universalism is a very old lie, renewed.  It goes back even before Jeremiah’s day to the serpent’s deceit in the Garden.  “You will surely not die” was the serpent’s lie to the woman (Genesis 3:4) and it is his lie to us today.  There are those who are saying about the Lord, “He will do nothing.  No harm will come to us.”  But they have lied about the Lord.  Jeremiah’s main call was to prophesy the Lord’s judgment–to Israel in general and to Judah in particular.  It was not going to be easy.  Somehow, the people had this foolish sense that, despite the prophetic warnings to the contrary, no harm would befall them.  They said, “The prophets are but wind and the word is not in them; so let what they say be done to them” (v13).  This is a sad indication that people believe what they want to believe.  This is the basis for Universalism
As observed earlier, people may give assent to the idea that God must mete out a righteous judgment in the end but they think in terms of that judgment being for someone else.  It is like the person who listens to a sermon and says, “Yep.  That was a great sermon ‘cause there are a lot of people in this church who need straightenin’ out.”  Or it is like when you see the flashing lights of a patrol car in your rear-view mirror without realizing that it is you that the officer is pursuing.  Judgment is somehow for some other guy, never for me and my house.  It’s for the bad guys–the despicable ones who need to get what is coming to them.  But if we were to really get what was coming to us, what would that be?

To believe in a God of retribution is, well…archaic, unenlightened. “A god of love would never send anyone to Hell.”  Pleasant thought, but it doesn’t line up with what anyone in the Bible, including Jesus, taught about the nature of God.  It is a good thing to fear judgment.  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom–and repentance, which leads to salvation.  For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead (Acts 17:31).  If someone tries to convince you otherwise, no matter what their motive, they have lied about the Lord.
The truth is that God is a God of supreme love.  He is love.  The greatest commandment he has given us is to love him with everything in our being—and he loves us no less.  The result of God loving us with all of his heart, mind and strength is Jesus Christ.  He loves us so much that he sent his Son who, while we were yet sinners, died for us to save us from what our sins deserved and bring us into complete forgiveness and perfect harmony with the One to whom we must give account.  Don’t accept the lie that there is no Hell.  Accept, rather, the truth that God has sent his Son to forgive the sin that would condemn you there.
1 Gallup reported in 2004 that 81 percent of Americans believed in heaven and 70 percent in hell:  Richard N. Ostling, AP News Service, The Christian Post: June 18 2006; Canadian belief in Hell is less but still nearly half of the population: Ron Csillag, Religion News Service, The Pew Forum: January 7, 2005: Poll: Americans Go to Church More Regularly Than Canadians 
2 I first heard this phrase from Michael F. Shaw

3 This phrase was coined by Dennis Wiedrick

Appendix
The Lord replied to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my book.  -Exodus 32:23
If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into Hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into Hell. –Matthew 5:29-30
"You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to Hell?  -Matthew 23:33
"Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. –Matthew 7:13-14
The field is the world, and the good seed stands for the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the harvesters are angels. "As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear. –Matthew 13:38-43
Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. –Matthew 16:16

"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in Heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left…."Then he will say to those on his left, `Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels…."Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life."  -Matthew 25:31-33, 41, 46
"I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more.  But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into Hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him. –Luke 12:4-5
Someone asked him, "Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?"  He said to them, "Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, many will try to enter and will not be able to. Once the owner of the house gets up and closes the door, you will stand outside knocking and pleading, `Sir, open the door for us.'  "But he will answer, `I don't know you or where you come from.'  "Then you will say, `We ate and drank with you, and you taught in our streets.'  "But he will reply, `I don't know you or where you come from. Away from me, all you evildoers!'  "There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but you yourselves thrown out. -Luke 13:23-28
"The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, `Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.'  -Luke 16:22-24
God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.  –John 3:17-18

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders  nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. -1 Corinthians 6:9-11

He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. This includes you, because you believed our testimony to you. -2 Thessalonians 1:8-10
If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," and again, "The Lord will judge his people."  It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.  –Hebrews 10:26-31

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. –Revelation 20:11-15
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