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DISMISSIVE OF HELL, FEARFUL OF DEATH:
CONDITIONAL IMMORTALITY AND THE APOLOGETIC CHALLENGE OF HELL
Christopher M. Date
According to the historically dominant view of hell as eternal
torment, the unsaved will be resurrected and made immortal so
they can live forever in punitive misery. 1 Conditional immortality on the other hand—or conditionalism for short—is the view
that immortality is a gift God will grant only to those who meet
the condition of being saved by faith in Jesus Christ, while
those not meeting that condition will be raised for judgment
still mortal. Being found guilty of sin—the wages of which is
death, according to Romans 6:23—they will be capitally punished: killed, executed, destroyed, deprived of life forever—
both in body and soul, as Jesus indicates in Matthew 10:28, a
fate sometimes therefore called annihilation.
What follows is not a positive case for the truth of this
2
view. Rather, it is a rebuttal to the claim made by critics of
1

Notwithstanding novel attempts to characterize the traditional view differently, Ronnie Demler demonstrates conclusively that this is, in fact,
what leading defenders of eternal torment have said throughout church
history, in “Sic et Non: Traditionalism’s Scandal,” in A Consuming Passion: Essays on Hell and Immortality in Honor of Edward Fudge, edited
by Christopher M. Date and Ron Highfield (Eugene, OR: Pickwick,
2015).
2

The case for conditional immortality is available in a variety of media.
Edward Fudge’s The Fire That Consumes, now in its third edition (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2011), remains the seminal work on the topic. Also in
print are Christopher M. Date, Gregory G. Stump, and Joshua W. Anderson (eds.), Rethinking Hell: Readings in Evangelical Conditionalism
(Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2014); and Christopher M. Date and Ron Highfield (eds.), A Consuming Passion: Essays on Hell and Immortality in
Honor of Edward Fudge (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2015). Recordings of
conference presentations include Christopher M. Date, “The Hermeneutics of Conditionalism: A Defense of the Interpretive Method of Edward
Fudge,” paper presented at the 2016 ETS Eastern Regional meeting,
Lynchburg, VA, 2016, http://www.wordmp3.com/details.aspx?id=21766;
and Christopher M. Date, “Conditional Immortality: A Comprehensive
Case,” paper presented at the 2016 Rethinking Hell conference, London,
UK, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogEoPr4Hupc.
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conditionalism that it will fail to elicit repentance because unbelievers, they allege, are unafraid of ceasing to exist.3 In today’s
pluralistic culture, however, atheists and adherents to a variety
of non-Christian religions often dismiss the doctrine of eternal
torment as absurd, and reject Christianity for apparently requiring belief in it. Meanwhile, Scripture and human experience testify to the reality that people deeply fear death, and the Bible’s
offer of immortal life is naturally appealing to them, as evinced
by the lengths to which mankind goes to try and achieve immortality. Consequently, evangelism done from a conditionalist
perspective will fare just as successfully as evangelism based on
escaping eternal torment, if not more so.

3

E.g., Greg Koukl, host, “Alan Shlemon - The Insider Movement
in Muslim Missions (June 24, 2012),” Weekly Audio (MP3 podcast), Stand to Reason, June 25th, 2012, accessed March 27, 2017,
https://www.str.org/podcasts/weekly-audio/alan-shlemon---the-insider-movement-in-muslim-missions; Phil Fernandes, “Is Hell Forever?” debate with Christopher M. Date at Christ’s Church, Federal
Way, WA, September 28, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=PaPz33dVPvc; Douglas Wilson, interview by Christopher M.
Date, “Episode 10: What Siddhartha Wanted, with Douglas
Wilson,” Rethinking Hell (MP3 podcast), November 13, 2012, accessed March 28, 2017, http://www.rethinkinghell.com/2012/11/
episode-10-what-siddhartha-wanted-with-douglas-wilson; Robert
W. Yarbrough, “Jesus on Hell,” in Hell Under Fire: Modern Scholarship Reinvents Eternal Punishment, eds. Christopher W. Morgan
and Robert A. Peterson (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004), 80;
John H. Gerstner, Repent or Perish (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria
Publications, 1990), 67, 98–99; Robert A. Peterson, Hell on Trial:
The Case for Eternal Punishment (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian &
Reformed, 1995), 178–9; emphasis in original.
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Hell and Apologetics in the Modern Climate
In the religious fervor of the Great Awakening, unbelievers
immersed in a nevertheless deeply Christian culture may have
turned to Christ in fear of the fate preached in fire-and-brimstone sermons like Jonathan Edwards’ “Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God.” Since then, however, the utility of eternal torment in the task of evangelism has steadily declined. As atheist
Ed Atkinson and evangelical Joshua Parikh explain, “Perhaps
the prospect of eternal torture may have held emotional punch
within hellfire preaching, but it has tended not to point in
favour of Christianity within apologetics.”4 The reason, Atkinson and Parikh explain, is because:
The traditional view of hell very commonly produces a
sense of injustice and incredulity in a thinking non-believer. . . . the observation that Christians have thought
eternal torment as God’s plan is much more probable
under the hypothesis “Christianity is the result of human imagination and thinking” than the hypothesis “the
Christian God exists.” So the traditional view of hell
forms strong evidence against the Christian hypothesis.5

Steve Gregg thus rightly observes that, rather than spurring
them to repent, the prospect of eternal torment in hell deters
many atheists from believing. 6
Examples proving Gregg right are easily multiplied. The
late Christopher Hitchens saw the doctrine of hell as definitive
proof that man invented religion.7 Richard Dawkins is persuaded that teaching young people to believe in eternal torment is

4

Joshua Parikh and Ed Atkinson, “The Impact of Conditional Immortality
on Apologetics: Past, Present, Future,” paper presented at the 3rd annual
Rethinking Hell Conference, London, UK, October 8, 2016.
5

Ibid.

6

Steve Gregg, All You Want to Know About Hell: Three Christian Views
of God’s Final Solution to the Problem of Sin (Nashville, TN: Thomas
Nelson, 2013), 17, 63.
7

Christopher Hitchens, God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (New York, NY: Twelve, 2009), 219.
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abusive. 8 In debate with William Lane Craig, Sam Harris said
the God of Christianity “is cruel and unjust because he visits
suffering on innocent people [in hell] of a scope and scale that
would embarrass the most ambitious psychopath.”9
Such arguments, of course, are not limited to the “Four
Horsemen” of New Atheism. In debate with Professors Clay
Jones and Dan Grossenbach of Biola University’s apologetics
program, atheists Mark Smith and Bruce Flamm insisted that
the doctrines of a benevolent God and eternal hell are not
compatible.10 Bertrand Russell famously wrote, “There is one
very serious defect to my mind in Christ’s moral character, and
that is that He believed in hell. I do not myself feel that any
person who is really profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment.”11 Douglas LeBlanc explains that former atheist Anthony Flew accepted deism but rejected Christianity because eternal hell is “incompatible with God’s holiness.”12
Charles Darwin called it “a damnable doctrine.”13
Believers in the alternative view of hell known as conditional immortality, or sometimes as annihilationism, have long
been aware that the doctrine of eternal torment often proves to
be an obstacle preventing unbelievers from accepting the
gospel. In the mid-nineteenth century, conditionalist and Anglican priest Henry Constable wrote of the morbid descriptions
8

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, reprint (New York, NY: Mariner,
2008), 358.
9

Sam Harris, “Is Good from God?” debate with William Lane Craig at
the University of Notre Dame, Notre Dame, IN, April 7, 2011.
10

Freethought Alliance, “Does God of the Bible Exist?” debate at the
Costa Mesa Community Center, Costa Mesa, CA, December 9, 2009,
http://www.freethoughtalliance.org/does_bible_god_exist__debate_dvd.
11

Bertrand Russell, Why I Am Not a Christian: And Other Essays on Re ligion and Related Subjects, ed. Paul Edwards (New York, NY: Simon &
Schuster, 1957), 17.
12

Douglas LeBlanc, “Atheists and Theists Analyze Anthony Flew’s Newfound Deism,” Christian Research Journal 28, no. 3 (2005).
13

Charles Darwin, Autiobiographies, eds. Michael Neve and Sharon Messenger (London, UK: Penguin, 2002), 50.
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of eternal torment offered by the likes of Jonathan Edwards
and Charles Spurgeon, observing that most Christians loathe it
—including those who believe in it.14 All the more, he suggested, we should expect unbelievers to reel in disbelief when presented with an evangelistic message that includes it.15 A few
decades later, skeptic James Marchant told conditionalist and
Cambridge Professor George Gabriel Stokes that if the doctrine of eternal torment were not a part of Christian dogma,
many unbelievers would love and embrace Jesus.16
Were Constable and Stokes still alive, then, it would
come as no surprise to them that at least some atheists today
grant that conditional immortality neutralizes this one of their
objections to Christianity. Atheist Andrew Whyte, for example,
says eternal torment is cruel, but does not object to the justice
of God in conditionalism.17 Nor, apparently, does atheist Paul
Beaumont, who said heaven would be intolerable if he knew
people he loved were suffering eternally in hell. Presented with
the alternative of annihilation, Beaumont did not continue to
object to Christianity on the grounds that hell would be unjust
or horrific, but he did say God should have made the threat of

14

Henry Constable, “Divine Justice,” in Rethinking Hell: Readings in
Evangelical Conditionalism, eds. Christopher M. Date, Gregory G.
Stump, and Joshua W. Anderson (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2014), 201–2.
15

Ibid., 200.
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George Gabriel Stokes, Conditional Immortality: A Help to Sceptics; A
Series of Letters Addressed by Professor Sir G. G. Stokes, Bart., to James
Marchant (London, UK: James Nisbet & Co., Ltd., 1897), 9–10; emphasis
in original.
17 Andrew

Whyte, interview by Christopher M. Date, “Episode 71: The
View From the Outside, with Andrew Whyte (Part 2),” Rethinking Hell
(MP3 podcast), August 7, 2015, accessed March 28, 2017, http://www.rethinkinghell.com/2015/08/episode-71-the-view-from-the-outside-withandrew-whyte-part-2.
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extinction clearer in Scripture18—to which every conditionalist
listening to the debate on the radio is sure to have cried out,
“He did!”
And so, it is as Atkinson and Parikh conclude: “the
Christian hypothesis fits without nearly so much difficulty with
Conditional Immortality. . . . Our conclusion, then, is that the
Traditional View has been strong evidence against Christianity
and that this evidence is largely removed when Conditional
Immortality is adopted.”19
Wind From the Sails of the Great Commission?
It should come as no surprise, then, that some former atheists
claim they were able to accept Christ only after they were
shown that the Bible does not teach the doctrine of eternal
torment. Gregg writes, for example, of “a devout and mature
Christian man whose . . . studies of Scripture finally disabused
him of (what he now regards as) a slanderous misrepresentation
of God”—that is, the doctrine of eternal torment—“and he
was then able to embrace and submit himself to Christ for the
first time.”20 Greg Boyd’s father once objected to Christianity
because of eternal torment, which he deemed inconsistent with
the character of the Christian God.21 Boyd responded, explaining among other things that “a number of very reputable evangelical theologians” are convinced the Bible teaches conditional-

18

Justin Brierley, host, “Putting Christianity on Trial – Mark Lanier vs
Paul Beaumont,” Unbelievable? (MP3 podcast), November 22nd, 2014,
accessed March 27, 2017, https://www.premierchristianradio.com/Shows/
Saturday/Unbelievable/Episodes/Unbelievable-Putting-Christianity-onTrial-Mark-Lanier-vs-Paul-Beaumont.
19

Parikh and Atkinson, “The Impact of Conditional Immortality on
Apologetics.”
20
21

Gregg, All You Want to Know About Hell, 63.

Gregory A. Boyd and Edward K. Boyd, Letters from a Skeptic: A Son
Wrestles with His Father’s Questions About Christianity (Colorado
Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2008), 195.
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ism.22 Later, after accepting Christ, Boyd’s father told him,
“things really began to change for me when you convinced me
of the Bible’s inspiration and helped me make sense out of hell.
I’m not sure why, but I think it was at that point that I really
started to ‘see the light.’”23
These testimonies are not here presented as a reason for
rejecting eternal torment in favor of conditional immortality. To
borrow the language of philosophers, Christians are deontologists, not utilitarians, and so if apologists are to embrace one
view of hell over another, it should be because of its consistency with biblical revelation, not because it is less objectionable to
the targets of their evangelism. As Gregg puts it, “We mustn’t
allow pragmatism to drive our message. Our message must be
the truth. Any deviation from what the Bible really teaches may
produce undesirable and unforeseen consequences.” 24
Unfortunately, it seems defenders of eternal torment
are more willing to apply utilitarian thinking to the intramural
Christian debate over hell. Greg Koukl, for example, said on a
2012 episode of Stand to Reason that he immediately knows to
resist conditionalism because it “takes the wind out of the sails
of the Great Commission.”25 His stated reason for thinking as
much is that, according to conditionalism, the unredeemed will
be destroyed and no longer exist, a fate he insists is not frightening. Apologist Phil Fernandes attributes his conversion to fear
of eternal torment, and suspects he would never have believed
in Jesus if he thought the Bible instead teaches
conditionalism.26 Douglas Wilson says it seems to him that annihilation isn’t much of a fate to be feared. Likening annihilation to Nirvana in Buddhism, Wilson says, “Buddhist salvation
isn’t terrifying. And if we water down the lake of fire to the
22

Ibid., 199.

23

Ibid., 232.

24

Gregg, All You Want to Know About Hell, 65.

25

Koukl, “Alan Shlemon - The Insider Movement in Muslim Missions
(June 24, 2012).”
26

Fernandes, “Is Hell Forever?”
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point where it amounts to the same thing, then I don’t know
what to do as a preacher.” 27 Apologists for the traditional view
of hell, including the likes of Robert Yarbrough, John Gerstner,
and Robert Peterson, argue similarly in print as well. 28
Of course, what these traditionalists seem to overlook is
the fact that if unbelievers are to repent for fear of the fate
about which they are warned, they must first find that fate plausible. But as has been demonstrated, many do not find eternal
torment plausible, and in fact find it reason to reject Christ rather
than embrace him. This utilitarian argument for eternal torment
is therefore at best a wash: if many lost souls will not turn to
Jesus if annihilation is not fearful, many likewise will not turn to
Jesus if eternal torment is not believable. And so critics of conditionalism ought to be good Protestants and argue against it
from Scripture, and not from its alleged lack of utility.
But the question is worth asking: Does conditionalism
really take the wind out of the sails of the Great Commission,
to use Koukl’s metaphor? It does not, and for several reasons.
First, most conditionalists do not believe that God is going to
snap his proverbial fingers and that the lost will instantaneously
and painlessly disappear into the ether. The aforementioned
atheist Andrew Whyte correctly observes that if conditionalism
is true, the shame, remorse, and pain likely to be experienced by
the lost in hell as they are destroyed “is still a massive
deterrent.”29 Second, repentance is motivated not only by the
proverbial stick of hell—whatever its nature—but also by the
carrot of everlasting paradise. If faced with eternal bliss or extinction, the aforementioned atheist Paul Beaumont rhetorically
asks, “Well who’s not going to choose eternal bliss, for goodness sake?”30
27

Wilson, “Episode 10: What Siddhartha Wanted, with Douglas Wilson.”

28

Yarbrough, “Jesus on Hell,” 80; Gerstner, Repent or Perish, 67, 98–99;
Peterson, Hell on Trial, 178–9.
29 Andrew

Whyte, “Episode 71: The View From the Outside, with Andrew
Whyte (Part 2).”
30

Justin Brierley, “Putting Christianity on Trial – Mark Lanier vs Paul
Beaumont.”
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Fear of Death and Annihilation
Third and perhaps most importantly, the claim that unbelievers
do not fear death is simply false. One can state as much, matterof-factly, on no less than the authority of the word of God.
The author of Hebrews writes that Jesus “partook of [flesh and
blood], that through death he might . . . deliver all those who
through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (Heb 2:14–
15; emphasis added).31 David sings, “My heart is in anguish
within me; the terrors of death have fallen upon me. Fear and
trembling come upon me, and horror overwhelms
me” (Ps 55:4–5). Bildad calls death “the king of terrors” (Job
18:14). When God told Abimelech to return Sarah to Abraham
or else “you shall surely die, you and all who are yours,” Abimelech and his men “were very much afraid” (Gen 20:7–8). Fearing death by the hand of Saul who had just killed Ahimelech
and the priests, Abiathar flees to David, who tells him, “do not
be afraid . . . With me you shall be in safekeeping” (1 Sam
22:20–23). Jesus told his disciples, “do not fear those who kill
the body but cannot kill the soul” (Matt 10:28), encouragement
he need not have offered had they not been afraid of being
killed.
Commenting on the Hebrews text, F. F. Bruce writes,
“The fear of death is a most potent fear. Through fear of death
many will consent to do things that nothing else could compel
them to do.”32 This is, of course, the basic premise of the Saw
series of horror movies, which although gruesomely over the
top is nevertheless at least somewhat relatable because viewers
know that they too would be tempted to do the unthinkable to
avoid death. And people feared death when Hebrews was written as much as they do now. As Raymond Brown explains, “unbelievers in the first century were terror-stricken when they con-

31

Unless otherwise noted, all biblical passages referenced are in the English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Standard Bible Society, 2001).
32

F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, New International Commentary
on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 86.
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sidered its shattering prospect. The pagan had no hope for the
future. He could only live for the present.”33
The Epicureans, for example, thought fear of death
prevents people from living peaceful and happy lives, and nurtures such vices as greed, envy, disloyalty, and injustice.34 Consequently, observes James Warren, “The Epicureans placed the
eradication of the fears of death at the very heart of their ethical project.”35 Essential to this Epicurean project was the understanding of death as annihilation, which they, like Koukl,
thought was not a fate worth fearing, for it involves no enduring suffering.36 Lucretius likewise argued that the thought of
one day ceasing to exist ought to be no more fearful than the
realization that one did not exist prior to being born.37
Try as they might, however, to convince people not to
fear death and annihilation, fear them people did. First-century
Greek historian Plutarch said his countrymen could not countenance the prospect of annihilation. If given the choice between it and an afterlife of torment, they would have chosen
the torment, for “the Greek loved life and the Greek wanted to
live.”38 The Epicurean project failed, Plutarch wrote, because
rather than comforting people, annihilation is the fate “nature

33

Raymond Brown, The Message of Hebrews: Christ Above All, The
Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity,
1982), 67; emphasis added.
34

Voula Tsouna, The Ethics of Philodemus (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), 239.
35

James Warren, Facing Death: Epicurus and his Critics (Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 6.
36

Howard F. Vos, “Religions of the Biblical World: Greco-Roman,” in
The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 4, ed. Geoffrey W.
Bromiley, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1988), 110.
37

Christopher Hitchens, God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (New York, NY: Twelve, 2009), 259.
38

William Barclay, The Apostles’ Creed (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox, 1998), 298.
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most dreads.”39 Augustine echoed Plutarch, insisting that if
people were given the choice between eternal life in torment
and annihilation, “on the instant they would joyfully, nay exultantly, make election to exist always, even in such a condition,
rather than not exist at all.”40 It is not a little ironic, then, that
critics of conditionalism like Robert Peterson will argue that
annihilation is nothing to fear when compared to eternal torment, while simultaneously citing Augustine favorably in support of their view!41
In the centuries since, arguments against fearing death
have not gone unchallenged. Thomas Nagel writes that many
people find death as annihilation dreadful, and think those who
do not “are blind to the obvious.”42 Indeed, Steven Luper-Foy
scathingly writes, “their anxiety to believe in the innocuousness
of their demise prevents even brilliant thinkers from realizing
that their arguments are inane. Epicurus’ famous argument, for
example, is about as absurd as any I have seen.”43 Nagel, LuperFoy, and other philosophers offer a variety of rebuttals to Epicurean arguments against fearing death. Whether convincing or

39

Plutarch, Plutarch’s Morals, ed. William W. Goodwin, vol. 2 (Boston,
MA: Little, Brown, and Co., 1874), 198; emphasis added.
40 Augustine

of Hippo, “The City of God,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers of the Christian Church, vol. 2, St. Augustin’s City of God and
Christian Doctrine, ed. Philip Schaff (Buffalo, NY: The Christian Literature Co., 1887), 220.
41

For example, Robert Peterson, who as quoted above said “The unsaved
would probably like annihilationism to be true,” quotes Augustine favorably in Edward William Fudge and Robert A. Peterson, Two Views of
Hell: A Biblical and Theological Dialogue (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2000), 119–21.
42
43

Thomas Nagel, “Death,” Noûs 4, no. 1 (February, 1970), 73.

Steven Luper-Foy, “Annihilation,” The Philosophical Quarterly 37, no.
148 (July, 1987), 234; emphasis added.
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not, the debate rages on, and the fact remains that many people
do, indeed, fear death and annihilation.44
Christopher Hitchens writes, for example, of twentiethcentury poet Philip Larkin’s “grim but honest realization that
[life] does not extend beyond the grave.”45 Larkin’s realization is
grim indeed:
Unresting death, a whole day nearer now,
Making all thought impossible but how
And where and when I shall myself die.
Arid interrogation: yet the dread
Of dying, and being dead,
Flashes afresh to hold and horrify.46
. . . And specious stuff that says no rational being
Can fear a thing it cannot feel, not seeing
that this is what we fear—no sight, no sound,
No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,
Nothing to love or link with,
The anaesthetic from which none come round. 47
Then an atheist, English Professor Mark Bauerlein could have
related. “Every night in bed,” he writes, “I foresaw my pending
nonexistence and trembled. I shut my eyes and the walls closed
in. That I was destined to join the nothingness that I spied in
the bush was an intolerable prospect, an unthinkable thought.
My mind was stuck on eternal death.”48
Contrary to the claim made by critics of conditionalism,
that unbelievers do not fear death and annihilation and therefore will not repent if warned of that fate, the reality is that
44

Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster,
1973), 11; R. E. Ewin, Reasons and the Fear of Death (Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 2; and Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, On Death
and Dying: What the Dying Have to Teach Doctors, Nurses, Clergy &
Their Own Families (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2014), 2, 5.
45

Christopher Hitchens, The Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the
Nonbeliever (Boston, MA: Da Capo, 2007), 207.
46

Ibid., lines 5–10.
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Ibid., 208, lines 25–30.
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Mark Bauerlein, “My Failed Atheism,” First Things (May, 2012), 49.
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people very much do fear it, try as they might to argue themselves out of doing so. Whereas the doctrine of eternal torment
strikes many of them as absurd and unbelievable, prompting
them to reject the Christianity they think entails belief in it, the
doctrine of conditional immortality taps into a deeply rooted
existential fear of a fate they already wish they could avoid. As
Woody Allen famously said, “I don't want to achieve immortality through my work; I want to achieve immortality through not
dying. I don't want to live on in the hearts of my countrymen; I
want to live on in my apartment.”49
The Search for Immortality
In fact, many do not merely wish to avoid death and annihilation, but actively attempt to defy it. Humanist Andrew Copson
insists that people must face up to and make the best of their
impending annihilation if they “are not to simply collapse in
horror” at the thought of it.50 But many refuse to face up to it.
Not content to merely wish they could avoid annihilation, many
actively attempt to defy it by achieving immortality.
In 2001’s Vanilla Sky, David Aames hires a company
called Life Extension to cryogenically freeze him until advances
in medical technology can repair his disfigurement and extend
his life. In 2014’s Transcendence, Will Caster dies but his consciousness is transferred to a computer, living on in digital
form. At the end of 2015’s Chappie, Deon Wilson dies but his
consciousness is similarly transferred to a robot which he controls thereafter as if it were his body. And while these are all
merely movies, these and other technologies are actively being
pursued in real life in mankind’s search for immortality.
The 2045 Initiative, for example, founded in 2011 by
Dmitry Itskov, is a real-life, not-for-profit organization bringing
researchers together to make human immortality possible. According to its international manifesto, “We believe that it is pos49

Quoted in Samuel Scheffler, Death and the Afterlife: The Berkeley Tanner Lectures (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016), 3.
50 Andrew

Copson, “What Is Humanism?” in The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Humanism, eds. Andrew Copson and A. C. Grayling (Chichester,
UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 11–12.
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sible and necessary to eliminate aging and even death, and to
overcome the fundamental limits of the physical and mental
capabilities currently set by the restrictions of the physical
body.”51 Not unlike the transfer of Deon Wilson’s consciousness into a robot in Chappie, the 2045 Initiative believes that as
part of “the biggest technological project of our times,” before
2045 “People will make independent decisions about the extension of their lives and the possibilities for personal development in a new [artificial] body after the resources of the biological body have been exhausted.”52
Contrary to popular belief, Walt Disney was not cryogenically frozen. However, others are. The Cryonics Institute
reports that “Many biological specimens have been cryopreserved, stored at liquid nitrogen temperature where all decay
ceases, and revived; these include whole insects, vinegar eels,
many types of human tissue including brain tissue, human embryos which have later grown into healthy children, and a few
small mammalian organs.” Convinced that fully grown human
beings will one day be able to be similarly reanimated, Cryonics
Institute charges just $28,000 at time of death to cryogenically
preserve a body, to be revived at some future date when it becomes possible.53
Neuroscientist Kenneth Hayworth observes “advances
in brain preservation, tissue imaging, and computer simulations
of neural networks,” and sees in them “a cure for death.” As if
responding directly to those who accept and perpetuate Epicurean arguments against fearing death, Hayworth says, “There
are those who say that death is just part of the human condition, so we should embrace it. I’m not one of those people.”
And so, he intends to have his brain preserved in resin at the
moment he dies, so that in the future his consciousness can be

51

2045 Initiative, “International Manifesto of the ‘2045’ Strategic Social
Initiative,” February 22, 2011, accessed March 31, 2017, http://2045.com/
manifest/.
52
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Cryonics Institute, “Frequently Asked Questions,” accessed March 31,
2017, http://www.cryonics.org/about-us/faqs.
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transferred to a robot body, which he thinks will be as common-place as laser eye surgery by the year 2110.54
Hayworth is a member of the Alcor Life Extension
Foundation, which in 1993 created a facility capable of keeping
bodies frozen for years. Membership in Alcor is pricy, but its
members see it as a bet worth making. “The expected value of
membership,” Sebastian Seung explains, “is equal to the probability of reanimation times the value of eternal life. Since eternal life is infinitely valuable, the expected value of Alcor membership is also infinite, and therefore worth every penny of the
$200,000 fee.” Seung’s use of the phrase “eternal life” will of
course not go unnoticed by Christians, and indeed, Seung goes
on, “Like Christianity, cryonics is a wager for the jackpot of
eternal life.” Referring to the father of cryonics, Robert Ettinger, Seung writes, “Pascal’s Wager asks you to put your faith
in God; Ettinger’s Wager asks you to put it in technology.”55
Many or most scientists see such attempts at achieving
immortality as little more than pipe dreams, but their likelihood
of success is beside the point. The point is that the search is
real, and engaged in by ever growing numbers of people.
Meanwhile, the Bible long ago promised immortality to those
who turn to God in their search for it. When Adam and Eve
sinned, they were banished from the Garden of Eden and their
access to the Tree of Life was revoked so that, as God put it,
they would not “eat, and live forever” (Gen 3:22–23). But that
tree makes a reappearance at the other end of the Bible where
the redeemed, having placed their faith in Jesus Christ, have access to its fruit (Rev 22:2). Thus Paul says that Jesus “abolished
death and brought life and immortality to light through the
gospel” (2 Tim 1:10). But unlike transhumanist imaginings, according to Scripture immortality will be achieved, not through
technology, but through resurrection. As Jesus says in John
5:29, “all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come
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out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life,” and
as he says in Luke 20:35–36, “those who are considered worthy
to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead . . .
cannot die anymore.”
Conditional immortality, then, besides tapping into
mankind’s innate fear of death and annihilation, further resonates with mankind’s desire for immortality. Paul powerfully
captures both in 1 Corinthians 15:52–55, writing,
For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be
raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For
this perishable body must put on the imperishable,
and this mortal body must put on immortality.
When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and
the mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to
pass the saying that is written:
“Death is swallowed up in victory.”
“O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting?”
Conclusion
The evidence thus presented demands that critics of conditional immortality abandon their pragmatic and utilitarian objection
based on the claim that unbelievers will not turn to Christ in
repentance and faith if the alternative is death and annihilation.
As has been seen, unbelievers in today’s pluralistic culture are as
likely to reject Christianity as they are to convert if it requires
believing in eternal torment. If it were true that they do not
fear death and annihilation, then conditionalism removes shipwrecking icebergs from the path of the gospel, even if it also
removes some of the wind from its sails.
The latter is not likely to happen, however, because human beings innately fear death and annihilation, so much and
universally so that philosophers have for millennia tried to talk
them out of doing so, to so little avail that mankind relentlessly
seeks immortality through technological advancement. Conditional immortality therefore not only removes the obstacle of
eternal torment that prevents many unbelievers from accepting
the gospel, but it also resonates with their fear of death and
desire for immortality. It promises, then, not to remove wind
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from the sails of the Great Commission, but rather to add to it,
in an age in which added wind is desperately needed, as people
are more skeptical of Christian truth claims than ever before.
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