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For those who refuse to abandon reason at the altar of tradition



Abstract

This monograph demonstrates that theological attempts to defend eternal punish-
ment by appealing to divine transcendence create an epistemological collapse that
renders divine attributes meaningless. Through formal logical analysis, I establish
that defenders face an inescapable dilemma: either divine attributes (love, patience,
justice) resemble human concepts sufficiently for intelligibility—in which case they
contradict eternal punishment—or they do not resemble human concepts, in which
case they become unintelligible and all theology collapses. The transcendence de-
fense, commonly deployed to escape this dilemma, is shown to be self-refuting
through performative contradiction. The argument applies universally across Chris-
tian traditions and extends beyond eternal punishment to reveal systemic incoher-
ence in orthodox Christianity’s core doctrines. The work concludes that intellec-
tual honesty requires either abandoning eternal punishment or abandoning coher-
ent theology, with the former being the only rationally defensible option.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Theological Retreat
to Transcendence

When confronted with the apparent contradiction between eternal punishment and
divine attributes, theologians frequently invoke divine transcendence. The move
follows a predictable pattern:

Critic: “Eternal punishment for finite offenses contradicts divine justice,
which requires proportionality.”

Defender: “Divine justice transcends human notions of proportionality.
God’s ways are higher than our ways.”

Critic: “A loving being wouldn’t eternally separate from those it loves
over finite failures.”

Defender: “Divine love operates on principles beyond human compre-
hension. We cannot judge God by human standards.”

This defensive strategy appears to preserve divine attributes while dismissing
objections. However, it creates a more fundamental problem: if divine attributes
are wholly unlike their human counterparts, they cease to be intelligible concepts
at all. This work demonstrates that the transcendence defense, when pushed to its
logical conclusion, results in complete epistemological collapse.

1.1 The Central Thesis

The argument proceeds through the following stages:

1. Establishing the dilemma: We demonstrate that defenders of eternal pun-
ishment face an exhaustive choice between two positions, both of which are
untenable.

1
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2. Analyzing Horn 1 (Resemblance): If divine attributes resemble human con-
cepts sufficiently to be intelligible, eternal punishment contradicts them.

3. Analyzing Horn 2 (Transcendence): If divine attributes don’t resemble human
concepts, they become unintelligible and all theology collapses.

4. Proving self-refutation: The transcendence defense uses the very rational
standards it attempts to deny.

5. Demonstrating cascade effects: The epistemological collapse spreads through-
out the entire theological system.

6. Revealing broader patterns: The same incoherence pervades other core Chris-
tian doctrines beyond eternal punishment.

1.2 Scope and Method

This work employs formal logic, symbolic notation, and rigorous philosophical
analysis to demonstrate its claims. The argument is primarily philosophical rather
than exegetical—we are concerned with the logical coherence of doctrines, not pri-
marily with biblical interpretation.

1.2.1 What This Argument Is

• A demonstration that eternal punishment is logically incompatible with intelli-
gible divine attributes

• A proof that appeals to divine transcendence are self-refuting
• An analysis of the epistemological consequences of the transcendence defense
• A formal argument accessible to anyone willing to engage with symbolic logic
• An investigation into whether this pattern of incoherence extends beyond eternal

punishment to orthodox Christianity’s core doctrines
• A challenge to the intellectual defensibility of maintaining beliefs in the face of

demonstrated logical contradictions
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1.2.2 What This Argument Is Not

• A comprehensive biblical exegesis of hell passages (though scriptural consider-
ations are addressed)

• An emotional appeal based on the perceived harshness of eternal punishment
• An attempt to preserve Christianity by offering "better" alternatives to eternal

punishment
• A project aimed at making Christianity more palatable or rationally defensible
• A defense of any particular religious or theological system

1.2.3 The Argument’s Ultimate Direction

While this work begins with eternal punishment as its focus, the investigation re-
veals something more significant: the transcendence defense used to protect this
doctrine is the same defense deployed across orthodox Christianity’s core claims.
The pattern of logical incoherence is not isolated but systemic.

This work does not aim to salvage Christianity through doctrinal revision.
Rather, it follows the logical analysis wherever it leads—and that analysis suggests
the problems run far deeper than any single doctrine. Whether Christianity can
survive honest rational scrutiny is a question readers must answer for themselves
based on the evidence presented.

1.3 Methodology

Our method combines several philosophical approaches:

Formal Logic We employ symbolic logic to make the structure of arguments explicit
and testable.

Conceptual Analysis We examine the meaning and necessary features of concepts
like justice, love, and patience.

Reductio ad Absurdum We show that certain theological positions lead to contra-
dictions or absurdities.

Dilemma Construction We demonstrate that defenders face exhaustive choices where
all options are problematic.
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Systematic Analysis We trace how problems in one area cascade through the entire
theological system.

Pattern Recognition We identify common defensive strategies and assess their va-
lidity across multiple doctrines.

1.3.1 A Note on Logical Rigor

This work employs formal logical notation extensively. For readers less familiar
with symbolic logic, each formal argument is accompanied by plain-language ex-
planation. The symbolic notation serves to make the logical structure explicit and
testable—ensuring that no hidden assumptions slip through and that every infer-
ence can be verified.

Readers uncomfortable with formal logic can follow the plain-language explana-
tions and consult the symbolic versions when skeptical of a claim. Those trained in
formal logic can verify each step independently. This dual presentation serves both
accessibility and rigor.

1.4 Key Definitions

Before proceeding, we establish several critical definitions that will be used through-
out:

Definition 1.1 (Eternal Punishment (EP)). The doctrine that some humans will expe-
rience conscious torment of infinite duration as punishment for offenses committed
during finite earthly life.

Definition 1.2 (Divine Attributes). Properties traditionally ascribed to God, includ-
ing but not limited to: love, patience, justice, mercy, goodness, holiness, omnipo-
tence, omniscience, and immutability.

Definition 1.3 (Intelligibility). A concept is intelligible if and only if humans can
grasp its meaning sufficiently to use it coherently in reasoning, recognize instances
of it, and distinguish it from other concepts.

Definition 1.4 (Resemblance). A divine attribute resembles its human counterpart
if and only if it shares sufficient core features such that the same term can be applied
meaningfully to both without equivocation.



1.5. The Structure of the Book 5

Definition 1.5 (Transcendence (in the problematic sense)). The claim that divine at-
tributes are so radically unlike human concepts that they share no features relevant
to evaluation, critique, or understanding.

1.5 The Structure of the Book

The argument unfolds systematically in four major parts, each building on the pre-
vious:

1.5.1 PART I: THE FUNDAMENTAL DILEMMA (Chapters 2-5)

This section establishes the inescapable logical trap facing defenders of eternal pun-
ishment.

Chapter 2: The Structure of the Dilemma establishes the forced choice: divine
attributes either resemble human concepts (enabling intelligibility) or they don’t.
We prove rigorously that this disjunction is exhaustive—there is no third option, no
middle ground, no escape between the horns.

Chapter 3: The Case Against Each Horn provides detailed analysis of both al-
ternatives:
• Horn 1 (Resemblance): If divine love, patience, and justice resemble their hu-

man counterparts sufficiently for intelligibility, they contradict eternal punish-
ment. Detailed formal proofs demonstrate incompatibility for each attribute.

• Horn 2 (Transcendence): If divine attributes don’t resemble human concepts,
they become unintelligible—undermining revelation, worship, prayer, ethics,
and all theological discourse.
Chapter 4: The Self-Refuting Nature of the Transcendence Defense demon-

strates that retreating to Horn 2 doesn’t merely create problems—it commits per-
formative contradictions, applies selectively (revealing motivated reasoning), and
offers zero explanatory power. The transcendence defense refutes itself.

Chapter 5: Formal Proof of the Epistemological Collapse provides the first
complete formal proof using symbolic logic, axioms, and rigorous inference rules.
Shows that any theological system affirming both eternal punishment and intelligi-
ble divine attributes is necessarily logically incoherent.
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1.5.2 PART II: DEEPENING THE CASE (Chapters 6-11)

This section traces implications, examines real-world examples, and addresses meta-
level problems.

Chapter 6: The Theological Implications demonstrates how epistemological
collapse spreads systematically through major theological domains:
• Natural theology cannot infer divine attributes from creation
• Moral theology cannot ground ethics in unintelligible divine character
• Biblical interpretation fails when God-language becomes meaningless
• Worship becomes incoherent when directed at unknowable attributes

Chapter 7: Case Studies presents three detailed examples showing defenders re-
treating from intelligibility to transcendence in real-time debates about justice, love,
and patience. Demonstrates the pattern of defensive collapse through six stages for
each attribute.

Chapter 8: The Impossible Middle Ground proves that no coherent intermedi-
ate position exists between the two horns. Every attempt at "partial resemblance"
or "analogical predication" collapses back into one horn or the other. The quest for
middle ground is logically impossible, not merely difficult.

Chapter 9: The Meta-Problem exposes the arbitrariness of feature assignment:
defenders have no principled way to determine which aspects of divine attributes
are shared vs. transcendent. The boundary is drawn wherever convenient to pro-
tect eternal punishment—revealing motivated reasoning rather than principled the-
ology.

Chapter 10: Extended Applications shows how the epistemological collapse ex-
tends to:
• Revelation (fails to communicate about unintelligible attributes)
• Divine simplicity (spreads incompatibility to God’s essence itself)
• Moral exemplarism (cannot imitate unintelligible virtues)
• Theodicy (cannot justify evil with unintelligible good)
• Prayer and assurance (become impossible with unknowable God)

Chapter 11: The Ultimate Meta-Problem reveals defenders simultaneously claim-
ing epistemic humility ("we cannot fully understand") and theological certainty ("we
know God will eternally punish"). These positions are logically incompatible—yet
defenders selectively apply each wherever convenient.
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1.5.3 PART III: UNIVERSAL APPLICATION (Chapters 12-16)

This section synthesizes the complete argument, addresses all objections, and demon-
strates universal applicability.

Chapter 12: Synthesis provides the complete formal argument structure in one
place, showing how each component contributes to the inescapable conclusion. In-
cludes visual representations and summary formulations.

Chapter 13: Responses to Anticipated Objections systematically addresses the
seven most common and sophisticated objections:

1. Analogy bridges the gap (shows why analogical predication fails)

2. Mystery isn’t contradiction (shows this is actually contradiction, not mystery)

3. Infinite being → infinite offense (shows this commits category error)

4. Free will defense (shows this doesn’t justify eternal consequences)

5. Scripture clearly teaches it (shows this begs the question)

6. The cross demonstrates compatibility (shows this is non sequitur)

7. You’re judging God (shows this is self-refuting)

Chapter 14: The Cascade Effect traces how epistemological collapse spreads
systematically through dependent theological components. Uses formal cascade
principle to show that failure at the foundation (divine attributes) necessarily prop-
agates to everything built upon it.

Chapter 15: Implications for Different Theological Traditions demonstrates
the argument applies universally across Christian traditions:
• Reformed theology: Sovereignty doesn’t resolve intelligibility problems
• Arminian theology: Universal love explicitly contradicts eternal punishment
• Catholic theology: Purgatory actually undermines eternal hell
• Eastern Orthodox: Theosis as universal goal points toward universalism
• Annihilationism: Better than eternal torment but still problematic
• Universalism: Most coherent position given the analysis

Chapter 16: Additional Incoherencies in Orthodox Christianity reveals that
eternal punishment is not an isolated problem but part of a systemic pattern. The
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same transcendence defense (now proven to be self-refuting) props up other core
orthodox doctrines:
• Trinity (identity logic violation)
• Incarnation (incompatible attributes)
• Atonement (justice violation)
• Omnipotence paradoxes
• Problem of evil
• Biblical inerrancy (empirical errors)

Each exhibits the same pattern: initial affirmation, logical objection, failed de-
fenses, retreat to mystery, epistemological collapse.

1.5.4 PART IV: THE VERDICT (Chapters 17-19)

This section provides ultimate formalization, examines what intellectual honesty
requires, and offers final conclusions.

Chapter 17: The Pattern of Rationalization demonstrates the universal applica-
tion of the transcendence defense:
• Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement, Evil, Inerrancy all use the same defense
• Each doctrine follows identical pattern: affirmation → objection → failed defense

→ retreat to mystery
• The transcendence defense is revealed as universal solvent for all orthodox inco-

herencies
• Performative contradiction applies universally
• Orthodox Christianity’s core method is systematically bankrupt

Chapter 18: Final Formalization presents the complete formal proof with maxi-
mal rigor:
• Complete symbol definitions and axiom system
• Master Theorem with full formal proof
• Plain-language walkthrough for accessibility
• Six corollaries establishing implications
• Proof of why no refutation succeeds

Chapter 19: Conclusion confronts readers with the verdict and explores paths
forward:
• Summary of what we’ve demonstrated
• The weight of cumulative incoherence across all core doctrines
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• Cost-benefit analysis of maintaining orthodox Christianity
• Evaluation of alternatives (progressive Christianity, other religions, agnosticism,

naturalism)
• Recommendations by starting position
• The final verdict and what intellectual honesty requires

Epilogue: What Comes Next

Following the main argument and conclusion, the epilogue addresses:
• Guidance for readers at different starting positions
• Next steps for scholars and church communities
• Resources for further exploration
• Final reflections on truth, faith, and intellectual courage

1.5.5 The Argument’s Logical Flow

The book’s structure follows rigorous logical progression:

Establish The dilemma is exhaustive (Chapter 2)
↓

Analyze Both horns lead to unacceptable outcomes (Chapter 3)
↓

Prove The transcendence defense is self-refuting (Chapter 4)
↓

Formalize Complete formal proof of incoherence (Chapter 5)
↓

Trace Implications spread through theology (Chapters 6-11)
↓

Synthesize Complete argument in one place (Chapter 12)
↓

Defend Address all objections (Chapter 13)
↓

Apply Show universal applicability (Chapters 14-16)
↓

Conclude Final proof and verdict (Chapters 17-18)
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Each chapter is necessary. Each builds on previous work. The argument is cu-
mulative and systematic.

1.6 A Note on Tone

This work is unapologetically rigorous and critical. Some may find the argumenta-
tion harsh or the conclusions unsettling. This is intentional. Comfortable falsehoods
are worse than uncomfortable truths, and theology that cannot withstand scrutiny
does not deserve acceptance.

However, the critique is directed at doctrines, not at persons. Many brilliant, sin-
cere, and morally admirable people have held to orthodox Christian beliefs. This
work argues that they are mistaken, not that they are foolish or malicious.

The goal is not to mock or demean believers, but to subject religious claims to
the same rigorous analysis we would apply to any other extraordinary claims about
reality.

1.7 On Intellectual Honesty

This work makes a fundamental assumption: intellectual honesty matters.
If you believe that faith should be maintained regardless of logical coherence,

this book is not for you. If you think tradition trumps reason, or that certain beliefs
are immune to rational critique, you will find this work’s conclusions unacceptable.

But if you value:
• Truth over comfort
• Logical coherence over tradition
• Honest inquiry over predetermined conclusions
• Following evidence and reason wherever they lead
• Intellectual integrity over social conformity

Then this work invites you to examine whether orthodox Christianity can sur-
vive rigorous rational analysis.
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1.8 A Note on the Author’s Stance

This work is written from a position of skepticism toward orthodox Christian claims.
The author does not presume Christianity is true and seek to defend it through revi-
sion. Rather, the investigation begins with logical analysis of specific doctrines and
follows the implications systematically.

Where that analysis leads—whether to progressive Christianity, other religious
traditions, agnosticism, or naturalism—is determined by the strength of arguments
and evidence, not by a desire to preserve religious belief.

Readers seeking to maintain Christian faith through doctrinal modification will
find some useful analysis here, but should understand that the work’s trajectory
moves toward questioning whether Christianity’s core claims can withstand ratio-
nal scrutiny at all.

1.9 An Invitation

This book invites readers to:
• Think carefully about whether theological doctrines are logically coherent
• Question assumptions that may have been accepted uncritically
• Value consistency between professed beliefs and their logical implications
• Prioritize truth over tradition when the two conflict
• Follow reason wherever it leads, even to uncomfortable conclusions
• Consider alternatives honestly, including the possibility that orthodox Chris-

tianity is untenable
If you are willing to follow the argument wherever it leads—even if that means

abandoning long-held beliefs—turn the page.
If you demand that conclusions conform to predetermined commitments regard-

less of logic, this book is not for you.
The choice, as always, is yours.
But once you’ve seen the logical incoherence clearly demonstrated, intellectual

honesty demands a response.
What will yours be?



Chapter 2

The Structure of the Dilemma

2.1 The Forced Choice

The defender of eternal punishment faces an unavoidable dilemma that can be for-
malized as follows:

Definition 2.1 (Key Predicates). Let us define:
• Da = a divine attribute (love, patience, justice, etc.)
• Ha = the corresponding human understanding of that attribute
• R(Da, Ha) = “Divine attribute Da bears sufficient resemblance to human concept

Ha for intelligibility”
• C(Da, EP) = “Divine attribute Da is compatible with eternal punishment (EP)”
• I(Da) = “Divine attribute Da is intelligible to humans”

Theorem 2.2 (The Fundamental Dilemma).
For any divine attribute Da ∈ {love, patience, justice}:

∀Da : [R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha)]

This disjunction represents an exhaustive and exclusive choice.

2.1.1 Horn 1: Resemblance

If R(Da, Ha), then divine attributes must share core features with human concepts.

Proposition 2.3 (Resemblance Implies Incompatibility).

R(Da, Ha) → ¬C(Da, EP)

Evidence: Human love seeks reconciliation; human patience allows ongoing op-
portunity; human justice requires proportionality. Eternal punishment violates all

12
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three.

2.1.2 Horn 2: Non-Resemblance

If ¬R(Da, Ha), then divine attributes become unintelligible.

Proposition 2.4 (Non-Resemblance Implies Unintelligibility).

¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da)

The Central Conclusion:

[R(Da, Ha) → ¬C(Da, EP)] ∧ [¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da)]

Therefore:
C(Da, EP) → ¬I(Da)

Translation: Defending eternal punishment by appeal to transcendence nec-
essarily renders divine attributes unintelligible.

2.1.3 The Forced Nature of the Choice

This is not a false dilemma. The choice between resemblance and non-resemblance
is genuinely exhaustive because it covers all logical possibilities. Either divine at-
tributes share sufficient features with human concepts to ground intelligibility, or
they do not. There is no third category.

Consider an analogy: Either a word in an unknown language shares enough
features with words you know to allow translation, or it doesn’t. If it does, you can
understand it. If it doesn’t, it remains opaque. There is no middle ground where the
word is both completely unlike anything you know and fully comprehensible.

Similarly, divine attributes must either:

1. Bear sufficient resemblance to human concepts for intelligible discourse, or

2. Be so radically different that intelligible discourse becomes impossible

Defenders cannot have it both ways—affirming intelligibility when making pos-
itive claims about God while denying it when facing objections.
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2.1.4 Why This Is a True Dilemma

Unlike false dilemmas, this choice is genuinely exhaustive and exclusive. We must
establish this rigorously before proceeding, as the entire argument depends on there
being no escape between the horns.

Formal Proof of Exhaustiveness

Before examining specific escape attempts, we prove rigorously that the dilemma is
genuinely exhaustive—there are no hidden alternatives.

The Disjunction Is Genuinely Exhaustive.

1. By Law of Excluded Middle: ∀Da : [R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha)] [LEM]

2. There appear to be three logical possibilities for any divine attribute Da:

(a) R(Da, Ha) is true (sufficient resemblance exists)
(b) ¬R(Da, Ha) is true (sufficient resemblance does not exist)
(c) The predicate R(Da, Ha) is indeterminate, vague, or inapplicable

3. We address option (c) to show it collapses into (a) or (b):

Case (c.1): R(Da, Ha) is vague/indeterminate

(a) If resemblance is indeterminate, then intelligibility I(Da) is also indeter-
minate [by Axiom 1:
I(Da) ↔ R(Da, Ha)]

(b) If I(Da) is indeterminate, affirmation A(Da) cannot be coherent [cannot
meaningfully affirm what has indeterminate intelligibility]

(c) But theology requires A(Da) [Axiom 6: theological commitment]

(d) Contradiction: A(Da) ∧ ¬Coherent(A(Da))

(e) Therefore: R(Da, Ha) cannot be indeterminate if we are to affirm Da co-
herently

Case (c.2): R(Da, Ha) is inapplicable

(a) If resemblance is inapplicable (category error), then Da and Ha are incom-
mensurable
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(b) If incommensurable, no basis exists for using the same term for both

(c) Using the same term (e.g., "love") for incommensurable items is equivo-
cation

(d) Equivocation prevents meaningful theological discourse

(e) This is equivalent to Horn 2: unintelligibility

4. Thus option (c) provides no escape: it collapses into either incoherence (mak-
ing (a) vs (b) moot) or into option (b) itself

5. Therefore only options (a) and (b) remain viable, and they are exhaustive

6. The options are mutually exclusive: ¬[R(Da, Ha) ∧ ¬R(Da, Ha)] [Law of
Non-Contradiction]

7. Therefore: The dilemma is both exhaustive and exclusive—a true dilemma
with no escape

Implication: Defenders cannot appeal to "third ways" or "alternatives" to the
dilemma. Any proposed alternative will, upon analysis, collapse into one of the
two horns.

2.1.5 Why Defenders Cannot Escape

Now that we’ve proven exhaustiveness, we examine why specific escape attempts
fail:

1. Exhaustive: Either divine attributes resemble human concepts sufficiently for
understanding, or they don’t. There is no third option.

2. Exclusive: The two options are mutually exclusive. Something cannot both
resemble human understanding enough to be intelligible AND fail to resemble
it.

3. Both horns are problematic:

• Horn 1: Accepts intelligibility but forces abandonment of eternal punish-
ment

• Horn 2: Preserves eternal punishment but at the cost of all theological
meaning
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Implication: Defenders cannot appeal to "third ways" or "alternatives" to the
dilemma. Any proposed alternative will, upon analysis, collapse into one of the
two horns.

2.1.6 Attempts to Escape

Defenders might attempt several escape strategies, all of which fail:

Escape Attempt 1: Degrees of Resemblance

Claim: “Divine attributes resemble human concepts in degree, not in kind. They’re
similar enough to be intelligible but different enough to avoid contradiction.”

Response: This merely relocates the problem. We can formalize this as:

Definition 2.5 (Degree of Resemblance). Let r be a real number where 0 ≤ r ≤ 1,
representing degree of resemblance between divine and human concepts.
• r = 0: No resemblance (complete transcendence)
• r = 1: Perfect resemblance (univocity)
• 0 < r < 1: Partial resemblance (analogy)

Now we ask: What value of r satisfies both requirements?
• For intelligibility: r must be high enough that core features are shared
• For compatibility with EP: r must be low enough that contradictions are avoided

The problem: If r is high enough for intelligibility (preserving core features like
proportionality in justice, reconciliation-seeking in love), then contradictions with
EP emerge. If r is low enough to avoid contradictions, intelligibility is lost.

There is no value of r that satisfies both constraints simultaneously.

Escape Attempt 2: “Different Features Are Analogous”

Claim: “Divine justice shares feature X with human justice (making it intelligible)
but not feature Y (avoiding contradiction with EP).”

Why this fails: This works only if feature Y is peripheral rather than core. But
the features that contradict EP are precisely the core features:
• For justice: proportionality is core, not peripheral
• For love: seeking reconciliation is core, not peripheral
• For patience: allowing ongoing opportunity is core, not peripheral
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Removing core features changes the concept entirely—this is equivocation (using
the same word for different concepts), not analogy.

Note: Chapter 8 examines the analogy defense in comprehensive detail, demon-
strating that no coherent version of this escape succeeds. The fundamental problem
is that genuine analogy requires sharing the very features that create contradictions
with EP.

Escape Attempt 3: Mystery vs. Contradiction

Claim: “We can affirm both divine attributes and eternal punishment even if we
cannot fully understand how they cohere. Mystery is not the same as contradiction.”

Response: This conflates two distinct situations:

Definition 2.6 (Mystery vs. Contradiction). • Mystery: P is true, and we don’t fully
understand how P is true

• Contradiction: P and ¬P are both affirmed simultaneously

Mystery is epistemological (about our knowledge). Contradiction is logical (about
truth values).

Our argument demonstrates contradiction, not mere mystery:
• If divine love seeks reconciliation, eternal separation is ruled out
• If divine patience is infinite, finite deadlines are ruled out
• If divine justice is proportional, infinite punishment for finite offenses is ruled

out
These are not mysterious tensions; they are logical incompatibilities.

2.1.7 The Dilemma in Logical Form

We can now represent the complete dilemma structure with explicit justifications:

Structure of the Dilemma.

1. R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha) [Law of Excluded Middle—proven exhaustive
above]

2. R(Da, Ha) → ¬C(Da, EP) [Horn 1—to be proven in Chapter 3]

3. ¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da) [Horn 2—to be proven in Chapter 3]
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4. ¬I(Da) → ¬A(Da) [Unintelligible attributes cannot be meaningfully
affirmed]

5. A(Da) [Theological requirement: Christianity must affirm divine attributes]

6. ¬¬R(Da, Ha) [from 3,4,5 by Modus Tollens chain]

7. R(Da, Ha) [from 6, Double Negation Elimination]

8. ¬C(Da, EP) [from 2,7, Modus Ponens]

Interpretation: If theology requires affirming divine attributes (step 5), and affir-
mation requires intelligibility (step 4), and intelligibility requires resemblance (step
3), then attributes must resemble human concepts (step 7). But if they resemble
human concepts, they contradict eternal punishment (step 8).

Conclusion: Either abandon eternal punishment or abandon the ability to mean-
ingfully affirm divine attributes (which destroys theology).

2.1.8 Historical Recognition of the Dilemma

This dilemma is not novel. Throughout church history, perceptive theologians have
recognized the tension, though they drew different conclusions:
• Origen (c. 184-253) recognized the incompatibility and embraced universal rec-

onciliation
• Augustine (354-430) affirmed both divine love and eternal punishment, creating

systematic tensions his followers have struggled with ever since
• Anselm (1033-1109) attempted to resolve the tension through satisfaction theory,

but merely relocated the problem
• Aquinas (1225-1274) employed analogical predication, which we will show fails

to resolve the dilemma
• Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) embraced divine sovereignty so strongly that hu-

man concepts of justice became nearly irrelevant—a tacit admission of Horn 2
Modern defenders have not discovered new solutions; they have merely oscil-

lated between the same two horns that have always existed.
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2.1.9 Why the Dilemma Matters

Some might respond: “So what? Perhaps we should simply accept theological para-
doxes.”

This response misunderstands the stakes. The dilemma doesn’t merely create an
intellectual puzzle—it undermines the entire basis for theological discourse:
• If Horn 1: Theology must abandon eternal punishment to remain coherent
• If Horn 2: Theology loses all cognitive content and becomes impossible

There is no option that preserves both eternal punishment and meaningful the-
ology. The choice is forced, and one of the cherished commitments must go.

The question is: Which matters more—preserving a traditional doctrine, or pre-
serving the possibility of intelligible theology?

For those who value truth and coherence, the answer should be clear.

Chapter 2 Summary: The Inescapable Dilemma

What We’ve Established:

1. The dilemma is exhaustive: Divine attributes either resemble human
concepts or they don’t (Law of Excluded Middle). There is no third op-
tion—we’ve proven this formally.

2. The dilemma is exclusive: Cannot both resemble and not resemble (Law
of Non-Contradiction)

3. Horn 1 (Resemblance): If attributes resemble human concepts enough for
intelligibility, they contradict eternal punishment

• This will be proven in detail in Chapter 3

4. Horn 2 (Non-Resemblance): If attributes don’t resemble human concepts,
they become unintelligible

• Also proven in detail in Chapter 3

5. No escape attempts succeed:
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• Degrees of resemblance: Must specify which features—core features
create contradictions

• Different features analogous: Core features must be shared for intelli-
gibility

• Mystery vs. contradiction: We demonstrate contradiction, not mere
mystery

6. The dilemma is forced: Cannot maintain both intelligible theology and
eternal punishment—must choose one

What Comes Next:
Chapter 3 provides detailed proofs for both horns, demonstrating:

• Horn 1: Love, patience, and justice (if intelligible) each contradict eternal
punishment

• Horn 2: Making attributes unintelligible destroys all theology
The stage is set. The dilemma is inescapable. Defenders must choose.



Chapter 3

The Case Against Each Horn

3.1 Horn 1: If Divine Attributes Resemble Human Con-

cepts

3.1.1 Divine Love and Eternal Punishment

Human Love (the baseline for resemblance)

Human love, in its essential features:
• Seeks the good of the beloved
• Pursues reconciliation after estrangement
• Persists through rejection
• Does not abandon permanently over finite failures

These are not merely peripheral characteristics but constitute the core of what
we mean by love. A relationship that permanently abandons the beloved over tem-
porary failures is not recognizable as loving, regardless of other features it might
possess.

Why Reconciliation-Seeking Is Core to Love

Before formalizing, we must establish that seeking reconciliation is not peripheral
but essential to love:

Reconciliation-Seeking as Core Feature. We demonstrate that seeking reconciliation is
a core (not peripheral) feature of love through conceptual analysis, empirical verifi-
cation, and philosophical consensus.

Conceptual Analysis:

1. Love is fundamentally other-oriented (seeks beloved’s good)

21
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2. Separation from beloved is contrary to beloved’s good (relationship is intrinsic
good)

3. Therefore, love naturally opposes separation [from 1, 2]

4. When separation occurs, love seeks to overcome it (reconciliation) [from 3]

Empirical Verification (Linguistic Usage Test):

5. Test: Can we recognize as “love” a relationship that permanently accepts sep-
aration?

6. Evidence:

• Parent who gives up on estranged child: We say “they don’t really love
them”

• Spouse who abandons partner permanently: We say “the love died”
• Friend who accepts permanent estrangement: We say “they weren’t true

friends”

7. Result: Linguistic usage confirms we deny the term “love” applies when reconciliation-
seeking is absent [from 5,
6]

Cross-Cultural and Philosophical Consensus:

8. Cross-cultural agreement: Across diverse cultures, love involves not giving up
on the beloved

9. Philosophical consensus: From Plato to contemporary philosophy of love,
seeking reunion is identified as essential

Conclusion:

10. Therefore: Reconciliation-seeking is core, not peripheral [from 1–9]

This establishes that any concept lacking reconciliation-seeking would not be
recognized as love by competent speakers, across cultures, or by philosophical anal-
ysis.

Remark 3.1 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). A feature is core to a concept
if:
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1. Conceptual analysis: Removing it makes the concept unrecognizable

2. Linguistic usage: Native speakers would not apply the term without this fea-
ture

3. Contrast cases: Instances exhibiting all other features but lacking this one
would not be called by the term

4. Philosophical consensus: Across diverse ethical traditions, this feature is iden-
tified as essential

Reconciliation-seeking meets all four criteria for love. A relationship that ex-
hibits kindness, care, and affection but permanently gives up on the beloved when
difficulties arise would be described as "not actually love" rather than "an unusual
form of love."

Formal Analysis

Formal Analysis

Let us formalize the relationship with explicit temporal quantification:

Definition 3.2 (Temporal Love Predicates).

L(x, y, t) = “x loves y at time t”

S(x, y, t) = “x is separated from y at time t”

P(x, y, t) = “x pursues reconciliation with y at time t”

T = set of all times (including post-mortem)

Axiom 3.3 (Persistent Love Principle).

∀x, y : [∀t ∈ T : L(x, y, t)] → [∀t ∈ T : [S(x, y, t) → P(x, y, t)]]

Translation: If x loves y at all times, then at all times when they are separated, x
pursues reconciliation.

Applying to divine love:

∀t ∈ T : L(God, human, t)
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This is required by divine immutability and "God is love" (1 John 4:8).
But eternal punishment entails:

∃t0 ∈ T : ∀t > t0 : [S(God, human, t) ∧ ¬P(God, human, t)]

Translation: There exists a time (death) after which God and the human remain
permanently separated and God does not pursue reconciliation.

From the Persistent Love Principle and divine love’s eternality:

∀t > t0 : [S(God, human, t) → P(God, human, t)]

But this contradicts:

∀t > t0 : [S(God, human, t) ∧ ¬P(God, human, t)]

Therefore:
¬C(Dlove, EP)

Translation: There exists a point in time after which God and the human are sep-
arated permanently, and God does not pursue reconciliation.

Theorem 3.4 (Love-EP Incompatibility). This constitutes a direct contradiction. If divine
love resembles human love in seeking reconciliation, eternal separation contradicts divine
love.

Formally:
[L(God, human) ∧ R(Dlove, Hlove)] → ¬EP

The Theological Response Examined

Response: “God does pursue reconciliation during earthly life, but not after death.”
Counter-Analysis:
This introduces an arbitrary temporal boundary that has no justification within the

concept of love itself. Consider the parallel case:

A parent loves their child and pursues reconciliation through the child’s
adolescence. But on the child’s 18th birthday, if reconciliation hasn’t oc-
curred, the parent permanently ends all contact and inflicts severe ongo-
ing punishment. Does this pattern exemplify love?
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Most would say no. The temporal boundary makes the abandonment no less
incompatible with love. The question is not when the abandonment occurs, but
whether permanent abandonment is compatible with ongoing love.

If love persists through rejection during life, why not after?
The defender must provide a principled reason why death changes the nature of

divine love. But any such reason faces a dilemma:

1. If death fundamentally changes God’s love: Then God’s love is not con-
stant/immutable, contradicting another divine attribute.

2. If death changes human receptivity but not divine love: Then the question
becomes: Does love continue seeking the beloved’s good even when reception
is impossible?

• If yes: God should continue creating opportunities for reconciliation
• If no: Then love is conditional on reciprocation, which contradicts the na-

ture of agape love

The Parable Problem

Jesus’ own teachings create additional difficulties for defenders:
The Parable of the Lost Sheep (Luke 15:3-7): The shepherd leaves 99 sheep to

find the one that is lost, and rejoices when found.
The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32): The father watches for the re-

turning son, runs to meet him, and celebrates his return.
Analysis: These parables explicitly describe divine love as:

• Actively seeking the lost
• Rejoicing at reconciliation
• Not giving up on the wayward

Remark 3.5. If these parables reveal divine love, eternal punishment contradicts the
very character they portray. The shepherd doesn’t eventually give up and eternally
punish the lost sheep. The father doesn’t stop watching after a certain deadline and
condemn the prodigal to permanent torment.

The defender must either:

1. Admit the parables don’t actually reveal divine love’s true nature (undermin-
ing biblical authority)
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2. Claim divine love changes after death (contradicting immutability)

3. Accept that eternal punishment contradicts the divine love portrayed in Scrip-
ture

The 1 John Problem

1 John 4:8 states: “God is love.” This is not “God has love” or “God sometimes acts
lovingly,” but “God is love”—an identity claim.

If God’s very essence is love, then everything God does must be compatible with
love. Eternal punishment for finite offenses must either:
• Be compatible with love (but we’ve shown it contradicts love’s core features)
• Not be something God does (undermining the doctrine)
• Mean “love” refers to something unrecognizable as love (Horn 2: unintelligibil-

ity)

The Love Trilemma:

1. Divine love resembles human love (required for intelligibility)

2. Divine love is compatible with eternal punishment

3. Eternal punishment involves permanent separation without reconciliation

These three propositions are mutually inconsistent. At least one must be
false.

If (1) is false: Theology collapses into unintelligibility (Horn 2)
If (2) is false: Eternal punishment must be abandoned
If (3) is false: The doctrine of eternal punishment has been misunderstood

(opening door to alternatives like universalism or annihilationism)
Defenders must choose. They cannot maintain all three.

Degrees of Love and Permanent Separation

Some defenders argue: “God loves everyone, but loves the saved more. Eternal
separation doesn’t negate love; it merely reflects different degrees.”

Response:
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This conflates degree of affection with abandonment of core loving actions. Even re-
duced love maintains certain baseline commitments.

Analogy: A parent may love one child more than another (though we’d question
this), but any genuine parental love excludes permanently abandoning a child to
torment. The issue isn’t degree but kind.

Definition 3.6 (Minimal Love Threshold). Let Lmin represent the minimal thresh-
old below which a relationship cannot properly be called loving. This threshold
includes:
• Seeking the good of the other
• Not inflicting gratuitous harm
• Providing opportunity for reconciliation

Proposition 3.7. Eternal punishment falls below Lmin for any recognizable concept of love.

Even if God’s love for the unsaved is vastly less than His love for the saved, it
cannot include eternal torment and still qualify as love in any intelligible sense.

3.1.2 Divine Patience and Eternal Punishment

Human Patience (the baseline for resemblance)

Human patience is characterized by:
• Allowing repeated opportunities for correction
• Enduring ongoing failure without final abandonment
• Recognizing that growth takes time
• Being proportionate to capacity and understanding

The very concept of patience implies a willingness to wait, to endure setbacks,
and to provide additional chances. Patience with a fixed, irrevocable deadline is a
contradiction in terms when we’re told the patience is infinite.

Why Ongoing Opportunity Is Core to Patience

Before formalizing, we must establish that allowing ongoing opportunity is essen-
tial to patience:

Here’s the reformatted proof with improved logical structure: latex
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Ongoing Opportunity as Core Feature. We demonstrate that allowing ongoing oppor-
tunity (without fixed deadlines) is a core (not peripheral) feature of patience through
conceptual analysis, empirical verification, and textual evidence.

Conceptual Analysis:

1. Patience is fundamentally about enduring through time without giving up

2. The temporal extension is not merely incidental but definitional

3. Etymology confirms: Latin patientia = “endurance, forbearance” (continuing
despite difficulty)

Empirical Verification (Linguistic Usage Test):

4. Test: Can we recognize as “patience” a disposition that includes a fixed, non-
negotiable deadline?

5. Evidence:

• Teacher patient with student “until end of semester, then expulsion”: Not
truly patient

• Parent patient with child “until age 18, then permanent abandonment”:
Not truly patient

• God patient with human “until death, then eternal torment”: Not truly
patient

6. Result: Linguistic usage confirms we deny the term “patience” applies when
fixed deadlines terminate opportunity [from 4, 5]

7. Contrast: True patience = “I’ll work with you as long as it takes” (no predeter-
mined endpoint)

8. Fixed deadline = inherently impatient (the clock is running, opportunity will
end) [from 7]

Biblical and Philosophical Confirmation:

9. Biblical usage: “Slow to anger” (Exodus 34:6) implies not quick to finalize
judgment

10. Philosophical analysis: Patience is characterized by perseverance without pre-
determined termination
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Conclusion:

11. Therefore: Ongoing opportunity (no fixed deadline) is core to patience [from
1–10]

This establishes that any disposition including a fixed deadline would not be
recognized as genuine patience by competent speakers, etymological analysis, or
biblical usage.

Remark 3.8 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: "Patience with a deadline" is conceptually confused—the
deadline undermines patience

2. Linguistic usage: We say "patience ran out" or "lost patience" when deadlines
are imposed

3. Contrast cases: A disposition with all patience’s other features (calmness, for-
bearance) but with fixed deadline would be called "limited patience" or "toler-
ance," not true patience

4. Philosophical consensus: Across traditions, patience involves perseverance
without predetermined termination

Example contrast: "I was patient for three hours, then I gave up" describes pa-
tience that ended, not ongoing patience. Similarly, "God is patient until death" de-
scribes patience that ends, contradicting claims of infinite or extraordinary patience.

Formal Analysis

Formal Analysis

Definition 3.9 (Patience Predicates).

Pa(x) = “x is patient”

O(y, n) = “agent y has had n opportunities for correction”

F(y) = “final abandonment of y”
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Axiom 3.10 (Human Patience Principle).

∀x : Pa(x) → ∀y∀n : [finite(n) → ¬F(y)]

Translation: If x is patient, then for any agent y and any finite number of oppor-
tunities n, final abandonment does not occur.

Put more simply: Patience means that after any finite number of failures, there
remains opportunity for future success.

But eternal punishment requires:

∃n : finite(n) ∧ F(human)

Translation: There exists some finite number of opportunities after which final
abandonment occurs.

Theorem 3.11 (Patience-EP Incompatibility). If divine patience resembles human pa-
tience, it cannot impose final abandonment after finite opportunities.

Formally:

[Pa(God) ∧ R(Dpatience, Hpatience) ∧ finite(opportunities)] → ¬F(anyone)

But eternal punishment entails:

F(the damned)

Therefore:
¬[Pa(God) ∧ R(Dpatience, Hpatience) ∧ EP]

The “Infinite Patience” Problem

Scripture repeatedly describes God’s patience as extraordinary:
• “The Lord is slow to anger” (Exodus 34:6, Numbers 14:18)
• “The Lord is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish” (2 Peter

3:9)
• God’s patience in the days of Noah waited (1 Peter 3:20)

If God’s patience is infinite or at least vastly exceeds human patience, how can it
be exhausted by a finite number of rejections during a finite lifetime?
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Definition 3.12 (Patience Exhaustion). Let E(Pa, n) = “patience Pa is exhausted after
n opportunities”

For any patience level P:

finite(P) → ∃n : E(P, n)

But:
infinite(P) → ¬∃n : [finite(n) ∧ E(P, n)]

Translation: Finite patience can be exhausted after some number of opportunities.
Infinite patience cannot be exhausted by any finite number of opportunities.

The theological problem: If divine patience is infinite (or even vastly greater
than human patience), it logically cannot be exhausted by a finite human lifetime of
rejections.

Theological Response Examined

Response: “God’s patience is exercised during earthly life, which provides sufficient
opportunity for repentance.”

Counter-Analysis:
This response contains several problems:
1. What makes earthly life “sufficient”?
If patience is truly infinite, what makes 70-80 years “sufficient” opportunity?

The very concept of sufficiency implies a standard being met, but infinite patience
would exceed any such standard.

Moreover, “sufficient” for whom?
• The person born into a Christian family with excellent teaching?
• The person born in a remote area with no exposure to Christianity?
• The person raised in an abusive religious environment that distorts the gospel?
• The person with severe mental illness affecting reasoning capacity?

If patience is truly infinite, it would accommodate these varying circumstances
rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all deadline.

2. The deadline contradicts infinite patience

Definition 3.13 (Patience with Deadline). Let Pad(t0) = “patience that ends at time
t0”
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Pad(t0) ≡ ∀t > t0 : ¬patience-active(t)

Patience with a fixed endpoint is finite patience by definition, even if the patience
is very great up to that point.

The claim “God is infinitely patient, but patience ends at death” is logically
equivalent to “God is infinitely patient, but patience is finite.”

This is a contradiction.
3. Human patience doesn’t work this way
Consider a patient teacher working with a struggling student:

A truly patient teacher doesn’t say: “I’ll be patient with you until the end
of the semester, but if you haven’t mastered this by then, I’ll ensure you
suffer eternally.”

Rather, a patient teacher says: “I’ll keep working with you as long as it
takes for you to learn.”

The first approach has a deadline. The second reflects genuine, ongoing patience.
If divine patience resembles the first, it’s finite (contradicting “infinite patience”).

If it resembles the second, eternal punishment is ruled out.

The 2 Peter 3:9 Problem

“The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient
toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repen-
tance.”

This verse creates a multi-layered problem for eternal punishment:

1. Patience is directed toward repentance: The goal of patience is that people
reach repentance

2. The scope is universal: “not wishing that any should perish”

3. Perishing is presented as contrary to God’s will

Remark 3.14. If God is patient toward the goal that all reach repentance, and if most
humans end up in eternal punishment (as most defenders of EP believe), then either:
• God’s patience failed to achieve its purpose for the majority
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• God’s patience ended prematurely (making it finite, not infinite)
• The verse doesn’t accurately represent God’s will
• Universal repentance will eventually occur (universalism)

Defenders must choose which horn to accept. Each creates theological problems.

Patience and Second Chances

Defenders sometimes argue: “God gives everyone at least one chance. Patience
doesn’t require infinite chances.”

Response:
This fundamentally misunderstands patience. Patience is precisely about giving

repeated chances:
• Jesus tells Peter to forgive “seventy times seven” times (Matthew 18:22)
• The parable of the persistent widow (Luke 18:1-8) commends not giving up
• God’s patience with Israel involved centuries of rebellion and restoration cycles

The Patience Paradox:
Defenders simultaneously claim:

1. God is infinitely (or extraordinarily) patient

2. God’s patience ends definitively at death

3. A finite human lifetime provides sufficient opportunity

These claims are mutually inconsistent.
If patience is infinite: (2) and (3) are false—patience doesn’t end, and finite

opportunity is insufficient by definition
If patience ends at death: (1) is false—this is finite patience with a deadline
If finite opportunity is sufficient: (1) is false—this implies finite patience, not

infinite
At most one of these three claims can be true. Defenders must choose

which two to abandon.
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3.1.3 Divine Justice and Eternal Punishment

Human Justice (the baseline for resemblance)

Human justice incorporates several essential features:
• Proportionality: punishment matches the severity of the offense
• Consideration of capacity: takes into account the offender’s understanding and

circumstances
• Restorative aims: seeks rehabilitation where possible
• Gradation: distinguishes between greater and lesser offenses with correspond-

ingly different consequences
Of these, proportionality is absolutely central. A system that punishes jaywalk-

ing and murder identically, or that imposes life imprisonment for both, would be
universally condemned as unjust. Proportionality is not a peripheral feature of jus-
tice—it is its very essence.

Why Proportionality Is Core to Justice

Before formalizing, we must establish that proportionality is essential to justice:

Proportionality as Core Feature. We demonstrate that proportionality is a core (not
peripheral) feature of justice through conceptual analysis, empirical verification,
and historical/philosophical consensus.

Conceptual Analysis:

1. Justice involves giving each their due (classical definition: suum cuique)

2. “Due” implies proportionality—response matches action [from 1]

Empirical Verification (Linguistic Usage Test):

3. Test: Can we recognize as “just” a system that lacks proportionality?

4. Evidence:

• Jaywalking → death penalty: Universally condemned as unjust
• Murder → $5 fine: Universally condemned as unjust
• Same penalty for all crimes regardless of severity: Unjust
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5. Result: Linguistic usage confirms we deny the term “justice” applies to sys-
tems lacking proportionality [from 3,
4]

Cross-Cultural and Historical Evidence:

6. Cross-cultural agreement: Every legal system distinguishes offenses by sever-
ity

7. Historical persistence: From Code of Hammurabi to modern law, proportion-
ality is central

8. Even “eye for eye” (Lex Talionis): Crude proportionality, not disproportional-
ity

Philosophical and Biblical Consensus:

9. Philosophical consensus: Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Kant, Rawls—all identify
proportionality as essential

10. Biblical witness: Different punishments for different sins (Luke 12:47-48, Matthew
10:15)

Conclusion:

11. Therefore: Proportionality is core, not peripheral [from 1–10]

This establishes that any system lacking proportionality would not be recog-
nized as just by competent speakers, across cultures, throughout history, by philo-
sophical analysis, or by biblical standards.

Remark 3.15 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: "Justice without proportionality" is an oxymoron—justice
is proportional treatment

2. Linguistic usage: We call disproportionate punishment "unjust" or "injustice,"
not "unusual justice"

3. Contrast cases: A system with impartiality and consistency but without pro-
portionality would be called "systematic cruelty," not "justice"
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4. Philosophical consensus: No major philosophical tradition defines justice
without proportionality

Example contrast: A judge who treats all equally (impartial) and consistently
but gives death penalty for all crimes would not be called "just with different stan-
dards"—would be called "tyrannical" or "unjust."

Formal Analysis

Formal Analysis

Definition 3.16 (Justice Predicates).

J(p, o) = “punishment p is just for offense o”

M(x) = “the measure/magnitude of x”

∝ = “proportional to”

Axiom 3.17 (Human Justice Principle).

∀p, o : J(p, o) → [M(p) ∝ M(o)]

Translation: For any punishment p and offense o, if p is just for o, then the mag-
nitude of the punishment is proportional to the magnitude of the offense.

Applied to eternal punishment:

M(eternal punishment) = ∞

M(finite offenses) = k where k < ∞

Therefore:

¬[M(eternal punishment) ∝ M(finite offenses)]

Since ∞ ̸∝ k for any finite k, we conclude:

Theorem 3.18 (Justice-EP Incompatibility).

¬J(eternal punishment, finite offenses)
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Eternal punishment for finite offenses is not just, by any standard that includes propor-
tionality as a requirement of justice.

The Magnitude Problem Elaborated

The disproportion is not merely quantitative but categorical:

Definition 3.19 (Categorical Disproportion). A punishment p is categorically dis-
proportionate to offense o if:

category(M(p)) ̸= category(M(o))

Where categories are: {finite, infinite}

Example:
• Finite punishment for finite offense: same category (potentially proportional)
• Infinite punishment for infinite offense: same category (potentially proportional)
• Infinite punishment for finite offense: different categories (categorically dispro-

portionate)

Why Infinite Punishment Cannot Be Proportional to Finite Offense. Define proportion-
ality precisely:

M(p) ∝ M(o) ≡ ∃k > 0 : M(p) = k · M(o)

For eternal punishment and finite offense:

M(EP) = ∞

M(finite offense) = n where n < ∞

For proportionality to hold:
∞ = k · n

for some k > 0
But for any finite k and finite n:

k · n < ∞
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And if k = ∞: This violates the definition (proportionality constant must be
finite—otherwise the "proportion" is undefined)

Therefore:
¬[∞ ∝ n]

for any finite n
The disproportion is not merely quantitative but categorical: No multiplicative

relationship can bridge finite and infinite quantities. This is not about "very large"
vs. "very small"—it’s about different mathematical categories (finite vs. transfinite).

Remark 3.20. If someone committed one million grievous offenses, the appropriate
punishment would be large but finite. Eternal punishment would still be infinitely
disproportionate. If someone committed one trillion offenses, eternal punishment
remains infinitely disproportionate. The problem is categorical, not merely one of
degree.

The Theological Response: “Offense Against an Infinite Being”

This is the most common defense, so we must examine it thoroughly.
Response: “The magnitude of an offense is determined by the one offended. Of-

fenses against an infinite God have infinite weight, thus warranting infinite punish-
ment.”

Counter-Formalization:

Definition 3.21 (Offense Weight).

W(o, b) = “the weight of offense o against being b”

V(b) = “the value/status of being b”

The claim:
W(o, b) ∝ V(b)

Translation: The weight of an offense is proportional to the value of the being
offended.

Problems with this formulation:
Problem 1: This violates the finite nature of the act itself
Even if we grant that V(God) = ∞, the offense is still:
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• Performed by a finite being
• Committed in finite time
• Based on finite understanding
• Limited in scope and effect

Formally:

∀o : [finite-agent(o)∧finite-duration(o)∧finite-understanding(o)∧finite-scope(o)] → finite(M(o))

The offense itself possesses finite magnitude regardless of whom it’s directed
against.

Analogy: If I throw a pebble at a wall, the impact is determined by the pebble’s
mass and velocity, not by the wall’s value. Throwing a pebble at a priceless painting
doesn’t make the pebble infinitely massive.

Problem 2: Human analogy fails
We don’t actually apply this principle in human justice:

• Lying to a king is not infinitely worse than lying to a commoner
• Theft from a wealthy person is not punished infinitely more severely than theft

from a poor person
• Disrespecting a president carries greater penalty than disrespecting a citizen, but

not infinitely greater
The proportionality principle applies primarily to the nature and consequences of

the offense, not merely to the status of the victim.

Remark 3.22. If offense magnitude scaled infinitely with victim status, then all of-
fenses against God would be infinite, making gradation impossible. But justice re-
quires distinguishing between greater and lesser wrongs.

Problem 3: It makes all offenses equal
If offense weight is determined primarily by the offended party’s status rather

than the offense’s nature:

All Offenses Become Equal. Assume: W(o, b) = V(b) × N(o) where N(o) is the in-
trinsic nature/severity of offense o

If V(God) = ∞:
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For any two offenses o1 and o2 against God:

W(o1, God) = ∞ × N(o1) = ∞

W(o2, God) = ∞ × N(o2) = ∞

Therefore:
W(o1, God) = W(o2, God) = ∞

Translation: If God’s value is infinite, then ∞× (any finite number) = ∞. Thus:
• A white lie has infinite weight
• Genocide has infinite weight
• Stealing a candy bar has infinite weight
• Mass murder has infinite weight

All are equal in weight (∞), eliminating the very gradation that justice requires.

The Justice Trilemma for “Infinite Worth” Defense:

1. Offenses against an infinite being have infinite weight

2. Justice requires distinguishing between greater and lesser offenses

3. Infinite weight eliminates gradation (all infinities are equal in magnitude)

These three propositions are mutually inconsistent. Defenders must aban-
don at least one.

If (1): Then (2) is violated—no gradation possible
If (2): Then (1) must be qualified—offense weight must remain finite to allow

gradation
If (3): Then mathematics itself is denied—but ∞ = ∞ regardless of what

finite number you multiply it by

The Category Error in the Defense

The “infinite being” defense commits a fundamental category error by conflating
ontological status with offense magnitude.



3.1. Horn 1: If Divine Attributes Resemble Human Concepts 41

Definition 3.23 (Category Error). A category error occurs when a property from one
logical category is illegitimately transferred to a different category.

Example: “The number seven is green” (applying color to abstract objects)

The error:
• God’s ontological status (infinite being) is a qualitative category
• Offense magnitude (severity, scope, impact) is a quantitative category
• The defense attempts to transform qualitative status into quantitative magnitude

Why this fails:
Ontological categories (finite being vs. infinite being) and magnitude categories

(finite harm vs. infinite harm) are distinct:

Finite Being Infinite Being
Finite harm Yes, possible Yes, possible
Infinite harm No, impossible (lacks

power)
Yes, God could harm in-
finitely if He chose

Being an infinite being gives God the capacity to inflict infinite harm, but it doesn’t
make finite offenses against Him have infinite magnitude.

Analogy:

An elephant is vastly larger than an ant. If an ant bites an elephant, the
elephant has the capacity to crush the ant. But the magnitude of the harm
the ant inflicted on the elephant is still minuscule, not proportional to the
elephant’s size.

Similarly, humans can harm God’s purposes in finite ways. God has
the power to inflict infinite punishment. But the magnitude of the finite
offense doesn’t scale to infinity just because God is infinite.

The Gradation Problem Illustrated

If all sins warrant infinite punishment because they’re against an infinite being, the
biblical distinction between greater and lesser sins becomes incoherent:

Biblical gradations:
• “It will be more tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah than for you” (Matthew

10:15)
• Some are guilty of a “greater sin” (John 19:11)
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• Different numbers of “lashes” for different offenses (Luke 12:47-48)
But if all sins have infinite weight (because against an infinite being), then:

W(any sin) = ∞

And gradation becomes impossible:

∞ ̸> ∞ and ∞ ̸< ∞

Theorem 3.24 (Infinite Weight Eliminates Biblical Gradation). If offense weight is in-
finite for all sins, biblical gradations become meaningless.

Formally:

∀s1, s2 ∈ Sins : [W(s1) = W(s2) = ∞] → ¬Greater(s1, s2)

But Scripture affirms:
∃s1, s2 : Greater(s1, s2)

Therefore:
¬∀s : W(s) = ∞

Alternative Formulation of the Infinite Being Defense

Some defenders reformulate the argument:
Response: “It’s not that the offense has infinite magnitude, but that an offense

against an infinite being deserves infinite punishment as a matter of honor/respect/holiness.”
Counter-Analysis:
This reformulation abandons proportionality entirely in favor of a retributive

honor-based system. But this faces new problems:
Problem 1: If punishment is based on honor rather than proportionality to harm,

justice becomes arbitrary. Why does dishonoring God require infinite rather than
merely very severe finite punishment?

Problem 2: This makes justice wholly different from human justice, pushing us
toward Horn 2 (unintelligibility). If divine justice is about honor-satisfaction rather
than proportionality, then calling it “justice” is equivocal.

Problem 3: It contradicts the restorative elements in Scripture. Honor-based
systems seek satisfaction of the offended party’s status. But many biblical passages
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present God as seeking restoration of the offender, not merely vindication of His
honor.

The Honor vs. Proportionality Dilemma:
Either divine justice is:

1. Based on proportionality (making it intelligible but incompatible with EP)

2. Based on honor-satisfaction (making EP possible but justice unintelligible)

If (1): Divine justice resembles human justice but rules out infinite punish-
ment for finite offenses

If (2): Divine justice becomes unrecognizable as justice—it’s a different con-
cept entirely (equivocation)

There is no third option that preserves both intelligibility and compatibility
with EP.

The Cumulative Case Against Justice-EP Compatibility

We can now summarize the multiple ways eternal punishment violates justice:

1. Categorical disproportion: Infinite punishment for finite offenses crosses cat-
egories

2. Eliminates gradation: All offenses receive same infinite punishment

3. Ignores capacity: Different levels of understanding receive identical conse-
quence

4. Violates restorative aims: No possibility of rehabilitation or correction

5. Commits category error: Confuses ontological status with offense magnitude

6. Contradicts biblical gradations: Scripture distinguishes severity but EP doesn’t

7. Requires equivocation: Must redefine justice as honor-based rather than pro-
portional

Theorem 3.25 (Comprehensive Justice-EP Incompatibility). If divine justice resembles
human justice in any of its core features (proportionality, gradation, consideration of capac-
ity, restorative aims), it is incompatible with eternal punishment.



44 Chapter 3. The Case Against Each Horn

Formally:
R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP)

Where resemblance in even one core feature is sufficient to establish incompatibility.

Final Consideration: Mercy and Justice

Some defenders argue that mercy mitigates the demands of strict justice, so the
saved receive mercy while the unsaved receive justice.

Response:
This doesn’t resolve the proportionality problem:

• Even if the saved receive mercy (less than strict justice demands), the unsaved
must still receive just punishment

• If infinite punishment for finite offenses is unjust, then the unsaved are receiving
injustice, not justice

• Calling it “justice” doesn’t make disproportionate punishment just

Remark 3.26. Justice and mercy are distinct, but neither can violate logical coherence.
Mercy can remit punishment that justice would impose, but justice itself cannot
impose disproportionate punishment. If EP is disproportionate, it’s unjust whether
or not mercy is offered to some.

The mercy defense merely creates two groups:
• Group A: Receives mercy (less than justice would demand)
• Group B: Receives justice (what justice demands)

But if what “justice demands” for Group B is infinite punishment for finite of-
fenses, then Group B receives injustice, not justice—regardless of whether Group A
receives mercy.

3.2 Horn 2: If Divine Attributes Don’t Resemble Hu-

man Concepts

If defenders retreat from Horn 1 by claiming that divine attributes are wholly unlike
human concepts, they face the epistemological collapse. This section demonstrates
that the transcendence defense destroys the very possibility of meaningful theology.
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The Meaning Problem

For any term to be meaningful, it must have some connection to our conceptual
framework. If divine love, patience, and justice bear no relevant resemblance to
human love, patience, and justice, then these terms become empty signifiers.

Definition 3.27 (Meaning Predicates).

M(t) = “term t is meaningful to humans”

C(t, f ) = “term t connects to human conceptual framework f ”

Axiom 3.28 (Semantic Principle).

∀t : M(t) → ∃ f : C(t, f )

Translation: For any term to be meaningful, there must exist some human con-
ceptual framework to which it connects.

If divine attributes are wholly transcendent:

¬∃ f : C(Da, f )

Translation: There exists no conceptual framework to which divine attributes con-
nect.

Therefore:
¬M(Da)

Theorem 3.29 (Meaninglessness of Transcendent Attributes). If divine attributes are
unintelligible when they conflict with human understanding, the terms become meaningless
sound patterns with no cognitive content.

Illustration:
Suppose I tell you: “God is glarbnok.”
You ask: “What does glarbnok mean?”
I respond: “It’s a divine attribute, but it bears no resemblance to any human

concept you know. It’s completely transcendent.”
Question: Have you learned anything about God? No. The term glarbnok is

meaningless to you.
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This is precisely the situation when defenders claim divine love is wholly unlike
human love, divine justice is wholly unlike human justice, etc. The terms become
theological glarbnok—sounds without substance.

The Degrees of Meaninglessness

We can formalize different levels of semantic connection:

Definition 3.30 (Semantic Connection Levels). For any term t and concept c:

Level 0: ¬∃c : Similar(t, c) [No connection—meaningless]

Level 1: ∃c : Analogous(t, c) [Analogical connection]

Level 2: ∃c : Similar(t, c) [Similar enough for understanding]

Level 3: ∃c : Identical(t, c) [Univocal—same meaning]

Analysis:
• Level 3 (Univocal): No one claims divine attributes are identical to human con-

cepts
• Level 2 (Similar): This is Horn 1—sufficient resemblance for intelligibility, but

creates contradictions with EP
• Level 1 (Analogical): We’ll examine this in detail, but genuine analogy still re-

quires some shared features (returning to Horn 1)
• Level 0 (No connection): This is what full transcendence entails—complete mean-

inglessness
The defender who appeals to transcendence to escape Horn 1 inevitably slides

toward Level 0, where theology collapses.

The Recognition Problem

Even if defenders claim the terms have some meaning accessible only through rev-
elation, they face the recognition problem: How do we recognize something as an
instance of a concept if it shares no features with that concept?
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Definition 3.31 (Recognition Predicates).

Rec(x, a) = “agent x can recognize attribute a”

Sim(a1, a2) = “attribute a1 shares similarity with a2”

Fam(x, a) = “agent x is familiar with concept a”

Axiom 3.32 (Recognition Principle).

∀x, a : Rec(x, a) → ∃a′ : [Sim(a, a′) ∧ Fam(x, a′)]

Translation: To recognize something as an instance of a concept, we must perceive
similarity to some familiar concept.

Application:
• How do we recognize an act as loving if it bears no resemblance to human love?
• How do we identify patience if it shares no features with human patience?
• How do we call something just if it violates every principle of human justice?

Theorem 3.33 (Recognition Impossibility). If ¬Sim(Da, Ha) for any familiar Ha, then
¬Rec(humans, Da).

We cannot recognize divine attributes if they share no similarities with concepts we
know.

The theological claim becomes incoherent:
“God exhibits love, but it’s nothing like what you understand as love.”
This is functionally equivalent to saying:
“God exhibits X, but X is undefined and unrecognizable.”
Parallel examples of the absurdity:

• “This food is delicious, but it tastes nothing like anything you’d recognize as
delicious.”

• “This painting is beautiful, but it shares no features with anything you’d recog-
nize as beautiful.”

• “This argument is logical, but it follows no principles you’d recognize as logical.”
Each of these is incoherent. So is: “God is just/loving/patient, but in ways that

share no features with what you recognize as justice/love/patience.”
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The Communication Breakdown

Language works through shared meaning. If divine attributes have no connection
to human concepts, communication about them becomes impossible.

Definition 3.34 (Communication Success). Let Comm(s, r, m) = “Speaker s success-
fully communicates message m to recipient r”

Comm(s, r, m) → ∃c : [Uses(s, c) ∧ Understands(r, c)]

Translation: Successful communication requires shared concepts.
Applied to theology:
When Scripture says “God is love” (1 John 4:8):

• Speaker: Biblical author (ultimately God)
• Recipient: Human readers
• Message: Information about God’s nature

For communication to succeed:

∃c : [Uses(God, c) ∧ Understands(humans, c)]

But if divine love shares no features with human love:

¬Understands(humans, “divine love”)

Therefore:
¬Comm(God, humans, “God is love”)

Theorem 3.35 (Revelation Failure via Transcendence). If divine attributes are wholly
transcendent (sharing no features with human concepts), biblical revelation fails to commu-
nicate information about God.

This creates a devastating problem: The very Scripture that tells us “God is love”
becomes unintelligible if love is wholly unlike what we understand.

The Emulation Problem

Scripture and theology command humans to emulate divine attributes:
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“Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:48)

“Be imitators of God, as beloved children, and walk in love.” (Ephesians
5:1-2)

“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience...” (Galatians 5:22-23)

Definition 3.36 (Emulation Predicates).

E(x, a) = “agent x can emulate attribute a”

U(x, a) = “agent x understands attribute a”

Model(a1, a2) = “attribute a1 can serve as model for a2”

Axiom 3.37 (Emulation Principle).

∀x, a : E(x, a) → U(x, a)

Translation: One cannot emulate what one cannot understand.
Applied to divine attributes:
If divine attributes are wholly transcendent:

¬U(humans, Da)

Therefore:
¬E(humans, Da)

But theology requires:
E(humans, Da)

Theorem 3.38 (Emulation Contradiction). Scripture simultaneously:

1. Commands emulation of divine attributes

2. Makes emulation impossible (if attributes are unintelligible)

This is a direct contradiction in the theological system.

The practical absurdity:
Imagine a teacher saying: “Emulate my teaching method, but my method shares

no features with any teaching method you could recognize or understand.”
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How could students comply? They couldn’t. The instruction is incoherent.
Similarly: “Be loving like God is loving, but divine love shares no features with

human love.”
How could humans comply? They couldn’t. The instruction is incoherent.

The Imago Dei Problem

A central theological claim is that humans are created in God’s image (imago Dei).
This doctrine traditionally includes the claim that human capacities—especially moral
and rational capacities—reflect divine attributes.

Definition 3.39 (Image of God Predicates).

I(h, g) = “human h is created in the image of God g”

R(ha, ga) = “human attribute ha reflects divine attribute ga”

Moral(a) = “attribute a is a moral attribute”

Axiom 3.40 (Imago Dei Principle).

∀h, g : I(h, g) → ∃ha, ga : [Moral(ha) ∧ Moral(ga) ∧ R(ha, ga)]

Translation: If humans are made in God’s image, then some human moral at-
tributes reflect corresponding divine moral attributes.

If human moral concepts don’t resemble divine attributes:

¬R(human-love, divine-love) ∧ ¬R(human-justice, divine-justice)

Theorem 3.41 (Imago Dei Contradiction). The transcendence defense contradicts the
Imago Dei doctrine. If human moral capacities don’t reflect divine attributes, in what sense
are humans made in God’s image?

Theological response: “The image of God includes rationality, creativity, and
relationality—not necessarily moral similarity.”

Counter: This evacuates the moral significance of Imago Dei. Consider the im-
plications:

If our sense of justice doesn’t reflect divine justice:
• Our moral intuitions are systematically misleading
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• We cannot recognize moral goodness in God
• The basis for moral obligation collapses
• We have no reliable guide for discerning right from wrong

Remark 3.42. The Imago Dei doctrine becomes vacuous if it doesn’t include moral
resemblance. Rationality and creativity without moral grounding could equally de-
scribe a highly intelligent psychopath. What makes humans distinctively God-like
must include moral reflection, which requires that human moral concepts resemble
divine moral attributes.

The Worship Incoherence

Worship involves responding appropriately to God’s attributes. But if we cannot
understand those attributes, appropriate response becomes impossible.

Definition 3.43 (Worship Predicates).

W(x, g, r) = “agent x worships God g with response r”

Approp(r, a) = “response r is appropriate to attribute a”

K(x, a) = “agent x knows attribute a”

Axiom 3.44 (Worship Principle).

∀x, g : W(x, g, r) ∧ Genuine(W) → ∃a : [K(x, a) ∧ Approp(r, a)]

Translation: Genuine worship requires knowing some divine attribute and re-
sponding appropriately to it.

If divine attributes are unintelligible:

¬∃a : K(humans, Da)

Therefore:
¬∃r : [W(humans, God, r) ∧ Genuine(W)]

Theorem 3.45 (Worship Impossibility). If we cannot understand divine attributes, we
cannot worship appropriately. Worship becomes either:

1. Empty ritual (going through motions without understanding)
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2. Misdirected (responding to our misconceptions rather than reality)

3. Impossible (no coherent response available)

The worship dilemma:
Imagine being told: “Worship this being for its glarbnok, but glarbnok is com-

pletely unlike anything you can understand.”
How would you respond appropriately? You couldn’t. You might:

• Pretend to understand (dishonest)
• Project your own meaning onto glarbnok (self-deception)
• Refuse to worship what you don’t understand (honest but disobedient, per the

command)
None of these constitutes genuine worship. Genuine worship requires genuine

understanding.

The Prayer Absurdity

Prayer presumes we can understand God’s character well enough to make appro-
priate requests.

Definition 3.46 (Prayer Predicates).

Pr(s, g, r) = “subject s prays to God g with request r”

Approp(r, a) = “request r is appropriate given attribute a”

Based(r, a) = “request r is based on understanding of attribute a”

Axiom 3.47 (Prayer Coherence Principle).

∀s, g, r : [Pr(s, g, r) ∧ Coherent(Pr)] → ∃a : [K(s, a) ∧ Based(r, a)]

Translation: Coherent prayer requires knowing some divine attribute on which
to base the request.

Examples:
• Praying for mercy presumes understanding divine mercy
• Praying for justice presumes understanding divine justice
• Praying for forgiveness presumes understanding divine love
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If these attributes are unintelligible:

¬K(humans, Dmercy) ∧ ¬K(humans, Djustice) ∧ ¬K(humans, Dlove)

Then:
¬Coherent(most_prayers)

Remark 3.48. Prayer for forgiveness becomes absurd if we don’t understand what
divine mercy/love means. We’d be asking for something undefined, based on at-
tributes we can’t comprehend, from a being whose character we can’t recognize.

The Lord’s Prayer problem:
Jesus taught: “Pray then like this: ’Our Father in heaven...’ ” (Matthew 6:9)
But if divine fatherhood bears no resemblance to human fatherhood, what does

calling God “Father” communicate? If divine love bears no resemblance to human
love, what are we appealing to when we pray?

The prayer either:

1. Relies on resemblance (Horn 1—but then contradictions with EP emerge)

2. Uses words emptied of meaning (Horn 2—but then prayer becomes incoher-
ent)

The Cumulative Case for Epistemological Collapse

We can now see how the transcendence defense creates cascading failures:

1. Meaning collapses: Terms become empty signifiers

2. Recognition fails: Cannot identify divine attributes in action

3. Communication breaks down: Revelation cannot convey information

4. Emulation becomes impossible: Cannot imitate what we can’t understand

5. Imago Dei is gutted: Moral resemblance to God is denied

6. Worship becomes incoherent: Cannot respond appropriately to unknown at-
tributes
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7. Prayer becomes absurd: Cannot make requests based on incomprehensible
character

8. Theology collapses entirely: No coherent discourse about God remains pos-
sible

The Epistemological Collapse Theorem:

¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da) → ¬Coherent(Theology)

Translation: If divine attributes don’t resemble human concepts, they be-
come unintelligible, and coherent theology becomes impossible.

The transcendence defense doesn’t merely create problems for one doctrine—it
destroys the entire theological enterprise.

The Ironic Outcome

Defenders invoke transcendence to protect theology from critique. The irony is that
this defense destroys theology more thoroughly than any external criticism could.

Critics of eternal punishment argue it contradicts divine attributes.
Defenders respond by making divine attributes unintelligible.
But unintelligible divine attributes leave nothing worth defending. The defender

has won the battle (avoided the specific critique) but lost the war (destroyed coher-
ent theology).

Remark 3.49. It’s as if someone accused of stealing gold responded: “I couldn’t have
stolen the gold because there is no gold—it never existed.” Technically, this avoids
the theft charge, but only by conceding something far worse.

Similarly, the transcendence defense “saves” eternal punishment only by con-
ceding that we cannot meaningfully speak about God at all.

3.3 Transition: The Inevitable Retreat

We have now thoroughly examined both horns of the dilemma:
Horn 1 demonstrated that if divine attributes resemble human concepts (neces-

sary for intelligibility), they contradict eternal punishment. We proved this rigor-
ously for love, patience, and justice through formal analysis.
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Horn 2 demonstrated that if divine attributes don’t resemble human concepts (to
escape the contradictions), they become unintelligible—collapsing revelation, wor-
ship, prayer, ethics, and all theological discourse.

The defender faces an impossible choice. Both horns lead to unacceptable out-
comes. No middle ground exists (as we’ll prove rigorously in Chapter 8).

3.3.1 The Predictable Response

When cornered by this dilemma, defenders inevitably appeal to divine transcen-
dence or mystery:
• "God’s ways are higher than our ways" (Isaiah 55:8-9)
• "Divine attributes transcend human understanding"
• "It’s a mystery we must accept by faith"
• "Finite minds cannot judge infinite God"
• "Who are you, O man, to answer back to God?" (Romans 9:20)

These appeals sound pious. They appear humble. They seem to honor God’s
majesty.

But they are logically incoherent.

3.3.2 What Comes Next

The next chapter demonstrates that the transcendence defense—the primary strat-
egy for escaping our dilemma—is self-refuting. It doesn’t merely fail to resolve the
problem; it commits performative contradictions, applies selectively wherever con-
venient, and offers zero genuine explanatory power.

The transcendence defense is not pious humility. It is intellectual bankruptcy
disguised as virtue.

When rational defenses fail, retreating to "mystery" might seem like the only
option. But as we’ll see, this retreat destroys the very thing it attempts to protect.

The defender’s last refuge becomes their complete undoing.

3.4 Visual Summary: The Complete Dilemma

Before proceeding to examine the transcendence defense in detail, we consolidate
our findings visually:
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THE INESCAPABLE DILEMMA

Horn 1: Resemblance Horn 2: Non-Resemblance

Divine attributes resemble human con-

cepts

Divine attributes don’t resemble human

concepts

Pro: Intelligibility maintained Pro: Avoids direct contradiction with EP

Con: Creates contradictions with EP Con: Destroys intelligibility

DETAILED CONSEQUENCES

Love: Love:
Seeks reconciliation (intelligible) Doesn’t seek reconciliation? (unintelligi-

ble)

→ Contradicts permanent separation → Cannot affirm "God is loving" mean-

ingfully

Patience: Patience:
Allows ongoing opportunity (intelligible) No ongoing opportunity? (unintelligible)

→ Contradicts fixed deadline → Cannot affirm "God is patient" mean-

ingfully

Justice: Justice:
Requires proportionality (intelligible) Not proportional? (unintelligible)

→ Contradicts infinite for finite → Cannot affirm "God is just" meaning-

fully

THEOLOGICAL OUTCOMES

Can do theology meaningfully Cannot do theology meaningfully

But must abandon EP or accept contra-

diction

Can maintain EP but lose all theological

content

Worship is coherent but EP is incoherent Worship becomes incoherent along with

EP

Prayer makes sense but EP doesn’t Prayer makes no sense (unknowable

God)

Ethics grounded but EP violates it Ethics ungrounded (unintelligible divine

character)

Revelation communicates but contradicts

EP

Revelation fails to communicate

THE FORCED CHOICE

Maintain EP → Must choose Horn 2 → Theology becomes unintelligible

Maintain coherent theology → Must choose Horn 1 → EP must be abandoned

THERE IS NO THIRD OPTION
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3.4.1 The Verdict So Far

After exhaustive analysis of both horns, we can state preliminarily:

The Dilemma Is Inescapable:

1. The choice between resemblance and non-resemblance is exhaustive (Law
of Excluded Middle)

2. Resemblance (Horn 1) makes attributes intelligible but creates contradic-
tions with EP

3. Non-resemblance (Horn 2) might avoid direct contradiction but destroys
intelligibility

4. No middle ground exists (to be proven rigorously in Chapter 8)

5. Therefore: Cannot maintain both intelligible theology and eternal punish-
ment

6. Rational choice: Abandon EP, preserve intelligible theology

7. Irrational choice: Abandon intelligible theology (Horn 2), maintain EP
through transcendence appeals

Most defenders choose the irrational option—appealing to transcendence
and mystery.

The next chapter demonstrates why this choice is self-refuting.
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Key Takeaways: Chapter 3

What We’ve Proven About Horn 1 (Resemblance):

1. Divine Love: If intelligible (requires resembling human love), then:

• Must include seeking reconciliation (core feature)
• Must include not permanently abandoning (core feature)
• Therefore contradicts eternal permanent separation
• Formal proof: R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP)

2. Divine Patience: If intelligible (requires resembling human patience), then:

• Must include allowing ongoing opportunity (core feature)
• Must not include fixed deadlines (contradicts patience)
• Therefore contradicts deadline at death
• Formal proof: R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬C(Dpatience, EP)

3. Divine Justice: If intelligible (requires resembling human justice), then:

• Must include proportionality (core feature)
• Must distinguish between offenses (gradation)
• Therefore contradicts infinite for finite offenses
• Formal proof: R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP)

What We’ve Proven About Horn 2 (Non-Resemblance):

4. Meaning collapses: Terms without connection to human concepts be-
come empty signifiers

5. Recognition fails: Cannot identify divine attributes in action if they share
no features with known concepts

6. Communication breaks down: Revelation cannot convey information
about unintelligible attributes

7. Emulation becomes impossible: Cannot imitate what we cannot under-
stand
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8. Imago Dei is gutted: If moral attributes don’t reflect God, what does "im-
age of God" mean?

9. Worship becomes incoherent: Cannot respond appropriately to unknown
attributes

10. Prayer becomes absurd: Cannot make requests based on incomprehensi-
ble character

11. Theology collapses entirely: No coherent discourse about God remains
possible

The Cumulative Result:
Both horns lead to unacceptable outcomes:

• Horn 1: Can do theology but must abandon EP
• Horn 2: Can maintain EP but lose all theology

What Comes Next:
Chapter 4 examines the transcendence defense (Horn 2) in detail, proving it

is:
• Self-refuting (uses reason to deny reason)
• Selectively applied (wherever convenient)
• Explanatorily vacuous (explains nothing)
• Intellectually bankrupt

The Bottom Line:
The dilemma has been thoroughly analyzed. Both horns are untenable. De-

fenders naturally retreat to transcendence/mystery. But as we’ll see, this retreat
is the defender’s undoing—not their escape.



Chapter 4

The Self-Refuting Nature of the Tran-
scendence Defense

4.1 The Performative Contradiction

Having demonstrated that both horns of the dilemma create severe problems, we
now examine a deeper issue: the transcendence defense is not merely problem-
atic—it is self-refuting. This chapter shows that appeals to divine transcendence
undermine themselves through performative contradictions, selective application,
and explanatory vacuity.

When confronted with the apparent contradiction between eternal punishment
and divine attributes, theologians frequently invoke divine transcendence. The
move follows a predictable pattern:

Definition 4.1 (Transcendence Predicates).

T(x) = “x transcends human understanding”

K(s, x) = “subject s knows/understands x”

Claim(s, p) = “subject s claims proposition p”

Valid(arg) = “argument arg is valid”

The claim: “Divine attributes transcend human understanding, so you cannot
judge them by human standards.”

The problem: This claim itself employs human concepts of transcendence, un-
derstanding, and judgment. The defender uses human rational standards to argue
that human rational standards don’t apply.

60
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Formal Analysis of the Performative Contradiction

The defender asserts: T(Da) (“Divine attribute Da transcends human understand-
ing”)

But to assert this meaningfully requires: K(de f ender, T(Da)) (“The defender knows
that Da transcends”)

We now demonstrate that this assertion is self-refuting.

Self-Refutation of Transcendence Claims: Informal Statement. If T(Da) is true,
then ¬K(anyone, Da).

But claiming T(Da) requires K(de f ender, T(Da)).
And K(de f ender, T(Da)) requires some knowledge about Da (at minimum, knowl-

edge that it transcends).
But knowledge about Da contradicts ¬K(anyone, Da).
Therefore, the claim is self-refuting.

We now provide a detailed proof with explicit logical steps:

Self-Refutation of Transcendence Claims: Detailed Proof.
Step 1: The Claim and Its Requirements

1. Claim(de f ender, T(Da)) [the transcendence claim]

2. ∀s, p : Claim(s, p) → K(s, p) [to claim meaningfully requires understanding]

3. K(de f ender, T(Da)) [from 1,2, Modus Ponens]

Step 2: What Knowing Transcendence Entails

4. K(de f ender, T(Da)) → K(de f ender, something_about(Da)) [knowing X
transcends requires knowing something about X]

5. K(de f ender, something_about(Da)) [from 3,4, MP]

Step 3: What Transcendence Means

6. T(Da) ≡ ∀s : ¬K(s, Da) [definition of transcendence]

7. T(Da) [from defender’s claim]

8. ¬K(de f ender, Da) [from 6,7, Universal Instantiation]
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Step 4: The Contradiction Exposed
We now have two incompatible claims:

9. From step 5: K(de f ender, something_about(Da))

10. From step 8: ¬K(de f ender, Da)

These are incompatible because:

11. K(de f ender, something_about(Da)) → ∃p : [p is about Da ∧ K(de f ender, p)]
[unpacking “something about”]

12. But if ¬K(de f ender, Da) means complete unknowability, then no proposition
about Da can be known [from 10]

13. Therefore: K(de f ender, something) ∧ ¬K(de f ender, anything) [from 11,12,
contradiction]

Conclusion: The claim “I know that divine attribute Da transcends knowledge”
is self-refuting. It requires the very knowledge it denies is possible.

Translation: You cannot coherently claim to know that something transcends
knowledge. The very act of making the claim requires the knowledge that the claim
denies is possible.

The Epistemic Access Problem

The performative contradiction can be illustrated through a series of questions:
Q1: How do you know divine justice transcends human understanding?
Possible answers:
A1: “Scripture tells us.”

• But how do you understand what Scripture means if the concept transcends un-
derstanding?

• You’re reading Scripture using human concepts of language, logic, and meaning
• If divine justice is truly transcendent, Scripture’s descriptions would be unintel-

ligible
A2: “We can know that God is just without knowing how divine justice works.”

• This is the that vs. how distinction (discussed earlier)
• But our argument concerns what justice is, not merely how it operates
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• To know God is just requires knowing what “just” means
• If “just” is wholly transcendent, you can’t know God is just

A3: “We know by analogy.”
• Analogy requires some resemblance (returns to Horn 1)
• If no resemblance, then no analogy—just equivocation
• We’ll examine analogy in detail later

A4: “It’s a mystery we accept by faith.”
• Faith in what? If the concept is unintelligible, faith has no object
• “I believe in divine justice, though I have no idea what it means” is not faith—it’s

blind assent to undefined terms
• Even faith requires minimal intelligibility of its object

Every possible answer either:

1. Concedes some knowledge of divine attributes (contradicting transcendence)

2. Reduces theology to meaningless word-games

4.2 The Selective Application Problem

Defenders selectively apply the transcendence defense only when facing objections,
not when making positive theological claims. This reveals the ad hoc nature of the
defense.

4.2.1 Observed Pattern

4.2.2 Formal Inconsistency

Definition 4.2 (Context-Dependent Resemblance). Let C1 = positive affirmation con-
text

Let C2 = defensive response context

The defender’s position:

In C1 : R(Da, Ha) [resemblance affirmed]

In C2 : ¬R(Da, Ha) [resemblance denied]
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Context Claim Approach
Positive affirmation “God is loving” Divine love resembles hu-

man love enough to be af-
firmed meaningfully

Defensive response “Eternal punishment con-
tradicts love”

Divine love transcends hu-
man love and can’t be
judged by human stan-
dards

Positive affirmation “God is just” Divine justice resembles
human justice enough to
be affirmed meaningfully

Defensive response “Eternal punishment con-
tradicts justice”

Divine justice transcends
human justice and can’t
be judged by human stan-
dards

Positive affirmation “God is patient” Divine patience resembles
human patience enough to
be affirmed meaningfully

Defensive response “Eternal punishment con-
tradicts patience”

Divine patience transcends
human patience and can’t
be judged by human stan-
dards

Table 4.1: Selective Application of Transcendence

Theorem 4.3 (Contextual Contradiction).

[C1 : R(Da, Ha)] ∧ [C2 : ¬R(Da, Ha)]

The defender affirms resemblance in positive contexts and denies it in critical contexts.
This is logically incoherent—the attribute either resembles the human concept or it doesn’t,
regardless of conversational context.

4.2.3 The Motivation Problem

The selective application reveals that transcendence is invoked not as a principled
theological position but as a defensive maneuver.

Definition 4.4 (Motivated Reasoning). Let M(claim, de f ense) = “claim motivates
adoption of defense”
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M(EP, T(Da)) ≡ “Eternal punishment motivates transcendence defense”

Evidence of motivated reasoning:

1. Transcendence is invoked only when needed to avoid objections

2. The same defenders who appeal to transcendence in one context rely on intel-
ligibility in another

3. If transcendence were a principled position, it would be applied consistently

4. The pattern suggests the conclusion (defending EP) is driving the method (se-
lective transcendence), not vice versa

Remark 4.5. Imagine a courtroom where the defendant claims:
• “I was at the crime scene” (when it helps their case)
• “Actually, my whereabouts transcend your understanding” (when location cre-

ates problems)
This selective appeal would be recognized as evasive and dishonest. The theo-

logical selective transcendence is structurally identical.

4.2.4 The Burden of Proof

Selective application also shifts the burden of proof inappropriately.

Axiom 4.6 (Burden of Proof Principle). The party making a claim bears the burden
of establishing it.

Proper distribution:
• Defender claims: “God is just and loving”
• Burden: Defender must show what this means and that it’s coherent with their

other claims
• Critic points out: “Eternal punishment contradicts justice and love as under-

stood”
• Burden shifts back to defender: Must either show no contradiction exists or re-

vise claims
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Improper shift via transcendence:
• Defender: “Divine justice transcends human understanding”
• This attempts to make the position unfalsifiable
• Burden inappropriately shifted to critic to prove transcendence is false
• But unfalsifiable claims are intellectually worthless

The Unfalsifiability Problem:
If divine attributes transcend human understanding whenever contradic-

tions arise, the theology becomes unfalsifiable.

∀objection : ∃transcendence_claim : Blocks(transcendence_claim, objection)

But unfalsifiable claims cannot be distinguished from false claims. A theol-
ogy that explains everything (by transcendence appeals) actually explains noth-
ing.

4.3 The Explanatory Vacuity

The transcendence defense explains nothing. It’s a conversation-stopper masquerad-
ing as an explanation.

4.3.1 Legitimate vs. Illegitimate Appeals to Transcendence

Compare:

Legitimate appeal to transcendence: “Quantum mechanics transcends everyday in-
tuition.”

But:

• We can still model it mathematically
• We can make predictions
• We can test those predictions
• We can gradually build understanding through formalism
• The transcendence is initial, not permanent
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Illegitimate appeal to transcendence: “Divine justice transcends human understand-
ing.”

Result:

• No model provided
• No predictions possible
• No way to test claims
• No method for deepening understanding
• The transcendence is permanent and absolute

Definition 4.7 (Explanatory Power). A claim has explanatory power if:

Explains(claim) ↔ [Makes predictions ∧ Deepens understanding ∧ Is falsifiable]

Theorem 4.8 (Transcendence Lacks Explanatory Power). The theological transcen-
dence defense:
• Makes no predictions
• Deepens no understanding
• Is unfalsifiable

Therefore: ¬Explains(transcendence defense)

4.3.2 Transcendence as Conversation-Stopper

The transcendence defense functions as:

T(Da) ≡ ¬answer-required(Da)

Translation: “It transcends understanding” means “I don’t have to answer your
objection.”

Dialogue example:

Critic: “How can infinite punishment for finite offenses be just?”

Defender: “Divine justice transcends human concepts of proportional-
ity.”

Critic: “But then what does ‘just’ mean when you say God is just?”

Defender: “It means whatever God determines is just.”
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Critic: “So ‘just’ just means ‘whatever God does’?”

Defender: “You’re trying to judge God by human standards. His ways
are higher than our ways.”

Critic: “Then how can we meaningfully affirm God is just?”

Defender: “We know by faith and revelation.”

Critic: “But you just said it transcends understanding. How do you un-
derstand the revelation?”

Defender: “Some things are mysteries we must accept.”

Analysis: Notice the circular evasion. Every substantive question is deflected by
appeal to transcendence, mystery, or faith. No actual explanation is provided. The
conversation stops, but nothing has been explained.

4.3.3 The Pseudo-Explanation Problem

Definition 4.9 (Pseudo-Explanation). A statement is a pseudo-explanation if it ap-
pears to answer a question but actually provides no information.

Examples:
• “Why does opium cause sleep?” “Because of its dormitive virtue.”
• “Why is the sky blue?” “Because of its blueness property.”
• “Why does eternal punishment not contradict justice?” “Because divine justice

transcends human justice.”

Each pseudo-explanation merely restates the question in different words without
adding information:
• “Dormitive virtue” = “sleep-causing property” (tautology)
• “Blueness property” = “being blue” (tautology)
• “Transcends human justice” = “is unlike what we recognize as justice” (which is

precisely the problem, not the solution)

Remark 4.10. The transcendence defense is worse than no explanation—it’s a pseudo-
explanation that gives the illusion of answering the objection while actually evading
it.
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4.3.4 Comparison with Mystery in Science

Some defenders respond: “Science also appeals to mystery. We don’t fully under-
stand quantum mechanics, yet we accept it.”

Response:
This confuses two different types of mystery:

Scientific Mystery Theological Transcendence
Nature Temporary gap in understanding Permanent barrier to understanding
Response Active research to close gap Appeal to stop questioning
Progress Understanding deepens over time Understanding declared impossible
Formalization Mathematical models exist No formalization possible
Testability Predictions can be tested Unfalsifiable
Honesty “We don’t yet understand” “You cannot understand”

Table 4.2: Scientific Mystery vs. Theological Transcendence

Key difference: Science says “We don’t yet understand” (invitation to inquiry).
Theology says “You cannot understand” (prohibition on inquiry).

The Epistemological Humility Comparison:
True epistemic humility says: “I acknowledge the limits of my current un-

derstanding and remain open to deeper insight.”
The transcendence defense says: “I declare this permanently beyond under-

standing, so stop asking questions.”
The first is humble. The second is dogmatic masquerading as humility.

4.3.5 The Infinite Regress Problem

Appeals to transcendence create an infinite regress:
Level 1 Question: “How can eternal punishment be just?”
Level 1 Answer: “Divine justice transcends human justice.”
Level 2 Question: “How do you know divine justice transcends?”
Level 2 Answer: “Scripture/tradition tells us.”
Level 3 Question: “How do you understand Scripture’s claim if the concept

transcends understanding?”
Level 3 Answer: “We understand that it transcends without understanding how.”
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Level 4 Question: “How do you understand what that means without under-
standing the concept itself?”

Level 4 Answer: “It’s a mystery.”
Level 5 Question: “How is ‘mystery’ different from ‘meaningless’?”
Level 5 Answer: “You’re being unreasonable. Faith doesn’t require complete

understanding.”
Analysis: Each answer pushes the problem back one level without resolving it.

Eventually, the defender must either:

1. Admit some intelligibility (returning to Horn 1)

2. Embrace complete unintelligibility (Horn 2)

3. Keep appealing to transcendence infinitely (infinite regress)

None of these options successfully defends the original position.

4.3.6 The Self-Refutation Summary

We can now formalize the complete self-refutation:

Theorem 4.11 (Complete Self-Refutation of Transcendence Defense). The transcen-
dence defense is self-refuting because:

1. It uses reason to deny the applicability of reason (performative contradiction)

2. It claims knowledge of what it declares unknowable (epistemic contradiction)

3. It applies selectively when convenient (ad hoc inconsistency)

4. It provides no explanatory power (pseudo-explanation)

5. It creates unfalsifiable theology (explaining nothing by explaining everything)

6. It generates infinite regress (each answer requires another transcendence appeal)

Therefore, the transcendence defense cannot rescue eternal punishment from logical cri-
tique. It merely destroys the possibility of rational theology in the attempt.
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The Final Irony:
Defenders invoke transcendence to protect theology from rational critique.
But the transcendence defense destroys theology more thoroughly than any

external criticism could.
The critic says: “Your theology contradicts itself.”
The defender responds: “Theology transcends rational evaluation.”
The defender has won the battle (avoided the specific charge) but lost the

war (conceded that theology is irrational).
This is not a defense—it is intellectual suicide.



Chapter 5

Formal Proof of the Epistemological Col-
lapse

We have argued informally that the transcendence defense leads to epistemologi-
cal collapse. This chapter provides a rigorous formal proof using symbolic logic,
demonstrating that any theological system affirming both eternal punishment and
intelligible divine attributes is logically incoherent.

We begin by establishing precise definitions and axioms, then construct a proof
showing that defenders face an inescapable contradiction. We also examine and
refute the primary escape attempt.
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5.1 Definitions and Axioms

5.1.1 Core Predicates

Definition 5.1 (Foundational Terms).

Da = divine attribute (love, patience, justice, mercy, goodness)

Ha = corresponding human concept

R(Da, Ha) = “divine attribute Da resembles human concept Ha

sufficiently for intelligibility”

I(Da) = “divine attribute Da is intelligible to humans”

A(Da) = “divine attribute Da can be meaningfully affirmed in theology”

C(Da, EP) = “divine attribute Da is compatible with eternal punishment”

EP = eternal punishment for finite offenses

T = theological system

Coherent(x) = “x is logically coherent”

5.1.2 The Axiom System

We now establish the axioms that govern divine attributes, intelligibility, and theo-
logical coherence.

Axiom 5.2 (A1: Intelligibility Requirement).

∀x : [I(x) ↔ R(x, corresponding human concept)]

Justification: For a concept to be intelligible to humans, it must bear sufficient
resemblance to concepts within human understanding. This is not arbitrary but
follows from the nature of meaning and comprehension.

Extended Defense:

1. Semantic Principle: Meaning requires connection to existing conceptual frame-
works. We understand new concepts by relating them to known concepts
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(analogy, metaphor, definition using known terms).

2. Verification Criterion: How do we verify we’ve understood a concept? By:

• Recognizing instances correctly
• Making accurate predictions
• Distinguishing from related concepts
• Drawing valid inferences

All require resemblance to existing frameworks.

3. Communication Requirement: For theological communication to succeed,
concepts must map onto recipients’ existing apparatus. Even God revealing
divine nature must use graspable concepts.

4. Learning Theory: Cognitive science confirms: new concepts are learned by:

• Similarity to existing concepts (categorization)
• Combination of existing concepts (composition)
• Contrast with existing concepts (negation)

Radically alien concepts cannot be learned.

5. Counter to "Special Revelation": Even if God supernaturally implants knowl-
edge:

• The implanted knowledge must be expressible in existing categories
• Otherwise it’s not knowledge but mystical experience
• Experience without conceptual content is unintelligible

6. Alternative Views Examined:

• Pure univocity (divine = human exactly): Clearly false, denies God’s unique-
ness

• Pure equivocity (divine ̸= human entirely): Makes theology impossible,
as we’ve shown

• Analogy (middle ground): Still requires resemblance in relevant respects
(else equivocation)

7. Testimony of Theological Tradition: Even defenders of mystery acknowl-
edge:



5.1. Definitions and Axioms 75

• Aquinas: Analogy requires some similarity
• Pseudo-Dionysius: Apophatic theology still uses cataphatic terms
• Eastern Orthodoxy: Essence unknowable, but energies knowable (requires

resemblance)

Clarification of "Sufficient Resemblance":
Resemblance is sufficient for intelligibility when:

1. Recognition Possible: We can identify instances

• Example: Recognize loving vs. unloving acts
• Failure: Cannot distinguish loving from any other act

2. Distinction Possible: We can distinguish from related concepts

• Example: Distinguish love from obligation, affection, lust
• Failure: "Love" becomes synonymous with everything or nothing

3. Inference Possible: We can draw conclusions

• Example: "God is loving" → "God seeks our good"
• Failure: "God is loving" → ??? (no implications)

4. Core Features Preserved: Essential characteristics remain

• For love: Other-oriented, seeks good, pursues reconciliation
• For justice: Proportional, fair, considers circumstances
• For patience: Allows time, endures setbacks, doesn’t prematurely abandon

Insufficient Resemblance:
When core features are absent or contradicted, resemblance is insufficient:

• "Love" that harms beloved → equivocation, not love
• "Justice" without proportionality → equivocation, not justice
• "Patience" with fixed deadline → equivocation, not (true) patience

The Standard: Resemblance is sufficient when competent speakers would agree
the term applies without qualification. Resemblance is insufficient when competent
speakers would either deny the term applies or require heavy qualification ("well,
it’s called love, but...").

Therefore, this axiom is not merely plausible but necessary for any coherent the-
ological discourse.
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Axiom 5.3 (A2: Affirmation Requirement).

∀Da : [A(Da) → I(Da)]

Justification: To meaningfully affirm an attribute requires that the attribute be
intelligible. One cannot coherently affirm what one cannot understand.

Axiom 5.4 (A3: Love Principle).

R(Dlove, Hlove) → [seeks_reconciliation(Dlove) ∧ ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove)]

Justification: If divine love resembles human love, it must include core features:
seeking reconciliation and not permanently abandoning. Eternal punishment con-
tradicts both.

Extended Defense:

1. Conceptual Analysis of Love:

• Love is other-oriented (seeks beloved’s good)
• Separation from beloved is contrary to beloved’s good
• Therefore love opposes separation, seeks reunion
• When separation occurs, love works toward reconciliation

2. Empirical Verification:

• Test: Do we call "love" a relationship that permanently gives up?
• Universal human judgment: No, we say "love died" or "didn’t truly love"
• Examples: Parent abandoning child, spouse giving up on marriage
• In every case, permanent abandonment contradicts love attribution

3. Biblical Witness to This Feature:

• Parable of Lost Sheep: Shepherd seeks until found (Luke 15:3-7)
• Parable of Prodigal Son: Father watches, waits, welcomes (Luke 15:11-32)
• "Love never fails" (1 Corinthians 13:8)
• God’s love described as persistent, enduring (Hosea, Jeremiah)

4. Philosophical Tradition:

• Plato: Love seeks union with beloved
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• Augustine: Love as willing the good of another
• Aquinas: Love as velle bonum alicui (willing good to someone)
• All traditions: Love perseveres, doesn’t abandon

5. Application to Eternal Punishment:

• EP involves permanent separation (no reconciliation)
• EP involves God abandoning the damned (no further pursuit)
• If divine love includes reconciliation-seeking, EP is ruled out
• If divine love includes not-abandoning, EP is ruled out
• Both features are core to love (as established in Chapter 3)

Remark 5.5 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: Removing this feature makes the concept unrecogniz-
able as love

2. Linguistic usage: Native speakers would not apply the term without this fea-
ture

3. Contrast case: A relationship exhibiting all other features but lacking this one
would be called "not actually love" rather than "unusual love"

4. Philosophical consensus: Across diverse ethical traditions, this feature is iden-
tified as essential

Example contrast: A relationship with kindness, affection, and care but that per-
manently abandons when difficulties arise would be described as "conditional re-
gard" or "limited affection," not love.

Therefore: R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP)
If divine love resembles human love sufficiently for intelligibility, it is incompat-

ible with eternal punishment.

Remark 5.6 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: Removing this feature makes the concept unrecogniz-
able as love.
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2. Linguistic usage: Native speakers would not apply the term without this fea-
ture

3. Contrast case: A relationship exhibiting all other features but lacking this one
would not be called loving.

4. Philosophical consensus: Across diverse ethical traditions, this feature is iden-
tified as essential

Example contrast: A relationship that is [list non-core features] but lacks [core
feature] would be described as "not actually [loving/patient/just]" rather than "an
unusual form of [love/patience/justice]."

Axiom 5.7 (A4: Patience Principle).

R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → [allows_ongoing_opportunity(Dpatience)∧

¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience)]

Justification: If divine patience resembles human patience, it must include allow-
ing ongoing opportunity without fixed deadlines. Eternal punishment contradicts
both.

Extended Defense:

1. Conceptual Analysis of Patience:

• Patience = forbearance under provocation across time
• Temporal extension is not incidental but essential
• Core meaning: Not giving up despite repeated failure
• Deadline contradicts patience (clock running → impatience)

2. Empirical Verification:

• Test: Is "patience until deadline, then permanent abandonment" true pa-
tience?

• Universal judgment: No, that’s "limited tolerance" or "conditional forbear-
ance"

• Examples: Teacher "patient until semester ends, then student expelled for-
ever"

• We don’t call this patience—we call it "deadline pressure" or "limited grace"
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3. Biblical Witness to This Feature:

• "The Lord is slow to anger" (Exodus 34:6, Numbers 14:18)
• "Patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish" (2 Peter 3:9)
• Peter forgiven "seventy times seven" (Matthew 18:22)
• God’s patience with Israel: Centuries of rebellion and restoration

4. Logical Analysis:

• If patience is finite, it can be exhausted after n failures
• If patience is infinite, it cannot be exhausted by finite n
• Claiming "infinite patience with deadline" is contradiction in terms
• Either patience is finite (can be exhausted) or infinite (cannot be exhausted)
• Cannot be both finite (ends at death) and infinite (extraordinary/unlimited)

5. Application to Eternal Punishment:

• EP imposes fixed deadline at death (no post-mortem opportunity)
• If divine patience allows ongoing opportunity, EP is ruled out
• If divine patience has no fixed deadline, death-cutoff contradicts it
• Both features are core to patience (as established in Chapter 3)

Remark 5.8 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: "Patience with deadline" is conceptually confused—deadline
undermines patience

2. Linguistic usage: We say "patience ran out" or "lost patience" when deadlines
are imposed—admitting patience has ended

3. Contrast case: A disposition with other patience features (calmness, forbear-
ance) but fixed deadline would be called "limited patience" (acknowledging
it’s not true patience)

4. Philosophical consensus: Across traditions, patience involves perseverance
without predetermined termination

Example contrast: "I was patient for an hour" describes patience that ended (tem-
porary patience), not ongoing patience. Similarly, "God is patient until death" de-
scribes patience that ends—contradicting extraordinary/infinite patience claims.
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Therefore: R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬C(Dpatience, EP)
If divine patience resembles human patience sufficiently for intelligibility, it is

incompatible with eternal punishment.

Remark 5.9 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: Removing this feature makes the concept unrecogniz-
able as patience.

2. Linguistic usage: Native speakers would not apply the term without this fea-
ture

3. Contrast case: A relationship exhibiting all other features but lacking this one
would not be called patient.

4. Philosophical consensus: Across diverse ethical traditions, this feature is iden-
tified as essential

Example contrast: A relationship that is [list non-core features] but lacks [core
feature] would be described as "not actually [loving/patient/just]" rather than "an
unusual form of [love/patience/justice]."

Axiom 5.10 (A5: Justice Principle).

R(Djustice, Hjustice) → [proportional(Djustice) ∧ distinguishes_o f f enses(Djustice)]

Justification: If divine justice resembles human justice, it must include propor-
tionality and gradation between offenses. Eternal punishment violates both.

Extended Defense:

1. Conceptual Analysis of Justice:

• Justice = giving each their due (classical definition)
• "Due" implies proportionality—response matches action
• Disproportionate response = injustice (core intuition across cultures)
• Gradation required: Greater offenses merit greater consequences

2. Universal Human Judgment:

• Test: Is system just if it lacks proportionality?
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• Universal condemnation: Same penalty for jaywalking and murder = un-
just

• Universal condemnation: Death penalty for traffic violation = unjust
• Cross-cultural agreement: All legal systems distinguish by severity

3. Biblical Witness to This Feature:

• Different punishments: "Few lashes" vs. "many lashes" (Luke 12:47-48)
• Gradation: "More tolerable for Sodom" (Matthew 10:15)
• "Greater sin" acknowledged (John 19:11)
• Proportionality assumed throughout biblical legal codes

4. Philosophical Consensus:

• Plato: Justice as proportional harmony
• Aristotle: Distributive and corrective justice both proportional
• Aquinas: Justice requires aequalitas (equality/proportion)
• Kant: Punishment must fit crime (lex talionis principle)
• Rawls: Justice as fairness requires proportionality
• No major tradition defines justice without proportionality

5. Mathematical Incoherence:

• Proportionality: M(punishment) ∝ M(o f f ense)
• For EP: M(punishment) = ∞, M(o f f ense) = k < ∞
• But: ∞ ̸∝ k for any finite k
• This is categorical disproportion (infinite vs. finite)
• Not merely "very great" vs. "small"—different mathematical categories

6. Application to Eternal Punishment:

• EP assigns infinite punishment for finite offenses
• Categorically disproportionate (not same category)
• EP assigns same consequence (infinity) to all damned
• Eliminates gradation (∞ = ∞ regardless of offense magnitude)
• Both proportionality and gradation are core to justice

Remark 5.11 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:
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1. Conceptual analysis: Justice without proportionality is oxymoron—justice is
proportional treatment

2. Linguistic usage: Disproportionate = "unjust," not "unusual justice"

3. Contrast case: System with impartiality and consistency but not proportional-
ity would be "systematic cruelty," not "alternative justice"

4. Philosophical consensus: No tradition defines justice without proportionality

Example contrast: Judge treating all equally and consistently but giving death
for all crimes would not be "just with different standards"—would be "tyrannical"
or "unjust."

Therefore: R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP)
If divine justice resembles human justice sufficiently for intelligibility, it is in-

compatible with eternal punishment.

Remark 5.12 (Why This Feature Is Core, Not Peripheral). This feature is core rather
than peripheral because:

1. Conceptual analysis: Removing this feature makes the concept unrecogniz-
able as justice.

2. Linguistic usage: Native speakers would not apply the term without this fea-
ture

3. Contrast case: A relationship exhibiting all other features but lacking this one
would not be called just.

4. Philosophical consensus: Across diverse ethical traditions, this feature is iden-
tified as essential

Example contrast: A relationship that is [list non-core features] but lacks [core
feature] would be described as "not actually [loving/patient/just]" rather than "an
unusual form of [love/patience/justice]."

Axiom 5.13 (A6: Theological Commitment).

A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)
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Justification: Traditional theology affirms both divine attributes and eternal pun-
ishment. This is the conjunction defenders maintain.

Axiom 5.14 (A7: Coherence Requirement).

∀T : [Coherent(T ) → ¬∃p, q ∈ T : (p ∧ ¬p)]

Justification: A coherent system cannot contain contradictions. This is the law of
non-contradiction applied to theological systems.

5.2 The Proof

We now prove that the conjunction of axioms leads to an unavoidable contradiction.

5.2.1 Proof Overview

Before proceeding with the formal derivation, we provide a roadmap of the proof
structure:

The proof proceeds in four parts:

1. Part 1 (Divine Love): Steps 1-10

• Establish that love must be affirmed (theology requires)
• Show affirmation requires intelligibility
• Show intelligibility requires resemblance
• Show resemblance implies incompatibility with EP
• Conclude: Love contradicts EP

2. Part 2 (Divine Patience): Steps 11-16

• Parallel structure to Part 1
• Establish patience must be affirmed
• Derive resemblance from affirmation
• Show incompatibility with EP
• Conclude: Patience contradicts EP

3. Part 3 (Divine Justice): Steps 17-22

• Parallel structure to Parts 1-2
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• Establish justice must be affirmed
• Derive resemblance from affirmation
• Show incompatibility with EP
• Conclude: Justice contradicts EP

4. Part 4 (The Contradiction): Steps 23-27

• Conjunction: All three attributes affirmed plus EP
• But: All three attributes incompatible with EP
• System affirms both EP and incompatible attributes
• By coherence requirement: System is incoherent
• QED: The Master Theorem is proven

Reading guide: Each part follows identical logical structure (affirmation → in-
telligibility → resemblance → incompatibility). This is not repetition but systematic
application of the same principles to each divine attribute, demonstrating that the
problem is pervasive, not isolated.

What to look for:
• Every inference uses standard logical rules (noted in brackets)
• Every step follows necessarily from previous steps
• No hidden assumptions or unjustified leaps
• The conclusion is forced by the axioms and logic

Now we proceed with the complete formal derivation:

Theorem 5.15 (Main Theorem: Epistemological Collapse). Any theological system that
affirms both eternal punishment and intelligible divine attributes (love, patience, justice) is
logically incoherent.

Formally:

[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] → ¬Coherent(T )

Proof. We proceed through several stages, examining each divine attribute system-
atically.

Part 1: Divine Love

1. A(Dlove) [from Axiom 18.8]
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2. A(Dlove) → I(Dlove) [from Axiom 18.4, Universal Instantiation]

3. I(Dlove) [from 1, 2, Modus Ponens]

4. I(Dlove) ↔ R(Dlove, Hlove) [from Axiom 18.3, Universal Instantiation]

5. I(Dlove) → R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 4, Biconditional Elimination]

6. R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 3, 5, Modus Ponens]

7. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from Axiom 18.5]

8. ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from 6, 7, Modus Ponens]

9. A(EP) [from Axiom 18.8, Simplification]

10. A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from 8, 9, Conjunction]

Interpretation: Theology affirms both eternal punishment and divine love, but if
divine love is intelligible (necessary for affirmation), it is incompatible with eternal
punishment.

Part 2: Divine Patience

Following the same logical structure:

11. A(Dpatience) [from Axiom 18.8]

12. I(Dpatience) [parallel to steps 1-3]

13. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) [parallel to steps 4-6]

14. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [from Axiom 18.6]

15. ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [from 13, 14, Modus Ponens]

16. A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [from 9, 15, Conjunction]
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Part 3: Divine Justice

Following the same logical structure:

17. A(Djustice) [from Axiom 18.8]

18. I(Djustice) [parallel to steps 1-3]

19. R(Djustice, Hjustice) [parallel to steps 4-6]

20. R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from Axiom 18.7]

21. ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from 19, 20, Modus Ponens]

22. A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from 9, 21, Conjunction]

Part 4: The Contradiction

23. [A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] [from Axiom 18.8]

24. [¬C(Dlove, EP) ∧ ¬C(Dpatience, EP) ∧ ¬C(Djustice, EP)] [from 8, 15, 21]

25. (A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Dlove, EP))∧

(A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Dpatience, EP))∧

(A(EP) ∧ ¬C(Djustice, EP)) [from 23, 24]

26. This conjunction asserts that eternal punishment is affirmed while simultane-
ously being incompatible with all three core divine attributes.

27. By Axiom 18.10, this constitutes an incoherent theological system:

¬Coherent(T )

Therefore:

[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] → ¬Coherent(T )
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5.2.2 Proof Summary

The proof demonstrates a three-step logical chain for each divine attribute:

1. Affirmation implies intelligibility: If theology affirms an attribute, it must be
intelligible

2. Intelligibility implies resemblance: If an attribute is intelligible, it must re-
semble human concepts

3. Resemblance implies incompatibility: If it resembles human concepts, it con-
tradicts eternal punishment

Since theology must affirm divine attributes (Axiom 18.8), the chain inevitably
leads to incompatibility with eternal punishment. The system is logically incoher-
ent.

5.3 Summary Table: The Complete Formal Structure

Before examining escape attempts, we consolidate the formal argument structure
for easy reference:
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Component Formal Statement

AXIOMS

A1: Intelligibility ∀x : [I(x) ↔ R(x, Hx)]

A2: Affirmation ∀x : [A(x) → I(x)]

A3: Love R(Dlove, Hlove) → [seeks_recon ∧ ¬perm_abandon]

A4: Patience R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → [ongoing_opp ∧
¬ f ixed_deadline]

A5: Justice R(Djustice, Hjustice) → [proportional ∧ distinguishes]

A6: Commitment A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)

A7: EP Characteristics perm_sep(EP) ∧ f ixed_deadline(EP) ∧ disprop(EP)

A8: Coherence Coherent(T ) → ¬∃p : (p ∧ ¬p)

A9: Core Features Ident(C1, C2) → (Core(C1) = Core(C2))

KEY THEOREMS

Love Incompatibility [A(Dlove) ∧ I(Dlove)] → ¬C(Dlove, EP)

Patience Incompatibility [A(Dpatience) ∧ I(Dpatience)] → ¬C(Dpatience, EP)

Justice Incompatibility [A(Djustice) ∧ I(Djustice)] → ¬C(Djustice, EP)

Affirmation Requires Resemblance A(Da) → R(Da, Ha)

Main Theorem [A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)]
→ ¬Coherent(T )

PROOF STRUCTURE

Part I Dilemma is exhaustive (Horn 1 OR Horn 2)

Part II Horn 1 Intelligibility → Resemblance → Contradiction with

EP

Part III Horn 2 Non-resemblance → Unintelligibility → Cannot af-

firm

Part IV Either horn → Unacceptable outcome → Incoherence

ESCAPE ROUTES (All Fail)

Reject A1 Makes meaning impossible (all concepts unintelligi-

ble)

Reject A2 Can affirm unintelligible things (meaningless affir-

mations)

Reject A3-A5 Requires showing incompatibility arguments are un-

sound

Reject A6 Admits defeat (must abandon EP or attributes)

Reject A7 Changes definition of EP (moving goalposts)

Reject A8 Accepts contradictions (principle of explosion)
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5.3.1 How to Use This Table

For Defenders: To refute the argument, you must either:
• Show why one of the axioms is false (bearing burden of proof for your alterna-

tive)
• Show why one of the inferences is invalid (identifying the specific logical error)
• Provide a countermodel (show how EP and intelligible attributes coexist coher-

ently)
For Critics: This table provides quick reference for the argument’s complete

structure. Each component is defended in detail in the surrounding text.
For Readers: This consolidation shows the argument is not an ad hoc collection

of complaints but a systematic logical structure. Every piece connects to every other
piece.

5.4 The Escape Attempt and Its Failure

Defenders might attempt to reject one of the axioms to avoid the contradiction. We
examine each possibility.

5.4.1 Rejecting Axiom 1 (Intelligibility Requirement)

Defender’s Move: “Divine attributes can be intelligible without resembling human
concepts, through special revelation.”

Formal Rejection: I(Da) ̸→ R(Da, Ha)

Counter-Argument

We introduce modified axioms that close this escape route:

Axiom 5.16 (A1’: Modified Intelligibility Requirement).

∀Da : I(Da) → [∃cognitive content c : humans can grasp c(Da)]

Translation: For something to be intelligible, humans must be able to grasp some
cognitive content about it.
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Axiom 5.17 (A8: Cognitive Content Requires Mapping).

∀c, Da : [humans grasp c(Da)] → [∃H : maps-to(c(Da), H)]

Translation: To grasp content about divine attributes, we must map it to some
human concepts.

Axiom 5.18 (A9: Mapping Requires Similarity).

∀c, Da, H : [maps-to(c(Da), H)] → Sim(Da, H)

Translation: Conceptual mapping requires some similarity between the divine
attribute and human concept.

Theorem 5.19 (Revelation Requires Resemblance). From A1’, A8, and A9:

I(Da) → Sim(Da, Ha)

Proof. 1. I(Da) [assumption]

2. I(Da) → [∃c : humans grasp c(Da)] [from A1’]

3. ∃c : humans grasp c(Da) [from 1, 2, MP]

4. [humans grasp c(Da)] → [∃H : maps-to(c(Da), H)] [from A8]

5. ∃H : maps-to(c(Da), H) [from 3, 4, MP]

6. [maps-to(c(Da), H)] → Sim(Da, H) [from A9]

7. Sim(Da, Ha) [from 5, 6, MP, Existential Instantiation]

Conclusion: Even the weaker notion of intelligibility through revelation requires
similarity to human concepts. Rejecting Axiom 1 doesn’t provide an escape.

5.4.2 Rejecting Axiom 2 (Affirmation Requirement)

Defender’s Move: “We can affirm attributes we don’t fully understand.”
Formal Rejection: A(Da) ̸→ I(Da)
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Counter-Argument

This creates a worse problem: if affirmation doesn’t require intelligibility, then affir-
mations become meaningless.

Definition 5.20 (Meaningful Affirmation). An affirmation is meaningful if and only
if the affirmer understands what is being affirmed.

Meaning f ul(A(x)) ↔ I(x)

If we reject Axiom 2:
A(Da) ∧ ¬I(Da)

This means affirming something unintelligible, which is equivalent to:

Meaningless(A(Da))

Theorem 5.21 (Rejecting A2 Destroys Theology). If affirmations don’t require intelligi-
bility, then theology becomes a collection of meaningless assertions.

Formally:
[∀Da : A(Da) ∧ ¬I(Da)] → ¬Meaning f ul(T )

Conclusion: Rejecting Axiom 2 doesn’t save eternal punishment—it destroys all
theological discourse.

5.4.3 Rejecting Axioms 3-5 (Incompatibility Claims)

Defender’s Move: “Divine love/patience/justice ARE compatible with eternal pun-
ishment, despite appearances.”

Formal Rejection: ¬[R(Da, Ha) → ¬C(Da, EP)]

Counter-Argument

This requires showing that the incompatibility arguments in Chapter 3 are unsound.
The defender must demonstrate how:
• Love that seeks reconciliation is compatible with permanent separation
• Infinite patience is compatible with fixed deadlines
• Justice requiring proportionality is compatible with infinite punishment for fi-

nite offenses
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Burden of proof: The defender must provide a coherent account, not merely
assert possibility.

To date, no defender has successfully shown compatibility without either:

1. Redefining the attributes beyond recognition (equivocation)

2. Appealing to mystery/transcendence (Horn 2, leading to unintelligibility)

3. Making ad hoc exceptions that violate core features

Remark 5.22. Chapter 3 provided detailed arguments for incompatibility. Simply
rejecting Axioms 3-5 without addressing those arguments is question-begging.

5.4.4 Rejecting Axiom 6 (Theological Commitment)

Defender’s Move: “We abandon either divine attributes or eternal punishment.”
Formal Rejection: ¬[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)]

Analysis

This is not an escape—it’s a concession to our argument! We can formalize the
disjunction:

¬A(Dlove) ∨ ¬A(Dpatience) ∨ ¬A(Djustice) ∨ ¬A(EP)

Options:

1. Abandon divine attributes: ¬A(Dlove) ∨ ¬A(Dpatience) ∨ ¬A(Djustice)

This destroys Christian theology, which fundamentally depends on divine
love, patience, and justice.

2. Abandon eternal punishment: ¬A(EP)

This is precisely what our argument recommends! This concedes the debate.
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Rejecting Axiom 6 means choosing between divine attributes and eternal pun-
ishment. Since divine attributes are foundational to Christian theism while eter-
nal punishment is one interpretative option among others (annihilationism, uni-
versalism, etc.), the rational choice is clear:

Abandon EP, preserve divine attributes

5.4.5 Rejecting Axiom 7 (Coherence Requirement)

Defender’s Move: “Theology can contain contradictions. Mystery transcends logic.”
Formal Rejection: Coherent(T ) ̸→ ¬∃p, q : (p ∧ ¬p)

Counter-Argument

This is intellectual suicide. If contradictions are acceptable:
• Any claim becomes unfalsifiable (can always assert contradiction)
• Theological discourse becomes meaningless (affirming p and ¬p simultaneously)
• No distinction between true and false theology remains possible

Theorem 5.23 (Principle of Explosion). From a contradiction, anything follows:

[(p ∧ ¬p)] → ∀q : q

If theology accepts contradictions, every possible theological claim becomes “true,” mak-
ing truth meaningless.

Remark 5.24. Even Scripture assumes the law of non-contradiction. Jesus argues: “If
a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand” (Mark 3:24). This
presumes contradictions are problematic, not acceptable.

5.5 The Inescapable Conclusion

We have proven:

1. The axiom system leads necessarily to incoherence (Main Theorem)

2. Every escape attempt either:
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• Fails to avoid the conclusion (rejecting A1)
• Makes theology meaningless (rejecting A2)
• Requires arguments not provided (rejecting A3-5)
• Concedes our point (rejecting A6)
• Destroys rationality entirely (rejecting A7)

The Formal Dilemma Restated:

A(Da) → [R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha)]

If R(Da, Ha): Then ¬C(Da, EP) [by Axioms 3-5]
If ¬R(Da, Ha): Then ¬I(Da) [by Axiom 1], thus ¬A(Da) [by Axiom 2]
Therefore:

A(Da) → [¬C(Da, EP) ∨ ¬A(Da)]

Equivalently:
A(Da) ∧ A(EP) → ¬Coherent(T )

There is no escape from this formal proof.

5.5.1 Corollaries

Several important corollaries follow from the main theorem:

Corollary 5.25 (Minimum Revision). To restore coherence, at minimum one of the follow-
ing must be abandoned:

1. Eternal punishment

2. Affirmation of divine love/patience/justice

3. Rational theology

Corollary 5.26 (Rational Choice). Since (2) destroys Christianity and (3) destroys all
theology, rationality demands:

Abandon eternal punishment
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Corollary 5.27 (Universality). This proof applies to any theological system that affirms
both EP and intelligible divine attributes. It is not denomination-specific.

Corollary 5.28 (Burden Shift). The burden of proof now rests entirely on defenders of EP
to show where this formal proof fails. Mere assertion of compatibility is insufficient.



Chapter 6

The Theological Implications

Having established the logical incoherence of affirming both eternal punishment
and intelligible divine attributes, we now examine how this problem cascades through
major areas of theology. The epistemological collapse is not isolated—it undermines
natural theology, moral theology, biblical interpretation, and worship. This chapter
demonstrates that the transcendence defense destroys the very foundations it at-
tempts to protect.

6.1 The Collapse of Natural Theology

Natural theology attempts to reason from creation to Creator, inferring divine at-
tributes from the natural world and human experience. This entire enterprise col-
lapses if divine attributes don’t resemble their human counterparts.

6.1.1 The Natural Theological Project

The traditional natural theological argument:

1. We observe order, beauty, complexity, and moral sense in creation

2. These features reflect corresponding attributes in the Creator

3. Therefore, we can know that God is orderly, wise, beautiful, and moral

Definition 6.1 (Natural Theological Inference). Let Fc = feature observed in creation
Let Ag = corresponding attribute in God

Natural_Theology : Fc → Re f lects(Fc, Ag) → Know(Ag)

96
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6.1.2 The Problem

If divine attributes are wholly transcendent (not resembling creation’s features), the
inference breaks down:

Theorem 6.2 (Natural Theology Requires Resemblance).

∀Fc, Ag : [Natural_In f erence(Fc, Ag) → Resembles(Fc, Ag)]

But transcendence claims:
¬Resembles(Fc, Ag)

Therefore:
¬Natural_In f erence(Fc, Ag)

Concrete example:
• We observe that parents love their children (even imperfect parents seek their

children’s good)
• Natural theology infers: God loves humanity even more perfectly
• But if divine love doesn’t resemble human love, this inference is invalid
• We cannot move from observed parental love to divine love if they share no

relevant features

6.1.3 The Analogy of Being Fails

Thomas Aquinas developed the analogia entis (analogy of being) to address this
problem. He argued that terms applied to God and creatures are neither:
• Univocal (exactly the same meaning)
• Equivocal (completely different meanings)
• But analogical (related meanings)

The Failure of Analogy Here

Definition 6.3 (Analogical Predication Requirements). For analogy to work:

Analog(term1, term2) → [∃s : Shared(s, term1, term2)∧∃d : Di f f erent(d, term1, term2)]

Analogy requires both similarity and difference.
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The problem for eternal punishment:
To maintain eternal punishment via transcendence, defenders must deny pre-

cisely the shared features that would make analogy work:
• Justice: Must deny proportionality is shared (but that’s the core of justice)
• Love: Must deny reconciliation-seeking is shared (but that’s the core of love)
• Patience: Must deny ongoing opportunity is shared (but that’s the core of pa-

tience)
When core features are denied, we no longer have analogy—we have equivoca-

tion (same word, different concept).

Remark 6.4. Aquinas’s analogy works for properties like "goodness" applied to food
and to God (shared: desirability; different: degree and kind). But it fails when we
must deny the very core features that make a concept recognizable. Saying "God
is just but not proportional" is like saying "This is food but not edible"—the core
feature has been removed.

6.1.4 The Design Argument Undermined

The design argument (teleological argument) infers an intelligent Designer from ap-
parent design in nature. But this inference requires that divine intelligence resem-
bles human intelligence.

Design Argument Structure.

1. Complex specified patterns (like a watch) indicate intelligent design

2. The universe exhibits complex specified patterns

3. Therefore, the universe has an intelligent Designer

Critical assumption: The intelligence we infer resembles human intelligence
enough that we recognize "design" when we see it.

If divine intelligence is wholly unlike human intelligence, how do we recognize
its products as "designed"? The entire inference collapses.
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The Natural Theology Dilemma:
Natural theology requires:

Resembles(divine_attributes, observed_ f eatures)

Transcendence defense claims:

¬Resembles(divine_attributes, human_concepts)

But observed features are understood through human concepts.
Therefore:

¬Resembles(divine_attributes, observed_ f eatures)

Conclusion: Natural theology becomes impossible if divine attributes are
transcendent.

6.2 The Collapse of Moral Theology

Moral theology grounds human ethics in divine commands and character. If divine
justice bears no resemblance to human justice, this grounding dissolves.

6.2.1 The Divine Command Theory

Many Christian ethical systems rely on Divine Command Theory (DCT):

Definition 6.5 (Divine Command Theory).

∀action : Morally_Obligatory(action) ↔ Commanded(God, action)

An action is morally obligatory if and only if God commands it.

6.2.2 The Euthyphro Problem Intensified

The classic Euthyphro dilemma asks: Is an action good because God commands it,
or does God command it because it’s good?

Horn 1: Good because God commands it
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• Makes morality arbitrary (God could command anything)
• Eliminates independent standard of goodness
• "God is good" becomes tautological ("God does what God does")

Horn 2: God commands it because it’s good
• Implies independent standard of goodness
• We can evaluate God’s commands by that standard
• Opens door to judging eternal punishment as unjust by that standard

The transcendence defense makes Horn 1 worse:
If divine goodness/justice transcends human understanding:

• We have no basis for evaluating moral claims
• "Be holy as I am holy" becomes unintelligible
• Moral theology provides no actual guidance

6.2.3 The Moral Exemplarism Problem

Many ethical frameworks ground morality in imitating divine character (imitatio
Dei):

Definition 6.6 (Moral Exemplarism).

∀virtue : Ought(humans, virtue) ↔ Exempli f ies(God, virtue)

Humans ought to practice virtues that God exemplifies.

The problem:

Exemplarism Requires Intelligibility.

1. Ought(humans, justice) [moral claim]

2. Ought(humans, justice) ↔ Exempli f ies(God, justice) [exemplarism]

3. Exempli f ies(God, justice) [from 1,2, Biconditional Elimination]

4. Exempli f ies(God, justice) → Understands(humans, justice) [must understand
to imitate]

5. Understands(humans, justice) [from 3,4, MP]
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6. Understands(humans, justice) → Resembles(divine_justice, human_justice) [un-
derstanding requires resemblance]

7. Resembles(divine_justice, human_justice) [from 5,6, MP]

But transcendence defense claims:

8. ¬Resembles(divine_justice, human_justice) [transcendence claim]

9. Resembles ∧ ¬Resembles [from 7,8, contradiction]

Conclusion: Moral exemplarism requires intelligible divine attributes, but tran-
scendence makes them unintelligible.

6.2.4 The Virtue Ethics Problem

Christian virtue ethics identifies virtues with aspects of divine character. But if di-
vine character transcends understanding:
• We cannot know what virtues to cultivate
• "Love your neighbor" becomes unintelligible (if divine love is transcendent)
• "Be patient" provides no guidance (if divine patience is transcendent)
• "Do justice" is meaningless (if divine justice is transcendent)

The Moral Theology Collapse:
Moral theology requires either:

1. Divine attributes resemble human concepts (providing guidance)

2. Divine attributes are transcendent (providing no guidance)

If (1): Eternal punishment contradicts divine attributes (Horn 1)
If (2): Moral theology collapses—no determinate content remains
Either way, defenders cannot maintain both eternal punishment and func-

tional moral theology.

6.3 The Problem for Biblical Interpretation

Scripture repeatedly uses human concepts to describe God. If these concepts are
wholly unlike their human referents, biblical interpretation becomes impossible.
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6.3.1 The Anthropomorphic Language Problem

Scripture describes God using human terms:
• God as Father (Matthew 6:9)
• God as Shepherd (Psalm 23)
• God as Judge (Genesis 18:25)
• God as King (Psalm 24:7-10)
• God’s eyes, ears, hands (Psalm 34:15, Isaiah 59:1)

Traditional interpretation: These are anthropomorphisms—using human terms
analogically because we lack other language.

The problem: Analogy requires resemblance. If divine fatherhood bears no re-
semblance to human fatherhood, calling God "Father" communicates nothing.

Definition 6.7 (Successful Communication via Analogy).

Communicates(term, concept) → [∃meaning : Shared(term_usage, meaning)]

If "Father" means something wholly unlike human fatherhood, it doesn’t com-
municate.

6.3.2 The Attribute Descriptions Problem

Scripture explicitly attributes love, justice, mercy, patience to God:

“The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” (Exodus 34:6)

“God is love.” (1 John 4:8)

“Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” (Genesis 18:25)

If transcendence defense is correct:
• These descriptions don’t actually tell us anything about God
• "Slow to anger" doesn’t mean what we understand by patience
• "Love" doesn’t mean what we understand by love
• "Just" doesn’t mean what we understand by justice

Theorem 6.8 (Scripture Becomes Unintelligible). If divine attributes are transcendent:

∀description ∈ Scripture : ¬Understands(readers, description)
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Scripture fails its communicative purpose.

6.3.3 The Revelation Paradox

Definition 6.9 (Revelation). Revelation = God making Himself known to humans

Revelation(God, humans) → Know(humans, something_about(God))

The paradox:

1. Scripture is revelation (God making Himself known)

2. Scripture describes divine attributes (love, justice, patience)

3. If these attributes transcend understanding, Scripture doesn’t make them known

4. Therefore, Scripture fails as revelation (regarding divine attributes)

Remark 6.10. The transcendence defense creates a Bible that talks extensively about
God’s attributes while communicating nothing about them. It’s like receiving a de-
tailed letter in a language you don’t understand—the medium fails its purpose.

6.3.4 The Hermeneutical Circle Problem

Biblical interpretation requires:

1. Understanding the words (semantic competence)

2. Understanding the concepts (conceptual competence)

3. Applying to life (practical competence)

If divine attributes transcend understanding:
• (1) Fails: Words like "love" and "justice" become technical terms with no clear

meaning
• (2) Fails: Cannot grasp concepts that don’t resemble known concepts
• (3) Fails: Cannot apply what we don’t understand
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The Interpretive Dilemma:
Biblical interpretation requires:

Understands(readers, divine_attributes)

Which requires:

Resembles(divine_attributes, human_concepts)

But transcendence defense claims:

¬Resembles(divine_attributes, human_concepts)

Therefore:
¬Understands(readers, divine_attributes)

Conclusion: If divine attributes are transcendent, we cannot understand
Scripture’s descriptions of God.

6.4 The Worship Problem

Worship involves responding appropriately to God’s attributes. But if we cannot
understand those attributes, appropriate response becomes impossible.

6.4.1 What Is Worship?

Definition 6.11 (Worship Components). Worship includes:

1. Recognition of divine attributes

2. Appropriate emotional response to those attributes

3. Appropriate behavioral response

4. Communication based on understanding of divine character

Each component requires intelligibility.
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6.4.2 The Recognition Problem

Worship Requires Recognition.

1. Worship(human, God) → Recognizes(human, divine_attributes)

2. Recognizes(human, divine_attributes)
→ Understands(human, divine_attributes)

3. Understands(human, divine_attributes)
→ Resembles(divine_attributes, human_concepts)

4. But transcendence claims: ¬Resembles(divine_attributes, human_concepts)

5. Therefore: ¬Understands(human, divine_attributes)

6. Therefore: ¬Recognizes(human, divine_attributes)

7. Therefore: ¬Worship(human, God) [genuine worship]

6.4.3 The Emotional Response Problem

Appropriate emotional responses require understanding what we’re responding to:
• Awe: Requires recognizing greatness
• Gratitude: Requires recognizing goodness/love
• Trust: Requires recognizing faithfulness
• Reverence: Requires recognizing holiness

If these attributes are unintelligible, emotional responses become either:

1. Manufactured: Going through motions without genuine understanding

2. Misdirected: Responding to our projections rather than reality

3. Impossible: No coherent emotional response available

6.4.4 The Prayer Problem Revisited

Prayer assumes we can understand God’s character well enough to make appropri-
ate requests:
• Praying for mercy assumes we understand divine mercy
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• Praying for justice assumes we understand divine justice
• Praying "Your will be done" assumes we have some concept of God’s will/character

The Lord’s Prayer specifically:
“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name...” (Matthew 6:9)

• "Father": Assumes divine fatherhood resembles human fatherhood enough to be
meaningful

• "Hallowed": Assumes we understand divine holiness enough to honor it appro-
priately

• "Your kingdom come": Assumes we understand something about divine rule/justice
• "Forgive us": Assumes we understand divine mercy/love

If all these attributes are transcendent, the Lord’s Prayer becomes a string of
undefined terms.

6.4.5 The Worship Incoherence Formalized

Theorem 6.12 (Worship Impossibility Under Transcendence). Let W = genuine wor-
ship

W → [Recognition ∧ Appropriate_Response ∧ Understanding]

Understanding → Resemblance

Transcendence → ¬Resemblance

Therefore:
Transcendence → ¬Understanding → ¬W

If divine attributes are transcendent, genuine worship becomes impossible.
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The Worship Dilemma:
Christianity commands worship (it’s the first commandment).
Worship requires understanding divine attributes.
Understanding requires resemblance to human concepts.
Transcendence defense denies resemblance.
Therefore: Transcendence defense makes obedience to the first command-

ment impossible.
The defense destroys what it attempts to protect.

6.5 The Cumulative Theological Collapse

We can now see how the transcendence defense creates cascading failures across all
major areas of theology:

1. Natural Theology: Cannot infer divine attributes from creation

2. Moral Theology: Cannot ground ethics in divine character

3. Systematic Theology: Cannot affirm attributes meaningfully

4. Biblical Interpretation: Cannot understand Scripture’s God-language

5. Worship: Cannot respond appropriately to unknown attributes

6. Prayer: Cannot make requests based on incomprehensible character

7. Discipleship: Cannot imitate unintelligible divine virtues

8. Apologetics: Cannot argue for God based on observable attributes

9. Theodicy: Cannot defend God’s goodness if goodness is undefined
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The Total Collapse Theorem:

Transcendence(divine_attributes) → ¬Coherent(Natural_Theology)∧

¬Coherent(Moral_Theology) ∧ ¬Coherent(Biblical_Interp)∧

¬Coherent(Worship) ∧ ¬Coherent(Prayer) ∧ ¬Coherent(Discipleship)

The transcendence defense doesn’t merely create localized problems—it sys-
tematically destroys every major theological enterprise.

And all this to save one controversial doctrine: eternal punishment.
The cost is catastrophic. The benefit is nil.

6.5.1 The Ironic Outcome

Defenders invoke transcendence to protect theology from rational critique.
But the transcendence defense destroys theology more thoroughly than any ex-

ternal criticism could.

The defender has won the battle but lost the war.

Eternal punishment is “saved” only by rendering all theology incoherent.
This is not a defense—it is theological self-immolation.



Chapter 7

Case Studies: Watching the Defense Col-
lapse in Real Time

To make the abstract arguments concrete, this chapter presents three detailed case
studies showing how defenders of eternal punishment retreat from intelligibility
to transcendence when pressed. Each case study follows the same pattern: initial
affirmation, objection, partial retreat, counter-objection, and finally full retreat to
transcendence—at which point the concept has been evacuated of meaning.

These are not strawman reconstructions but represent actual patterns in theolog-
ical discourse documented across centuries of debate.

7.1 Case Study 1: The Justice Retreat

7.1.1 Stage 1: Initial Claim

Defender: “God is perfectly just, and eternal punishment is an expression of His
justice. Those who reject God receive what justice demands.”

Initial position:
• Divine justice is a real, coherent attribute
• Eternal punishment flows from this justice
• We can understand that this is just (even if we don’t fully comprehend it)

Implicit commitment: Justice is intelligible enough to affirm and to ground eter-
nal punishment.

7.1.2 Stage 2: Objection Raised

Critic: “But justice requires proportionality—punishment should fit the crime. How
can infinite punishment for finite offenses be just? Even the worst human sins are

109
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finite in duration, scope, and impact. Proportionality is the core principle of justice.”
Formal objection:

M(eternal punishment) = ∞

M(finite offenses) = k < ∞

¬[M(eternal punishment) ∝ M(finite offenses)]

∴ ¬J(eternal punishment, finite offenses)

7.1.3 Stage 3: Partial Retreat

Defender: “Divine justice includes proportionality, but it’s assessed differently than
human justice. The magnitude of an offense is determined by the one offended.
Since God is infinite in value and holiness, offenses against Him carry infinite weight,
thus warranting infinite punishment.”

Modified position:
• Justice still involves proportionality (maintains intelligibility)
• But proportionality is calculated differently
• Offense weight scales with the value of the offended party

Analysis: This attempts to maintain resemblance while avoiding contradiction.
But it merely relocates the problem.

7.1.4 Stage 4: Counter-Objection

Critic: “That doesn’t actually resolve the proportionality problem—it just moves it.
First, the offense itself remains finite regardless of whom it’s against. A finite being
committing a finite act in finite time produces finite harm. Second, this principle
isn’t actually applied in human justice—we don’t think lying to a king warrants in-
finitely more punishment than lying to a commoner. Third, and most devastatingly,
if all offenses against an infinite being have infinite weight, then all sins are equally
severe (since ∞ = ∞), which eliminates the gradation that justice requires. Your
principle makes white lies and genocide equally deserving of infinite punishment.”
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Formal counter:

If W(o) = V(victim)× N(o) and V(God) = ∞

Then ∀o1, o2 : W(o1) = W(o2) = ∞

∴ No gradation possible

But justice requires: ∃o1, o2 : Greater(o1, o2)

∴ The principle violates justice

7.1.5 Stage 5: Full Retreat to Transcendence

Defender: “You’re trying to apply human concepts of proportionality to divine jus-
tice. But divine justice transcends human notions of proportionality. God’s ways
are higher than our ways (Isaiah 55:8-9). We cannot judge God’s justice by our lim-
ited human standards. What seems disproportionate to us may be perfectly just by
divine standards that we cannot fully comprehend.”

Final position:
• Divine justice doesn’t operate by (human) proportionality
• Divine justice transcends human understanding
• We cannot evaluate whether eternal punishment is just by our standards

7.1.6 Stage 6: The Evacuation of Meaning

Result: The term “justice” now has no determinate meaning.
Analysis of what happened:

1. Started with: “God is just” (using a recognizable concept)

2. When pressed: Tried to maintain resemblance while avoiding contradiction

3. When that failed: Abandoned resemblance entirely

4. Final state: “Justice” means something unrecognizable as justice

The defender has evacuated the concept to avoid the objection, but at the cost
of making the original claim meaningless.



112 Chapter 7. Case Studies: Watching the Defense Collapse in Real Time

Remark 7.1. If divine justice doesn’t include proportionality, what does it include?
The defender offers no positive account—only negative claims about what it’s not.
A “justice” that isn’t proportional, doesn’t distinguish offenses, and operates on
principles we cannot recognize is not justice in any intelligible sense.

7.1.7 Formal Analysis of the Retreat

Definition 7.2 (Stages of Retreat).

Stage 1: J(Divine) ∧ C(EP, J(Divine)) ∧ I(J(Divine))

Stage 2: Objection: ¬C(EP, J(Divine)) if I(J(Divine))

Stage 3: J(Divine) ≈ J(Human) with modifications

Stage 4: Modifications shown inadequate

Stage 5: J(Divine) ̸≈ J(Human) (transcendence appeal)

Result: ¬I(J(Divine))

The pattern:

Affirmation → Objection → Modification → Failure → Transcendence → Unintelligibility

7.2 Case Study 2: The Love Retreat

7.2.1 Stage 1: Initial Claim

Defender: “God is love (1 John 4:8). His love for humanity is perfect, unfailing, and
eternal. God loves every person He has created and desires relationship with all.”

Initial position:
• Divine love is the very essence of God’s nature
• This love extends to all humanity
• God’s love can be recognized and affirmed

Implicit commitment: Love is intelligible enough to affirm as God’s defining
attribute.
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7.2.2 Stage 2: Objection Raised

Critic: “If God loves all people and desires relationship with them, why does He
eternally separate from many? Human love—even imperfect human love—doesn’t
permanently abandon the beloved over finite failures. A loving parent doesn’t say,
‘I loved you during your childhood, but now that you’re 18 and still haven’t obeyed
me, I’m going to ensure you suffer forever.’ We would recognize that as abuse,
not love. How can eternal punishment—permanent separation with ongoing tor-
ment—be an expression of love?”

Formal objection:

L(x, y) → seeks-reconciliation(x, y)

EP ≡ permanent-separation

permanent-separation → ¬seeks-reconciliation

∴ L(God, humans) ∧ EP → Contradiction

7.2.3 Stage 3: Partial Retreat

Defender: “God’s love respects human free will. He doesn’t force people into rela-
tionship. During earthly life, God pursues everyone, offering salvation freely. But
if people persistently reject Him, He honors their choice. Eternal separation is what
they’ve chosen, not what God desires. Love that respects freedom must allow for
the possibility of final rejection.”

Modified position:
• Love still seeks reconciliation (maintains resemblance)
• But love also respects freedom
• Eternal punishment is the result of human choice, not divine desire

Analysis: This attempts to reconcile love with eternal punishment through the
free will defense.

7.2.4 Stage 4: Counter-Objection

Critic: “Several problems. First, eternal torment isn’t merely ‘not forcing’—it’s ac-
tive, ongoing punishment. That goes far beyond respecting a choice. Second, the
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choice itself is made under conditions of finite understanding, often with inad-
equate information or in circumstances that severely constrain genuine freedom.
Third, and most importantly, making the consequences eternal means that even if
someone wanted to change their mind later, they cannot. So it’s not really about re-
specting ongoing free will—it’s about making one temporal choice have permanent,
irreversible consequences. A truly loving being would continue offering opportuni-
ties for reconciliation, not impose an irrevocable deadline. Even human parents con-
tinue hoping for reconciliation with estranged children throughout their lives—they
don’t stop pursuing after a deadline and start actively tormenting them.”

Formal counter:

Respecting-choice(t1) ̸→ Eternal-torment(t > t1)

Love → Ongoing-opportunity-for-reconciliation

EP → ¬Ongoing-opportunity

∴ Love ∧ EP → Contradiction

7.2.5 Stage 5: Full Retreat to Transcendence

Defender: “God’s love operates on principles beyond human comprehension. We
cannot judge divine love by human standards. The Scriptures tell us God is love,
and we must accept this by faith even when we don’t fully understand how eternal
punishment expresses that love. Perhaps there are aspects of divine love—related
to holiness, justice, or purposes we cannot fathom—that require eternal separation
from those who reject Him. We must trust that God, in His infinite wisdom and
love, knows what is truly best.”

Final position:
• Divine love is affirmed but not understood
• It operates on principles unlike human love
• We cannot evaluate how eternal punishment relates to love
• Trust and faith replace understanding

7.2.6 Stage 6: The Evacuation of Meaning

Result: The term “love” now conveys no determinate information.
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What “God is love” now means:
• Not that God seeks reconciliation (human love does that)
• Not that God pursues the beloved persistently (human love does that)
• Not that God won’t permanently abandon (human love doesn’t do that)
• Not that God prioritizes the beloved’s welfare (human love does that)

What remains? Nothing recognizable as love.

Remark 7.3. The statement “God is love” has been reduced to: “God exhibits X,
where X is called ‘love’ but shares no identifiable features with what we understand
as love.” This is a meaningless assertion—pure theological glarbnok.

7.2.7 The Parallel with Abuse

Consider this parallel:
Abusive parent: “I love my child, which is why I’m torturing them eternally for

disobedience during their childhood.”
Observer: “That’s not love—that’s abuse!”
Abusive parent: “You’re judging my love by your limited human standards. My

love is different—it transcends your understanding.”
Analysis: Everyone recognizes this as rationalization of abuse, not genuine love.

Yet when the same pattern is applied to divine love and eternal punishment, some
defenders find it acceptable. Why? Because they’ve already committed to the con-
clusion (eternal punishment is real) and will say whatever is necessary to maintain
it, including evacuating “love” of all meaning.

7.2.8 Formal Analysis of the Retreat

Definition 7.4 (Love Retreat Pattern).

Stage 1: L(Divine) ∧ I(L(Divine)) ∧ C(L(Divine), EP)

Stage 2: Objection: permanent-separation ̸∈ L

Stage 3: Free-will defense attempts resolution

Stage 4: Free-will defense shown inadequate

Stage 5: L(Divine) ̸≈ L(Human) (transcendence)

Result: ¬I(L(Divine))
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7.3 Case Study 3: The Patience Retreat

7.3.1 Stage 1: Initial Claim

Defender: “God is infinitely patient. Scripture repeatedly emphasizes that the Lord
is ‘slow to anger’ and ‘patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish’ (2
Peter 3:9). His patience far exceeds human patience. He gives everyone opportunity
to repent and be saved.”

Initial position:
• Divine patience is extraordinary, perhaps infinite
• God provides ample opportunity for repentance
• This patience reflects His loving character

Implicit commitment: Patience is intelligible and recognizably present in God’s
dealings with humanity.

7.3.2 Stage 2: Objection Raised

Critic: “If God’s patience is infinite or even extraordinarily great, how can it be
exhausted by a finite human lifetime? Patience, by definition, involves allowing
repeated opportunities and enduring ongoing failure without final abandonment.
If God is truly patient—especially infinitely patient—then why impose an irrevo-
cable deadline at death? That’s not infinite patience; that’s finite patience with a
timer. A truly patient teacher doesn’t say, ‘I’ll be patient with you until the end of
the semester, but after that deadline, you’re doomed forever.’ True patience would
continue offering opportunities indefinitely.”

Formal objection:

Pa∞(God) ≡ ∀n ∈ N : opportunity-remains-after(n)

EP ≡ ∃n : final-abandonment-after(n)

∴ Pa∞(God) ∧ EP → Contradiction
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7.3.3 Stage 3: Partial Retreat

Defender: “God’s patience operates during earthly life, providing sufficient op-
portunity for repentance. While His patience is great, it’s not that He runs out of
patience—rather, death marks the point at which choice becomes fixed. During life,
God patiently works with everyone, but life provides the time during which choices
can be made. After death comes judgment. The patience isn’t exhausted; rather, the
time for decision-making has concluded.”

Modified position:
• Patience is real and extensive
• Death is a natural boundary, not a patience limit
• The issue is fixed choice after death, not exhausted patience

Analysis: This attempts to reframe the problem as about decision-time rather
than patience-limitation.

7.3.4 Stage 4: Counter-Objection

Critic: “But this still imposes a deadline on patience, just with different terminology.
If God is patient and desires all to reach repentance, why arbitrarily make death the
cutoff point? People die at vastly different ages with vastly different exposures to
truth. A child who dies at 5 has barely begun decision-making. Someone raised in
an abusive religious environment may never have encountered authentic Christian-
ity. Someone with severe mental illness may lack capacity for the kind of informed
choice being demanded. If patience is truly extraordinary—much less infinite—it
would accommodate these variations, not impose a one-size-fits-all deadline. More-
over, saying ‘choice becomes fixed at death’ doesn’t explain why it must become
fixed at death. An infinitely patient God could continue allowing growth, under-
standing, and transformation after death. The deadline is arbitrary and contradicts
infinite patience.”
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Formal counter:

Pa∞(God) → ¬∃t : fixed-deadline(t)

Death-as-boundary ≡ fixed-deadline(death)

∴ Pa∞(God) ∧ Death-as-boundary → Contradiction

Additionally:

Differential-circumstances → differential-patience-required

One-size-fits-all-deadline → ¬differential-patience-provided

∴ Unjust-by-requiring-equal-from-unequals

7.3.5 Stage 5: Full Retreat to Transcendence

Defender: “Divine patience means something different than human patience. When
Scripture says God is patient, it’s using human language to describe a divine at-
tribute that transcends our full understanding. We cannot comprehend the rela-
tionship between divine patience, human freedom, divine timing, and eternal out-
comes. These are mysteries that we must accept by faith. God’s ways are not our
ways. What seems like impatience or arbitrary deadlines to us may reflect divine
wisdom and purposes we cannot grasp.”

Final position:
• Divine patience is affirmed but incomprehensible
• It operates on principles unlike human patience
• The apparent contradiction is a mystery
• Faith replaces understanding

7.3.6 Stage 6: The Evacuation of Meaning

Result: The term “patience” has lost its meaning.
What “God is patient” now means:

• Not that God allows repeated opportunities (there’s a final deadline)
• Not that God doesn’t give up (He does, at death)
• Not that God endures ongoing failure without final abandonment (He doesn’t)
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• Not that God’s patience is proportionate to circumstances (one-size-fits-all)
What remains? A word with no cognitive content.

Remark 7.5. A “patience” that has a fixed deadline, doesn’t allow for differential
circumstances, and can be “exhausted” (or reach its terminus) after finite time is
not recognizable as patience—especially not infinite patience. The term has been
evacuated of meaning to protect the doctrine.

7.3.7 The Absurdity Illustrated

Imagine this dialogue:
Teacher: “I’m infinitely patient with my students.”
Observer: “So you keep working with them as long as needed?”
Teacher: “No, I give them until the end of the semester, then those who haven’t

learned get eternal detention in the basement furnace.”
Observer: “That doesn’t sound patient, let alone infinitely patient.”
Teacher: “You’re judging my patience by your limited human standards. My

patience transcends your understanding.”
Analysis: This is obviously absurd. Yet this is precisely the structure of the the-

ological defense. The only difference is that divine authority is invoked to make the
absurdity seem profound rather than ridiculous.

7.3.8 Formal Analysis of the Retreat

Definition 7.6 (Patience Retreat Pattern).

Stage 1: Pa∞(Divine) ∧ I(Pa(Divine))

Stage 2: Objection: infinite patience ̸∈ deadline

Stage 3: Reframe as decision-time not patience-limit

Stage 4: Reframe shown inadequate

Stage 5: Pa(Divine) ̸≈ Pa(Human) (transcendence)

Result: ¬I(Pa(Divine))
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7.4 Pattern Recognition

Across all three case studies, we observe an identical pattern:

7.4.1 The Universal Retreat Pattern

1. Initial Affirmation: Divine attribute is affirmed using familiar terms, imply-
ing intelligibility

2. Objection Raised: Critic points out contradiction between the attribute (as
understood) and eternal punishment

3. Partial Retreat: Defender attempts to modify understanding while maintain-
ing resemblance and avoiding contradiction

4. Counter-Objection: Critic shows the modification either fails to avoid contra-
diction or changes the concept beyond recognition

5. Full Retreat to Transcendence: Defender abandons resemblance entirely, claim-
ing the attribute transcends human understanding

6. Epistemological Collapse: The term now lacks cognitive content; theology
has become unintelligible

7.4.2 Visual Representation

Affirmation (Intelligibility claimed)
↓

Objection (Contradiction identified)
↓

Modification (Attempt to preserve both)
↓

Counter (Modification fails)
↓

Transcendence Appeal (Abandon intelligibility)
↓

Meaninglessness (Concept evacuated)
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7.4.3 Why This Pattern Recurs

The pattern recurs because defenders face an inescapable dilemma:

The Forced Retreat:

1. Theology requires affirming divine attributes (Christianity’s foundation)

2. Affirmation requires intelligibility (can’t affirm what’s unintelligible)

3. Intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts

4. Resemblance creates contradictions with eternal punishment

5. Defenders must choose: abandon EP or abandon intelligibility

6. Most choose to abandon intelligibility (via transcendence appeals)

7. Result: The very attributes they aimed to protect become meaningless

The retreat to transcendence is not freely chosen—it’s forced by the logical
impossibility of maintaining both intelligible attributes and eternal punishment.

7.4.4 The Tragedy

The tragic irony is that defenders begin by wanting to affirm rich, meaningful truths
about God’s love, justice, and patience. They end by reducing these terms to empty
shells, devoid of content, preserved in name only.

They began with meaningful theology. They end with theological glarbnok.
And all to preserve one controversial, rationally indefensible doctrine: eternal

conscious torment.

The cost is everything. The gain is nothing.



Chapter 8

The Impossible Middle Ground

Having shown that both horns of the dilemma are untenable, defenders might seek
a middle position: divine attributes are somewhat like human concepts but also tran-
scend them in important ways. This sounds promising and sophisticated, but this
chapter demonstrates that no coherent middle ground exists. Any attempt to oc-
cupy it collapses into one horn or the other.

The quest for middle ground is not merely unsuccessful—it is logically impossi-
ble.

8.1 The Degree Problem

8.1.1 The Middle Ground Claim

Defender: “Divine attributes are neither univocal (exactly identical to human con-
cepts) nor equivocal (completely different), but analogical. They are like human
concepts in some respects while transcending them in others. This allows us to un-
derstand something real about God while acknowledging that full comprehension
is beyond us.”

Formal claim:

Definition 8.1 (Partial Resemblance Claim). Let F = set of all features of an attribute
Let SD ⊆ F = features shared between divine and human concepts
Let TD ⊆ F = transcendent features unique to the divine concept
The middle ground claims:

SD ̸= ∅ ∧ TD ̸= ∅

Some features are shared (enabling intelligibility), others are transcendent (avoid-
ing contradiction).

122
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This sounds reasonable. But it faces insurmountable problems.

8.1.2 The Critical Question

The middle ground is viable only if we can answer: Which features are in SD and
which in TD?

This is not optional—the entire position depends on being able to specify this
partition. Without it, “some features are shared, others aren’t” is vacuous.

8.1.3 Application to Eternal Punishment

Let’s examine how this works for justice:
Regarding eternal punishment:

• If proportionality ∈ SD: Then eternal punishment violates divine justice (returns
to Horn 1)

• If proportionality ∈ TD: Then “divine justice” doesn’t mean what we think it
means (slides to Horn 2)
The problem: Proportionality is not a peripheral feature of justice—it’s core.

Removing it changes the concept entirely.

8.1.4 The Feature Evacuation Problem

Theorem 8.2 (Gradual Evacuation). For each attribute that contradicts EP, defenders
must place the contradicting feature in TD:

∀ f : [ f causes contradiction with EP] → f ∈ TD

But as more features move to TD, fewer remain in SD.
Eventually: SD → ∅
When SD = ∅, we’ve arrived at Horn 2 (complete transcendence, unintelligibility).

Demonstration for Justice.
Starting point: J has features {proportionality, fairness, impartiality, gradation, consid-
eration}

Round 1:
• Proportionality contradicts EP
• Move to TD: proportionality ∈ TD



124 Chapter 8. The Impossible Middle Ground

• Remaining in SD: { f airness, impartiality, gradation, consideration}
Round 2:

• Gradation contradicts EP (all sins get same infinite punishment)
• Move to TD: gradation ∈ TD

• Remaining in SD: { f airness, impartiality, consideration}
Round 3:

• Consideration (of capacity, circumstances) contradicts EP (one-size-fits-all)
• Move to TD: consideration ∈ TD

• Remaining in SD: { f airness, impartiality}
Round 4:

• Fairness (not giving wildly different treatment for similar offenses) contradicts
EP’s arbitrariness

• Move to TD: fairness ∈ TD

• Remaining in SD: {impartiality}
What remains? Impartiality alone doesn’t constitute justice. A system that treats

everyone with equal cruelty is impartial but not just.
Result: SD has been effectively evacuated. Nothing recognizable as justice re-

mains.

8.1.5 The Selective Placement Problem

Defenders face a dilemma in placing features:

Definition 8.3 (Feature Placement Dilemma). For any feature f of attribute A:
If f ∈ SD: Then f must resemble the human concept, which creates potential

contradictions with EP
If f ∈ TD: Then f doesn’t resemble the human concept, reducing intelligibility
The defender must make these assignments, but:

• Assignments that preserve intelligibility create contradictions
• Assignments that avoid contradictions destroy intelligibility

There is no sweet spot.

8.1.6 The Motivation Problem Revisited

Which features get placed in TD is not determined by principled analysis but by
motivated reasoning:
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[Motivated Feature Assignment]

∀ f : [Contradicts( f , EP)] ↔ [ f ∈ TD]

Perfect correlation: A feature is declared transcendent if and only if it contradicts
EP.

This reveals the assignment is ad hoc, driven by the desired conclusion rather
than independent criteria.

Evidence:
• Features that support EP remain in SD (God’s holiness, sovereignty, etc.)
• Features that contradict EP move to TD (proportionality, reconciliation-seeking,

etc.)
• This is not principled—it’s strategic

8.2 The Core Feature Problem

For a concept to remain recognizably the same concept, it must retain core features.
You can modify peripheral features while maintaining identity, but not core features.

8.2.1 Core vs. Peripheral Features

Definition 8.4 (Core Feature). A feature f is core to concept C if:

Core(C, f ) ≡ [Remove( f ) → ¬Ident(C, C′)]

Removing a core feature creates a different concept.

Examples:
Triangle:

• Core: having three sides
• Peripheral: being equilateral, scalene, or isosceles

Bachelor:
• Core: being unmarried
• Peripheral: living alone, being happy, etc.

Justice:
• Core: proportionality, fairness, impartiality
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• Peripheral: specific sentencing guidelines, courtroom procedures
Love:

• Core: seeking the beloved’s good, pursuing reconciliation
• Peripheral: specific expressions (gifts, words, time)

Patience:
• Core: allowing time for growth, not abandoning after failures
• Peripheral: exactly how much time, specific tolerance levels

8.2.2 The Eternal Punishment Problem

Eternal punishment contradicts core features, not peripheral ones:

Attribute Core Feature EP Violation
Justice Proportionality ∞ punishment for finite offenses
Justice Gradation All offenses treated equally
Love Seeks reconciliation Permanent separation
Love Doesn’t abandon Final abandonment
Patience Allows ongoing opportunity Fixed deadline
Patience Doesn’t give up Gives up at death

Table 8.1: Core Features and EP Violations

The defender’s problem: To maintain EP, core features must be placed in TD.
But removing core features changes the concept entirely.

8.2.3 Formal Analysis

Theorem 8.5 (Core Feature Removal Changes Concept). Let Core(C) = set of core
features of concept C

Let Ident(C1, C2) = “concept C1 is identical to concept C2”
Identity Principle:

∀C1, C2 : Ident(C1, C2) → [Core(C1) = Core(C2)]

Application:

Core(Jhuman) = {proportionality, fairness, impartiality, gradation}
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If divine justice lacks proportionality:

proportionality /∈ Core(Jdivine)

Then by Identity Principle:

Core(Jdivine) ̸= Core(Jhuman)

Therefore:
¬Ident(Jdivine, Jhuman)

Conclusion: Divine and human justice are not the same concept. Using "justice" for
both is equivocation.

8.2.4 The Analogy Fails

Defenders often appeal to analogy: "Divine attributes are like human concepts but
different."

The problem: Genuine analogy requires shared relevant features.

Definition 8.6 (Successful Analogy).

Analog(X, Y, R) ≡ [∃ f : Shared(X, Y, f ) ∧ Relevant( f , R)]

Where R is the respect in which the analogy is drawn.

Examples of successful analogy:
• “The mind is like a computer” — shared feature: information processing (rele-

vant)
• “Love is like a journey” — shared feature: progression, challenges (relevant)
• “A mighty fortress is our God” — shared feature: protection, strength (relevant)

Why the divine attribute analogy fails:
When we say "Divine justice is like human justice," the relevant shared features

should be:
• Proportionality (but defenders place this in TD)
• Gradation (but defenders place this in TD)
• Fairness considerations (but defenders place this in TD)

What shared features remain? None that are relevant to the term "justice."
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Remark 8.7. An analogy that shares no relevant features is not an analogy—it’s equiv-
ocation. Calling both "justice" when they share no relevant features is like calling
both "food" when one is edible and one is not.

8.3 The Equivocation Fallacy

When the same term has different meanings in different contexts, using it as if it has
one consistent meaning is the fallacy of equivocation.

8.3.1 Equivocation Defined

Definition 8.8 (Equivocation). A term t is used equivocally if:

[M(t, c1) ∧ M(t, c2) ∧ c1 ̸= c2 ∧ Used-as-if-same(t)]

The same word has different meanings but is used as if the meaning is constant.

Classic example:

Premise 1: Nothing is better than eternal happiness

Premise 2: A ham sandwich is better than nothing

Conclusion: Therefore, a ham sandwich is better than eternal happiness

Why invalid: "Nothing" means different things:
• Premise 1: "no thing" (absence of all things)
• Premise 2: "nothing at all" (having nothing)

The argument equivocates on "nothing."

8.3.2 The Theological Equivocation

The parallel theological argument:

The Divine Justice Equivocation:
Premise 1: God is just (using Jdivine which lacks proportionality)
Premise 2: We should trust a just God (using Jhuman which includes propor-

tionality)
Conclusion: We should trust God
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Why invalid: "Just" means different things:
• Premise 1: Whatever God does (divine justice)
• Premise 2: Proportional and fair (human justice)

The argument equivocates on "just."

8.3.3 The Same Structure for Love

Premise 1: God loves humanity (using Ldivine compatible with eternal separation)
Premise 2: Love is trustworthy and desirable (using Lhuman which seeks recon-

ciliation)
Conclusion: God’s love is trustworthy and desirable
Invalid for the same reason: Equivocation on "love."

8.3.4 Detecting Equivocation

Definition 8.9 (Equivocation Test). To test for equivocation, substitute definitions:
If the argument becomes obviously invalid when definitions are explicit, it was

equivocating.

Applied to divine justice:
Original:

1. God is just

2. Just beings are trustworthy

3. Therefore, God is trustworthy

With definitions explicit:

1. God does what God does (“divine justice” = whatever God does)

2. Proportional and fair beings are trustworthy (“just” = proportional, fair)

3. Therefore, God is trustworthy

Obviously invalid: The premise shifts meaning between steps 1 and 2.
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8.3.5 Why This Matters

Equivocation is not merely a technical logical error—it’s intellectually dishonest
when done knowingly.

The defender:

1. Uses "love," "justice," "patience" to attract positive connotations

2. Defines these terms differently when contradictions arise

3. Relies on listeners not noticing the shift

Remark 8.10. This is akin to false advertising: Marketing a product using familiar,
positive terms while delivering something entirely different. When the consumer
complains, the company says, "Well, we meant something different by those terms."

8.3.6 The Formal Equivocation

Theorem 8.11 (Middle Ground Commits Equivocation). Any middle ground position
that:

1. Affirms divine attributes using familiar terms

2. Removes core features to avoid contradiction with EP

3. Continues using the same terms

necessarily commits equivocation.
Formally:

[Uses_term(t) ∧ Removes_core(t) ∧ Claims_same_concept(t)] → Equivocation(t)

Proof.

1. Using familiar terms implies same concept [convention]

2. Removing core features creates different concept [core feature theorem]

3. Same term, different concept = equivocation [definition]

4. Therefore: The position commits equivocation
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8.4 The Impossibility Proof

We can now prove formally that no coherent middle ground exists.

Theorem 8.12 (No Middle Ground). There exists no coherent middle ground between:
• Horn 1: Sufficient resemblance for intelligibility (leads to contradiction with EP)
• Horn 2: Insufficient resemblance (leads to unintelligibility)

Proof. Assume a middle ground exists. Call it M.
Define M:

M ≡ [SD ̸= ∅ ∧ TD ̸= ∅ ∧ I(Da) ∧ C(Da, EP)]

(Some features shared, some transcendent, attributes intelligible, compatible with
EP)

Step 1: Intelligibility requires core features

I(Da) → [Core(Da) ⊆ SD]

(Core features must be shared for intelligibility)
Step 2: EP contradicts core features
For justice:

proportionality ∈ Core(J) ∧ proportionality → ¬C(J, EP)

For love:

seeks_reconciliation ∈ Core(L) ∧ seeks_reconciliation → ¬C(L, EP)

For patience:

ongoing_opportunity ∈ Core(Pa) ∧ ongoing_opportunity → ¬C(Pa, EP)

Step 3: The contradiction
From Step 1: Core features must be in SD for intelligibility
From Step 2: Core features contradict EP
Therefore:

[Core(Da) ⊆ SD] ∧ [Core(Da) → ¬C(Da, EP)]
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This implies:
I(Da) → ¬C(Da, EP)

But M requires:
I(Da) ∧ C(Da, EP)

Contradiction. Therefore, M cannot exist.

8.4.1 Addressing the Sufficient/Necessary Distinction

A sophisticated defender might object: "The proof assumes core features are *nec-
essary* for concept identity. But perhaps they are merely *sufficient* in paradigm
cases, and God represents a non-paradigmatic but still genuine instance."

Necessity of Core Features for Intelligibility.

1. Assume feature f is sufficient but not necessary for concept C

2. Then ∃x : C(x) ∧ ¬ f (x) (something can be C without f )

3. For this to be intelligible, there must be *some* feature(s) g that explain why x
counts as C

4. If g is wholly unlike f and unlike any other feature in human understanding
of C:

¬Resembles(g, HC)

5. Then we cannot recognize x as an instance of C:

¬Recognizes(humans, C(x))

6. But intelligibility requires recognizability:

I(C) → Recognizes(humans, C(x))

7. Contradiction: We both can and cannot recognize x as C

8. Therefore: If x genuinely instantiates C intelligibly, it must share *some* fea-
tures from our paradigmatic understanding
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9. For divine attributes, the only features we have access to are those from human
concepts

10. If all accessible features (including core features) are denied, nothing remains
to ground intelligibility

11. Therefore: Core features must be present (necessary) for intelligible predica-
tion

Implication: The sufficient/necessary distinction does not provide escape. Even
if core features are technically sufficient rather than necessary, denying all accessible
features destroys intelligibility.

8.4.2 Interpretation

The proof shows:
Any position that maintains:

1. Intelligible divine attributes AND

2. Compatibility with eternal punishment

is logically impossible.
Why: Intelligibility requires core features, but core features contradict EP.
The forced choice:

• Keep core features in SD → Intelligibility preserved, EP contradicted (Horn 1)
• Move core features to TD → EP preserved, intelligibility lost (Horn 2)

No third option exists.

8.5 Failed Attempts at Middle Ground

Having proven no middle ground exists, we can explain why various attempts fail.
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8.5.1 Attempt 1: "Degrees of Proportionality"

Claim: "Divine justice is proportional, just in a different degree or way than human
justice."

Why it fails:

Degree Approach Fails. Let proportionality exist on a scale: r ∈ [0, 1] where:
• r = 0: No proportionality (arbitrary)
• r = 1: Perfect proportionality

For intelligibility as "justice": r > 0.5 (proportionality must be significant)
For EP compatibility: r < 0.01 (must tolerate infinite punishment for finite of-

fenses)
But: r > 0.5 and r < 0.01 are incompatible.
No value of r satisfies both constraints.

8.5.2 Attempt 2: "Different But Analogous"

Claim: "Divine justice is different from human justice but analogous to it."
Why it fails:
Analogy requires specifying the respect in which they’re analogous. But:

• If analogous in proportionality: Returns to Horn 1 (contradiction with EP)
• If analogous in holiness: Holiness justice (different concept)
• If analogous in sovereignty: Sovereignty justice (different concept)
• If no respect specified: Not analogy, just assertion

Without specifying relevant shared features, "analogous" is empty.

8.5.3 Attempt 3: "Mystery Without Contradiction"

Claim: "It’s mysterious how they cohere, but mystery isn’t the same as contradic-
tion."

Why it fails:

Definition 8.13 (Mystery vs. Contradiction Revisited). • Mystery: We don’t under-
stand how P is true

• Contradiction: P ∧ ¬P

Our argument demonstrates contradiction, not mere mystery:
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• If love seeks reconciliation, eternal separation is ruled out (not merely mysterious)
• If justice requires proportionality, infinite punishment is ruled out (not merely

mysterious)
• If patience allows ongoing opportunity, fixed deadlines are ruled out (not merely

mysterious)
These are logical incompatibilities, not epistemic puzzles.

8.5.4 Attempt 4: "God Defines the Terms"

Claim: "Justice means whatever God does. God defines justice, not us."
Why it fails:
This abandons the middle ground entirely—it’s Horn 2 (unintelligibility) dressed

in different language.

Proof. If "justice" = "whatever God does":

1. The term has no independent content

2. "God is just" becomes tautological ("God does what God does")

3. We cannot use "justice" to guide human conduct

4. The term is functionally meaningless

Therefore: This is Horn 2 (unintelligibility), not middle ground.

8.6 Conclusion: The Middle Ground Is a Mirage

The quest for middle ground is not merely difficult—it is logically impossible.

The Impossibility Summary:

1. Middle ground requires some features in SD (shared, for intelligibility)

2. Middle ground requires core features compatible with EP

3. But core features of justice/love/patience contradict EP

4. Therefore: Core features must go in TD to preserve EP
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5. But removing core features destroys intelligibility

6. Result: We’ve slid back to Horn 2 (unintelligibility)

There is no stable resting place between the horns.
Any attempt to occupy the middle inevitably collapses into one extreme or

the other.

The middle ground is a mirage—it appears to exist from a distance but vanishes
upon close examination.

Defenders must choose: Intelligible attributes (Horn 1) or eternal punishment
(Horn 2).

They cannot have both.



Chapter 9

The Meta-Problem: Arbitrariness of Ap-
plication

Even if we granted (contrary to Chapter 8) that some features could be transcen-
dent while others remain intelligible, a devastating meta-problem remains: there is
no principled way to determine which is which. This chapter demonstrates that the
boundary between shared and transcendent features is drawn arbitrarily—specifically,
wherever needed to protect eternal punishment from critique.

This arbitrariness reveals the defense as ad hoc rationalization rather than prin-
cipled theology.

9.1 The Arbitrary Boundary Problem

9.1.1 The Central Question

If divine attributes are partially intelligible and partially transcendent, we must ask:
How do we determine which aspects are which?

This is not an optional question. Without a principled answer, the entire middle-
ground position collapses into arbitrary assertion.

Definition 9.1 (Feature Partition Problem). Let A = divine attribute
Let F(A) = set of all features of A
Let S ⊆ F(A) = shared features (intelligible)
Let T ⊆ F(A) = transcendent features (unintelligible)
Question: What principle determines ∀ f ∈ F(A) : [ f ∈ S ∨ f ∈ T]?

9.1.2 Why This Matters

If the partition is arbitrary, then:

137
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• Defenders can declare any problematic feature “transcendent” on demand
• The theology becomes unfalsifiable (any objection can be deflected)
• No genuine cognitive content remains (everything reduces to ad hoc moves)

We are not asking for exhaustive knowledge—just a principled method for de-
termining what we can know vs. what transcends understanding.

9.2 Possible Answers and Their Failures

Defenders might offer various principles for partitioning features. We examine each
and show why it fails.

9.2.1 Answer 1: “Scripture Tells Us”

Claim: Scripture reveals which aspects of divine attributes we can understand and
which transcend our grasp.

The Problem

Problem 1: Hermeneutical Circle
Scripture uses human language to describe divine attributes. To understand

which features Scripture affirms, we must already understand the concepts.

The Circularity.

1. Scripture says “God is just”

2. To understand this, we need to know what “just” means

3. Defender says: “Scripture tells us which features of justice apply to God”

4. But to extract that information from Scripture, we must understand “just”

5. We are back to step 2 (circular reasoning)

Problem 2: Scripture Does Not Provide Meta-Information
Scripture describes God’s attributes but does not come with a meta-text explain-

ing:
• Which features are univocal (exactly the same)
• Which features are analogical (similar but different)
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• Which features are equivocal (completely different)
Example: When Scripture says God is “slow to anger” (Exodus 34:6):

• Does this mean God has patience like humans (shared feature)?
• Or is “slow to anger” using human terms for something wholly unlike human

patience (transcendent)?
• Scripture does not tell us

Problem 3: Different Interpreters Reach Different Conclusions
If Scripture clearly indicated which features are shared vs. transcendent, inter-

preters would agree. But they do not:
• Some read “God is love” as implying reconciliation-seeking is shared (universal-

ists)
• Others read it as compatible with eternal separation (eternal punishment defend-

ers)
• Both cite Scripture, yet reach opposite conclusions

Remark 9.2. The appeal to Scripture does not resolve the boundary problem—it just
relocates it to debates about interpretation. And those debates presuppose answers
to the very questions we are asking.

9.2.2 Answer 2: “Tradition/Church Teaching Tells Us”

Claim: The historic Christian tradition, guided by the Holy Spirit, has discerned
which aspects of divine attributes we can understand.

The Problem

Problem 1: Question-Begging
This pushes the question back one level: How did tradition determine which

features are shared vs. transcendent?
If tradition arrived at this through the same arbitrary process we are questioning,

appealing to tradition does not help.
Problem 2: Tradition Is Not Unanimous
Different traditions reach different conclusions:
If tradition is the guide, which tradition? They disagree precisely because they

partition features differently.
Problem 3: Tradition Can Be Wrong
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Tradition On Eternal Punishment
Early Church (some) Universalism (Origen, Gregory of Nyssa)
Western Medieval Eternal conscious torment
Eastern Orthodox Hell as self-imposed, less juridical
Some Reformers Annihilationism
Modern Evangelicals Mixed (all positions represented)

Table 9.1: Diversity in Christian Tradition

Defenders admit tradition has erred before:
• On slavery (once justified by many church fathers)
• On women’s roles (increasingly questioned)
• On geocentrism (once church dogma)

If tradition can err on these, it can err on eternal punishment. Appealing to
tradition does not establish a principled boundary—it just claims “our ancestors
drew it here.”

9.2.3 Answer 3: “Reason and Theology Together”

Claim: Through careful theological reasoning, informed by Scripture and tradition,
we discern which features are shared and which transcend.

The Problem

This is precisely what is being questioned! Our argument IS rational theological
reasoning, and it reaches the opposite conclusion.

The circularity:

1. Critic uses reason to object: “Eternal punishment contradicts justice”

2. Defender responds: “Divine justice transcends those objections”

3. Critic asks: “How do you determine what transcends?”

4. Defender: “Through theological reasoning”

5. Critic: “I am using theological reasoning and reaching different conclusions”

6. Defender: “Well, proper theological reasoning...”
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What makes theological reasoning “proper”? Apparently, reaching the predeter-
mined conclusion that eternal punishment is compatible with divine attributes.

Remark 9.3. This is not a principled method—it is circular reasoning dressed as
methodology. “Proper theological reasoning” is defined as “reasoning that reaches
our desired conclusions.”

The motivated reasoning problem:

Motivated Reasoning Revealed.

1. Defender begins committed to eternal punishment (conclusion)

2. Objections arise based on divine attributes

3. Defender declares objection-generating features “transcendent”

4. Claims this follows from “theological reasoning”

5. But the reasoning works backward from conclusion to premises

This is textbook motivated reasoning: conclusion determines method, not vice
versa.

9.2.4 Answer 4: “Features That Lead to Contradictions Are Tran-

scendent”

Claim: If applying a human concept of a divine attribute creates logical contradic-
tions, that feature must be transcendent.

Why This Seems Promising

This appears to provide a principled rule:

∀ f : [Creates_contradiction( f ) → f ∈ T]

If a feature creates contradictions, it is transcendent. Otherwise, it is shared.
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The Devastating Problem

This makes eternal punishment unfalsifiable.

Unfalsifiability by Design.

1. Critics identify contradiction: EP contradicts divine love

2. Defender responds: reconciliation-seeking in T (transcendent)

3. Critics identify another: EP contradicts divine justice

4. Defender responds: proportionality in T (transcendent)

5. Critics identify another: EP contradicts divine patience

6. Defender responds: ongoing-opportunity in T (transcendent)

7. Pattern: for all f: if Contradicts f with EP then f in T

Result: Any feature that would falsify EP is automatically declared transcen-
dent.

EP becomes unfalsifiable by definitional fiat.

But unfalsifiable claims are epistemically worthless.

Definition 9.4 (Falsifiability Principle). A claim is falsifiable if there exists possible
evidence that would show it false.

A claim is falsifiable if and only if there exists evidence that implies the claim is
false.

Unfalsifiable claims cannot be distinguished from false claims—they are com-
patible with any observation.

Karl Popper’s insight: Unfalsifiable claims are not scientific (or rational). They
explain everything by explaining nothing.

Applied here: If every potential falsifier of EP is declared “transcendent,” EP
becomes a closed system immune to rational critique—and therefore intellectually
worthless.
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9.3 The Observed Pattern: Perfect Correlation

9.3.1 Empirical Observation

When we examine which features get placed in T (transcendent) vs. S (shared), a
perfect correlation emerges:

Definition 9.5 (Observed Correlation). Let O(f) = “feature f generates an objection
to eternal punishment”

Let T(f) = “feature f is declared transcendent”
Observed: for all f: O(f) if and only if T(f)
Perfect correlation: A feature is declared transcendent if and only if it objects to

EP.

9.3.2 The Data

Feature Objects to EP? Declared Transcendent?
Proportionality (justice) Yes Yes
Gradation (justice) Yes Yes
Reconciliation-seeking (love) Yes Yes
Ongoing opportunity (patience) Yes Yes
Holiness (supports EP) — —
Sovereignty (supports EP) — —
Omnipotence (neutral) — —
Immutability (neutral) — —

Table 9.2: Feature Classification Pattern

Correlation coefficient: r = 1.0 (perfect correlation)

9.3.3 Statistical Analysis

Theorem 9.6 (Non-Random Pattern). The probability that this pattern arose by chance
(random assignment of features to categories) is vanishingly small.

If assignment were random, the probability of perfect correlation equals 0.5 to the power
n, where n = number of features classified.

For n = 8: P = 0.0039 (less than 0.4 percent)
For n = 20: P approximately equals one in a million
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Conclusion: The pattern is not random. It is systematic and motivated.

9.3.4 What This Reveals

The perfect correlation reveals that feature assignment is ad hoc—driven by the
desired conclusion rather than principled criteria.

The Arbitrariness Argument:

1. If a principled method existed for partitioning features, it would operate
independently of EP

2. But the partition perfectly tracks what is needed to defend EP

3. This cannot be coincidence (probability less than 0.004)

4. Therefore, the partition is not principled—it is ad hoc

5. Ad hoc partitions are arbitrary

6. Arbitrary partitions provide no genuine knowledge

7. Therefore, the middle-ground position collapses into arbitrary assertion

9.4 Formal Analysis of Arbitrariness

9.4.1 Defining Arbitrariness

Definition 9.7 (Arbitrary Decision Rule). A decision rule R for classifying features
is arbitrary if there exists no principle P such that P is independent of the desired
conclusion and P generates R.

A rule is arbitrary if no independent principle generates it—only the desired
conclusion determines it.

9.4.2 Testing for Arbitrariness

Theorem 9.8 (Arbitrariness Test). Let R = the rule for assigning features to S vs. T Let D
= desired conclusion (EP is true)



9.5. Conclusion: The Arbitrariness Indictment 145

If for all features f, the assignment of f is determined by whether f protects D, then R is
arbitrary.

Applied to eternal punishment defense:

Proof. 1. Let R = rule for declaring features transcendent

2. Observe: for all f, T(f) if and only if f contradicts EP

3. This means: Assignment determined by whether it protects EP

4. Therefore: R is arbitrary by definition

9.4.3 The Predictive Test

A non-arbitrary rule should be predictive: Given a new feature, the rule should
determine its classification independently of whether we want to protect EP.

Test: Consider a new feature not yet discussed.
Feature: Restorative aims (justice aims at rehabilitation where possible)
Question: Is this feature shared (intelligible) or transcendent?
A principled method should determine this independently.
But watch what happens:

1. Does this feature contradict EP?

2. Yes (EP forecloses restoration)

3. Therefore, defenders will declare it transcendent

4. Prediction confirmed: Feature assignment determined by EP-compatibility

We can predict feature assignments with 100 percent accuracy simply by asking:
“Does this contradict EP?”

This proves the rule is ad hoc, not principled.

9.5 Conclusion: The Arbitrariness Indictment

We have demonstrated that the boundary between shared and transcendent features
is drawn arbitrarily—specifically, wherever needed to protect eternal punishment
from critique.
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The Complete Arbitrariness Case:

1. No principled method for partitioning features has been provided

2. Scripture does not specify the partition

3. Tradition disagrees on the partition

4. “Theological reasoning” is circular (assumes the conclusion)

5. The observed pattern shows perfect correlation with EP-protection needs

6. Statistical analysis rules out random assignment

7. The classification is predictable: contradicts EP means transcendent

8. This is textbook ad hoc reasoning

9. Ad hoc reasoning is arbitrary

10. Arbitrary theological claims should be rejected

11. Therefore: The transcendence defense should be rejected

9.5.1 The Ultimate Irony

Defenders accuse critics of being “arbitrary” in applying human standards to God.
But the analysis reveals the opposite:

• Critics apply standards consistently
• Defenders apply standards selectively, arbitrarily, wherever needed to reach pre-

determined conclusions
The accusation of arbitrariness applies to the defense, not the critique.

9.5.2 What This Means

The arbitrary boundary problem is not merely an academic concern—it reveals that
the entire middle-ground position is intellectually bankrupt.

Without a principled way to determine which features are shared vs. transcen-
dent, the position reduces to:
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“Divine attributes mean whatever we need them to mean to defend eternal
punishment.”

This is not theology. It is rationalization.
And rationalization dressed in theological language is still rationalization.



Chapter 10

The Epistemological Collapse of Divine
Attributes: Extended Applications

Having established that the transcendence defense creates epistemological collapse,
we now examine how this collapse extends beyond the core arguments to under-
mine additional theological domains. This chapter demonstrates that the damage
is not contained—it spreads systematically through revelation, divine simplicity,
moral exemplarism, theodicy, prayer, and assurance.

Each extension reveals new contradictions and impossibilities created by the
transcendence defense.

10.1 The Problem of Revelation

If divine attributes are unintelligible when they conflict with human understanding,
this undermines the entire concept of revelation.

10.1.1 The Purpose of Revelation

Definition 10.1 (Revelation Predicates).

Rev(p) = “proposition p is revealed by God”

Comm(p) = “proposition p successfully communicates information”

U(s, p) = “subject s can understand proposition p”

Axiom 10.2 (Revelation Principle).

∀p : [Rev(p) → Comm(p)]

148
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Revelation aims at communication. If revelation does not communicate, it fails
its purpose.

Axiom 10.3 (Communication Principle).

∀p : [Comm(p) → ∃s : U(s, p)]

Communication succeeds only if someone can understand the message.

Therefore:
∀p : [Rev(p) → ∃s : U(s, p)]

Translation: If God reveals something, someone must be able to understand it.

10.1.2 Application to Divine Attributes

Scripture reveals that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). For this revelation to succeed:

Proof. 1. Rev(“God is love”) [scriptural claim]

2. Rev(“God is love”) → U(readers, “God is love”) [from revelation principle]

3. U(readers, “God is love”) [from 1,2, MP]

4. U(readers, “God is love”) → I(Dlove) [understanding requires intelligibility]

5. I(Dlove) [from 3,4, MP]

6. I(Dlove) → R(Dlove, Hlove) [from Chapter 5]

7. R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 5,6, MP]

8. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from Chapter 5]

9. ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from 7, 8, MP]

Theorem 10.4 (Revelation Requires Intelligibility). If revelation is to communicate suc-
cessfully, divine love must be intelligible, which makes it incompatible with eternal punish-
ment.
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10.1.3 The Defender’s Dilemma Expanded

The dilemma for revelation:
• If divine attributes are intelligible (for revelation to work): They contradict EP

(Horn 1)
• If divine attributes are unintelligible: Revelation fails its communicative pur-

pose (Horn 2)
Either way, defenders face a problem:

1. Maintain intelligibility → EP must be abandoned

2. Abandon intelligibility → Revelation becomes meaningless

10.1.4 The Selective Revelation Problem

Defenders might claim: “God reveals enough for us to know Him, but not every-
thing.”

Response: This does not help.

Selective Revelation Fails.

1. If God reveals “enough” about divine love, we can understand something
about it

2. What we understand must resemble human concepts (otherwise unintelligi-
ble)

3. If it resembles human concepts, core features are shared

4. Core features of love contradict EP

5. Therefore: Even partial revelation creates the problem

The point: You cannot reveal “just enough” to avoid the contradiction. Any
intelligible revelation will either:
• Include core features (creating contradiction with EP)
• Exclude core features (becoming unintelligible)
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10.2 The Problem of Divine Simplicity

Classical theology holds that God is simple—not composed of parts. All divine
attributes are identical with the divine essence.

10.2.1 Divine Simplicity Doctrine

Axiom 10.5 (Divine Simplicity).

∀a1, a2 ∈ Divine Attributes : a1 = a2 = Divine Essence

All divine attributes are identical with each other and with God’s essence.

Application:

Dlove = Djustice = Dpatience = Dmercy = Divine Essence

10.2.2 The Incompatibility Spreads

If our argument succeeds for any attribute, it succeeds for all (since they are identi-
cal):

Universal Incompatibility via Simplicity.

1. ¬C(Dlove, EP) [love contradicts eternal punishment]

2. ¬C(Djustice, EP) [justice contradicts eternal punishment]

3. ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [patience contradicts eternal punishment]

4. Dlove = Djustice = Dpatience [divine simplicity]

5. Therefore: If one attribute contradicts EP, all do (since they are identical)

6. ¬C(Divine Essence, EP) [from 1-4]

Theorem 10.6 (Essential Incompatibility). Not just individual attributes, but God’s very
essence is incompatible with eternal punishment.
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10.2.3 The Devastating Implication

This is far more serious than incompatibility with individual attributes. If God’s
essence is incompatible with eternal punishment:
• EP contradicts what God fundamentally is
• EP is not merely unloving or unjust—it contradicts the divine nature itself
• Maintaining EP requires either abandoning divine simplicity or accepting that

God acts contrary to His own essence

10.2.4 The Transcendence Escape Fails Here Too

Defenders might respond: “Divine attributes are all identical, but in a way that
transcends understanding.”

Problem: If divine attributes are all identical and transcendent, we cannot dis-
tinguish between them at all.

Indistinguishability.

1. If Dlove = Djustice = Dwrath (all identical)

2. And all are transcendent (share no features with human concepts)

3. Then “God is loving” and “God is wrathful” are indistinguishable claims

4. Both reduce to: “God is X” where X is undefined

5. Theology becomes a collection of synonymous, meaningless assertions

Remark 10.7. Divine simplicity combined with transcendence does not save the po-
sition—it makes the epistemological collapse even more complete.

10.3 The Problem of Moral Exemplarism

Many ethical frameworks ground human morality in imitating divine character (im-
itatio Dei).
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10.3.1 Moral Exemplarism Structure

Definition 10.8 (Exemplarism Predicates).

Ought(x, a) = “agent x ought to perform action a”

Exempli f ies(G, a) = “God exemplifies virtue/action a”

Axiom 10.9 (Exemplarism Principle).

∀a : [Exempli f ies(God, a) → ∀x : Ought(x, a)]

If God exemplifies a virtue, humans ought to practice it.

10.3.2 Application

Exemplarism Requires Intelligibility.

1. Exempli f ies(God, justice) [theological claim]

2. Exempli f ies(God, justice) → ∀x : Ought(x, justice) [from exemplarism]

3. ∀x : Ought(x, justice) [from 1, 2, MP]

4. Ought(humans, justice) [from 3, Universal Instantiation]

But what is justice?

5. Ought(humans, justice) → U(humans, justice) [ought implies can
understand]

6. U(humans, justice) [from 4, 5, MP]

7. U(humans, justice) → R(Djustice, Hjustice) [understanding requires
resemblance]

8. R(Djustice, Hjustice) [from 6, 7, MP]

9. R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP) [established earlier]

10. ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from 8, 9, MP]
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Theorem 10.10 (Exemplarism Requires Resemblance). Moral exemplarism requires
that divine justice resemble human justice, which makes it incompatible with eternal pun-
ishment.

10.3.3 The Two Horns for Exemplarism

If divine justice resembles human justice (Horn 1):
• Justice requires proportionality
• Humans ought to be proportional in punishment
• But God (via eternal punishment) violates proportionality
• Contradiction: We ought to imitate what we ought not to imitate

If divine justice does not resemble human justice (Horn 2):
• We do not know what divine justice is
• We cannot imitate what we do not understand
• Exemplarism fails: No moral guidance is provided

10.3.4 The Formal Contradiction

Definition 10.11 (Justice Types).

Jh(a) = “action a exemplifies human justice”

Jd(a) = “action a exemplifies divine justice”

Exemplarism requires:

Jd(EP) → Jh(analogous action)

But:

Jh(analogous action) ≡ “eternal punishment for finite offenses”

And by human justice standards:

¬Jh(“eternal punishment for finite offenses”)

Theorem 10.12 (Exemplarism Failure). Either we should not imitate divine justice (which
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contradicts exemplarism) or divine justice is unintelligible (which also contradicts exemplar-
ism).

10.4 The Problem of Theodicy

Theodicy attempts to reconcile God’s goodness with the existence of evil. But if
divine goodness is unintelligible, theodicy becomes impossible.

10.4.1 Theodicy Structure

Definition 10.13 (Theodicy Predicates).

E = evil exists

G = God is good

O = God is omnipotent

The Problem of Evil:
E ∧ O → ¬G

If evil exists and God is omnipotent, God is not good (standard formulation).
Theodicy attempts to show:

E ∧ O ∧ G

All three can be true simultaneously.

10.4.2 Common Theodicy Strategy

Standard approach: Evil serves a greater good (soul-making, free will, etc.)
But this requires:

1. U(humans, “good”) [we must understand goodness]

2. R(Dgood, Hgood) [divine goodness must resemble human goodness]

3. R(Dgood, Hgood) → [we can evaluate whether evils serve good ends]
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10.4.3 If Defenders Retreat to Transcendence

4. ¬R(Dgood, Hgood) [divine goodness transcends human understanding]

5. ¬U(humans, “divine goodness”) [from 4]

6. ¬ [we can evaluate theodicy claims] [from 5]

Theorem 10.14 (Theodicy Requires Intelligibility). Theodicy requires intelligible divine
goodness, but the transcendence defense makes divine goodness unintelligible. You cannot
have both.

10.4.4 Applied to Eternal Punishment Specifically

Eternal punishment is itself a form of evil (suffering). If it exists:

1. EEP [eternal punishment is a form of evil/suffering]

2. O [God is omnipotent, could prevent it]

3. EEP ∧ O → [God allows/causes eternal punishment]

Standard theodicy: “Eternal punishment serves justice (a good).”
But our argument shows:

• If justice is intelligible, EP contradicts it (not serving a good)
• If justice is unintelligible, we cannot evaluate the theodicy claim

Either way, theodicy for eternal punishment fails.

10.4.5 The Theodicy Dilemma

The Theodicy Bind:

1. Theodicy requires: “Evil E serves good G”

2. To evaluate this, we must understand what “good” means

3. Understanding requires resemblance to human concepts

4. If goodness resembles human concepts, eternal punishment contradicts it
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5. If goodness does not resemble human concepts, we cannot evaluate the
theodicy

6. Result: Theodicy either fails or becomes unevaluable

10.5 The Problem of Petitionary Prayer

Prayer presumes we can understand God’s character well enough to make appro-
priate requests.

10.5.1 Prayer Structure

Definition 10.15 (Prayer Predicates).

Pr(s, g, r) = “subject s prays to God g with request r”

Approp(r, a) = “request r is appropriate given attribute a”

Based(r, a) = “request r is based on understanding of attribute a”

Axiom 10.16 (Prayer Coherence Principle).

∀s, g, r : [Pr(s, g, r) ∧ Coherent(Pr)] → ∃a : [K(s, a) ∧ Based(r, a)]

Coherent prayer requires knowing some divine attribute on which to base the
request.

10.5.2 Examples

• Praying for mercy: Presumes understanding divine mercy
• Praying for justice: Presumes understanding divine justice
• Praying for forgiveness: Presumes understanding divine love
• Praying for patience with us: Presumes understanding divine patience

If these attributes are unintelligible:

¬K(humans, Dmercy) ∧ ¬K(humans, Djustice) ∧ ¬K(humans, Dlove)
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Then:
¬Coherent(most prayers)

10.5.3 The Lord’s Prayer Problem

Jesus taught: “Pray then like this: Our Father in heaven...” (Matthew 6:9)
Analysis of each phrase:

• “Our Father”: Assumes divine fatherhood resembles human fatherhood
• “Hallowed be your name”: Assumes we understand divine holiness enough to

honor it
• “Your kingdom come”: Assumes we understand divine rule/justice
• “Your will be done”: Assumes we grasp something about God’s will/character
• “Forgive us our debts”: Assumes we understand divine mercy/forgiveness

Theorem 10.17 (Prayer Requires Intelligibility).

∀s, g, r : [Pr(s, g, r) ∧ Coherent(Pr)] → ∃a : [K(s, a) ∧ Based(r, a)]

10.5.4 The Prayer Absurdity

Remark 10.18. Prayer for forgiveness becomes absurd if we do not understand what
divine mercy/love means. We would be asking for something undefined, based on
attributes we cannot comprehend, from a being whose character we cannot recog-
nize.

The prayer dilemma:
Prayer either:

1. Relies on intelligible divine attributes (Horn 1—but then contradictions with
EP emerge)

2. Uses words emptied of meaning (Horn 2—but then prayer becomes incoher-
ent)

10.6 The Problem of Assurance

Believers seek assurance of salvation by understanding God’s promises. But if di-
vine attributes are unintelligible, assurance becomes impossible.



10.6. The Problem of Assurance 159

10.6.1 Assurance Structure

Definition 10.19 (Assurance Predicates).

A(s) = “subject s has assurance of salvation”

Prom(p) = “God promises p”

Trust(s, p) = “subject s trusts promise p”

Axiom 10.20 (Assurance Principle).

∀s : [A(s) ↔ ∃p : (Prom(p) ∧ Trust(s, p))]

Assurance comes from trusting God’s promises.

Axiom 10.21 (Trust Principle).

∀s, p : [Trust(s, p) → U(s, p)]

Cannot trust what one does not understand.

10.6.2 Common Promise

“If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” (Romans 10:9)

For this to provide assurance:

Proof. 1. Prom(“belief → salvation”)

2. Trust(believer, “belief → salvation”)

3. Trust(believer, “belief → salvation”) → U(believer, “salvation”)

4. U(believer, “salvation”)

But “salvation” is defined negatively as “not eternal punishment”:

5. U(believer, “salvation”) ≡ U(believer,¬EP)

6. U(believer,¬EP) → U(believer, EP) [must understand what is negated]

7. U(believer, EP)
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8. U(believer, EP) → I(EP)

9. I(EP) → [can evaluate whether EP is compatible with divine attributes]

10.6.3 If Defenders Retreat to Transcendence

If divine attributes are transcendent:
• Cannot understand what eternal punishment is
• Cannot understand what salvation saves from
• Cannot have assurance

10.6.4 The Dilemma for Assurance

Horn 1: EP is intelligible
• Can evaluate compatibility with divine attributes
• Discover EP contradicts divine attributes
• God might not actually enforce it (merciful)
• No certain assurance

Horn 2: EP is unintelligible
• Cannot understand what salvation means
• No basis for assurance

Theorem 10.22 (Assurance Impossibility). Either way, assurance collapses. The tran-
scendence defense makes assurance impossible.

10.7 The Cumulative Extended Collapse

10.7.1 Summary of Extended Failures

The transcendence defense creates failures in:

1. Revelation: Cannot communicate about transcendent attributes

2. Divine Simplicity: All attributes become indistinguishable

3. Moral Exemplarism: Cannot imitate unintelligible virtues

4. Theodicy: Cannot justify evil with unintelligible good
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5. Prayer: Cannot request based on unknown character

6. Assurance: Cannot trust promises about undefined states

10.7.2 The Total Theological Devastation

Combined with Chapter 6, we now see the transcendence defense destroys:
• Natural Theology
• Moral Theology
• Biblical Interpretation
• Worship
• Prayer
• Discipleship
• Apologetics
• Revelation
• Divine Simplicity
• Moral Exemplarism
• Theodicy
• Assurance

The Complete Devastation Theorem:
Every major theological enterprise requires intelligible divine attributes.
The transcendence defense makes divine attributes unintelligible.
Therefore, the transcendence defense destroys every major theological en-

terprise.
And all this to preserve one controversial, logically indefensible doctrine:

eternal punishment.
The cost is total. The benefit is nil.

10.7.3 The Question for Defenders

Faced with this comprehensive collapse, defenders must ask:
Is eternal punishment worth destroying all of theology?
A rational answer can only be: No.
The obvious solution: Abandon eternal punishment, preserve theology.
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But most defenders choose the opposite, revealing that commitment to EP is not
rational but ideological—impervious to logical argument.

10.7.4 Preview: The Deeper Meta-Problem

The cascade we’ve traced reveals that making divine attributes unintelligible to
defend eternal punishment destroys theology systematically. But there remains a
deeper problem we have not yet fully addressed: defenders simultaneously claim
epistemic humility about divine attributes ("we cannot fully understand God’s ways")
while maintaining theological certainty about eternal punishment ("we know God
will punish eternally").

This tension between claimed humility and practiced certainty represents a meta-
level incoherence that we must now examine. Chapter 11 demonstrates that this is
not merely practical inconsistency but logical contradiction—and that it reveals the
fundamentally arbitrary nature of how defenders apply transcendence claims.



Chapter 11

The Ultimate Meta-Problem: Epistemic
Humility vs. Theological Certainty

The deepest problem with the transcendence defense is not merely that it creates
contradictions—it is that defenders simultaneously claim epistemic humility (“we
cannot fully understand”) while maintaining theological certainty (“we know God
will eternally punish”). This chapter demonstrates that these positions are logically
incompatible and that defenders selectively apply each wherever convenient.

This selective application reveals intellectual inconsistency at the meta-level.

11.1 The Paradox

11.1.1 The Simultaneous Claims

Defenders simultaneously claim:

1. Humility: “We cannot fully understand God’s ways” (Isaiah 55:8-9)

2. Certainty: “We know God will eternally punish the unsaved”

On the surface, these might seem compatible: Claim (1) acknowledges limits
while (2) affirms what is revealed.

But deeper analysis reveals they are mutually contradictory when applied to
eternal punishment.

11.1.2 Why This Matters

This is not mere rhetorical inconsistency—it represents a fundamental logical prob-
lem:
• Humility claims are invoked to deflect objections

163
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• Certainty claims are invoked to affirm doctrines
• Both cannot be maintained for the same proposition

11.2 The Formal Contradiction

11.2.1 Certainty Requires Understanding

Definition 11.1 (Knowledge Predicates).

K(h, p) = “humans know proposition p with certainty”

U(h, c) = “humans understand concept c sufficiently”

Constituent(c, p) = “concept c is constituent of proposition p”

Axiom 11.2 (Certainty Principle).

∀p : [K(h, p) → ∀c : [Constituent(c, p) → U(h, c)]]

To know a proposition with certainty, one must understand its constituent con-
cepts.

Justification: You cannot be certain about a claim whose terms you do not under-
stand. “I am certain that glarbnik is florptious” is not genuine certainty if you do
not understand “glarbnik” or “florptious.”

11.2.2 The Eternal Punishment Proposition

Define:
EPprop = “God will eternally punish the unsaved”

Constituent concepts:
• God (divine nature, attributes)
• Will (divine volition, purpose)
• Eternally (temporal/atemporal duration)
• Punish (divine justice, retribution)
• Unsaved (criteria, who qualifies)

Importantly, this proposition presupposes understanding of divine justice, love,
and other attributes that determine why God would do this.
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11.2.3 The Contradiction Demonstrated

Formal Contradiction. Defender claims:

1. K(humans, EPprop) [certainty about doctrine]

2. ¬U(humans, Djustice) [when defending against objections about justice]

3. ¬U(humans, Dlove) [when defending against objections about love]

4. ¬U(humans, Dpatience) [when defending against objections about patience]

But:

5. Constituent(Djustice, EPprop) [justice is essential to why God punishes]

6. Constituent(Dlove, EPprop) [love/holiness motivates or permits this]

7. Constituent(Dpatience, EPprop) [patience determines when punishment begins]

From Certainty Principle:

8. K(humans, EPprop) → [U(humans, Djustice) ∧ U(humans, Dlove)

∧ U(humans, Dpatience)]

9. U(humans, Djustice) ∧ U(humans, Dlove) ∧ U(humans, Dpatience) [from 1,8, MP]

Contradiction:

10. (U ∧ U ∧ U) ∧ (¬U ∧ ¬U ∧ ¬U) [from 2-4 and 9]

Translation: Cannot both understand and not understand the same concepts.
The Attempted Escape
Defender claims: "We can know that God is just without knowing how divine

justice works."
Our Response: This distinction doesn’t help for the following reasons:

Why That/How Distinction Fails Here.
Step 1: Knowing "That" Requires Knowing "What"

1. To know *that* God is just requires knowing what "just" means

• If "just" is undefined, "God is just" is meaningless
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• To know a predicate applies, must understand the predicate
• Cannot have knowledge of predication without concept grasp

2. Analogy: "I know *that* X is glarbnik"

• If I don’t know what "glarbnik" means, I don’t know *that* X is glarbnik
• Claiming knowledge requires minimal conceptual grasp
• "That" knowledge presupposes "what" knowledge

3. Applied to eternal punishment:

• Claiming "I know *that* EP is just" requires knowing what justice is
• If justice essentially involves proportionality (what it is)
• And EP violates proportionality (infinite for finite)
• Then I cannot know *that* EP is just—I can only believe it despite incoher-

ence

Step 2: Our Argument Is About "What," Not "How"

4. Critical distinction:

• "What" = nature/definition/essential features (proportionality, fairness)
• "How" = mechanisms/procedures (how God evaluates, implements pun-

ishment)

5. Our argument operates at the "what" level:

• What IS justice? (Must include proportionality—established in Chapter 3)
• What IS love? (Must include reconciliation-seeking—established in Chap-

ter 3)
• What IS patience? (Must include ongoing opportunity—established in Chap-

ter 3)

6. We are not asking mechanistic questions:

• HOW does God evaluate offenses? (Mechanism—not our concern)
• HOW does God implement punishment? (Mechanism—not our concern)
• HOW does God’s timelessness relate to patience? (Mechanism—not our

concern)

7. The incompatibility is conceptual, not mechanistic:
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• Infinite punishment for finite offenses violates proportionality (by defini-
tion)

• Permanent separation violates reconciliation-seeking (by definition)
• Fixed deadline violates ongoing opportunity (by definition)

Step 3: Illustrative Example

8. That/How distinction IS relevant for:

• "I know *that* my friend loves me" (behavioral evidence)
• "I don’t know *how* love works neurologically" (mechanism unknown)
• Valid: Can know love exists without knowing neural mechanisms

9. That/How distinction is NOT relevant for:

• "I know *that* my friend loves me"
• "But I don’t know *what* love is"
• Invalid: Cannot know someone loves you without knowing what love is

10. Applied more precisely:

• "I know *that* my friend loves me"
• "But maybe love means ’seeks to harm for their good’"
• Invalid: If you redefine "love" to include harming, you cannot know friend

loves you based on caring behavior

11. The parallel to EP:

• "I know *that* God is just"
• "But maybe justice doesn’t require proportionality"
• Invalid: If you remove proportionality from justice, you cannot know EP is

just based on traditional understanding

Step 4: Why the Defense Fails

12. Defender wants to claim:

(a) Know *that* God is just (certainty)

(b) Don’t know *what* divine justice fully means (mystery)

13. But these are incompatible:
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• Certainty about predication requires understanding of predicate
• If predicate meaning is mysterious, predication is uncertain
• Cannot have both certainty and mystery about same claim

14. The defender’s actual position:

• Certain: "God will eternally punish" (that)
• Mysterious: "How eternal punishment is just" (how)

15. But this mislocates the mystery:

• The problem isn’t mechanistic (how God does it)
• The problem is conceptual (what justice is vs. what EP is)
• Conceptual contradictions can’t be resolved by appealing to unknown mech-

anisms

16. Analogy exposing the problem:

• "I’m certain *that* this square circle exists"
• "I don’t know *how* it’s both square and circular"
• The mystery isn’t mechanism—it’s logical impossibility
• No mechanistic explanation can make square-circle coherent

Step 5: The Proper Application

17. That/how distinction works for:

• "I know *that* God exists, don’t know *how* God causes things"
• "I know *that* resurrection occurred, don’t know *how* it happened"
• "I know *that* God loves us, don’t know *how* divine love operates in

detail"

18. That/how distinction FAILS for:

• "I know *that* God is F, don’t know *what* F means"
• "I know *that* X is just, even though X violates justice’s definition"
• "I know *that* God loves, even though God’s actions contradict love"

19. Our argument: EP contradicts the *definition* of justice/love/patience

• Not: "We don’t understand mechanisms"
• But: "The concept itself is violated"
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• That/how distinction is irrelevant to definitional contradictions

Conclusion:
The that/how distinction cannot rescue the defender. Our argument operates at

the level of *what* attributes are (their essential features), not *how* they operate
(their mechanisms).

Knowing *that* God will eternally punish requires knowing *what* eternal pun-
ishment is and *what* justice is. When these are understood, the incompatibility is
evident.

The defender’s appeal to mystery mislocates the problem—treating a concep-
tual/definitional issue as if it were merely a mechanistic puzzle.

Example: I cannot be certain that my friend will betray me without understand-
ing why (their character, motivations). If I claim complete ignorance of their charac-
ter, I cannot have certainty about their future actions.

11.3 The Selective Certainty Problem

11.3.1 Observed Pattern

Certainty is claimed for doctrines that benefit the theological system, while humility
is claimed when facing objections.

Definition 11.3 (Context-Dependent Epistemic Stance). Let:

Bene f its(T , d) = “doctrine d benefits theological system T ”

Certain(d) = “certainty is claimed about doctrine d”

Humble(d) = “epistemic humility is claimed regarding doctrine d”

Pattern observed:

∀d : [Bene f its(T , d) → Certain(d)]

∀d : [Objection(d) → Humble(d)]
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Doctrine/Concept Context Epistemic Stance
Eternal punishment exists Affirming doctrine Certain (“clearly taught”)
Divine justice in EP Defending vs. objection Humble (“transcends un-

derstanding”)
Salvation through Christ
alone

Affirming doctrine Certain (“definitive”)

Divine love compatible
with EP

Defending vs. objection Humble (“mysterious”)

Hell is real Affirming doctrine Certain (“biblical truth”)
Divine patience and EP Defending vs. objection Humble (“beyond grasp”)
Scripture is authoritative Affirming doctrine Certain (“God’s word”)
How attributes cohere
with EP

Defending vs. objection Humble (“finite minds”)

Table 11.1: Selective Application of Certainty and Humility

11.3.2 The Data

11.3.3 The Pattern Analysis

Theorem 11.4 (Systematic Selectivity). The application of certainty vs. humility corre-
lates perfectly with theological convenience:

Certain(d) ↔ [Supports(d, desired_conclusions)]

Humble(d) ↔ [Creates_problems(d, desired_conclusions)]

This correlation is not coincidental. It reveals motivated reasoning.

11.3.4 The Inconsistency

You cannot simultaneously:
• Know with certainty that eternal punishment will occur
• Claim ignorance about the divine attributes that would make such punishment

just/loving
Why not?
To know EP will occur requires knowing:

1. What God values (justice? holiness? sovereignty?)
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2. How God responds to sin (proportionally? infinitely?)

3. What God’s ultimate purposes are (restoration? separation? glory?)

4. Whether these are compatible with God’s other known attributes

But these are precisely the things defenders claim transcend understanding when
objections arise.

11.4 The Asymmetric Burden Problem

11.4.1 Burden of Proof in Standard Epistemology

Axiom 11.5 (Burden Principle).

∀claim : [Extraordinary(claim) → High_burden(claim)]

Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.

11.4.2 Eternal Punishment Is Extraordinary

EP is extraordinary because it:
• Violates proportionality (infinite for finite)
• Contradicts apparent divine attributes (love, patience)
• Has infinite consequences (cannot be verified empirically)
• Requires believing in permanent, irreversible torment

Therefore:
High_burden(EP)

11.4.3 The Burden Reversal

Proper epistemic procedure:

1. Extraordinary claim (EP) made

2. Burden on defender to establish it

3. Evidence/arguments provided
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4. Objections raised (contradicts attributes)

5. Burden remains on defender to resolve contradictions

What defenders actually do:

1. Extraordinary claim (EP) made

2. Defender cites tradition/Scripture

3. Objections raised (contradicts attributes)

4. Defender: “You cannot prove God will not do this”

5. Burden inappropriately shifted to critic

11.4.4 The Reversal Formalized

Definition 11.6 (Burden Shift). Let:

Burden(agent, claim) = “agent bears burden of proof for claim”

Shi f t(agent1, agent2, claim) = “burden improperly shifted from agent1 to agent2”

Proper:
Makes(de f ender, EP) → Burden(de f ender, EP)

Improper shift:

Objection(critic, EP) → Shi f t(de f ender, critic, EP)

Defender shifts burden by demanding: “Prove God will not eternally punish.”

Theorem 11.7 (Improper Burden Shift).

¬Proves(critic,¬EP) ̸→ Justi f ied(EP)

Failure to disprove does not constitute proof.
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11.4.5 Why This Matters

The burden shift makes EP unfalsifiable:

1. Defender need not prove EP is true, only cite sources

2. Critic must prove EP is false (impossible for unfalsifiable claims)

3. Defender wins by default

But winning by default is not the same as being correct.

11.5 The Proper Distribution of Certainty and Humil-

ity

11.5.1 Consistent Application

If defenders were consistent, they would apply humility or certainty uniformly:
Option 1: Consistent Humility

• We understand little about God’s attributes
• We cannot be certain about eternal punishment
• We should be agnostic about eschatology

Option 2: Consistent Certainty
• We understand God’s attributes well enough to affirm them
• We can evaluate whether EP coheres with them
• We find it does not cohere, so we reject EP

What defenders actually do: Inconsistent mixture
• Certainty when affirming EP
• Humility when defending EP from critique
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11.5.2 The Honest Position

The Honest Dilemma:
Either:

1. We understand divine attributes well enough to evaluate EP (then evalu-
ation shows incompatibility)

2. We do not understand divine attributes well enough to evaluate EP (then
we cannot be certain about EP)

Honesty requires choosing one.
Defenders choose neither—they claim certainty without understanding, which

is logically incoherent.

11.6 The Pragmatic Inconsistency

11.6.1 Living as Though Attributes Are Intelligible

In practice, defenders act as if divine attributes are fully intelligible:
• Preaching: “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life”
• Counseling: “Trust God’s justice—He will make things right”
• Worship: “We praise you for your patience with us”
• Evangelism: “God is loving and merciful, turn to Him”
• Ethics: “Be just and loving, imitating God”

All of these presume intelligible attributes.

11.6.2 Appealing to Transcendence Only Under Pressure

Transcendence is invoked only when defending EP:
• Philosophical discussion: “Divine justice transcends proportionality”
• Theological debate: “Divine love operates beyond our comprehension”
• Academic critique: “We cannot judge God by human standards”
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11.6.3 The Revealing Asymmetry

Theorem 11.8 (Pragmatic vs. Defensive Positions). Defenders live and minister as if
divine attributes are intelligible (99 percent of the time).

They appeal to transcendence only when defending EP (1 percent of the time).
This reveals transcendence is a defensive maneuver, not a principled theological posi-

tion.

The implication:
If divine attributes truly transcended understanding, defenders would be agnos-

tic about them always, not selectively.
The selective application proves it is ad hoc rationalization.

11.7 The Meta-Level Problem

11.7.1 Choosing When to Be Humble

Even the choice of when to claim humility is strategically made:

Definition 11.9 (Strategic Humility). Let Strategic_humility(context) = humility is
claimed in context

Strategic_humility(context) ↔ Protects(humility_claim, EP, context)

Humility is claimed precisely when it protects EP from critique.

11.7.2 Genuine vs. Strategic Humility

Genuine humility:
• Acknowledges limits consistently
• Holds doctrines tentatively
• Revises beliefs when shown inadequate
• Admits “I might be wrong”

Strategic humility:
• Invoked only to deflect objections
• Doctrines held with certainty despite humility claims
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• No revision despite contradictions
• Never admits actual error

Remark 11.10. What defenders practice is not genuine epistemic humility but selec-
tive humility—a rhetorical device to avoid accountability.

11.7.3 The Self-Defeating Nature

Theorem 11.11 (Strategic Humility Self-Defeats). If humility is deployed selectively to
protect specific doctrines, it undermines itself:

1. Strategic humility reveals motivated reasoning

2. Motivated reasoning undermines epistemic reliability

3. Unreliable epistemic methods cannot generate certainty

4. Therefore: Claims to certainty are undermined by strategic humility

11.8 The Question of Intellectual Honesty

11.8.1 Can Both Be Maintained Honestly?

Question: Can defenders maintain both certainty about EP and humility about di-
vine attributes honestly?

Answer: Only if they are unaware of the contradiction.

1. If aware: Maintaining both is intellectually dishonest (knowingly asserting
contradictory positions)

2. If unaware: Maintaining both reveals insufficient critical thinking (failure to
recognize contradiction)

Either way, the position is untenable.

11.8.2 The Honest Recognition
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What Honesty Requires:
Upon recognizing the contradiction between certainty and humility, an hon-

est inquirer must:

1. Acknowledge the inconsistency

2. Choose one position:

• Maintain certainty (abandon humility about attributes)
• Maintain humility (abandon certainty about EP)

3. Revise beliefs accordingly

What defenders actually do: Maintain both while claiming there is no contra-
diction (or refusing to examine the issue).

This is not honest inquiry—it is defensive rationalization.

11.9 The Psychological Explanation

11.9.1 Why Defenders Maintain Both

Psychological factors:

1. Cognitive dissonance: Holding contradictory beliefs creates discomfort

2. Compartmentalization: Keeping contradictory beliefs separate to avoid dis-
comfort

3. Motivated reasoning: Reasoning backward from desired conclusions

4. Social pressure: Community expects both certainty and humility

5. Identity protection: Admitting error threatens religious identity

11.9.2 The Enabling Structure

Theological education often trains this compartmentalization:
• “Systematic theology” teaches certainty about doctrines
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• “Apologetics” teaches humility when defending doctrines
• These are taught as separate skills, not examined for consistency
• Students learn to code-switch: certainty in church, humility in debate

Remark 11.12. This educational structure produces defenders who genuinely do not
see the contradiction because they have been trained to apply different epistemic
standards in different contexts.

11.10 Conclusion: The Meta-Problem Indictment

11.10.1 Summary

We have demonstrated:

1. Certainty about EP requires understanding divine attributes

2. Humility claims deny understanding divine attributes

3. These are logically contradictory

4. Defenders apply each selectively (certainty when affirming, humility when
defending)

5. This selectivity is strategic, not principled

6. The pattern reveals motivated reasoning

7. Honest inquiry requires choosing one position

8. Defenders refuse to choose, maintaining both

9. This constitutes intellectual inconsistency at the meta-level
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11.10.2 The Final Question

The Question for Defenders:
Can you honestly claim:

• Certainty that God will eternally punish
• Ignorance about divine attributes that would justify such punishment

If you see the contradiction, intellectual honesty demands choosing:
• Abandon certainty about EP (humility about eschatology)
• Abandon humility about attributes (but then face Horn 1 contradictions)

Maintaining both is not a defensible position—it is an evasion of honest in-
quiry.

11.10.3 The Path Forward

For those committed to intellectual honesty:

1. Recognize the contradiction

2. Acknowledge we cannot have certainty about EP if attributes are unknowable

3. Either:

• Accept attributes are knowable (then evaluate EP honestly → reject it)
• Accept attributes are unknowable (then be agnostic about EP)

4. Stop using strategic humility as a rhetorical shield

5. Commit to consistent epistemic standards

This is what intellectual integrity looks like.
Anything less is rationalization.



Chapter 12

Synthesis: Consolidating the Dilemma

Having presented the argument piece by piece across twelve chapters, we now syn-
thesize the complete formal structure. This chapter provides the comprehensive
proof that any theological system affirming both eternal punishment and intelligi-
ble divine attributes is logically incoherent.

This synthesis demonstrates the argument’s systematic rigor and inescapable
conclusion.

12.1 The Comprehensive Formal Argument

We begin by restating all definitions, axioms, and the complete logical structure in
one place, showing how each component contributes to the final proof.

180
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12.1.1 Complete Definitions

Definition 12.1 (Main Predicates).

Da = divine attribute (love, patience, justice, mercy, goodness)

Ha = corresponding human concept

R(x, y) = “x resembles y sufficiently for intelligibility”

I(x) = “x is intelligible to humans”

C(x, y) = “x is compatible with y”

EP = eternal punishment for finite offenses

A(x) = “x can be meaningfully affirmed in theology”

T = theological system

Coherent(x) = “x is logically coherent”

Core(C, f ) = “feature f is core to concept C”

M(x) = “magnitude/measure of x”

∝ = “proportional to”

∞ = infinity

Definition 12.2 (Additional Temporal and Relational Predicates).

t = arbitrary time point (variable)

t0 = specific reference time (death in EP context)

tdeath = the moment of physical death

T = the set of all times (including post-mortem)

permanently_separates(x) = ∀t > t0 : S(God, human, t)

permanently_abandons(x) = ∀t > t0 : ¬P(God, human, t)

f ixed_deadline(x) = ∃t0 : ∀t > t0 : ¬opportunity(t)

disproportional(x) = ¬[M(x) ∝ M(corresponding offense)]

seeks_reconciliation(x) = agent x actively pursues restoration of relationship
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12.1.2 Complete Axioms

Axiom 12.3 (A1: Intelligibility Requirement).

∀x : [I(x) ↔ R(x, corresponding human concept)]

Intelligibility requires resemblance to concepts within human understanding.

Axiom 12.4 (A2: Affirmation Requirement).

∀x : [A(x) → I(x)]

Meaningful affirmation requires intelligibility.

Axiom 12.5 (A3: Love Principle).

R(Dlove, Hlove) → [seeks_reconciliation(Dlove) ∧ ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove)]

If divine love resembles human love, it seeks reconciliation and does not perma-
nently abandon.

Axiom 12.6 (A4: Patience Principle).

R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → [allows_ongoing_opportunity(Dpatience)

∧¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience)]

If divine patience resembles human patience, it allows ongoing opportunity with-
out fixed deadlines.

Axiom 12.7 (A5: Justice Principle).

R(Djustice, Hjustice) → [proportional(Djustice) ∧ distinguishes_o f f enses(Djustice)]

If divine justice resembles human justice, it is proportional and distinguishes
between offenses.

Axiom 12.8 (A6: Theological Commitment).

A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)
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Traditional theology affirms both divine attributes and eternal punishment.

Axiom 12.9 (A7: Eternal Punishment Characteristics).

permanently_separates(EP) ∧ f ixed_deadline(EP)∧
disproportional(EP) ∧ equal_ f or_all_o f f enses(EP)

Eternal punishment involves permanent separation, fixed deadline (death), dis-
proportion (infinite for finite), and equal treatment of all offenses.

Axiom 12.10 (A8: Coherence Requirement).

∀T : [Coherent(T ) → ¬∃p, q ∈ T : (p ∧ ¬p)]

A coherent system cannot contain contradictions.

Axiom 12.11 (A9: Core Feature Identity).

∀C1, C2 : [Ident(C1, C2) → (Core(C1) = Core(C2))]

Concepts are identical only if they share core features.

12.2 Proof of Incompatibility (Horn 1)

We prove systematically that if divine attributes resemble human concepts (required
for intelligibility), they contradict eternal punishment.

12.2.1 For Divine Love

Love-EP Incompatibility.

1. A(Dlove) [from Axiom 12.8]

2. A(Dlove) → I(Dlove) [from Axiom 12.4]

3. I(Dlove) [from 1, 2, Modus Ponens]

4. I(Dlove) ↔ R(Dlove, Hlove) [from Axiom 12.3]

5. I(Dlove) → R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 4, Biconditional Elimination]
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6. R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 3, 5, MP]

7. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove) [from Axiom 12.5]

8. ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove) [from 6, 7, MP]

9. permanently_separates(EP) [from Axiom 12.9]

10. permanently_separates(EP) ≡ permanently_abandons [definition]

11. permanently_abandons(EP) [from 9, 10]

12. If Dlove governs EP: ¬permanently_abandons(EP) [from 8]

13. permanently_abandons(EP) ∧ ¬permanently_abandons(EP) [from 11, 12]

14. Therefore: ¬C(Dlove, EP) [by contradiction]

Theorem 12.12 (Love Incompatibility).

[A(Dlove) ∧ I(Dlove)] → ¬C(Dlove, EP)

Divine love, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal punishment.

12.2.2 For Divine Patience

Patience-EP Incompatibility.

1. A(Dpatience) [from Axiom 12.8]

2. Following steps 2-6 from Love proof (parallel structure):

3. R(Dpatience, Hpatience)

4. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience) [from Axiom 12.6]

5. ¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience) [from previous steps, MP]

6. f ixed_deadline(EP) [from Axiom 12.9]

7. If Dpatience governs EP: ¬ f ixed_deadline(EP) [from step 5]

8. f ixed_deadline(EP) ∧ ¬ f ixed_deadline(EP) [from 6, 7]
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9. Therefore: ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [by contradiction]

Theorem 12.13 (Patience Incompatibility).

[A(Dpatience) ∧ I(Dpatience)] → ¬C(Dpatience, EP)

Divine patience, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal punishment.

12.2.3 For Divine Justice

Justice-EP Incompatibility.

1. A(Djustice) [from Axiom 12.8]

2. Following steps 2-6 from previous proofs (parallel structure):

3. R(Djustice, Hjustice)

4. R(Djustice, Hjustice) → proportional(Djustice) [from Axiom 12.7]

5. proportional(Djustice) [from previous steps, MP]

6. M(EP) = ∞ ∧ M(finite offenses) < ∞ [definitional]

7. ¬[M(EP) ∝ M(finite offenses)] [from 6, infinity not proportional to finite]

8. disproportional(EP) [from 7]

9. disproportional(EP) is in Axiom 12.9

10. If Djustice governs EP: ¬disproportional(EP) [from 5]

11. disproportional(EP) ∧ ¬disproportional(EP) [from 8, 10]

12. Therefore: ¬C(Djustice, EP) [by contradiction]

Theorem 12.14 (Justice Incompatibility).

[A(Djustice) ∧ I(Djustice)] → ¬C(Djustice, EP)

Divine justice, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal punishment.
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12.3 Proof of Incoherence (Horn 2)

We now prove that if divine attributes do not resemble human concepts, they be-
come unintelligible and cannot be affirmed.

Unintelligibility via Non-Resemblance.
Assume: ¬R(Da, Ha) (divine attributes do not resemble human concepts)
Consequences:

1. ¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da) [from Axiom 18.3, contrapositive]

2. ¬I(Da) [from 37, 38, Modus Ponens]

3. A(Da) [from Axiom 12.8, must affirm for theology]

4. A(Da) → I(Da) [from Axiom 12.4]

5. I(Da) [from 3, 4, MP]

6. I(Da) ∧ ¬I(Da) [from 2, 5, Conjunction]

Contradiction: Cannot both affirm and deny intelligibility.

Theorem 12.15 (Affirmation Requires Resemblance).

A(Da) → R(Da, Ha)

To affirm divine attributes (required for theology), they must resemble human concepts.

12.4 The Inescapable Conclusion

We can now combine both proofs to reach the final conclusion.

Theorem 12.16 (Main Theorem: Complete Incoherence). Any theological system that
affirms both eternal punishment and intelligible divine attributes is logically incoherent.

Formally:

[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] → ¬Coherent(T )
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Complete Proof.
Part 1: From Horn 1

1. A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) [from Axiom 12.8]

2. Each affirmation implies intelligibility (from Axiom 12.4)

3. Each intelligibility implies resemblance (from Axiom 12.3)

4. Each resemblance implies incompatibility with EP (proven above):

¬C(Dlove, EP)

¬C(Dpatience, EP)

¬C(Djustice, EP)

5. A(EP) [from Axiom 12.8]

6. The system affirms both EP and attributes incompatible with EP

Part 2: From Horn 2

7. If defenders deny resemblance to escape incompatibility: ¬R(Da, Ha)

8. Then intelligibility is lost: ¬I(Da) [from Axiom 12.3]

9. But theology requires affirmation: A(Da) [from Axiom 12.8]

10. Affirmation requires intelligibility: I(Da) [from Axiom 12.4]

11. Contradiction: I(Da) ∧ ¬I(Da)

Part 3: The Forced Conclusion

12. By Law of Excluded Middle: R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha)

13. If R(Da, Ha): Contradiction with EP (Part 1)

14. If ¬R(Da, Ha): Contradiction with affirmation (Part 2)

15. Either way, the system contains contradictions

16. By Axiom 12.10: Systems with contradictions are incoherent

17. Therefore: ¬Coherent(T )
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12.5 Corollaries and Implications

From the main theorem, several important corollaries follow:

Corollary 12.17 (Minimal Revision Required). To restore coherence, exactly one of the
following must be abandoned:

1. Eternal punishment

2. Affirmation of divine love/patience/justice

3. Rational theology (accepting contradictions)

Proof. The contradiction arises from the conjunction of these three. Removing any
one eliminates the contradiction:
• Remove (1): ¬A(EP) eliminates incompatibility (no EP to contradict attributes)
• Remove (2): ¬A(Da) eliminates affirmation requirement (but destroys Christian

theology)
• Remove (3): Accept ¬Coherent(T ) (but rational discourse becomes impossible)

At least one must go.

Corollary 12.18 (Rational Choice). Since (2) destroys Christianity and (3) destroys all
rational theology, rationality demands:

Abandon eternal punishment

Corollary 12.19 (Universality). This proof applies to any theological system that:
• Affirms traditional divine attributes (love, patience, justice)
• Affirms eternal conscious torment
• Claims to be logically coherent

It is not denomination-specific but applies universally.

Corollary 12.20 (Burden Shift). The burden of proof now rests entirely on defenders of EP
to show where this formal proof fails.

Mere assertion of compatibility is insufficient—they must identify:
• Which axiom is false, or
• Which inference is invalid, or
• How the contradiction can be resolved
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12.6 The Argument in Summary Form

For accessibility, we present the complete argument in summary form:

The Complete Argument:
Premise 1: Theology must affirm divine attributes (love, patience, justice) to

be Christian
Premise 2: Affirmation requires intelligibility (cannot affirm what is unintel-

ligible)
Premise 3: Intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts (cannot

understand what resembles nothing we know)
Premise 4: If divine love resembles human love, it seeks reconciliation and

does not permanently abandon
Premise 5: If divine patience resembles human patience, it allows ongoing

opportunity without fixed deadlines
Premise 6: If divine justice resembles human justice, it is proportional and

distinguishes offenses
Premise 7: Eternal punishment involves permanent abandonment, fixed

deadline (death), and infinite punishment for finite offenses
Conclusion 1: Divine love contradicts eternal punishment (from P4, P7)
Conclusion 2: Divine patience contradicts eternal punishment (from P5, P7)
Conclusion 3: Divine justice contradicts eternal punishment (from P6, P7)
Final Conclusion: Affirming both divine attributes and eternal punishment

creates logical contradiction (from P1-P3, C1-C3)
Therefore: Either abandon eternal punishment or abandon coherent theol-

ogy.
Rational choice: Abandon eternal punishment.
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12.7 Visual Representation

We can represent the argument structure visually:

Theological Commitment
(Affirm divine attributes AND eternal punishment)

↓
Intelligibility Requirement

(Affirmation requires understanding)
↓

Resemblance Requirement
(Understanding requires resemblance)

↓
Core Features Must Be Shared

(Love: seeks reconciliation; Patience: no deadline; Justice: proportional)
↓

Contradiction with EP
(EP: permanent separation, fixed deadline, disproportional)

↓
Forced Choice

Horn 1: Keep resemblance → Contradiction with EP
Horn 2: Deny resemblance → Unintelligibility

↓
Either Way: Incoherence

12.8 Responses to the Complete Argument

Having presented the complete formal structure, we anticipate comprehensive re-
sponses:

12.8.1 Response 1: Reject an Axiom

Defender might: Reject one of the axioms.
Problem: Each axiom is either:

• Self-evident (A8: coherence requires non-contradiction)
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• Definitional (A1: intelligibility requires resemblance)
• Empirically verified (A3-A5: descriptions of love, patience, justice)
• Theologically required (A6: must affirm attributes for Christianity)

Rejecting any axiom either:
• Destroys logic itself (rejecting A8)
• Makes language meaningless (rejecting A1, A2)
• Changes subject (rejecting A3-A5—no longer talking about love/patience/justice)
• Abandons Christianity (rejecting A6)

12.8.2 Response 2: Challenge an Inference

Defender might: Claim an inference is invalid.
Problem: Every inference uses standard logical rules:

• Modus Ponens
• Universal Instantiation
• Biconditional Elimination
• Proof by Contradiction

These are foundational to all reasoning. Rejecting them destroys rationality.

12.8.3 Response 3: Accept Contradiction

Defender might: Accept the system is contradictory but claim contradictions are
acceptable in theology (“mystery”).

Problem: From contradiction, anything follows (principle of explosion):

[(p ∧ ¬p)] → ∀q : q

If theology accepts contradictions, every possible claim becomes “true,” making
truth meaningless.

12.8.4 Response 4: Redefine Terms

Defender might: Redefine “love,” “patience,” “justice” to avoid contradiction.
Problem: This commits equivocation. If the terms mean something different

from common usage, the defender is:
• Not actually affirming what others mean by divine love/patience/justice
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• Engaging in bait-and-switch (using familiar terms with unfamiliar meanings)
• Evacuating the terms of content (as shown in Chapter 7)

12.9 The Inescapability

Why No Escape Exists:
The argument is constructed such that every escape route leads to one of two

outcomes:

1. Abandoning eternal punishment: Which concedes the debate

2. Destroying rational theology: Which makes theology impossible

There is no third option that:
• Preserves eternal punishment
• Maintains intelligible divine attributes
• Avoids logical contradiction
• Remains rationally defensible

The logical space has been exhausted. The proof is airtight.

12.10 Conclusion: The Synthesis Complete

This chapter has synthesized the complete argument, showing:

1. The formal structure with all axioms and definitions

2. Systematic proofs for each divine attribute’s incompatibility with EP

3. The proof that denying resemblance destroys intelligibility

4. The inescapable conclusion: logical incoherence

5. Corollaries showing what must be abandoned

6. Responses to all potential objections

7. The impossibility of escape
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The argument is complete, rigorous, and decisive.
Defenders of eternal punishment must now either:

• Identify a specific logical error (none exists)
• Abandon eternal punishment (rational response)
• Accept incoherent theology (intellectual suicide)

For those who value both faith and reason, only one path remains: abandon
eternal punishment.

The synthesis is complete. The verdict is clear.

■



Chapter 13

Responses to Anticipated Objections

13.1 Introduction: The Burden Now Rests with Defend-

ers

The previous twelve chapters have constructed and defended a comprehensive ar-
gument demonstrating the logical incompatibility of eternal punishment with intel-
ligible divine attributes. The argument is:
• Formally rigorous: Uses standard logical rules throughout
• Axiomatically grounded: Every step follows from explicit, justified axioms
• Exhaustively complete: Addresses both horns of the dilemma
• Self-contained: Does not rely on external authorities or contested interpretations
• Tradition-neutral: Applies universally across Christian denominations

13.1.1 What We Have Proven

To be absolutely clear about what has been established:

Theorem 13.1 (Summary of Established Results). 1. The dilemma is exhaustive: Di-
vine attributes either resemble human concepts or they don’t (Chapter 2)

2. Horn 1 leads to contradiction: If attributes resemble (required for intelligibility), they
contradict EP (Chapter 3)

3. Horn 2 leads to unintelligibility: If attributes don’t resemble, they become meaningless
(Chapter 3)

4. The transcendence defense is self-refuting: Uses reason to deny reason’s applicability
(Chapter 4)

194
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5. The epistemological collapse is complete: Unintelligibility spreads through entire the-
ological system (Chapters 5-6)

6. No middle ground exists: Every attempt collapses into one horn or the other (Chapter
8)

7. The boundary is arbitrary: No principled way to determine what’s shared vs. tran-
scendent (Chapter 9)

8. The collapse extends universally: Affects all dependent theological components (Chap-
ters 10-11)

9. The formal proof is sound: Master Theorem with rigorous derivation (Chapter 12)

13.1.2 The Current State of Play

Given these demonstrated results, the burden of proof now rests entirely with de-
fenders of eternal punishment.

To successfully challenge the argument, defenders must:

1. Identify which specific axiom is false and provide justified alternative, or

2. Identify which specific inference is invalid and show why the logical rule
fails, or

3. Provide a countermodel showing how both EP and intelligible attributes can
coherently coexist, or

4. Demonstrate a genuine third option beyond resemblance/non-resemblance
(prove the dilemma is not exhaustive)

What will NOT suffice:
• Mere assertion that EP is compatible with divine attributes
• Appeals to tradition or authority ("The church has always taught...")
• Appeals to mystery without addressing the logical structure
• Redefinition of terms that evacuates them of meaning
• Selective quotation of Scripture without engaging the argument
• Ad hominem attacks on critics rather than refutation of logic
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13.1.3 Anticipated Objections

This chapter systematically addresses the seven most common and most sophis-
ticated objections to our argument. We have organized them from least to most
sophisticated:

1. Analogy bridges the gap (Section 13.1)

2. Mystery is not the same as contradiction (Section 13.2)

3. God’s emotional response to sin differs from ours (Section 13.3)

4. Free will entails real consequences (Section 13.4)

5. Scripture clearly teaches eternal punishment (Section 13.5)

6. The Cross demonstrates compatibility (Section 13.6)

7. You’re judging God by human standards (Section 13.7)

Each objection will be:
• Stated fairly in its strongest form
• Analyzed for logical structure
• Shown to fail through rigorous refutation

The pattern we will observe: Every objection either fails to engage the argu-
ment’s logic, concedes the argument while claiming victory, creates worse problems
than it solves, or is self-refuting.

13.1.4 A Note on Intellectual Honesty

As we proceed through these objections, we ask readers to maintain intellectual
honesty by:
• Actually engaging with the refutations rather than simply reasserting the objec-

tions
• Recognizing when an objection has been adequately addressed
• Not moving to the next objection without acknowledging the current one’s fail-

ure
• Being willing to follow logic wherever it leads
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• Distinguishing between what you want to be true and what the argument demon-
strates
The test of intellectual integrity: Can you identify any successful escape from

the argument? If not, what does honesty require?
Let us begin.
Having presented the complete formal argument, we now systematically ad-

dress the most common and sophisticated objections. Each objection is stated fairly,
analyzed rigorously, and shown to fail. This chapter demonstrates that no escape
route from the argument succeeds.

The objections are organized from least to most sophisticated.

13.2 Objection 1: “Analogy Bridges the Gap”

13.2.1 The Claim

Objection: Divine attributes are related to human concepts by analogy, not uni-
vocity or pure equivocity. This middle position avoids both horns of the dilemma.
Analogical language allows us to speak meaningfully about God without claiming
complete understanding or total incomprehension.

13.2.2 Initial Response

Analogy requires a basis of comparison. For analogical language to work, there
must be shared features related to the point of comparison.

Definition 13.2 (Analogy Requirements). Let Analog(x, y, r) = “x is analogous to y
with respect to relation r”

∀x, y : [Analog(x, y, r) → [∃s : Shared(x, y, s) ∧ Relevant(s, r)]]

Analogy requires some shared feature s relevant to the comparison point r.

13.2.3 Application to Divine Justice

Question: If divine justice is analogous to human justice, what is the shared feature?
Possibilities:
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1. Proportionality is shared: Returns to Horn 1—proportionality contradicts EP

2. Holiness is shared: Holiness is not justice (different concept)

3. Sovereignty is shared: Sovereignty is not justice (different concept)

4. “Giving what is due” is shared: But “what is due” presupposes proportion-
ality

5. No specific feature named: Then “analogy” is vacuous (empty assertion)

13.2.4 The Analogy Must Specify

Theorem 13.3 (Analogy Requires Specification). For analogy to do work, defenders must
specify:

1. The respect in which divine and human concepts are analogous

2. The shared features that ground the analogy

3. Why those features are sufficient for meaningful discourse

4. How those features avoid contradiction with EP

Without specification, “analogy” is just a label without content.

13.2.5 The Dilemma Returns

The analogy defense claims divine attributes are “like” human concepts in some
respects but not others. We now prove this collapses into our original dilemma.

Analogy Collapses into the Dilemma.
Setup: Defender claims divine justice resembles human justice in *some* re-

spects (enabling analogy) but not in *all* respects (avoiding contradiction with EP).
Key Question: Which respects are shared, and which transcendent?
Step 1: The Core vs. Peripheral Distinction
For intelligibility, we must identify what makes the concept recognizable. Not

all features are equally important.
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1. Core features: Essential characteristics that define the concept

• For justice: proportionality, fairness, gradation
• For love: seeks beloved’s good, pursues reconciliation
• For patience: allows ongoing opportunity, doesn’t prematurely abandon

2. Peripheral features: Contextual variations that don’t change concept identity

• For justice: specific sentencing guidelines, courtroom procedures
• For love: specific expressions (gifts, words, quality time)
• For patience: exact duration tolerated, specific frustration threshold

3. Intelligibility requirement: Core features must be shared

• If only peripheral features shared: equivocation, not analogy
• If core features not shared: different concept, same word
• Example: “Food” without nutritional value isn’t food—it’s inedible matter

4. EP compatibility requirement: Features that contradict EP must be transcen-
dent

• Proportionality contradicts EP (infinite ̸= proportional to finite)
• Reconciliation-seeking contradicts EP (permanent separation)
• Ongoing opportunity contradicts EP (fixed deadline at death)

5. The incompatibility:

Core(J) ⊆ Shared [for intelligibility]

Core(J) ⊆ Transcendent [for EP compatibility]

6. But: Shared ∩ Transcendent = ∅ (feature cannot be both)

7. Therefore: No partition satisfies both requirements simultaneously

Step 2: If Only Peripheral Features Are Shared

8. Suppose defender places proportionality in Transcendent (to avoid EP contra-
diction)

9. Then proportionality is not shared between divine and human justice
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10. But proportionality is core to justice (as established in Chapter 3 and Axiom
A5)

11. Without core features shared, we have equivocation:

• Human justice: Essentially proportional
• Divine “justice”: Not proportional
• These are different concepts with the same label

12. Test: Would competent speakers call non-proportional treatment “justice”?

• Same punishment for all crimes: “That’s not justice, that’s arbitrary”
• Infinite punishment for finite offense: “That’s not justice, that’s excessive”
• Answer: No, competent speakers deny the term applies

13. Therefore: This is Horn 2 (unintelligibility via equivocation)

Step 3: If Core Features Are Shared

14. Suppose defender places proportionality in Shared (to maintain intelligibility)

15. Then divine justice requires proportionality

16. Proportionality requires: M(punishment) ∝ M(offense)

17. But EP has: M(punishment) = ∞ and M(offense) < ∞

18. Mathematical fact: ∞ ̸∝ k for any finite k

19. Therefore: EP violates proportionality

20. Therefore: ¬C(Djustice, EP)

21. This is Horn 1 (intelligibility maintained, but contradiction with EP)

Step 4: The Attempted Compromise Fails

22. Defender might try: “Share proportionality concept but not proportionality
standard”

• “Divine justice is proportional, but to divine standards we can’t grasp”

23. This fails because:
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(a) If we can’t grasp the standard, we can’t evaluate whether it’s proportional

(b) “Proportional to unknown standard” = unintelligible claim

(c) This collapses back to Horn 2 (unintelligibility)

24. Alternative: “Divine justice proportional to offense against infinite being”

• Covered in Chapter 3: Creates new problems
• Makes all sins equal (all have infinite weight)
• Eliminates gradation (another core feature of justice)
• Commits category error (ontological status ̸= offense magnitude)

25. Every refinement attempt either:

• Removes core features → Horn 2 (unintelligibility)
• Keeps core features → Horn 1 (contradiction with EP)

Step 5: The Parallel for Love and Patience

26. The same analysis applies to love and patience:

27. Love:

• Core feature: Seeks reconciliation
• If shared: Contradicts permanent separation (Horn 1)
• If not shared: “Love” that doesn’t seek reconciliation isn’t love (Horn 2)

28. Patience:

• Core feature: Allows ongoing opportunity
• If shared: Contradicts fixed deadline at death (Horn 1)
• If not shared: “Patience” with deadline isn’t patience (Horn 2)

29. Each attribute creates the same dilemma

Conclusion: Every partition of features into Shared/Transcendent lands on one
horn or the other:
• Share core features → Horn 1 (contradiction with EP)
• Don’t share core features → Horn 2 (unintelligibility)

No stable middle ground exists. The analogy defense merely postpones the dilemma—it
doesn’t resolve it.
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If shared features exclude core features:
• No contradiction with EP
• But analogy fails (not really talking about justice/love/patience)
• This is equivocation, not analogy

No middle ground exists where:
• Analogy is meaningful (shares core features)
• AND avoids contradiction with EP

Therefore, analogy does not escape the dilemma.

13.2.6 Additional Problem: Apt Analogies

Even genuine analogies must be apt. “A mighty fortress is our God” works because
fortresses and God share relevant features (strength, protection).

But: If divine justice shares no features with human justice that are relevant to
the term “justice” (like proportionality), the analogy is not apt—it is a misuse of
language.

Remark 13.4. Calling something “justice” when it lacks proportionality is like calling
something “food” when it lacks nutritional value. The term has been emptied of
meaning.

13.3 Objection 2: “Mystery Is Not the Same as Incoher-

ence”

13.3.1 The Claim

Objection: Acknowledging mystery in divine attributes is not the same as saying
they are incoherent. We can know that God is loving without knowing how divine
love operates in every detail. Mystery is about epistemic limits, not logical contra-
dictions.

13.3.2 The Distinction Granted

We agree that mystery and contradiction are different:
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Definition 13.5 (Mystery vs. Contradiction). • Mystery: We do not understand how
P is true, but we know that P is true

• Contradiction: Both P and ¬P are affirmed simultaneously

13.3.3 Why This Does Not Help

The distinction does not help because our argument demonstrates contradiction,
not mere mystery.

Definition 13.6 (That vs. How Knowledge).

Knowthat(s, p) = “subject s knows that p is true”

Knowhow(s, p) = “subject s knows how p works”

The objection claims:

Knowthat(humans, “God is loving”) ∧ ¬Knowhow(humans, “divine love operates”)

13.3.4 Our Argument Does Not Require Knowing How

That-Knowledge Sufficient for Our Argument.

1. Knowthat(humans, “God is loving”)
→ I(“divine love”)
To know that God is loving, “loving” must be intelligible

2. I(“divine love”) → R(Dlove, Hlove)

Intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts

3. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP)
Resemblance implies incompatibility (established in Chapter 3)

4. Therefore: Knowthat(humans, “God is loving”) → ¬C(Dlove, EP)

5. The contradiction exists at the level of what love is, not how it operates

Point: We do not need to know how God loves to recognize that eternal sepa-
ration contradicts love. The contradiction is about the nature of love, not its mecha-
nisms.



204 Chapter 13. Responses to Anticipated Objections

13.3.5 Analogy

I do not need to understand the neurophysiology of human love (how it works) to
know that a “loving” parent who permanently torments their child contradicts the
concept of love (what it is).

Similarly, I do not need to know how divine love operates to recognize that per-
manent separation contradicts what love is.

13.4 Objection 3: “God’s Emotional Response to Sin

Differs from Ours”

13.4.1 The Claim

Objection: When we commit finite sins against an infinite being, the offense carries
different weight. Just as we respond more strongly to offenses from those close to
us, God’s response to sin is proportional to His infinite nature and holiness.

13.4.2 The Argument Structure

(P1) Offenses against greater beings warrant greater responses

(P2) God is infinitely great/holy

(C) Therefore, offenses against God warrant infinite responses

13.4.3 Problems with P1

Problem 1: P1 is not universally true even in human contexts.
We do not think:

• Murder of a king warrants infinitely more punishment than murder of a com-
moner

• Lying to a president warrants infinitely more punishment than lying to a citizen
• Theft from a billionaire warrants infinitely more punishment than theft from a

poor person
The nature of the offense matters more than the status of the victim.
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13.4.4 Problems with the Multiplication

Even if we grant differential weight based on status:

Response ∝ (Nature_o f _o f f ense × Status_o f _o f f ended)

Problem 2: This attempts to multiply across categories.
• Nature_o f _o f f ense = finite (finite duration, scope, impact)
• Status(God) = infinite (qualitative, not quantitative)
• Finite × Qualitative_In f inity = category error

You cannot multiply a quantitative measure (finite harm) by a qualitative at-
tribute (infinite worth) to get a quantitative result (infinite punishment deserved).

13.4.5 Problem 3: All Sins Become Equal

Offense Equality Problem. If W(o) = N(o)× S(victim) and S(God) = ∞:

W(white_lie) = N(white_lie)× ∞ = ∞

W(genocide) = N(genocide)× ∞ = ∞

W(white_lie) = W(genocide) = ∞

All offenses have equal weight (infinity), eliminating the gradation that justice
requires.

But Scripture distinguishes:
• “More tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah” (Matthew 10:15)
• Some guilty of “greater sin” (John 19:11)
• Different numbers of lashes (Luke 12:47-48)

The infinite-weight theory contradicts these biblical gradations.

13.4.6 Problem 4: The Offense Remains Finite

Even granting S(God) = ∞, the offense itself remains finite:
• Performed by finite being
• In finite time
• With finite understanding
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• Having finite scope and impact

Definition 13.7 (Offense Finiteness).

∀o : [finite-agent(o) ∧ finite-duration(o) ∧ finite-scope(o)] → finite(M(o))

The offense has finite magnitude regardless of whom it is against.

Analogy: Throwing a pebble at a wall—the impact is determined by the pebble’s
properties, not the wall’s value. Throwing a pebble at a priceless painting does not
make the pebble infinitely massive.

13.5 Objection 4: “Free Will Entails Real Consequences”

13.5.1 The Claim

Objection: For human choices to be meaningful, they must have real, lasting con-
sequences. Eternal punishment respects the dignity of human free will by taking
choices seriously. Love that respects freedom must allow for the possibility of final
rejection.

13.5.2 Granting Meaningful Consequences

We agree: Meaningful choices require real consequences.
But: This does not entail eternal consequences.

Meaningful Does Not Imply Eternal.

1. Meaning f ul(choices) → Real_consequences(choices)

2. Real_consequences(choices) ̸→ Eternal_consequences(choices)

3. Therefore, Meaning f ul(choices) ̸→ Eternal_punishment.

13.5.3 The Argument Proves Too Much

If eternal consequences are necessary to respect free will:
• Eternal heaven also violates free will (no further meaningful choices about ulti-

mate destiny)
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• Annihilation respects free will (permanent consequence without ongoing pun-
ishment)

• Limited punishment then restoration respects free will (real consequences plus
ongoing choice)
The objection proves too much—it would rule out heaven as well as alternatives

to EP.

13.5.4 EP Eliminates Ongoing Free Will

Definition 13.8 (Free Will and EP). Let:

FW(s, t) = “subject s has free will at time t”

Puneternal(s) = “s experiences eternal punishment”

Puneternal(s) → ∀t > tdeath : ¬FW(s, t)regarding ultimate destiny

Eternal punishment eliminates future choice about the most important question.

The Free Will Paradox:
If free will is so important that temporary denial of God warrants eternal

punishment, why does the punishment itself permanently eliminate free will?
The defense contradicts itself: It values free will enough to punish its misuse

eternally, but then eliminates free will eternally as punishment.

13.5.5 Conditions of Genuine Choice

For a choice to be truly free, several conditions must be met:
• Adequate information: Understanding consequences
• Absence of coercion: Not deciding under duress
• Capacity: Mental/emotional ability to choose well
• Time: Sufficient time to deliberate

Problem: Many people die without these conditions being met:
• Children (inadequate development)
• Those with mental illness (impaired capacity)
• Those in abusive religious contexts (coercion, misinformation)
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• Those with brief exposure to truth (insufficient time)
Making eternal destiny depend on choices made under such conditions does not

respect free will—it punishes people for circumstances beyond their control.

13.6 Objection 5: “Scripture Clearly Teaches Eternal Pun-

ishment”

13.6.1 The Claim

Objection: Whatever the philosophical difficulties, Scripture clearly teaches eternal
conscious torment. We must submit to revelation over reason. Biblical authority
supersedes logical arguments.

13.6.2 This Is a Category Mistake

Response 1: This objection confuses exegetical and philosophical questions.
• Exegetical question: What does Scripture teach?
• Philosophical question: Is what Scripture teaches logically coherent?

Our argument addresses the second question. Even if Scripture teaches EP, that
does not resolve whether EP is logically compatible with divine attributes also taught
in Scripture.

13.6.3 Scriptural Interpretation Is Contested

Response 2: The claim that Scripture “clearly” teaches eternal conscious torment is
disputed.
• Annihilationists cite: “perish,” “destruction,” “death” language
• Universalists cite: “all will be saved,” “reconcile all things”
• Greek term αιωνιoς: Can mean “age-lasting” not necessarily “forever”

If Scripture were as clear as claimed, these alternatives would not have existed
throughout church history.

13.6.4 The Objection Concedes Our Point

Response 3: This objection actually concedes our argument.
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Concession by Objection. The objection structure:

1. Scripture teaches EP (claimed)

2. EP is logically incoherent with divine attributes (our argument)

3. We accept EP anyway because Scripture teaches it
This is a confession that the doctrine is incoherent but believed anyway.
That is fideism (faith against reason), not rational theology.

13.6.5 Creates a Worse Problem

If Scripture teaches logically incoherent doctrines:

Scripture Undermined.

1. Incoherent(EP) [granted by appeal to Scripture over reason]

2. Scripture_teaches(EP) [claimed]

3. Incoherent(EP) ∧ Scripture_teaches(EP) →
Scripture_teaches_incoherent_doctrines

4. Scripture_teaches_incoherent_doctrines [from 1, 2, 3]

This undermines scriptural authority generally. If Scripture teaches one incoher-
ent doctrine, how do we know others are coherent?

13.6.6 Interpretation Requires Understanding

Response 4: The appeal to scriptural authority requires that we can understand
Scripture.

But if divine attributes are unintelligible (Horn 2), we cannot understand what
Scripture means when describing God as loving, just, or patient.

The objection requires intelligible attributes to understand Scripture, but then
those intelligible attributes contradict EP.
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13.7 Objection 6: “The Cross Demonstrates Both Love

and Justice”

13.7.1 The Claim

Objection: The crucifixion shows that God’s love and justice can coexist. God loved
humanity enough to provide salvation while justice was satisfied through Christ’s
sacrifice. This demonstrates compatibility.

13.7.2 This Changes the Subject

Response 1: Penal Substitutionary Atonement (PSA) is a different topic with its own
logical problems:
• How does finite suffering (3 days) satisfy infinite penalty?
• How does punishment of the innocent satisfy justice?
• Does the resurrection undermine claims of full penalty-bearing?

(These are addressed in the source material but not central to our current argu-
ment.)

13.7.3 Non Sequitur

Response 2: Even if PSA were coherent, it does not address our argument.

PSA Does Not Resolve EP Problem. The objection structure:

(P1) God demonstrates love through the cross

(P2) God demonstrates justice through the cross

(C) Therefore, eternal punishment is compatible with love and justice

This is a non sequitur. The conclusion does not follow from the premises.
Even if the cross demonstrates both attributes, it does not follow that eternal pun-

ishment is compatible with them.

The question is not “Can God demonstrate both love and justice?” but rather “Is
eternal punishment compatible with love and justice?”
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13.7.4 PSA Actually Supports Our Argument

Response 3: If anything, PSA creates additional problems for EP defenders.
If Christ’s finite suffering (3 days) could satisfy the penalty for sin:

1. Either: The penalty was not really eternal (contradicting EP doctrine)

2. Or: Finite suffering can satisfy eternal penalty through “infinite worth”

But if finite suffering by an infinite being satisfies eternal penalty, why can’t:

• Post-mortem suffering by finite beings eventually satisfy it?
• Finite punishment followed by restoration work?

The “infinite worth” defense for PSA undermines the necessity of eternal pun-
ishment.

13.8 Objection 7: “You’re Judging God by Human Stan-

dards”

13.8.1 The Claim

Objection: The entire argument imposes human standards of logic and morality on
God, who transcends such standards. We cannot judge God’s actions by our limited
human reason.

13.8.2 The Ultimate Retreat to Incoherence

This is the ultimate retreat—and it is self-refuting.

13.8.3 Response 1: Performative Contradiction

The objection uses human logic to make its point:
• It employs the law of non-contradiction (cannot both judge and not judge)
• It uses logical argumentation
• It presupposes we can understand the claim being made

Theorem 13.9 (Self-Refutation of Transcendence Claims). The objection is performa-
tively contradictory:
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1. Claim(objector,¬Valid(human_logic_ f or_God))

2. Claim(objector, p) → Uses(objector, human_logic)

3. Uses(objector, human_logic) [from 1, 2]

4. Uses(human_logic) ∧ ¬Valid(human_logic_ f or_God) [from 1, 3]

The objector uses human logic to deny that human logic applies to God. Self-refuting.

13.8.4 Response 2: All Theology Collapses

If human logic does not apply to God:

¬Applies(human_logic, God_claims)

Then no theological claim can be evaluated, including:
• “God exists”
• “God loves you”
• “You should worship God”
• “Scripture is true”
• “Jesus died for sins”

All theology collapses, not just our objection.

13.8.5 Response 3: Scripture Assumes Logic Applies

Even Scripture assumes God operates logically:
• “Come, let us reason together” (Isaiah 1:18)
• “Always be prepared to give a reason for your hope” (1 Peter 3:15)
• Paul uses logical argumentation throughout his epistles
• Jesus uses logical arguments (e.g., Mark 3:23-27)

If God transcended logic, these exhortations would be meaningless.

13.8.6 Response 4: The Objection Proves Too Much

If we cannot judge whether eternal punishment contradicts love/justice using hu-
man logic:

Then we also cannot judge:
• Whether God is loving (requires human concepts)
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• Whether the Bible is true (requires logical assessment)
• Whether to worship God (requires evaluating claims)

The objection destroys the basis for Christian faith itself.

The Logic Dilemma:
Either:

1. Human logic applies to theology (then our argument stands)

2. Human logic does not apply to theology (then all theology is impossible)

There is no third option where logic applies when convenient but not when
facing critique.

13.9 Conclusion: No Objection Succeeds

We have examined seven major objections:

1. Analogy: Collapses into the dilemma (must specify shared features)

2. Mystery: Does not address contradiction (only epistemic limits)

3. Infinite being: Commits category error, makes all sins equal

4. Free will: Does not require eternal consequences, proves too much

5. Scripture: Is contested, concedes incoherence, requires understanding

6. The cross: Non sequitur, changes subject, creates new problems

7. Judging God: Self-refuting, destroys all theology

Every objection either:
• Fails to address the argument
• Concedes the argument while claiming victory
• Creates worse problems than it solves
• Is self-refuting
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The Comprehensive Failure:
After examining all major objections, none succeeds in rescuing eternal pun-

ishment from the logical critique.
The argument stands undefeated.
Defenders must either:

• Abandon eternal punishment (rational response)
• Accept incoherent theology (intellectual suicide)
• Ignore the argument (intellectual dishonesty)

There are no other options.



Chapter 14

The Cascade Effect: How Epistemolog-
ical Collapse Spreads

The epistemological collapse created by the transcendence defense is not contained—it
spreads systematically through the entire theological system like a cascading failure.
This chapter traces the chain reaction, demonstrating that making divine attributes
unintelligible does not merely create isolated problems but destroys the coherence
of theology as a whole.

The cascade is not accidental but inevitable given the dependencies within theo-
logical systems.

14.1 Cascade Diagram

We can visualize the cascade as a dependency chain:

215
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Divine Attributes (made unintelligible)
↓

Revelation (fails to communicate)
↓

Scripture (becomes unintelligible)
↓

Doctrine (loses cognitive content)
↓

Worship (directed at unknown)
↓

Prayer (becomes incoherent)
↓

Ethics (loses divine grounding)
↓

Assurance (becomes impossible)
↓

Faith (becomes blind assertion)
↓

Theology (collapses entirely)

Each level depends on the one above it. When the foundation collapses, every-
thing built upon it falls.

14.2 Formal Cascade

14.2.1 The Dependency Structure

Definition 14.1 (Theological Dependencies). Let:

T = theological system

Coherent(T ) = “system T is coherent”

Component(c, T ) = “c is a component of system T ”

Depends(c1, c2) = “component c1 depends on component c2”
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Dependency relationships:

Depends(revelation, divine_attributes)

Depends(scripture_understanding, revelation)

Depends(doctrine, scripture_understanding)

Depends(worship, divine_attributes)

Depends(prayer, divine_attributes)

Depends(ethics, divine_attributes)

Depends(assurance, divine_attributes)

Depends( f aith, divine_attributes)

14.2.2 The Collapse Principle

Axiom 14.2 (Collapse Principle).

∀c1, c2 : [Depends(c1, c2) ∧ ¬Coherent(c2)] → ¬Coherent(c1)

If component c1 depends on component c2, and c2 is incoherent, then c1 is also
incoherent.

Justification: Dependencies are not arbitrary. If A genuinely depends on B, then
failure of B necessarily causes failure of A.

14.3 Application: Tracing the Cascade

14.3.1 Stage 1: Divine Attributes Made Unintelligible

Initial move: Defenders appeal to transcendence to escape contradictions with EP.

1. ¬I(divine_attributes) [attributes declared unintelligible]

2. ¬I(divine_attributes) → ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [unintelligible =
incoherent]

3. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from 1, 2, MP]



218 Chapter 14. The Cascade Effect: How Epistemological Collapse Spreads

14.3.2 Stage 2: Revelation Fails

Revelation depends on intelligible divine attributes (it aims to communicate about
God’s nature).

Revelation Failure.

1. Depends(revelation, divine_attributes) [revelation reveals attributes]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]

3. Depends(revelation, divine_attributes) ∧ ¬Coherent(divine_attributes)
→ ¬Coherent(revelation) [Collapse Principle]

4. ¬Coherent(revelation) [from 1, 2, 3, MP]

Consequence: If we cannot understand divine attributes, God’s self-revelation
fails to communicate what God is like.

14.3.3 Stage 3: Scripture Becomes Unintelligible

Understanding Scripture depends on successful revelation.

Scripture Understanding Fails.

1. Depends(scripture_understanding, revelation) [Scripture is revelation]

2. ¬Coherent(revelation) [from Stage 2]

3. ¬Coherent(scripture_understanding) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: Passages describing God’s love, justice, patience become unintel-
ligible. We read words without understanding their referents.

14.3.4 Stage 4: Doctrine Loses Content

Doctrine depends on understanding Scripture.

Doctrinal Failure.

1. Depends(doctrine, scripture_understanding) [doctrine drawn from Scripture]

2. ¬Coherent(scripture_understanding) [from Stage 3]

3. ¬Coherent(doctrine) [Collapse Principle]
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Consequence: Doctrinal statements about God’s attributes become empty for-
mulas. We mouth words without cognitive content.

14.3.5 Stage 5: Worship Becomes Incoherent

Worship depends on understanding divine attributes (we worship God for His
attributes).

Worship Failure.

1. Depends(worship, divine_attributes) [worship responds to who God is]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]

3. ¬Coherent(worship) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: We cannot worship appropriately what we cannot understand.
Worship becomes empty ritual or misdirected emotion.

14.3.6 Stage 6: Prayer Becomes Absurd

Prayer depends on understanding divine character (we pray based on what God
is like).

Prayer Failure.

1. Depends(prayer, divine_attributes) [prayer assumes knowledge of God’s character]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]

3. ¬Coherent(prayer) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: Praying for mercy, justice, or love becomes meaningless when
these terms lack cognitive content.

14.3.7 Stage 7: Ethics Loses Grounding

Christian ethics depends on divine attributes (imitation of God, divine commands).

Ethical Failure.

1. Depends(ethics, divine_attributes) [ethics grounded in God’s character]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]
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3. ¬Coherent(ethics) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: Commands like “be holy as I am holy” or “be perfect as your
Father is perfect” become unintelligible. We cannot imitate what we cannot under-
stand.

14.3.8 Stage 8: Assurance Becomes Impossible

Assurance depends on understanding God’s promises (which presuppose His at-
tributes).

Assurance Failure.

1. Depends(assurance, divine_attributes) [promises rest on character]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]

3. ¬Coherent(assurance) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: Cannot trust promises from a being whose character we cannot
understand. “God loves you and will save you” becomes empty when “love” is
unintelligible.

14.3.9 Stage 9: Faith Becomes Blind Assertion

Faith depends on some understanding of its object (cannot have faith in what is
completely unknown).

Faith Failure.

1. Depends( f aith, divine_attributes) [faith is faith in God’s character]

2. ¬Coherent(divine_attributes) [from Stage 1]

3. ¬Coherent( f aith) [Collapse Principle]

Consequence: Faith becomes blind assertion—“I believe in God” without know-
ing anything intelligible about what God is like.
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14.3.10 Stage 10: Theology Collapses Entirely

Theology as a discipline depends on all the above.

Complete Theological Collapse.

1. T comprises: revelation, scripture understanding, doctrine, worship, prayer, ethics,
assurance, faith

2. Each component has failed (Stages 2-9)

3. Coherent(T ) → ∀c ∈ T : Coherent(c) [system coherence requires component
coherence]

4. ∃c ∈ T : ¬Coherent(c) [multiple components failed]

5. ¬Coherent(T ) [from 3, 4, Modus Tollens]

Theorem 14.3 (Total System Collapse).

¬I(divine_attributes) → ¬Coherent(T )

Making divine attributes unintelligible causes total theological collapse.

14.4 The Inevitability of the Cascade

14.4.1 Why the Cascade Cannot Be Stopped

Once divine attributes are made unintelligible, the cascade is inevitable because:

1. Dependencies are genuine: Each component actually depends on divine at-
tributes

2. Dependencies cannot be severed: You cannot have Christian worship with-
out worshiping a God with attributes

3. The foundation is corrupted: Everything built on unintelligible attributes in-
herits unintelligibility
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14.4.2 Attempted Containment Fails

Defenders might try: “Only aspects that contradict EP are transcendent; other as-
pects remain intelligible.”

Why this fails:

Containment Impossible.

1. Divine attributes are interconnected (divine simplicity)

2. Love, justice, and patience are not separable modules

3. They are aspects of God’s unified character

4. If core aspects become unintelligible, the whole becomes unintelligible

5. Therefore: Cannot quarantine transcendence to one aspect

Analogy: You cannot declare “the foundation of the building is unintelligible
but the floors above remain solid.” The corruption spreads upward inevitably.

14.5 The Speed of the Cascade

14.5.1 Logical vs. Practical Speed

Logically: The cascade is instantaneous. If premises are true, conclusions follow
immediately.

Practically: Defenders may not notice the cascade because of:
• Compartmentalization: Keeping contradictions mentally separate
• Cognitive dissonance management: Avoiding thinking about implications
• Social reinforcement: Community support for maintaining inconsistency
• Habitual practice: Continue worship/prayer/ethics by habit even when foun-

dations erode

14.5.2 The Slow Collapse

Remark 14.4. Like a building with a cracked foundation, the collapse may not be
immediately visible. But the structural damage is real. Eventually, the building
falls—or more commonly, people abandon it when they realize it is uninhabitable.

This explains:
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• Why many thoughtful believers eventually leave Christianity after grappling
with these issues

• Why others maintain faith by simply not thinking critically about the founda-
tions

• Why evangelical churches increasingly emphasize experience over doctrine (the
doctrinal foundations have eroded)

14.6 The Isolation Problem

14.6.1 The Impossibility of Isolating the Damage

Defenders might hope to isolate the problem: “Only divine attributes as they relate
to eternal punishment are transcendent/unintelligible. Other aspects remain intelligi-
ble.”

14.6.2 Why Isolation Fails

Isolation Impossible.

1. Divine attributes are unified (not separable modules)

2. If proportionality is transcendent (for justice), then justice itself becomes unintelli-
gible

3. If reconciliation-seeking is transcendent (for love), then love itself becomes unintel-
ligible

4. Cannot say: “Divine love is intelligible except for the part that contradicts EP”

5. That is like saying: “The concept of triangle is intelligible except for the three-sides
part”

6. Removing core features changes the concept entirely

14.6.3 The Arbitrary Boundary Problem Returns

Even if isolation were possible in principle, we face the Chapter 9 problem: Who
decides which aspects are transcendent?

The boundary will be drawn wherever needed to protect EP, not based on prin-
cipled criteria. This makes the entire system ad hoc.
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14.7 Visualizing the Complete Cascade

14.7.1 Detailed Cascade Map

Level Component and Failure Mode
0 Divine Attributes: Made unintelligible to

avoid EP contradictions

1 Revelation: Cannot reveal unintelligible
attributes

2 Scripture: Descriptions of attributes be-
come meaningless

3 Systematic Theology: Doctrines about at-
tributes lose content

4 Natural Theology: Cannot infer attributes
from creation

5 Moral Theology: Cannot ground ethics in
unintelligible character

6 Worship: Cannot respond appropriately to
unknown attributes

7 Prayer: Cannot petition based on incom-
prehensible character

8 Theodicy: Cannot justify evil with unintel-
ligible good

9 Assurance: Cannot trust promises from
unintelligible being

10 Discipleship: Cannot imitate unintelligi-
ble virtues

11 Evangelism: Cannot proclaim unintelligi-
ble good news

12 Apologetics: Cannot defend attributes we
cannot understand

Complete Theological Collapse: Nothing
coherent remains
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14.7.2 The Exponential Spread

The cascade does not merely move linearly—it spreads exponentially:
• Each failed component affects multiple downstream components
• Failed components interact with each other, creating new failures
• The system becomes increasingly unstable at each level
• Eventually, nothing can be trusted or affirmed with confidence

14.8 The Cost-Benefit Analysis

14.8.1 What Is Preserved?

By appealing to transcendence to save EP, defenders preserve:

1. Eternal punishment doctrine (one controversial interpretation)

That is all.

14.8.2 What Is Destroyed?

By the same move, defenders destroy:

1. Intelligible divine attributes

2. Meaningful revelation

3. Coherent Scripture interpretation

4. Systematic theology

5. Natural theology

6. Moral theology

7. Genuine worship

8. Coherent prayer

9. Theodicy

10. Assurance
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11. Discipleship

12. Evangelism

13. Apologetics

14. Rational faith

Fourteen essential components of Christianity sacrificed to preserve one doc-
trine.

14.8.3 The Calculation

The Devastating Cost-Benefit Ratio:

Cost
Benefit

=
14 essential components
1 controversial doctrine

= 14 : 1

This is catastrophic. No rational person would accept such a trade.
Yet this is precisely what the transcendence defense requires.

14.9 Can the Cascade Be Reversed?

14.9.1 The Question

If defenders realize the cascade is occurring, can it be stopped or reversed?

14.9.2 The Answer: Only By Abandoning the Cause

Theorem 14.5 (Cascade Reversal Requirements). To reverse the cascade:

1. Must restore intelligibility to divine attributes

2. Restoring intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts

3. Resemblance creates contradiction with EP

4. Therefore: Can only reverse cascade by abandoning EP

The cascade can be stopped, but only by removing its cause: the transcendence defense of
eternal punishment.
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14.9.3 The Two Paths Forward

1. Continue down the cascade:

• Maintain EP via transcendence
• Accept complete theological collapse
• Faith becomes fideism (belief without reason)

2. Reverse the cascade:

• Abandon EP
• Restore intelligibility to divine attributes
• Rebuild coherent theology

There is no third path.

14.10 Conclusion: The Cascade Is Total

14.10.1 Summary

We have demonstrated:

1. The transcendence defense creates a cascade of failures

2. Each component of theology depends on intelligible divine attributes

3. When attributes become unintelligible, every dependent component fails

4. The cascade cannot be contained or isolated

5. The cost-benefit ratio is catastrophic (14:1)

6. The cascade can only be reversed by abandoning its cause (EP)

14.10.2 The Ultimate Irony Restated

Defenders invoke transcendence to protect theology from critique.
But the transcendence defense destroys theology completely.

They win the battle (avoid one critique) but lose the war (destroy all theology).
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14.10.3 The Question for Defenders

Facing the Cascade:
Now that the cascade has been mapped, defenders must choose:

1. Acknowledge it: Admit the transcendence defense destroys theology

2. Deny it: Claim the dependencies do not exist (implausible)

3. Ignore it: Refuse to think about implications (intellectual cowardice)

4. Reverse it: Abandon EP to restore coherent theology (rational choice)

Which will you choose?

14.10.4 The Path Forward

For those committed to coherent Christianity:
• Recognize the cascade is real
• Acknowledge that maintaining EP causes it
• Choose coherent theology over one controversial doctrine
• Abandon EP
• Embrace alternatives (annihilationism, universalism, or agnosticism about es-

chatology)
• Rebuild theology on intelligible divine attributes

This is what intellectual and spiritual integrity looks like.



Chapter 15

Implications for Different Theological
Traditions

Having established that eternal punishment is logically incompatible with intelligi-
ble divine attributes, we now examine how this argument applies across different
Christian theological traditions. Each tradition has its own distinctive emphases
and defensive strategies, but none successfully escapes the dilemma.

This chapter demonstrates that the argument is ecumenical in its force—it ap-
plies universally to any theological system that affirms both traditional divine at-
tributes and eternal conscious torment.

15.1 For Reformed Theology

Reformed theology, rooted in the work of John Calvin and developed through cen-
turies of Protestant scholasticism, places particular emphasis on divine sovereignty,
human depravity, and the glory of God as the ultimate purpose of all things. We
examine how our argument applies to this tradition’s distinctive commitments.

15.1.1 Reformed Emphases

Core commitments:
• Divine sovereignty: God’s absolute control over all things, including salvation

and damnation
• Total depravity: Humans are completely corrupted by sin and unable to merit

salvation
• Unconditional election: God chooses who will be saved without regard to fore-

seen merit
• God’s glory: The ultimate purpose of all things is to manifest God’s glory

229
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• Justice in punishment: Sin against an infinite God deserves infinite punishment

15.1.2 How the Argument Applies

Problem 1: Sovereignty Does Not Resolve Intelligibility

Reformed response: “God can do whatever He wills. His sovereignty means He is
not bound by human concepts of justice or love.”

Counter-analysis:
This response conflates ability with intelligibility.

Sovereignty and Intelligibility.

1. Sovereignty(God) ≡ Can_do_whatever_wills(God)

2. Can_do(God, x) ̸→ Coherent(x)
God’s ability to do something does not make that something logically coherent.

3. Can_do(God, x) ̸→ Understandable(x)
God’s ability to do something does not make it intelligible to humans.

4. If divine justice means “whatever God does,” it evacuates the term of content

5. “God is just” becomes tautological: “God does what God does”

6. No normative content remains; the term becomes meaningless

The sovereignty move falls to Horn 2: It makes divine attributes unintelligible,
which destroys the very theological system it attempts to defend.

Problem 2: Glory Cannot Be Served by Incoherence

Reformed response: “Eternal punishment manifests God’s glory by displaying both
His justice and His mercy—justice in the damned, mercy in the elect.”

Counter-analysis:

Glory Requires Intelligibility.

1. Mani f ests_glory(x) → Recognizes(observers, x)
To manifest glory, observers must recognize what is being manifested.

2. Recognizes(observers, divine_justice) → Understands(observers, divine_justice)
Recognition requires understanding.
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3. Understands(observers, divine_justice) → R(Djustice, Hjustice)

Understanding requires resemblance.

4. But if R(Djustice, Hjustice): Then ¬C(Djustice, EP)
Resemblance creates contradiction with eternal punishment.

5. Therefore: Either observers cannot recognize the glory (Horn 2), or the system is
contradictory (Horn 1)

The dilemma returns: Glory-manifestation requires intelligible attributes, but
intelligible attributes contradict eternal punishment.

Problem 3: Total Depravity Does Not Justify Infinite Punishment

Reformed response: “Humans are totally depraved, utterly corrupt. Even the ’small-
est’ sin flows from complete rebellion against God and thus deserves eternal pun-
ishment.”

Counter-analysis:
Total depravity addresses who is guilty, not how much punishment is propor-

tional.
• Granted: All humans are sinful (total depravity)
• Does not follow: Therefore all deserve infinite punishment

Depravity Does Not Justify Disproportion.

1. Total_depravity ≡ ∀h : Guilty(h)
All humans are guilty.

2. ∀h : Guilty(h) ̸→ ∀h : Deserves_in f inite_punishment(h)
Universal guilt does not imply infinite punishment is proportional.

3. Proportionality still requires: M(punishment) ∝ M(o f f ense)

4. M(finite sins from depraved nature) < ∞

5. M(eternal punishment) = ∞

6. ∞ ̸∝ (any finite number)

7. Therefore: Disproportion remains even granting total depravity
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Problem 4: Unconditional Election Creates Additional Difficulties

Reformed theology teaches that God chooses who will be saved without regard to
foreseen merit or choice. This creates additional problems:

1. The non-elect never had a chance: If election is unconditional and irresistible,
the damned could not have chosen differently

2. This makes punishment for rejection incoherent: Cannot be punished eter-
nally for rejecting what one was never given genuine opportunity to accept

3. Divine love becomes even more problematic: If God loves all but only elects
some, how is this love? If God only loves the elect, then “God is love” becomes
“God loves some”—a significantly diminished claim

Remark 15.1. The Reformed system actually makes the love-EP incompatibility worse,
not better. At least Arminian systems can appeal to free will (though we showed this
fails). Reformed systems cannot even do that.

15.1.3 Reformed Attempts at Resolution

Attempt 1: “God’s Ways Are Higher”

This is the standard transcendence appeal. It falls to all the problems analyzed in
Chapters 4-5: self-refutation, performative contradiction, explanatory vacuity.

Attempt 2: “Divine Simplicity Means Justice = Love = Mercy”

Reformed response: “Because of divine simplicity, all God’s attributes are identical.
Justice, love, and mercy are one. What seems contradictory to us is unified in God.”

Counter-analysis:
We addressed this in Chapter 10. Divine simplicity makes the problem worse, not

better:

Simplicity Spreads Incompatibility.

1. Dlove = Djustice = Dmercy = Divine_essence [simplicity]

2. ¬C(Dlove, EP) [established in Chapter 3]

3. If one attribute contradicts EP, and all attributes are identical:
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4. ¬C(Divine_essence, EP) [from 1, 2]

5. Not just individual attributes, but God’s essence is incompatible with EP

This is devastating: The problem goes deeper than attributes to the divine nature
itself.

Attempt 3: “Edwards’ Greater Good Defense”

Jonathan Edwards argued that the glory manifested through eternal punishment
outweighs the suffering of the damned, serving a greater good.

Problems:

1. Treats persons as means: Uses the damned as mere instruments for manifes-
tation of glory

2. Requires consequentialist calculus: Must show infinite suffering produces
greater good—but how can finite observers evaluate infinite utilities?

3. Contradicts other Reformed commitments: If glory is served by eternal pun-
ishment, why not punish more people (or everyone) to maximize glory?

4. Makes glory seem malevolent: A glory that requires eternal conscious tor-
ment is not a glory worth manifesting

15.1.4 Conclusion for Reformed Theology

Reformed theology’s distinctive emphases do not escape the dilemma:
• Sovereignty does not resolve intelligibility problems (falls to Horn 2)
• Glory-manifestation requires intelligible attributes (returns to Horn 1)
• Total depravity does not justify disproportion
• Unconditional election makes the problem worse
• Divine simplicity spreads incompatibility to God’s essence

For Reformed Theology:
The Reformed tradition must choose:

1. Maintain eternal punishment and accept that divine attributes are unintelli-
gible (destroying theology)
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2. Maintain intelligible divine attributes and abandon eternal punishment (pre-
serving coherent theology)

Consistency with Reformed principles (God’s glory, Scripture’s authority,
logical coherence) should lead to option 2.

15.2 For Arminian Theology

Arminian theology, developed by Jacobus Arminius and systematized by John Wes-
ley and others, emphasizes human free will, universal atonement, and resistible
grace. We examine how our argument applies to this tradition’s distinctive commit-
ments.

15.2.1 Arminian Emphases

Core commitments:
• Libertarian free will: Humans have genuine ability to choose or reject salvation
• Universal atonement: Christ died for all, not just the elect
• Prevenient grace: God enables all to respond to the gospel
• Universal love: God genuinely loves all people, not just believers
• Resistible grace: Humans can resist God’s salvific will

15.2.2 How the Argument Applies

Problem 1: Universal Love Explicitly Contradicts EP

Unlike Reformed theology, Arminianism explicitly affirms that God loves all people.
This makes the contradiction with eternal punishment more direct.

Universal Love Problem.

1. ∀h : L(God, h) [Arminian claim: God loves all]

2. L(x, y) → seeks_reconciliation(x, y) [love principle]

3. ∀h : seeks_reconciliation(God, h) [from 1, 2]

4. EP ≡ permanent_separation_ f rom_some(God)

5. permanent_separation ≡ ¬seeks_reconciliation
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6. seeks_reconciliation ∧ ¬seeks_reconciliation [from 3, 5]

7. Direct contradiction

Arminianism cannot retreat to “God only loves the elect” (that would be Calvin-
ism). The universal love claim is central to Arminian identity.

Problem 2: The Free Will Defense Fails

Arminian response: “Humans freely choose hell. God respects their choice and
does not coerce them into heaven. Love that respects freedom must allow for final
rejection.”

Counter-analysis:
We addressed this in Chapter 13, but it bears repeating for the Arminian context:

1. Eternal punishment is not merely “not forcing”:

• Active, ongoing infliction of torment
• Goes far beyond respecting a choice

2. Conditions of genuine choice are absent:

• Finite understanding
• Often inadequate information
• Sometimes coercive circumstances
• Limited by developmental stage, mental capacity, cultural context

3. Making consequences eternal eliminates ongoing free will:

• No second thoughts possible
• No learning from mistakes
• One temporal choice has permanent, irreversible effects

4. True love continues offering opportunities:

• Human parents don’t give up on estranged children
• They continue hoping for reconciliation throughout life
• They don’t stop at a deadline and begin tormenting

Remark 15.2. If free will is the highest value, Arminians should favor post-mortem
opportunities for choice (allowing continued exercise of free will) over eternal pun-
ishment (which eliminates free will forever).
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Problem 3: Prevenient Grace Undermines the Free Will Defense

Arminian theology teaches that God gives prevenient grace to all, enabling them to
respond to the gospel. This creates a problem:

Prevenient Grace Problem.

1. Prevenient_grace ≡ God_enables_all_to_respond

2. If God can enable response during life, God can enable response after death

3. No principled reason why enabling grace stops at death

4. If God desires all to be saved (2 Peter 3:9) and can enable all to respond:

5. Why not continue enabling response until all are saved?

6. Stopping enabling grace at death seems arbitrary given God’s stated desire

Problem 4: Universal Atonement Creates Tensions

Arminian claim: Christ died for all, not just the elect.
Question: If Christ died for all, why are not all saved?
Arminian answer: Because some reject the atonement through free will.
Problem: This makes salvation depend more on human choice than on Christ’s

work. But then:
• What is the actual effect of Christ’s death for the damned? Nothing, ultimately.
• God loved them enough to send Christ to die for them, but not enough to con-

tinue pursuing reconciliation after death?
• The universal atonement reveals universal love, but universal love contradicts

eternal abandonment

15.2.3 Arminian Attempts at Resolution

Attempt 1: “Love Respects Freedom”

This is the primary Arminian defense. It fails because:

1. Eternal torment goes far beyond respecting a choice

2. Conditions for genuine free choice often absent

3. Eternal consequences eliminate ongoing free will



15.2. For Arminian Theology 237

4. True love continues pursuing even rejected lovers

Attempt 2: “God Can’t Force Without Violating Freedom”

Response:
• We’re not asking God to force—we’re asking why He stops pursuing
• A parent continues loving an estranged child without forcing reconciliation
• Continued opportunity ̸= coercion
• God could offer post-mortem opportunities without forcing acceptance

Attempt 3: “Self-Imposed Separation”

Arminian response: “The damned separate themselves from God. God doesn’t
actively torment them; they experience the natural consequences of separation.”

Problems:

1. Still requires God maintaining the separation (not intervening to restore)

2. Still involves God creating/sustaining hell

3. “Natural consequences” framing doesn’t resolve the proportionality problem
(infinite consequences for finite choices)

4. If God loves all and desires reconciliation, why allow/maintain permanent
separation?

15.2.4 Conclusion for Arminian Theology

Arminian theology actually faces a more severe version of our argument:
• Explicitly affirms universal divine love (can’t retreat to limited love)
• Universal love contradicts eternal abandonment more directly
• Free will defense fails on multiple grounds
• Prevenient grace and universal atonement create additional tensions

For Arminian Theology:
Arminianism’s core commitments (universal love, universal atonement, God’s

desire for all to be saved) point naturally toward universalism, not eternal pun-
ishment.
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The Arminian who takes their own principles seriously should embrace ei-
ther:

1. Universalism: God’s love and desire for all to be saved eventually succeed

2. Annihilationism: Finite punishment followed by non-existence (preserves
some consequences without eternal torment)

Maintaining eternal punishment while affirming universal love is the most
incoherent position in Christian theology.

15.3 For Catholic Theology

Catholic theology, developed through councils, papal pronouncements, and the
work of theologians like Aquinas, includes distinctive features that might seem to
address our argument. We examine whether Catholic-specific doctrines provide an
escape.

15.3.1 Catholic Emphases

Core commitments:
• Purgatory: Temporary purification for imperfect souls before heaven
• Natural law theory: Moral truths knowable through reason
• Analogical predication: Thomistic account of God-language (analogia entis)
• Development of doctrine: Understanding deepens over time
• Magisterial authority: Church teaching guides interpretation

15.3.2 How the Argument Applies

Problem 1: Purgatory Reveals the Inadequacy of Eternal Hell

Catholic doctrine: Purgatory provides temporary purification for those who die in
grace but with imperfections.

The problem this creates:

Purgatory Problem.

1. Purgatory shows that temporal suffering can purify and prepare for heaven
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2. If temporal punishment is sufficient for some, why not all?

3. The difference between purgatory-bound and hell-bound is not infinite (both are
imperfect)

4. So why infinite difference in consequences?

5. If purification works for venial sins, why not mortal sins given more time?

6. Purgatory demonstrates that finite punishment can be sufficient

The questions Purgatory raises:
• If God is willing to purify some post-mortem, why not all?
• If temporal punishment serves God’s purposes for some, why not for all?
• What principled distinction makes some purifiable and others not?
• Does the distinction track actual guilt, or something else (like dying in a state of

grace)?

Remark 15.3. Purgatory is actually evidence against eternal hell. It shows that:

1. Post-mortem transformation is possible

2. Temporal punishment can be sufficient

3. God’s purposes can be served without eternal torment

This points toward universalism with extended purgatorial purification, not to-
ward eternal hell.

Problem 2: Natural Law Assumes Intelligible Justice

Catholic natural law theory claims that moral truths, including justice, are knowable
through human reason reflecting on nature.

Natural Law Problem.

1. Natural_law_theory ≡ Moral_truth_knowable_by_reason

2. Knowable_by_reason(justice) → R(Djustice, Hjustice)

Divine justice must resemble human justice enough for reason to grasp moral truth.

3. But R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP)
Resemblance creates contradiction with eternal punishment.

4. Therefore: Natural law theory is incompatible with EP
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Catholic theology cannot retreat to transcendence as easily as Protestant theol-
ogy because natural law commits them to intelligibility of moral concepts including
justice.

Problem 3: Thomistic Analogy Fails Here

We addressed Aquinas’s analogical predication in Chapter 8. The brief review:
Aquinas’s analogy requires:

• Shared features (making concepts related)
• Different features (maintaining divine transcendence)

The problem:
• If proportionality is shared (analogy works), contradiction with EP arises
• If proportionality is not shared, “justice” becomes equivocal, not analogical
• No middle ground preserves both analogy and compatibility with EP

Theorem 15.4 (Thomistic Analogy Fails for EP). For analogy to work, must specify the
respect in which divine and human justice are analogous.
• If analogous in proportionality: Returns to Horn 1 (contradiction)
• If analogous in holiness: Changes subject (holiness ̸= justice)
• If no respect specified: Not analogy, just assertion

Therefore: Thomistic analogy does not rescue eternal punishment.

Problem 4: Development of Doctrine Could Support Revision

Catholic theology acknowledges that understanding of doctrine can develop and
deepen over time. This actually supports reconsidering eternal punishment:
• Precedent for development: Understanding of salvation outside the church has

developed (from “extra ecclesiam nulla salus” to more inclusive positions)
• Moral development: Catholic teaching on issues like slavery, religious freedom,

capital punishment has developed toward more humane positions
• Eschatological development: Understanding of eschatology has developed (e.g.,

limbo largely abandoned)
• Logical consistency: Development toward positions more consistent with cen-

tral doctrines (divine love, justice) would be appropriate
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15.3.3 Catholic Attempts at Resolution

Attempt 1: “Hell Is Self-Imposed”

Catholic response: “Hell is not so much God punishing as humans choosing defini-
tive separation from God. It respects human dignity and freedom.”

Problems:

1. Still requires God maintaining the separation (not intervening)

2. Still involves infinite consequences for finite choices

3. If God loves those in hell and desires their good, why maintain eternal sepa-
ration?

4. Does not resolve proportionality problem

Attempt 2: “We Hope Hell Is Empty”

Some Catholic theologians (following von Balthasar) suggest we can hope that all
will be saved while not asserting it as doctrine.

Analysis:
This is actually a positive development and more consistent with divine love.

But:
• If we can hope for universal salvation, we acknowledge it’s compatible with

God’s nature
• If compatible with God’s nature, why not expect it given God’s love and power?
• “Hope” seems like hedging—unwilling to fully embrace the implications of di-

vine love

Attempt 3: Magisterial Authority

Catholic response: “The Church has definitively taught eternal punishment. We
submit to Church authority.”

Problems:

1. Magisterial authority does not resolve logical incoherence

2. Appeals to authority do not address philosophical arguments
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3. Even authoritative teachings can develop as understanding deepens

4. Church has revised positions before when shown to conflict with central truths

15.3.4 Conclusion for Catholic Theology

Catholic theology has resources that could facilitate reconsidering eternal punish-
ment:
• Purgatory shows post-mortem purification is possible and finite punishment can

be sufficient
• Natural law theory commits to intelligible justice, which contradicts EP
• Thomistic analogy fails to rescue EP from logical critique
• Development of doctrine allows for deepening understanding toward more co-

herent positions

For Catholic Theology:
Catholic theology should develop in the direction of:

1. Universal reconciliation through extended purgation: All eventually puri-
fied and saved

2. Agnosticism about final numbers: Hope all will be saved without asserting
certainty

3. Annihilationism: Finite punishment followed by non-existence

Catholic doctrinal development principles, combined with commitment to
natural law and divine love, point away from eternal conscious torment.

The Church has the theological resources to revise this doctrine coherently.

15.4 For Eastern Orthodox Theology

Eastern Orthodox theology, while sharing ancient creeds with Western Christian-
ity, has distinctive emphases that might seem to avoid our argument. We examine
whether Orthodox approaches provide an escape.
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15.4.1 Orthodox Emphases

Core commitments:
• Theosis: Union with God as the goal of salvation
• Apophatic theology: Emphasis on what God is not rather than what God is
• Hell as self-imposed separation: Less juridical framework than Western theol-

ogy
• Mystery over systematic precision: Comfort with paradox and unknowing
• Divine energies vs. essence: Distinction between God’s essence and energies

15.4.2 How the Argument Applies

Problem 1: Theosis and Eternal Separation Are Incompatible

Orthodox doctrine: The purpose of human existence is theosis—union with God,
participation in divine nature (2 Peter 1:4).

Theosis Problem.

1. Purpose(human_existence) = theosis

2. theosis ≡ union_with_God

3. If God desires all humans to achieve their purpose:

4. ∀h : Desires(God, theosis(h))

5. But EP ≡ permanent_separation_ f or_some

6. permanent_separation ≡ f ailure_o f _theosis

7. God desires X for all, but ensures ¬X for some eternally?

8. Contradiction between God’s purpose and God’s action

If God created humans for union with Himself, eternal separation from God
represents eternal frustration of the divine purpose.

Problem 2: Apophatic Theology Leads to Horn 2

Orthodox emphasis: We know more about what God is not than what God is.
The problem:

Apophatic Theology Problem.
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1. Apophatic theology emphasizes limits of human knowledge of God

2. If we cannot know what divine love/justice are, we cannot affirm them meaning-
fully

3. This is Horn 2: unintelligibility

4. All problems of Chapter 3 apply: worship, prayer, ethics become incoherent

5. Apophatic approach, if thoroughgoing, destroys theology

Orthodox theology cannot be purely apophatic (else all positive theology fails).
It makes some positive claims about God. But then those claims must be intelligible,
returning us to Horn 1.

Problem 3: Self-Imposed Separation Still Requires Divine Maintenance

Orthodox emphasis: Hell is less about God punishing and more about humans
experiencing God’s love as torment due to their unreceptivity.

Analysis:
This reframes but does not resolve the problem:

1. God still maintains the separation: Chooses not to restore those in this state

2. Still involves eternal duration: No endpoint for purification/transformation

3. Proportionality problem remains: Infinite duration for finite unreceptivity

4. Divine love question persists: If God loves those experiencing His love as
torment, why not transform their receptivity?

Remark 15.5. Saying “they experience God’s love as fire” does not resolve why God
allows this to continue eternally rather than transforming their receptivity over time
(as theosis doctrine suggests is the goal).

Problem 4: Essence-Energies Distinction Does Not Help

Orthodox doctrine: God’s essence is unknowable, but we can experience God’s
energies (operations, activities).

Does this help?

Essence-Energies Problem.
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1. If divine love/justice are energies (knowable), they must be intelligible

2. Intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts

3. Resemblance creates contradiction with EP (Horn 1)

4. If divine love/justice are in the essence (unknowable), we cannot affirm them mean-
ingfully (Horn 2)

5. Either way, the dilemma remains

The essence-energies distinction does not provide a middle ground that escapes
our argument.

15.4.3 Orthodox Attempts at Resolution

Attempt 1: “Embrace Mystery”

Orthodox response: “We don’t need to resolve all paradoxes. Some things are mys-
teries we hold in tension.”

Counter-analysis:
We’ve addressed this distinction repeatedly:

• Mystery: Don’t understand how P is true
• Contradiction: P ∧ ¬P

Our argument demonstrates contradiction, not mystery. You cannot hold contra-
dictions in tension—that’s just accepting incoherence.

Attempt 2: “Hopeful Universalism”

Some Orthodox theologians lean toward hoping/expecting all will eventually be
saved, following figures like St. Isaac the Syrian and St. Gregory of Nyssa.

Analysis:
This is the most consistent Orthodox position given their emphases:

• Theosis as universal goal suggests universal achievement
• Divine love (even if known apophatically) suggests universal pursuit
• Transformation over time fits Orthodox spirituality
• Less juridical framework allows for ongoing purification

Hopeful universalism is the natural Orthodox conclusion from their own prin-
ciples.
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Attempt 3: “Very Few May Be Damned”

Orthodox response: “Perhaps hell exists but very few (or none) are actually there.
God’s mercy is vast.”

Analysis:
This helps somewhat but does not fully resolve the logical problem:

• Even if few, those few experience infinite punishment for finite rejection
• Proportionality problem remains
• If God’s mercy is vast enough that few are damned, why not vast enough that

none are?
• Seems like hedging—unwilling to embrace the full implications

15.4.4 Conclusion for Eastern Orthodox Theology

Orthodox theology’s distinctive emphases create both opportunities and problems:
• Theosis doctrine points toward universal salvation: God’s purpose for all should

be achieved for all
• Apophatic theology, if consistent, destroys theological discourse: Cannot be

purely apophatic
• Self-imposed separation reframes but doesn’t resolve: Divine maintenance

problem remains
• Essence-energies distinction doesn’t escape the dilemma: Falls to Horn 1 or

Horn 2 depending on placement

For Eastern Orthodox Theology:
Orthodox theology is actually better positioned than Western theology to em-

brace universalism:

1. Theosis as universal goal: All created for union with God

2. Less juridical framework: Not bound to satisfaction/penal substitution mod-
els

3. Rich tradition of universalist speculation: Gregory of Nyssa, Isaac the Syr-
ian, others

4. Emphasis on transformation: Process of sanctification can continue indefi-
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nitely

5. Divine love as central: Less emphasis on wrath, more on love transforming
all

The Orthodox who takes their tradition’s emphases seriously should em-
brace universal reconciliation through divine love’s patient transformation
of all souls toward theosis.

This is more consistent with Orthodox theology than eternal punishment.

15.5 For Annihilationist Positions

Annihilationism (or conditional immortality) holds that the unsaved are punished
for a time and then cease to exist rather than suffering eternally. We examine whether
this position addresses our argument.

15.5.1 The Annihilationist Claim

Core position:
• Humans are not inherently immortal
• God grants immortality only to the saved
• The unsaved experience finite punishment proportional to their sins
• After punishment, they cease to exist (are annihilated)
• No eternal conscious torment

15.5.2 How This Addresses Our Argument

Resolves the Proportionality Problem

Annihilationism and Proportionality.

1. Our argument: M(punishment) = ∞ is disproportionate to M( f inite_sins)

2. Annihilationism: M(punishment) < ∞ (finite temporal punishment)

3. f inite ∝ f inite (both in same category)

4. Therefore: Proportionality problem resolved
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Advantage: Annihilationism avoids the categorical disproportion that makes
eternal punishment unjust.

Resolves the Patience Problem

Annihilationism and Patience.

1. Our argument: Fixed deadline contradicts infinite patience

2. Annihilationism: Still has deadline (death), but consequences are finite

3. While patience problem with deadline remains, it’s less severe

4. No ongoing eternal torment that would require infinite patience to prevent

5. Finite consequences can cohere with finite patience better than infinite consequences

Note: Annihilationism doesn’t fully resolve the patience issue (why deadline at
death?), but reduces the severity significantly.

Partially Resolves the Love Problem

Annihilationism and Love.

1. Our argument: Eternal separation contradicts love’s reconciliation-seeking

2. Annihilationism: No eternal separation (the person ceases to exist)

3. Problem reduced but not eliminated:
• Still involves God giving up on the person (permanent)
• Still involves God allowing ultimate failure of relationship
• But less severe than eternal conscious torment

4. Love problem mitigated but not fully resolved

15.5.3 Remaining Problems for Annihilationism

Annihilationism is significantly better than eternal conscious torment, but problems
remain:
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Problem 1: Finality Still Seems Inconsistent with Divine Love

• If God loves someone, why allow their permanent extinction?
• Wouldn’t love continue pursuing even beyond death?
• Non-existence seems like giving up, which love doesn’t do
• Why not continued opportunities for transformation?

Remark 15.6. Annihilationism is less contradictory with divine love than eternal tor-
ment, but still involves permanent abandonment, which seems inconsistent with
love that "never gives up" (1 Corinthians 13:7-8).

Problem 2: The Death Deadline Remains Arbitrary

• Why is death the cutoff point?
• People die with vastly different understanding, exposure, circumstances
• If God desires all to be saved (2 Peter 3:9), why not continue opportunities post-

mortem?
• The deadline seems arbitrary given God’s stated desire

Problem 3: God’s Creative Purpose Frustrated

• God creates persons for relationship
• If some are annihilated, God’s creative purpose for them is eternally frustrated
• Why create persons God knows will ultimately be destroyed?
• Seems inconsistent with God’s wisdom and goodness

15.5.4 Annihilationism’s Advantages

Despite remaining problems, annihilationism has significant advantages:

1. Resolves proportionality: Finite punishment for finite offenses

2. Reduces love problem: No eternal torment (though permanent loss remains)

3. Reduces patience problem: Finite consequences less severe

4. Biblical support: "Perish," "destruction," "death" language in Scripture

5. Gradation possible: Different durations of punishment before annihilation

6. Avoids eternal suffering: No ongoing conscious torment
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15.5.5 Where Annihilationism Points

Theorem 15.7 (Annihilationism as Intermediate Position). Annihilationism occupies a
middle position:
• Better than eternal conscious torment (resolves worst contradictions)
• Not as consistent with divine love as universalism (still involves permanent loss)

The logic that makes annihilationism superior to eternal torment points further toward
universalism.

The argument:

From Annihilationism to Universalism.

1. Annihilationism is better because it removes infinite suffering

2. But permanent extinction still involves giving up on the person

3. If we reject eternal torment because God’s love doesn’t give up, why accept perma-
nent extinction?

4. The same principle (love never gives up) that leads to annihilationism points be-
yond it

5. Logical conclusion: Universal eventual salvation through God’s patient, never-ending
love

6. This alone fully honors both divine love and human dignity

15.5.6 Conclusion for Annihilationism

Assessment of Annihilationism:
Annihilationism is a significant improvement over eternal conscious tor-

ment:
• Resolves the most severe logical contradictions
• More consistent with divine justice (proportionality)
• Less contradictory with divine love (though tension remains)
• Theologically defensible and biblically supportable

However: Annihilationism is best understood as a transitional position—a
step toward the more fully consistent position of universal reconciliation.

For those not ready to embrace universalism, annihilationism is a far more



15.6. For Universalist Positions 251

rational and biblically defensible position than eternal conscious torment.
Recommendation: Any defender of eternal torment should, at minimum,

move to annihilationism. The logic that makes this move compelling points
further toward universalism.

15.6 For Universalist Positions

Universalism (or universal reconciliation) holds that all will eventually be saved
through God’s patient, transformative love. We examine how this position relates
to our argument.

15.6.1 The Universalist Claim

Core position:
• God genuinely loves all people without exception
• God’s love is patient, never-ending, and ultimately effective
• All will eventually respond to God’s love (perhaps after extended post-mortem

purification)
• Hell, if it exists, is remedial and temporary, not retributive and eternal
• Universal salvation is the ultimate manifestation of God’s glory

15.6.2 How This Addresses Our Argument

Fully Resolves All Three Attribute Problems

Universalism Resolves Contradictions.
Divine Love:

1. Love seeks reconciliation: L(x, y) → seeks_reconciliation(x, y)

2. Universalism: God’s love eventually succeeds in reconciling all

3. No permanent separation: ¬∃h : permanent_separation(God, h)

4. Love problem fully resolved

Divine Patience:

1. Patience allows ongoing opportunity: Pa(x) → ongoing_opportunity
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2. Universalism: God patiently continues offering opportunity until all accept

3. No fixed deadline: Death is not final cutoff

4. Patience problem fully resolved

Divine Justice:

1. Justice requires proportionality: J → proportionality

2. Universalism: Punishment is finite and remedial (proportional to offense)

3. All eventually restored: Justice serves restorative purpose

4. Justice problem fully resolved

Maintains Intelligibility of Divine Attributes

Theorem 15.8 (Universalism Preserves Intelligibility). Universalism allows us to main-
tain:

1. R(Dlove, Hlove): Divine love resembles human love (seeks beloved’s good, persists, recon-
ciles)

2. R(Dpatience, Hpatience): Divine patience resembles human patience (allows time, doesn’t give
up)

3. R(Djustice, Hjustice): Divine justice resembles human justice (proportional, restorative)

4. All without contradiction or retreat to unintelligibility

5. Coherent theology preserved

Universalism occupies Horn 1 without the contradiction—it maintains intelligibility
without conflicting with eschatology.

Honors All Major Theological Commitments

Universalism actually honors traditional theological commitments better than alter-
natives:
• God’s sovereignty: God’s will for all to be saved (1 Tim 2:4) is actually accom-

plished
• Christ’s victory: Christ’s work is fully successful, not partially failed
• God’s glory: Greater glory in saving all than in eternally tormenting some
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• God’s love: Universal love is genuinely universal, not selectively applied
• Human dignity: All created in God’s image ultimately fulfill their purpose
• Divine wisdom: God’s creative purposes are achieved, not eternally frustrated

15.6.3 Objections to Universalism Addressed

Objection 1: “Universalism Undermines Free Will”

Claim: If all are eventually saved, humans don’t have genuine freedom to reject
God.

Response:

Universalism and Free Will.

1. Freedom to choose: Universalism affirms humans can and do reject God

2. What universalism denies: That rejection must be permanent/irreversible

3. Analogy: A child freely rejects vegetables, but parents patiently continue offering
until child matures and accepts

4. Freedom is preserved at each moment; what changes is not freedom but receptivity
over time

5. God respects freedom while also transforming hearts to eventually freely embrace
good

6. Not coercion but patient persuasion and transformation

Remark 15.9. If it’s possible to freely choose God after initially rejecting (as conver-
sions demonstrate), then universal salvation via eventual free acceptance doesn’t
violate freedom—it just extends the timeframe.

Objection 2: “Scripture Teaches Eternal Punishment”

Claim: Biblical passages clearly teach eternal punishment, so universalism contra-
dicts Scripture.

Response:

1. Contested interpretation:

• Greek αιωνιoς (aionios) can mean "age-lasting" not necessarily "eternal"
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• "Eternal fire" in Jude 7 describes Sodom—which burned but is not still
burning

• Many passages emphasize God’s will for universal salvation (1 Tim 2:4, 2
Peter 3:9, 1 John 2:2)

2. Hermeneutical principles:

• Interpret difficult passages in light of clear ones (God’s love, desire for all
to be saved)

• Interpret judgment passages as hyperbolic warnings (as with prophetic
doom oracles often reversed)

• Early church had universalist voices (Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Isaac the
Syrian)

3. Logical priority:

• If a doctrine creates logical contradictions with core divine attributes, re-
consider the interpretation

• This work demonstrates eternal punishment is logically incoherent
• Therefore, reinterpretation is warranted

Objection 3: “Universalism Removes Urgency”

Claim: If everyone is eventually saved, why evangelize or pursue holiness now?
Response:

1. Quality of life matters: Better to live in communion with God now than to
suffer post-mortem purification

2. Others’ suffering matters: Evangelism reduces suffering in this life and po-
tentially reduces post-mortem purification

3. Love motivates: We share good news because we love others, not to save them
from eternal torment

4. Holiness is its own reward: We pursue holiness because it’s good, not merely
to avoid punishment

5. Eternal duration vs. eternal quality: Even if outcome is the same, the path
matters
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6. Analogy: Parents encourage children to learn even though they’ll eventually
mature—timing and path matter

Remark 15.10. Motivation by fear of eternal torment is arguably inferior to motiva-
tion by love of God and desire for communion. Universalism actually promotes
better motivations for faith and holiness.

Objection 4: “God Would Be Unjust to Coerce”

Claim: Universal salvation would require God to override human choices, making
God unjust.

Response:

Universalism Without Coercion.

1. Universalism need not claim God coerces

2. Rather: God persuades, transforms, heals

3. Over extended time (perhaps ages), hearts are changed

4. Eventually, all freely embrace God—not because forced, but because healed

5. Analogy: Therapy helps patients freely choose health; not coercion but healing

6. God’s patient love is more powerful than human resistance—eventually wins all
hearts freely

15.6.4 Biblical Support for Universalism

Key passages supporting universal reconciliation:
• “God desires all people to be saved” (1 Timothy 2:4)
• “God has consigned all to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all” (Romans

11:32)
• “As in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Corinthians

15:22)
• “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19)
• “He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of

the whole world” (1 John 2:2)
• “The Lord is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all

should reach repentance” (2 Peter 3:9)
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• “God will be all in all” (1 Corinthians 15:28)
Interpretive principle: These passages should be taken at face value—God gen-

uinely desires and will achieve universal salvation.

15.6.5 Historical Precedent

Universalism is not novel but has ancient roots:
• Origen of Alexandria (c. 184-253): Apokatastasis—ultimate restoration of all
• Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335-395): All will be purified and reconciled
• Isaac the Syrian (7th century): Hell is medicinal, love transforms all
• Modern advocates: Karl Barth (hopeful universalism), Thomas Talbott, David

Bentley Hart, Robin Parry
Universalism has been a persistent minority position throughout church history,

gaining renewed attention as theology becomes more sophisticated about divine
attributes.

15.6.6 Theological Advantages of Universalism

1. Coherent divine attributes: Love, patience, justice maintain intelligibility with-
out contradiction

2. Christ’s victory complete: Not partially successful, but fully triumphant over
sin and death

3. God’s glory maximized: Greater glory in winning all hearts than losing most

4. God’s purposes achieved: Creative intentions fulfilled for all created beings

5. Worship enhanced: Can wholeheartedly worship God’s love without caveat

6. Prayer coherent: Can pray for God’s will to be done (salvation of all) expecting
success

7. Theodicy improved: All suffering ultimately redeemed, not some suffering
eternal

8. Ethics strengthened: Imitate God’s never-give-up love toward all

9. Hope genuine: Can genuinely hope for all people’s salvation
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10. Good news truly good: Gospel is genuinely good news for all without excep-
tion

15.6.7 Conclusion for Universalism

Assessment of Universalism:
Universalism is the most coherent position given our argument:

• Fully resolves all contradictions with divine attributes
• Maintains intelligibility of love, patience, justice
• Avoids retreat to transcendence/unintelligibility
• Honors God’s stated desire for all to be saved
• Takes seriously that "God is love" (1 John 4:8)
• Allows worship, prayer, ethics, assurance to function coherently
• Makes the gospel genuinely good news for all

Universalism is the natural conclusion of taking divine love, patience, and
justice seriously while maintaining their intelligibility.

For those convinced by our argument: Universalism is the most theologi-
cally consistent response. It preserves everything worth preserving in Christian
theology while abandoning the one doctrine that creates systematic incoher-
ence.

The trajectory is clear:

Eternal Torment → Annihilationism → Universalism

Each step resolves contradictions better than the last. Universalism is the
endpoint of consistent theological reasoning about God’s attributes.
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15.7 Summary: The Universal Applicability of the Ar-

gument

15.7.1 Recap of Tradition-Specific Applications

Tradition Distinctive Problems Recommended Path

Reformed Sovereignty doesn’t resolve in-

telligibility; Glory requires in-

telligible attributes; Uncondi-

tional election makes love prob-

lem worse

Maintain intelligible at-

tributes; Abandon EP;

God’s glory better served

by universal salvation

Arminian Universal love explicitly contra-

dicts EP; Free will defense fails;

Most severe version of our argu-

ment

Embrace universalism (nat-

ural conclusion of universal

love) or annihilationism

Catholic Purgatory undermines eternal

hell; Natural law commits to in-

telligible justice; Development

of doctrine allows revision

Develop toward universal

purgation or annihilation-

ism

Eastern Ortho-

dox

Theosis as universal goal;

Apophatic theology risks unin-

telligibility; Best positioned for

universalism

Embrace universal reconcil-

iation through theosis

Annihilationist Resolves proportionality; Re-

duces other problems; Interme-

diate position

Recognize as transitional;

Consider universalism as

more fully consistent

Universalist Fully resolves all contradictions;

Maintains intelligibility; Most

coherent position

Continue developing this

position; Address remain-

ing objections

Table 15.1: Summary of Tradition-Specific Implications



15.7. Summary: The Universal Applicability of the Argument 259

15.7.2 The Universality of the Argument

Theorem 15.11 (Universal Applicability). Our argument applies universally to any the-
ological system that:

1. Affirms traditional divine attributes (love, patience, justice)

2. Claims these attributes are intelligible (can be meaningfully affirmed)

3. Maintains eternal conscious torment

4. Seeks logical coherence

No tradition-specific doctrine or emphasis provides an escape.

15.7.3 The Common Pattern

Across all traditions, we observe the same pattern:

1. Initial affirmation: Divine attributes affirmed as real and knowable

2. Objection raised: Attributes contradict eternal punishment

3. Defensive moves: Tradition-specific attempts to reconcile

4. Moves fail: Fall to Horn 1 or Horn 2 of the dilemma

5. Forced choice: Abandon EP or abandon coherent theology

15.7.4 The Spectrum of Positions

Eternal → Annihila- → Universal
Torment tionism Salvation

Most Intermediate Most
Contradictory Position Coherent

Avoid Move here Ideal
at minimum destination
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15.7.5 Recommendations by Tradition

For All Traditions:
Minimum: Abandon eternal conscious torment
Intermediate: Adopt annihilationism (conditional immortality)
Ideal: Embrace universal reconciliation
Specific recommendations:

• Reformed: Emphasize God’s glory in saving all; divine sovereignty ensures
universal success

• Arminian: Follow universal love to its logical conclusion (universalism)
• Catholic: Develop doctrine toward universal purgation leading to universal

salvation
• Orthodox: Embrace theosis for all; universal transformation through divine

love
• Annihilationist: Recognize position as transitional; move toward universal-

ism
• Universalist: Continue developing; address remaining objections; evange-

lize within Christianity for this position
All paths lead away from eternal torment toward more coherent eschatol-

ogy.

15.8 Conclusion

The argument is ecumenical—it applies to all Christian traditions.
— No tradition has special resources that provide escape.
— Each tradition’s distinctive emphases, when followed consistently, point

away from eternal punishment.
— The choice facing all traditions is the same: coherent theology or eternal

punishment.

The implications are clear. The choice is unavoidable. The path forward requires
intellectual courage. Will your tradition choose truth and coherence, or cling to
indefensible doctrine? The answer will define the future of Christian theology.



Chapter 16

Additional Incoherencies in Orthodox
Christianity

Having demonstrated that eternal punishment creates logical incoherence with in-
telligible divine attributes, we now examine whether this is an isolated problem or
part of a broader pattern. This chapter reveals that the transcendence defense—the
very strategy we’ve shown to be self-refuting—is routinely deployed to protect nu-
merous orthodox doctrines from rational critique.

The pattern is consistent: when core Christian doctrines face logical objection,
defenders retreat to mystery, transcendence, or “finite minds cannot judge.” This
chapter catalogs major instances of this pattern, demonstrating that the epistemo-
logical collapse we’ve traced is not unique to eschatology but endemic to orthodox
theology.

16.1 The Trinity: Three and One

16.1.1 The Doctrine

Orthodox Christianity affirms:

1. There is one God

2. The Father is God

3. The Son is God

4. The Holy Spirit is God

5. The Father is not the Son

6. The Father is not the Holy Spirit
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7. The Son is not the Holy Spirit

Definition 16.1 (Trinitarian Claims).

∃!G : God(G) [one God exists]

God(Father) ∧ God(Son) ∧ God(Spirit)

Father ̸= Son ∧ Father ̸= Spirit ∧ Son ̸= Spirit

Yet: Father = God ∧ Son = God ∧ Spirit = God

16.1.2 The Logical Problem

By basic logic and the transitivity of identity:

Trinity Incoherence.

1. Father = God [doctrine]

2. Son = God [doctrine]

3. Father = Son [from 1, 2, transitivity of identity]

4. Father ̸= Son [doctrine]

5. Father = Son ∧ Father ̸= Son [from 3, 4, contradiction]

This is not mysterious—it is a direct logical contradiction.

16.1.3 The Standard Defenses

Defense 1: “They are one in essence but three in person”
Problem: This merely labels the contradiction without resolving it. If “is God”

means “has the divine essence,” then:
• Father has divine essence
• Son has divine essence
• Divine essence is unique (one God)
• Therefore Father and Son share the same unique essence
• Entities sharing a unique essence are identical
• But doctrine denies identity
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The essence/person distinction doesn’t escape the problem—it relocates it.
Defense 2: “It’s a mystery beyond human comprehension”
Problem: This is the same transcendence retreat we’ve exposed as self-refuting.

If the Trinity is wholly beyond comprehension:
• We cannot affirm it meaningfully
• We cannot distinguish it from incoherence
• We cannot worship appropriately
• All Trinitarian theology collapses into unintelligibility

Defense 3: “Different traditions have models—social trinity, psychological anal-
ogy, etc.”

Problem: Every model either:
• Reduces to modalism (one being, three modes—denies real distinction)
• Reduces to tritheism (three beings—denies unity)
• Admits incoherence and appeals to mystery

No coherent model has been produced in 2000 years. This suggests the problem
is logical, not merely explanatory.

The Relative Identity Gambit

A more sophisticated defense appeals to "relative identity" theory, developed by
philosophers Peter Geach and A.P. Martinich. This deserves careful examination
as it represents one of the most philosophically rigorous attempts to resolve the
Trinity’s logical problem.

The Proposal:
Relative identity theory claims: x = y relative to sortal F, but x ̸= y relative to

sortal G. Applied to the Trinity: "Father = Son" relative to divinity/godhood, but
"Father Son" relative to personhood.

Standard Example:
• This lump of clay = this statue (relative to material composition)
• This lump of clay this statue (relative to persistence conditions)
• Same matter, different objects under different sortals

Why Relative Identity Fails for the Trinity.
Problem 1—Sortal Category Confusion
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1. Relative identity requires two different sortals (kinds) under which items can be
compared

2. In the clay/statue case:
• "Lump of matter" = one sortal
• "Artifact/statue" = different sortal
• These sortals have genuinely different identity conditions

3. Applied to Trinity, defenders claim:
• "God" = one sortal
• "Person" = different sortal

4. But: "God" and "person" are not analogous to "matter" and "artifact"
• Both "God" and "person" are substance/being terms
• Both refer to entities that exist independently
• They are not different levels of description but competing substance claims

5. A substance cannot be identical to another substance under one sortal but distinct
under another when both sortals are substance terms

6. Therefore: The sortal distinction fails to do the required work

Problem 2—The Counting Paradox Remains

7. Even granting relative identity, the counting problem persists:
• Q: "How many Gods exist?" A: "One" (monotheism)
• Q: "How many divine persons?" A: "Three" (Trinity)
• Q: "Is each divine person God?" A: "Yes" (Trinity doctrine)

8. If Father is God, Son is God, Spirit is God, we have three entities each of which IS
God

9. If there is only one God, then Father = Son = Spirit (by transitivity)

10. But doctrine denies: Father = Son

11. Relative identity claims: They are "the same God" but "different persons"

12. But "the same X" and "different Y" only works if X and Y are different categories
(matter vs. artifact)

13. When X = "God" and Y = "divine person," and "divine person" means "person who
is God," we have:
• Three persons-who-are-God
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• One God
• Therefore: 3 = 1 (contradiction remains)

Problem 3—The Intelligibility Cost

14. If "identity" means something different from classical identity, we must specify:
• What does "Father is God" mean if not classical identity?
• What relation holds between Father and God if not identity?

15. If "is" in "Father is God" means something other than identity:
• The claim becomes unclear
• We don’t know what is being asserted
• This is Horn 2: unintelligibility

16. Relative identity was meant to preserve intelligibility while avoiding contradiction

17. But it achieves this only by making "identity" mean something other than identity

18. This evacuates the concept rather than resolving the problem

19. We’re back to unintelligibility—just with more sophisticated terminology

Problem 4—Theological Implications

20. If relative identity holds, troubling implications follow:
• Can the Father be worshiped without worshiping the Son? (If they’re not iden-

tically the same entity)
• Did only the Son die, or did God die? (If they’re identical relative to divinity,

God died; but doctrine says Father didn’t die)
• Are there three centers of consciousness or one? (Relative identity doesn’t an-

swer this)

21. These implications show that relative identity creates as many problems as it solves

Conclusion
Relative identity provides no genuine escape from the Trinity’s logical incoher-

ence. It either:
• Fails to resolve the contradiction (Problems 1-2)
• Admits unintelligibility by redefining identity (Problem 3)
• Creates new theological problems (Problem 4)

Like all defenses of the Trinity, it ultimately retreats to mystery/transcendence—the
same failed strategy we’ve exposed throughout this work.
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16.1.4 The Parallel to Our Argument

The pattern mirrors our eternal punishment analysis:
• Initial affirmation: Trinity is true and intelligible
• Objection raised: Violates identity logic
• Attempted defenses: Essence/person distinction, analogies
• Defenses fail: Each creates new problems or begs questions
• Retreat to transcendence: “Mystery beyond understanding”
• Result: Epistemological collapse

Same structure. Same failure.

16.2 The Incarnation: God Becomes Human

16.2.1 The Doctrine

Orthodox Christianity affirms:

1. Jesus is fully God

2. Jesus is fully human

3. Fully God means possessing all divine attributes

4. Fully human means possessing all human attributes

5. Divine and human attributes are mutually exclusive in key respects

16.2.2 The Logical Problems

Problem 1: Incompatible Attributes

Definition 16.2 (Divine vs. Human Attributes).

Divine: Omniscient, Omnipotent, Immutable, Necessary, Non-spatial

Human: Limited knowledge, Limited power, Mutable, Contingent, Spatial

Incarnation Contradiction.

1. Jesus is omniscient (fully God)
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2. Jesus has limited knowledge (fully human—Luke 2:52, Mark 13:32)

3. Omniscient ≡ knows all truths

4. Limited knowledge ≡ doesn’t know all truths

5. Knows all truths ∧ doesn’t know all truths [contradiction]

Similar contradictions arise for:
• Omnipotence vs. human weakness
• Immutability vs. human growth/change
• Necessity vs. contingency
• Non-spatiality vs. spatial location

Problem 2: The Temptation Dilemma

Scripture claims Jesus was tempted (Hebrews 4:15). But:

Temptation Impossibility.

1. Genuine temptation requires ability to sin

2. God cannot sin (immutable, perfectly good)

3. If Jesus is God, Jesus cannot sin

4. If Jesus cannot sin, temptation is not genuine

5. Therefore: Either Jesus wasn’t genuinely tempted (contradicts Hebrews) or Jesus
could sin (contradicts divinity)

Problem 3: The Death Problem

God Cannot Die.

1. Jesus died (crucifixion)

2. Death means cessation of existence/life

3. God is necessary being (cannot cease to exist)

4. If Jesus is God, Jesus cannot die
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5. But Jesus died

6. Contradiction

16.2.3 The Standard Defenses

Defense 1: “Two natures in one person”
Problem: This labels but doesn’t resolve. How can one person simultaneously

have contradictory attributes? Saying “one person, two natures” doesn’t explain
how omniscience and limited knowledge coexist.

Defense 2: “The divine nature didn’t die, only the human nature”
Problem: If only the human nature died, then God didn’t die. But Christianity

requires God’s death for atonement. Can’t have it both ways.
Defense 3: “Divine attributes were veiled/emptied (kenosis)”
Problem:

• If divine attributes were actually removed, Jesus wasn’t fully God during incar-
nation

• If they were merely hidden, Jesus still possessed them (maintaining omniscience
incompatible with genuine limited knowledge)

• Kenosis either denies full divinity or creates contradiction
Defense 4: “It’s a mystery”
Problem: Same transcendence retreat. Same epistemological collapse.

16.2.4 Historical Heresies as Logical Solutions

Interestingly, the “heresies” condemned by orthodoxy were often attempts at logical
coherence:
• Arianism: Jesus is not fully God (avoids attribute contradiction)
• Docetism: Jesus only appeared human (avoids attribute contradiction)
• Nestorianism: Two separate persons (avoids one-person contradiction)
• Apollinarianism: Human body, divine mind (attempts coherent hybrid)

Each was condemned. Why? Because they sacrificed one claim to maintain co-
herence. Orthodoxy insists on maintaining ALL claims despite logical impossibility,
then appeals to mystery.

This reveals a pattern: orthodoxy prefers incoherence to revision.
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16.3 Penal Substitutionary Atonement

16.3.1 The Doctrine

Common evangelical atonement theory:

1. Humans sinned and deserve punishment

2. God’s justice requires punishment for sin

3. Jesus, though innocent, was punished in our place

4. God’s justice is satisfied

5. Believers are forgiven

16.3.2 The Logical Problems

Problem 1: Punishing the Innocent

Justice Violation.

1. Justice requires punishing the guilty, not the innocent

2. Jesus was innocent (sinless)

3. Jesus was punished (crucifixion as penalty)

4. Punishing innocent violates justice

5. But the system claims to satisfy justice

6. Contradiction: System violates the very justice it claims to satisfy

Analogy: Imagine a judge who sentences an innocent person to death in place of
a murderer, then declares “justice is served!” We would rightly call this a travesty
of justice, not its fulfillment.
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Problem 2: Transfer of Guilt

Non-Transferability.

1. Guilt is a property of the guilty agent’s actions

2. Properties of acts cannot be transferred between agents

3. If A murders and B is innocent, B cannot become guilty of A’s murder

4. Yet PSA requires guilt transfer from humans to Jesus

5. This is categorically impossible

Analogy: If I commit a crime, my friend cannot become guilty of it simply by
declaring “transfer my guilt to them.” Guilt doesn’t work that way.

Problem 3: The Finite Sacrifice Problem

Proportionality.

1. Jesus suffered for finite duration (hours or days)

2. This finite suffering supposedly pays for:
• Sins of billions of people
• Across thousands of years
• Each deserving eternal punishment (on the traditional view)

3. How can finite suffering equal infinite cumulative punishment?

4. If Jesus’s divinity makes it sufficient, why can’t post-mortem finite suffering for
individuals suffice?

Problem 4: God Punishing Himself

Internal Incoherence.

1. Jesus is God (Trinity)

2. God the Father demands punishment for sin

3. God the Father punishes God the Son
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4. This is God punishing Himself

5. How does self-punishment satisfy justice?

6. Justice requires punishment of wrongdoer by another

7. Self-punishment doesn’t satisfy justice (imagine judge sentencing himself for others’
crimes)

16.3.3 The Standard Defenses

Defense 1: “Punishment fell on Jesus willingly; he volunteered”
Problem: Voluntariness doesn’t make punishing innocence just. If an innocent

person volunteers to be executed for another’s crime, it’s still unjust to execute them.
Defense 2: “Jesus took our place (substitution) and our identity (union with

Christ)”
Problem: Metaphorical language doesn’t resolve logical problems. What does it

literally mean for Jesus to “become sin” (2 Cor 5:21)? If literal, contradicts sinless-
ness. If metaphorical, doesn’t explain mechanism.

Defense 3: “It’s a mystery how the atonement works”
Problem: Same retreat. If we can’t understand how it works, we can’t affirm it

coherently works. Mystery becomes excuse for incoherence.

16.3.4 Alternative Atonement Theories Fail Too

Other theories face similar problems:
Christus Victor: How does Christ’s victory over spiritual powers provide for-

giveness?
Moral Influence: If it just inspires us, why was crucifixion necessary?
Satisfaction theory: Why must God’s honor be satisfied? Can’t God simply

forgive?
Each faces logical difficulties. The pattern: Christianity requires Jesus’s death to

be salvifically necessary, but coherent explanation of why/how eludes all theories.
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16.4 Omnipotence Paradoxes

16.4.1 The Classic Paradox

Can God create a stone so heavy He cannot lift it?

Paradox Structure.

1. If yes: God cannot lift it (not omnipotent)

2. If no: God cannot create it (not omnipotent)

3. Either way: God is not omnipotent

16.4.2 Standard Responses Fail

Response 1: “Omnipotence means ability to do all logically possible things; contra-
dictions aren’t possible”

Problem 1: This limits omnipotence. God cannot do X (create unliftable stone).
This is definitional retreat.

Problem 2: Who determines logical possibility? If God created logic, why is He
bound by it? If He didn’t create logic, logic is greater than God (God subject to
external constraints).

Response 2: “The question is incoherent”
Problem: Many theological claims are prima facie incoherent (Trinity, Incarna-

tion). Why are some incoherencies accepted (Trinity) and others rejected (stone
paradox)?

16.4.3 Related Paradoxes

Can God sin?
• If yes: Not perfectly good
• If no: Not omnipotent

Can God change His mind?
• If yes: Not immutable
• If no: Not omnipotent

Can God create another omnipotent being?
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• If yes: Two omnipotent beings (contradicts monotheism, creates power conflicts)
• If no: Not omnipotent

Can God know what it’s like to sin?
• If yes: Has sinned or has sinful experiences (imperfect)
• If no: Not omniscient (lacks knowledge)

Each paradox reveals tensions between divine attributes that defenders resolve
by limiting one attribute or appealing to mystery.

16.5 The Problem of Evil

16.5.1 The Classic Formulation

Logical Problem of Evil.

1. If God is omnipotent, He can prevent all evil

2. If God is omnibenevolent, He wants to prevent all evil

3. Evil exists

4. Therefore: God is either not omnipotent or not omnibenevolent (or doesn’t exist)

16.5.2 Free Will Defense

Defense: God allows evil because He values human free will; preventing all evil
would eliminate freedom.

Problems:

1. Natural evil: Earthquakes, diseases, animal suffering have nothing to do with
human free will

2. Heaven problem: If free will without evil is possible in heaven, why not create
that initially?

3. Degrees of freedom: God could reduce evil while preserving freedom (pre-
vent some murders without preventing all choices)
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4. Value question: Why is free will more valuable than preventing Holocaust,
child torture, etc.?

5. Animal suffering: Animals lack free will yet suffer. What’s the justification?

16.5.3 Soul-Making Theodicy

Defense: Suffering builds character; we need challenges to grow spiritually.
Problems:

1. Excessive suffering: Many evils don’t build character—they destroy people
(severe childhood abuse, torture, genocide)

2. Distribution problem: Why do some get character-building challenges while
others get destroyed? Why not equal, moderate challenges for all?

3. Efficiency: Omnipotent God could build character without such intense suf-
fering

4. Alternative: Character could be built through joy, success, positive challenges
rather than trauma

16.5.4 Greater Good Defense

Defense: Evils serve greater goods we can’t perceive; God has morally sufficient
reasons.

Problems:

1. Unfalsifiable: Any evil can be explained away by appealing to unknown
goods

2. Horrendous evils: No imaginable greater good justifies some evils (child torture-
murder, for instance)

3. Burden shift: Defender must show plausible greater goods, not just assert
possibility

4. Epistemological access: If we can’t perceive these goods, how do defenders
know they exist?
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16.5.5 The Transcendence Retreat

When all theodicies fail, defenders retreat: “God’s ways are mysterious; we cannot
understand His purposes.”

This is the same epistemological collapse we’ve traced throughout this work.

16.6 Biblical Inerrancy

16.6.1 The Doctrine

Evangelical orthodoxy typically affirms:

1. The Bible is inerrant (without error) in its original manuscripts

2. The Bible is God’s word

3. God cannot err

4. Therefore Scripture cannot err

16.6.2 The Empirical Problems

Contradictions

Numerous biblical contradictions exist:
Genealogy contradictions:

• Matthew 1 vs. Luke 3 (Jesus’s genealogy differs)
• Generations from David: Matthew counts 28, Luke counts 42

Resurrection narratives:
• How many women at tomb? (Matthew: 2, Mark: 3, Luke: several, John: 1)
• Was stone already rolled away? (Matthew: no, others: yes)
• How many angels? (Matthew: 1, Mark: 1, Luke: 2, John: 2)
• Who did they see first? (Accounts differ)

Judas’s death:
• Matthew 27:5: Hanged himself
• Acts 1:18: Fell headlong, burst open
• Incompatible accounts

Historical errors:
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• Luke 2:2: Quirinius census during Herod’s reign (historically impossible—Quirinius
became governor after Herod’s death)

• Matthew 27:9: Attributes quote to Jeremiah (actually Zechariah)

Scientific Conflicts

• Genesis 1: Light before sun (day 1 vs. day 4)
• Flat earth cosmology (Job 38:13, Isaiah 40:22, Matthew 4:8)
• Geocentrism (Joshua 10:12—sun stands still, not earth)
• Young earth (genealogies suggest 6000-10000 years; geology shows billions)
• Global flood (geologically impossible; biogeography contradicts)

16.6.3 The Standard Defenses

Defense 1: “Original manuscripts were inerrant; errors crept in through copying”
Problem: We don’t have original manuscripts. Claiming they were inerrant is

unfalsifiable. Meanwhile, manuscripts we DO have contain errors, which defenders
admit.

Defense 2: “Inerrancy means truth in what Bible affirms, not modern precision”
Problem: This is definitional retreat. “Inerrant” normally means “no errors.”

Redefining to allow errors (while calling them “non-modern precision”) is verbal
sleight of hand.

Defense 3: “Contradictions can be harmonized”
Problem: Harmonization often requires:

• Assuming unstated information
• Creative reinterpretation
• Implausible scenarios
• Ad hoc explanations

Example: Judas hanged himself AND fell and burst open? Harmonizers propose
he hanged himself, rope broke, body fell and burst. Possible? Barely. Plausible? No.
Ad hoc? Absolutely.

Defense 4: “Different perspectives, not contradictions”
Problem: “One angel” vs. “two angels” is not different perspective—it’s dif-

ferent count. “Stone rolled away before arrival” vs. “angel rolled it away as they
watched” is not perspective—it’s incompatible sequence.
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Defense 5: “Scripture is inerrant in theological/spiritual matters, not science/history”
Problem:

• This abandons inerrancy claims (admits errors exist)
• How do we determine which parts are inerrant?
• Theological claims often depend on historical claims (resurrection, exodus)
• If history is unreliable, theology built on it is undermined

16.6.4 The Retreat to Mystery

When harmonization fails, defenders retreat: “We may not understand how, but we
trust God’s word is true.”

Same pattern. Same epistemological collapse.

16.7 The Pattern Revealed

16.7.1 Common Structure Across All Cases

Every incoherence follows identical pattern:

1. Initial affirmation: Doctrine is true and intelligible

2. Logical objection: Contradiction or impossibility identified

3. Attempted defenses: Distinctions, reinterpretations, analogies

4. Defenses fail: Each creates new problems or begs questions

5. Retreat to transcendence/mystery: “Finite minds cannot grasp”

6. Result: Epistemological collapse; doctrine becomes unintelligible

16.7.2 The Transcendence Defense: Universal Solvent

The transcendence defense can “protect” ANY doctrine from ANY objection:
• Trinity contradicts identity logic? → Mystery beyond understanding
• Incarnation has incompatible attributes? → Mystery beyond understanding
• Atonement violates justice? → Mystery beyond understanding
• Omnipotence paradoxes? → Mystery beyond understanding
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• Evil exists? → Mystery beyond understanding
• Bible has errors? → Mystery beyond understanding
• Eternal punishment contradicts love? → Mystery beyond understanding

If this defense worked, it would work for ALL these cases.
If it doesn’t work for eternal punishment (as we’ve proven), it doesn’t work

for ANY of these cases.

16.7.3 The Unfalsifiability Problem

Theorem 16.3 (Universal Unfalsifiability). If any objection can be dismissed by appeal to
mystery/transcendence, the theological system becomes unfalsifiable.

∀ objection O : ∃ transcendence appeal T : Blocks(T, O)

But unfalsifiable systems cannot be distinguished from false systems.

Christianity has made itself immune to rational critique by having a universal
defensive move. But this very immunity is epistemological bankruptcy.

16.7.4 Selective Application Reveals Inconsistency

Defenders don’t apply transcendence defense consistently:
• Use logic to argue God exists (cosmological, teleological arguments)
• Use logic to argue Jesus rose (minimal facts argument)
• Use logic to argue Christian ethics are sound
• But abandon logic when defending Trinity, Incarnation, hell
• Trust Scripture for salvation theology
• But appeal to mystery when Scripture has errors or contradictions
• Affirm God’s justice in salvation
• But appeal to mystery when God’s actions seem unjust

The selectivity reveals the defense is ad hoc, not principled.
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16.8 Why This Matters

16.8.1 The Cumulative Case

One or two incoherencies might be tolerable. But the sheer number and severity
creates cumulative problems:
• Core doctrines (Trinity, Incarnation) are incoherent
• Central mechanism (Atonement) is incoherent
• Key attributes (omnipotence, omnibenevolence) create paradoxes
• Foundational text (Bible) contains errors
• Ultimate destiny (hell) contradicts stated divine attributes

At what point does cumulative incoherence become decisive?

16.8.2 The Cost of Coherence

To maintain coherence, one must:
Either: Accept incoherence (abandon rationality)
Or: Revise doctrines:

• Abandon Trinity (Unitarianism)
• Abandon full divinity of Christ (Arianism)
• Abandon penal substitution (alternative atonement)
• Limit omnipotence or omnibenevolence
• Abandon inerrancy (accept Bible has errors)
• Abandon eternal punishment

Or: Leave orthodox Christianity entirely

16.8.3 Honest Response to Demonstrated Incoherence

When a system is shown to be logically incoherent across multiple core doctrines,
intellectual honesty requires:

1. Acknowledge the incoherence: Don’t minimize or dismiss

2. Evaluate seriously: Are these problems resolvable?

3. Weigh alternatives:

• Progressive Christianity (revise problematic doctrines)
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• Other religions (perhaps more coherent)
• Secular worldviews (naturalism, humanism)
• Agnosticism (honest uncertainty)

4. Choose based on evidence and reason, not tradition or comfort

16.9 Conclusion: A Pattern of Incoherence

This chapter has demonstrated that eternal punishment is not an isolated problem
but part of a systemic pattern. Orthodox Christianity routinely:
• Makes contradictory claims
• Defends them with failed arguments
• Retreats to mystery when pressed
• Applies transcendence defense selectively
• Maintains unfalsifiable positions
• Sacrifices rationality to preserve tradition

The same analytical approach that exposed eternal punishment’s incoherence
applies to Christianity’s core doctrines. The same epistemological collapse we traced
for hell extends throughout orthodox theology.



16.9. Conclusion: A Pattern of Incoherence 281

The Cumulative Verdict:
Orthodox Christianity faces logical incoherence across its core doctrines:

• Trinity (identity logic violation)
• Incarnation (incompatible attributes)
• Atonement (justice violation)
• Omnipotence (logical paradoxes)
• Omnibenevolence (problem of evil)
• Inerrancy (demonstrable errors)
• Hell (contradicts divine attributes)

When a worldview’s central claims are systematically incoherent, and when
its primary defense mechanism (transcendence appeal) is self-refuting, intellec-
tual honesty requires reconsidering whether that worldview is tenable.

This work has focused on eternal punishment, but that doctrine is merely
symptomatic of a broader pattern.

The question is not whether orthodoxy can survive this one critique.
The question is whether rational faith can survive orthodoxy’s cumulative

incoherence.
For many thoughtful people, the answer will be: No.



Chapter 17

The Pattern of Rationalization: A Uni-
versal Defense Mechanism

When you have eliminated the

impossible, whatever remains,

however improbable, must be the

truth.

Arthur Conan Doyle

The Sign of the Four

17.1 Introduction: A Familiar Script

Throughout this investigation, we have traced how defenders of eternal punishment
retreat to transcendence when faced with logical objections. The move has become
predictable:

1. Critics identify contradiction with divine attributes

2. Defenders attempt rational reconciliation

3. Reconciliation attempts fail

4. Defenders appeal to divine transcendence/mystery

5. Critics point out this makes attributes unintelligible

6. Defenders continue affirming attributes as if nothing happened

282
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What we have not yet emphasized sufficiently is this: The transcendence de-
fense is not unique to eternal punishment. It is the universal solvent of Christian
orthodoxy—deployed wherever logical coherence threatens traditional doctrine.

This chapter demonstrates that the epistemological collapse we’ve traced is not
an isolated phenomenon but the predictable outcome of a systematic defensive strat-
egy employed across all problematic orthodox doctrines.

17.2 The Trinity: Patient Zero

17.2.1 The Contradiction

Orthodox Christianity affirms:

1. There is one God (monotheism)

2. The Father is God

3. The Son is God

4. The Holy Spirit is God

5. The Father is not the Son

6. The Father is not the Holy Spirit

7. The Son is not the Holy Spirit

Definition 17.1 (The Identity Problem). By the transitivity of identity:

Father = God

Son = God

∴ Father = Son [by transitivity]

But orthodoxy denies: Father = Son
Therefore: Father = Son ∧ Father ̸= Son [contradiction]

This is not mysterious—it is a straightforward violation of identity logic.
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17.2.2 The Defense Pattern

Stage 1: Initial Defense
“The Trinity is three persons in one essence/substance. They are one in what

they are (essence) but three in who they are (persons).”
Stage 2: Objection
“But if they share the same unique divine essence, and essence determines iden-

tity, they are the same entity. Your distinction merely labels the problem without
resolving it.”

Stage 3: Refined Defense
“Divine persons are relations of origin within the Godhead. The Father is un-

begotten, the Son is begotten, the Spirit proceeds. These relations distinguish them
while maintaining unity.”

Stage 4: Counter-Objection
“Relations presuppose distinct relata. You’re assuming what you need to prove—that

there are three distinct persons. Moreover, if ’person’ in God means something
wholly unlike human persons, you’ve evacuated the term of meaning.”

Stage 5: The Retreat
“The Trinity is ultimately a mystery beyond human comprehension. We use hu-

man language analogically, but the divine reality transcends our categories. Finite
minds cannot fully grasp the infinite God.”

Stage 6: The Epistemological Collapse
At this point, the defender has:

• Admitted the doctrine exceeds human understanding
• Made the central claim unintelligible
• Retreated to the same transcendence defense we’ve shown to be self-refuting
• Continued affirming the doctrine as if coherent
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17.2.3 The Parallel to Eternal Punishment

Trinity Defense Hell Defense
“Three persons, one essence” “Infinite punishment, divine justice”

“Distinction without division” “Love respects freedom”

“Mystery of the Godhead” “Mystery of divine justice”

“Transcends human logic” “Transcends human standards”

“Must accept by faith” “Must accept by faith”

“Finite minds cannot grasp” “Finite minds cannot grasp”

Identical structure. Identical epistemological failure.

17.3 The Incarnation: Incompatible Attributes

17.3.1 The Contradiction

Jesus is simultaneously:
• Omniscient (knows all things) and Limited in knowledge (“No one knows the

day or hour” - Mark 13:32)
• Omnipotent (all-powerful) and Powerless (suffered, died)
• Immutable (unchanging) and Mutable (grew in wisdom - Luke 2:52)
• Impassible (cannot suffer) and Passible (suffered on cross)
• Eternal (no beginning) and Temporal (born circa 4 BCE)

17.3.2 The Defense Pattern

Stage 1: Initial Defense
“Jesus has two natures—fully divine and fully human. Each nature retains its

properties. The divine nature didn’t suffer; the human nature did.”
Stage 2: Objection
“But a person is a unity, not a committee. If Jesus is one person with two natures,

how can this one person simultaneously know all things (divine nature) and not
know the day or hour (human nature)? Contradictory properties cannot coexist in
one subject.”

Stage 3: Refined Defense
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“The divine nature emptied itself (kenosis) of certain attributes during the incar-
nation, or veiled them. Christ voluntarily limited his divine prerogatives.”

Stage 4: Counter-Objection
“If divine attributes were actually removed, Jesus wasn’t fully God during his

earthly ministry—contradicting the doctrine. If merely veiled, the contradiction re-
mains (possessing and not possessing knowledge). Moreover, if God can ’empty’
attributes, they aren’t essential—undermining divine immutability.”

Stage 5: The Retreat
“The hypostatic union is a mystery. We cannot comprehend how divine and

human natures unite in one person. We affirm both truths—full divinity and full
humanity—while acknowledging our finite minds cannot grasp the mechanism.”

Stage 6: The Epistemological Collapse
Again:

• The contradiction is admitted (“mystery”)
• Rational defense is abandoned
• Transcendence is invoked
• The claim is maintained despite incoherence

17.4 Penal Substitutionary Atonement: Punishing the

Innocent

17.4.1 The Contradiction

Justice Violation.

1. Justice requires punishing the guilty, not the innocent

2. Jesus was innocent (sinless)

3. Jesus was punished for sins (crucifixion as penal substitution)

4. Punishing innocent violates justice

5. The system claims to satisfy justice

6. Contradiction: violates the justice it claims to satisfy

Additionally:
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• Guilt is non-transferable (my guilt cannot become yours)
• Finite suffering (Jesus’s death) supposedly pays for infinite punishment (hell for

billions)
• God punishes Himself (if Jesus is God)—self-punishment doesn’t satisfy justice

17.4.2 The Defense Pattern

Stage 1: Initial Defense
“Jesus voluntarily took our place. He wasn’t forced; he chose to bear our sins.

Voluntary substitution satisfies justice.”
Stage 2: Objection
“Voluntariness doesn’t make punishing innocence just. If an innocent person

volunteers for another’s execution, executing them remains unjust. Justice concerns
whether punishment is deserved, not whether it’s accepted willingly.”

Stage 3: Refined Defense
“Jesus became sin for us (2 Cor 5:21). He took our identity. In a mystical union,

our guilt became his. Therefore he was punished justly as guilty.”
Stage 4: Counter-Objection
“’Became sin’ is metaphorical language—Jesus remained sinless (Hebrews 4:15).

You cannot have it both ways. Moreover, guilt is a property of actions performed.
Jesus didn’t perform our sins, so cannot be guilty of them. Metaphysical alchemy
cannot transfer guilt.”

Stage 5: The Retreat
“The mechanism of atonement is ultimately mysterious. We know Christ’s death

saves; we cannot fully comprehend how. God’s ways of achieving reconciliation
transcend human justice categories.”

Stage 6: The Epistemological Collapse
Once more:

• Rational explanation fails
• Appeal to mystery deployed
• “Justice” loses determinate meaning
• Doctrine maintained despite demonstrated incoherence
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17.5 The Problem of Evil: Omnibenevolence Under Pres-

sure

17.5.1 The Contradiction

Classic Formulation.

1. If God is omnipotent, He can prevent all evil

2. If God is omnibenevolent, He wants to prevent all evil

3. Evil exists (intense suffering, gratuitous harm)

4. Therefore: God is not omnipotent, not omnibenevolent, or doesn’t exist

The evidential version is even stronger: The quantity and quality of evil (child
torture, genocide, natural disasters killing innocents) appears incompatible with a
loving, powerful God.

17.5.2 The Defense Pattern

Stage 1: Initial Defense
“God allows evil to preserve free will. Preventing all evil would eliminate free-

dom, which is more valuable.”
Stage 2: Objection
“This doesn’t explain natural evil (earthquakes, diseases) unrelated to free will.

It doesn’t explain animal suffering. Moreover, free will in heaven exists without
evil—why not create that initially? And is free will really more valuable than pre-
venting Holocaust?”

Stage 3: Refined Defense
“Evil serves soul-making purposes—building character, enabling virtues like

courage and compassion. Or evil serves greater goods we cannot perceive.”
Stage 4: Counter-Objection
“Much suffering destroys rather than builds character (severe childhood abuse,

torture, genocide of innocents). The distribution is unjust—why do some get ’character-
building’ challenges while others are destroyed? An omnipotent God could build
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character without such horrific suffering. And appealing to unknown greater goods
is unfalsifiable—any evil can be ’explained’ this way.”

Stage 5: The Retreat
“God’s purposes are mysterious. We cannot comprehend His reasons for allow-

ing evil. Our finite perspective cannot judge God’s infinite wisdom. We must trust
that He has morally sufficient reasons beyond our understanding.”

Stage 6: The Epistemological Collapse
The pattern repeats:

• Theodicies fail under scrutiny
• Appeal to inscrutable purposes
• “Good” becomes undefined (if compatible with any evil)
• Doctrine maintained via epistemic retreat

17.6 Biblical Inerrancy: When Facts Contradict Claims

17.6.1 The Contradiction

Scripture contains demonstrable errors:
Historical errors:

• Luke 2:2—Quirinius census during Herod’s reign (historically impossible)
• Matthew 27:9—Attributes quote to Jeremiah (actually Zechariah)

Internal contradictions:
• Genealogies of Jesus differ (Matthew 1 vs. Luke 3)
• Judas’s death: hanging (Matthew 27:5) vs. falling and bursting open (Acts 1:18)
• Resurrection accounts differ on number of women, angels, sequence of events

Scientific conflicts:
• Flat earth cosmology (multiple passages)
• Light before sun (Genesis 1)
• Young earth contradicted by geology
• Global flood geologically impossible

17.6.2 The Defense Pattern

Stage 1: Initial Defense
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“These apparent contradictions can be harmonized. For example, Judas hanged
himself, then the rope broke and his body fell and burst open.”

Stage 2: Objection
“That’s ad hoc. The texts don’t suggest this sequence. You’re adding unstated

details to force agreement. Moreover, not all contradictions can be harmonized—the
census timing error is historically verified. And harmonization doesn’t address sci-
entific errors.”

Stage 3: Refined Defense
“Inerrancy applies to original manuscripts, which we don’t have. Errors entered

through copying. Or, inerrancy means Scripture is truthful in what it affirms for
theological purposes, not modern scientific/historical precision.”

Stage 4: Counter-Objection
“If originals were inerrant but we don’t have them, the claim is unfalsifiable and

practically useless. And redefining inerrancy to allow ’non-modern precision’ (i.e.,
errors) is verbal sleight of hand—that’s not what ’inerrant’ means. You’re evacuat-
ing the term to save the claim.”

Stage 5: The Retreat
“We don’t fully understand ancient literary genres and cultural contexts. Appar-

ent errors may reflect perspectives we don’t grasp. We trust God’s word even when
we cannot reconcile every difficulty.”

Stage 6: The Epistemological Collapse
Yet again:

• Clear errors exist
• Harmonization fails
• Definition gets revised
• Appeal to unknown contexts
• Faith overrides evidence

17.7 The Universal Pattern Formalized

17.7.1 The Template

Every orthodox doctrine under rational pressure follows this script:

Definition 17.2 (The Rationalization Pattern). For any orthodox doctrine D facing
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logical objection O:

1. Assert(D) with apparent intelligibility

2. Identify(O) showing contradiction/impossibility

3. Attempt(rational defense) using distinctions/analogies

4. Demonstrate(defense failure) through counter-objections

5. Retreat(transcendence/mystery) when rational options exhausted

6. Continue(Assert(D)) as if problem solved

The pattern is invariant across doctrines.

17.7.2 The Functional Equivalence

All transcendence appeals are functionally identical:

Doctrine Transcendence Appeal
Trinity “Three-in-one transcends logic”
Incarnation “God-man union transcends comprehension”
Atonement “Substitution transcends human justice”
Evil “God’s purposes transcend our understanding”
Hell “Divine love/justice transcend human standards”
Inerrancy “Genres/contexts transcend our grasp”

Translation of all: “When rational defense fails, abandon rationality.”

17.7.3 The Unfalsifiability Problem

Theorem 17.3 (Universal Unfalsifiability via Transcendence). If any objection to any
doctrine can be dismissed by appeal to transcendence/mystery, the theological system be-
comes completely unfalsifiable.

∀D, O : Objects(O, D) → ∃T : Blocks(T, O)

Where T = transcendence appeal
But unfalsifiable systems cannot be distinguished from false systems.

This is Karl Popper’s insight applied to theology: A system that can explain
away any evidence is epistemically worthless.
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17.7.4 The Selective Application Reveals Dishonesty

Defenders use reason when convenient:
• Cosmological argument: Uses principle of sufficient reason
• Teleological argument: Uses inference to best explanation
• Moral argument: Uses rational intuitions about ethics
• Historical arguments: Uses evidence evaluation for resurrection

But abandon reason when inconvenient:
• Trinity violates identity logic: “Mystery transcends logic”
• Incarnation has contradictory attributes: “Mystery transcends comprehension”
• Hell contradicts love: “Divine love transcends human love”
• Evil contradicts goodness: “Purposes transcend understanding”

The Selectivity Indictment:
You cannot simultaneously:

• Use reason to establish God’s existence, Jesus’s resurrection, Scripture’s reli-
ability

• Abandon reason when defending Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement, Hell
Either reason is adequate for theological inquiry (then face the critiques) or

reason is inadequate (then your positive arguments fail too).
Selective application of rationality is intellectual dishonesty.

17.8 Why This Pattern Matters

17.8.1 It’s Not One Problem—It’s Systematic Failure

We began investigating eternal punishment. We found it incoherent.
But now we see: Every core orthodox doctrine exhibits the same incoherence

and deploys the same failed defense.
This is not coincidence. This is systemic.

17.8.2 The Cumulative Weight

Perhaps one mystery is acceptable. But when examining orthodox Christianity:
• Trinity: Logically incoherent (identity violation)
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• Incarnation: Logically incoherent (incompatible attributes)
• Atonement: Logically incoherent (justice violation)
• Omnipotence + Evil: Logically incompatible
• Inerrancy: Empirically false
• Hell: Contradicts stated divine attributes

Every single core doctrine faces severe logical problems.
At what point does cumulative incoherence become decisive? When do we con-

clude the system is flawed rather than that our finite minds simply cannot grasp
infinite mysteries?

17.8.3 The Transcendence Defense as Universal Solvent

The transcendence defense can be used to "protect" literally any claim from any
objection:

Absurd Claim Transcendence Defense
“2 + 2 = 5 in divine mathematics” “Divine math transcends human math”
“God is a square circle” “Divine geometry transcends logic”
“God is good while doing evil” “Divine goodness transcends ethics”
“Scripture is true while containing errors” “Divine truth transcends facts”

If the defense works for orthodox Christianity, it would work for these absurdi-
ties too.

If it doesn’t work for absurdities (which it obviously doesn’t), it doesn’t work
for orthodox Christianity either.

17.9 The Self-Refuting Nature Applies Universally

17.9.1 Every Transcendence Appeal is Performatively Contradic-

tory

Recall from Chapter 4: The transcendence defense is self-refuting because it uses
reason to deny reason’s applicability.

This applies to all uses of the defense:
Trinity:
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• Uses logic to claim Trinity transcends logic
• Self-refuting

Incarnation:
• Uses rational argument to claim incarnation transcends rationality
• Self-refuting

Atonement:
• Uses justice concepts to claim atonement transcends justice
• Self-refuting

Evil:
• Uses rational theodicy attempts before retreating to “transcends understanding”
• Self-refuting

Hell:
• Uses logical arguments before claiming divine attributes transcend logic
• Self-refuting (as we’ve shown extensively)

17.9.2 The Performative Contradiction is Unavoidable

Theorem 17.4 (Universal Self-Refutation). For any doctrine D and transcendence appeal
T(D):

Claims(defender, T(D)) → Uses(defender, reason)

But:

T(D) ≡ ¬Applicable(reason, D)

Therefore:

Uses(reason) ∧ ¬Applicable(reason)

This is a performative contradiction—unavoidable whenever transcendence is invoked.

17.10 The Broader Implication

17.10.1 Orthodox Christianity’s Core Method is Bankrupt

This work has focused extensively on eternal punishment because:
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1. It’s particularly egregious (infinite punishment for finite offenses)

2. The contradictions with divine attributes are especially clear

3. It causes real psychological harm

4. It’s a useful case study for the broader pattern

But the investigation reveals something more significant: The epistemological
strategy that props up eternal punishment props up all of orthodox Christianity’s
problematic doctrines.

When that strategy collapses (as we’ve demonstrated it does), the entire structure
collapses.

17.10.2 The Question of Coherence

The Cumulative Verdict:
Orthodox Christianity requires maintaining:

• Trinity (logically incoherent)
• Incarnation (logically incoherent)
• Atonement (logically incoherent)
• Omnibenevolent God + Evil (logically incompatible)
• Biblical inerrancy (empirically false)
• Hell (contradicts divine attributes)

Each doctrine faces severe problems. Each deploys the same failed defense
(transcendence/mystery).

When a worldview’s central claims are systematically incoherent and its
primary defense mechanism is self-refuting, intellectual honesty requires re-
considering the worldview’s tenability.

This is not attacking Christianity. This is following logic wherever it leads.

17.11 Preview of What Follows

Chapter 17 examined additional orthodox incoherencies in detail. This chapter has
shown they all employ the same defensive strategy—a strategy we’ve proven to be
intellectually bankrupt.
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Chapter 18 will provide the complete formal proof—the ultimate synthesis demon-
strating that any theological system affirming eternal punishment with intelligible
divine attributes is necessarily incoherent.

Chapter 19 will confront readers with the implications: What does intellectual
honesty require when faced with demonstrated systemic incoherence?

But before proceeding, we pause to emphasize:
— The transcendence defense doesn’t merely fail for hell.
— It fails universally—for every orthodox doctrine that requires it.
— And since every core doctrine requires it when pressed,
— orthodox Christianity’s rational foundation has collapsed.

The question is not whether the problems exist—they demonstrably do.
The question is whether you will continue affirming incoherence or have the

intellectual courage to acknowledge it.

The verdict is inescapable. The rational choice is within epistemic reach.



Chapter 18

The Master Theorem: Complete Formal-
ization and Verdict

Having presented the argument systematically across sixteen chapters, we now pro-
vide the ultimate formalization—the complete logical structure presented with max-
imal rigor and clarity. This chapter synthesizes everything into the definitive proof
that eternal conscious torment is logically incompatible with intelligible divine at-
tributes.

This is the argument’s final, most powerful form.

18.1 The Complete Formal System

18.1.1 Complete Symbol Definitions

To ensure maximum precision and avoid any ambiguity, we provide comprehensive
definitions of all symbols used in the formal proof:

297
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Definition 18.1 (All Symbols with Extended Clarifications).

Da = divine attribute (love, patience, justice, mercy, goodness)

[The attribute as possessed by or predicated of God]

Ha = corresponding human concept

[The concept as understood and applied in human contexts]

R(x, y) = “x resembles y sufficiently for intelligibility”

I(x) = “x is intelligible to humans”

C(x, y) = “x is compatible with y”

EP = eternal punishment for finite offenses

A(x) = “x can be meaningfully affirmed in theology”

T = theological system

Coherent(x) = “x is logically coherent”

Core(C, f ) = “feature f is core to concept C”

M(x) = “magnitude/measure of x”

[For punishment: duration; for offense: severity/scope/impact]

[Can be finite or infinite (∞)]

∝ = “proportional to”

[Formal: ∃k > 0 : M(p) = k · M(o) where k is finite]

[Intuitive: punishment fits crime, response matches action]

L(x, y) = “x loves y”

[Includes: seeks good of y, pursues reconciliation when separated]

S(x, y, t) = “x is separated from y at time t”

P(x, y, t) = “x pursues reconciliation with y at time t”

Pa(x) = “x is patient”

J(p, o) = “punishment p is just for offense o”

T(x) = “x transcends human understanding”

K(s, x) = “subject s knows/understands x”

U(s, x) = “subject s understands x sufficiently”

Depends(c1, c2) = “component c1 depends on component c2”
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Definition 18.2 (Common Logic Symbols).

∞ = infinity

→ = material conditional (“if... then...”)

↔ = biconditional (“if and only if”)

∧ = logical conjunction (“and”)

∨ = logical disjunction (“or”)

¬ = logical negation (“not”)

∀ = universal quantifier (“for all”)

∃ = existential quantifier (“there exists”)

18.1.2 Notational Conventions and Disambiguation

To ensure maximum clarity and avoid ambiguity, we establish these strict conven-
tions:

1. Magnitude vs. Measure:

• M(x) denotes magnitude (quantitative measure of extent)
• Used for both finite and infinite quantities
• Context makes clear whether punishment duration, offense severity, etc.

2. Time variables:

• t = arbitrary time point (free variable)
• t0 = specific reference time (usually death in EP context)
• tdeath = death specifically when disambiguation needed
• T = the set of all times (including earthly life and post-mortem existence)

3. Quantifier scope:

• Quantifiers bind most tightly to the immediate predicate
• Square brackets [ ] extend scope explicitly
• Example: ∀x : [P(x) → Q(x)] means "for all x, if P(x) then Q(x)"
• Example: ∀x : P(x) → Q(x) is ambiguous and avoided

4. Equivalence relations:

• ≡ = definitional equivalence ("is defined as")
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• ↔ = material biconditional ("if and only if")
• = = identity/equality (between terms)

5. Context-dependent predicates:

• When predicates like I(x) or K(s, x) are context-dependent, context is spec-
ified

• Default context: human cognitive capacities under normal epistemic con-
ditions

• Where context varies, it is explicitly marked

6. Set membership and inclusion:

• f ∈ S means feature f is a member of set S
• A ⊆ B means set A is a subset of set B
• Core(C) denotes the set of core features of concept C

7. Predicate vs. proposition:

• P(x) is a predicate (can be true or false of x)
• p is a propositional variable (statement that is true or false)
• Context makes clear which is intended

Parsing ambiguities: When in doubt about parsing, the most charitable inter-
pretation that preserves argument validity should be assumed. However, no sub-
stantive logical steps depend on ambiguous parsing.

18.1.3 The Complete Axiom System

Axiom 18.3 (A1: Intelligibility Requirement).

∀x : [I(x) ↔ R(x, corresponding human concept)]

Justification: For a concept to be intelligible to humans, it must bear sufficient
resemblance to concepts within human understanding. This follows from the nature
of meaning and comprehension.

Axiom 18.4 (A2: Affirmation Requirement).

∀x : [A(x) → I(x)]
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Justification: To meaningfully affirm an attribute requires that the attribute be
intelligible. One cannot coherently affirm what one cannot understand.

Axiom 18.5 (A3: Love Principle).

∀x : [R(x, Hlove) → [seeks_reconciliation(x) ∧ ¬permanently_abandons(x)]]

Justification: If an attribute resembles human love, it must include core features:
seeking reconciliation and not permanently abandoning.

Axiom 18.6 (A4: Patience Principle).

∀x : [R(x, Hpatience) → [allows_ongoing_opportunity(x) ∧ ¬ f ixed_deadline(x)]]

Justification: If an attribute resembles human patience, it must include core fea-
tures: allowing ongoing opportunity and lacking fixed deadlines.

Axiom 18.7 (A5: Justice Principle).

∀x : [R(x, Hjustice) → [proportional(x) ∧ distinguishes_o f f enses(x)]]

Justification: If an attribute resembles human justice, it must include core features:
proportionality and gradation between offenses.

Axiom 18.8 (A6: Theological Commitment).

A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)

Justification: Traditional theology affirms both divine attributes and eternal pun-
ishment. This is the conjunction defenders maintain.

Axiom 18.9 (A7: Eternal Punishment Characteristics).

permanently_separates(EP)∧ f ixed_deadline(EP)∧ disproportional(EP)∧ equal_treatment(EP)

Justification: Eternal punishment, by definition, involves permanent separation
(no reconciliation), a fixed deadline (death), categorical disproportion (infinite for
finite), and equal treatment (all damned receive same infinite punishment).
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Axiom 18.10 (A8: Coherence Requirement).

∀T : [Coherent(T ) → ¬∃p, q ∈ T : (p ∧ ¬p)]

Justification: A coherent system cannot contain contradictions. This is the law of
non-contradiction applied to theological systems.

Axiom 18.11 (A9: Core Feature Identity).

∀C1, C2 : [Ident(C1, C2) → (Core(C1) = Core(C2))]

Justification: Concepts are identical only if they share core features. Removing
core features creates a different concept.

Axiom 18.12 (A10: Cascade Principle).

∀c1, c2 : [Depends(c1, c2) ∧ ¬Coherent(c2)] → ¬Coherent(c1)

Justification: If component c1 depends on component c2, and c2 fails, then c1 nec-
essarily fails. Dependencies are not arbitrary.

18.2 The Master Theorem

Theorem 18.13 (Master Theorem). Any theological system that affirms both eternal con-
scious torment and intelligible divine attributes (love, patience, justice) is logically incoher-
ent.

Formally:

[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] → ¬Coherent(T )

The Complete Formal Proof.
Part I: The Dilemma Established Strategy: We first establish that the choice between

resemblance and non-resemblance is exhaustive, with no third option available.

1. ∀Da : [R(Da, Ha) ∨ ¬R(Da, Ha)] [Law of Excluded Middle]
This disjunction is exhaustive and exclusive. Every divine attribute either resembles
its human counterpart sufficiently for intelligibility, or it does not. There is no third
possibility.
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Part II: Horn 1 Analysis—Resemblance Implies Incompatibility Strategy: For
each divine attribute (love, patience, justice), we prove that if it resembles the human concept
(required for intelligibility), it contradicts eternal punishment. The structure is parallel for
each attribute.

For Divine Love:

2. A(Dlove) [from Axiom 18.8]

3. A(Dlove) → I(Dlove) [from Axiom 18.4, Universal Instantiation]

4. I(Dlove) [from 2, 3, Modus Ponens]

5. I(Dlove) ↔ R(Dlove, Hlove) [from Axiom 18.3, Universal Instantiation]

6. I(Dlove) → R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 5, Biconditional Elimination]

7. R(Dlove, Hlove) [from 4, 6, Modus Ponens]

8. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove) [from Axiom 18.5]

9. ¬permanently_abandons(Dlove) [from 7, 8, Modus Ponens]

10. permanently_separates(EP) [from Axiom 18.9]

11. permanently_separates(EP) ≡ permanently_abandons [definitional equivalence]

12. permanently_abandons(EP) [from 10, 11, definitional substitution]

13. If Dlove governs EP: ¬permanently_abandons(EP) [from 9]

14. permanently_abandons(EP) ∧ ¬permanently_abandons(EP) [from 12, 13,
Conjunction]

15. Therefore: ¬C(Dlove, EP) [from 14, proof by contradiction]

Conclusion 1: Divine love, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal punish-
ment.

For Divine Patience:

16. A(Dpatience) [from Axiom 18.8]

17. Following parallel reasoning (steps 3-7 for love):

18. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) [parallel derivation]

19. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience) [from Axiom 18.6]

20. ¬ f ixed_deadline(Dpatience) [from 18, 19, Modus Ponens]
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21. f ixed_deadline(EP) [from Axiom 18.9]

22. If Dpatience governs EP: ¬ f ixed_deadline(EP) [from 20]

23. f ixed_deadline(EP) ∧ ¬ f ixed_deadline(EP) [from 21, 22, Conjunction]

24. Therefore: ¬C(Dpatience, EP) [from 23, proof by contradiction]

Conclusion 2: Divine patience, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal pun-
ishment.

For Divine Justice:

25. A(Djustice) [from Axiom 18.8]

26. Following parallel reasoning:

27. R(Djustice, Hjustice) [parallel derivation]

28. R(Djustice, Hjustice) → proportional(Djustice) [from Axiom 18.7]

29. proportional(Djustice) [from 27, 28, Modus Ponens]

30. M(EP) = ∞ ∧ M(finite offenses) < ∞ [definition of eternal punishment]

31. ¬[M(EP) ∝ M(finite offenses)] [from 30, ∞ ̸∝ finite]

32. disproportional(EP) [from 31, definition]

33. disproportional(EP) [also from Axiom 18.9]

34. If Djustice governs EP: ¬disproportional(EP) [from 29]

35. disproportional(EP) ∧ ¬disproportional(EP) [from 32, 34, Conjunction]

36. Therefore: ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from 35, proof by contradiction]

Conclusion 3: Divine justice, if intelligible, is incompatible with eternal punish-
ment.

Part III: Horn 2 Analysis—Non-Resemblance Implies Unintelligibility Strat-
egy: We prove that if defenders deny resemblance to escape Horn 1, they cannot meaning-
fully affirm the attributes—violating theological requirements.

37. Assume: ¬R(Da, Ha) [for reductio]

38. ¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da) [from Axiom 18.3, contrapositive]

39. ¬I(Da) [from 37, 38, Modus Ponens]

40. A(Da) [from Axiom 18.8, must affirm for theology]
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41. A(Da) → I(Da) [from Axiom 18.4]

42. I(Da) [from 40, 41, Modus Ponens]

43. I(Da) ∧ ¬I(Da) [from 39, 42, Conjunction]

44. Contradiction [from 43]

Conclusion 4: If divine attributes do not resemble human concepts, they cannot
be intelligibly affirmed, but theology requires affirmation. Contradiction.

Part IV: The Forced Conclusion Strategy: We synthesize both horns to show that
theological requirements force us into Horn 1, but Horn 1 creates contradictions with EP.
The system is necessarily incoherent.

45. A(Da) [from Axiom 18.8, theological requirement]

46. ¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬A(Da) [from Part III, steps 38-41, Hypothetical Syllogism]

47. A(Da) → R(Da, Ha) [from 46, contrapositive]

48. R(Da, Ha) [from 45, 47, Modus Ponens]

49. R(Dlove, Hlove) ∧ R(Dpatience, Hpatience) ∧ R(Djustice, Hjustice) [from 48, for each
attribute]

50. ¬C(Dlove, EP) ∧ ¬C(Dpatience, EP) ∧ ¬C(Djustice, EP) [from Part II, Conclusions 1-3]

51. A(EP) [from Axiom 18.8]

52. [A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] [from Axiom 18.8]

53. [¬C(Dlove, EP) ∧ ¬C(Dpatience, EP) ∧ ¬C(Djustice, EP)] [from 50]

54. The system affirms both EP and attributes incompatible with EP [from 51, 52, 53]

55. By Axiom 18.10, this constitutes an incoherent theological system:

¬Coherent(T )

Therefore:

[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)] → ¬Coherent(T )
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18.3 Corollaries

From the Master Theorem, numerous important corollaries follow:

Corollary 18.14 (Minimal Revision). To restore coherence, at least one of the following
must be abandoned:

1. Eternal punishment: ¬A(EP)

2. Affirmation of divine attributes: ¬[A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice)]

3. Rational theology: Accept ¬Coherent(T )

Proof. The contradiction arises from the conjunction. Removing any conjunct elimi-
nates the contradiction:
• Remove (1): No EP to contradict attributes
• Remove (2): No attributes to contradict EP (but destroys Christian theology)
• Accept (3): Embrace incoherence (but rational discourse becomes impossible)

At least one must go.

Corollary 18.15 (Rational Choice). Since (2) destroys Christianity and (3) destroys ratio-
nality, the only viable option is:

Abandon eternal punishment: ¬A(EP)

Corollary 18.16 (Universality). The Master Theorem applies to any theological system
that:
• Affirms traditional divine attributes
• Claims these attributes are intelligible
• Maintains eternal conscious torment
• Seeks logical coherence

The proof is denomination-neutral and tradition-independent.

Corollary 18.17 (Burden Shift). The burden of proof now rests entirely on defenders of
eternal punishment to show:
• Which axiom is false, or
• Which inference is invalid, or
• How the contradiction can be resolved

Mere assertion of compatibility is insufficient. Formal refutation is required.
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Corollary 18.18 (Cascade Effect). If defenders retreat to Horn 2 (transcendence), the in-
coherence spreads:

¬R(Da, Ha) → ¬I(Da) → ¬Coherent(T )

This follows from Axiom 18.12 applied systematically to all dependent theological com-
ponents.

Corollary 18.19 (No Middle Ground). There exists no coherent middle position between:
• Horn 1: Sufficient resemblance (leads to contradiction with EP)
• Horn 2: Insufficient resemblance (leads to unintelligibility)

Any attempted middle ground collapses into one horn or the other.

Proof. Suppose a middle ground M exists where:

M ≡ [SD ̸= ∅ ∧ TD ̸= ∅ ∧ I(Da) ∧ C(Da, EP)]

(Some features shared, some transcendent, attributes intelligible, compatible with
EP)

For intelligibility: Core(Da) ⊆ SD (core features must be shared)
But core features of love/patience/justice contradict EP.
Therefore: [Core(Da) ⊆ SD] ∧ [Core(Da) → ¬C(Da, EP)]
This implies: I(Da) → ¬C(Da, EP)
But M requires: I(Da) ∧ C(Da, EP)
Contradiction. Therefore, M cannot exist.

18.4 Plain-Language Walkthrough of the Proof

For readers less comfortable with symbolic logic, here is the Master Theorem’s proof
in plain language:

What We’re Proving: That affirming both eternal punishment and intelligible
divine attributes creates necessary logical incoherence.

The Proof Strategy: We’ll show that whether divine attributes resemble human
concepts or not, problems arise either way.
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18.4.1 Part I: Setting Up the Dilemma

Step: Every divine attribute either resembles its human counterpart enough for in-
telligibility, or it doesn’t. (Law of Excluded Middle—this is exhaustive.)

Why this matters: There’s no escape. We must go down one path or the other.
No third option exists.

What we mean by resemblance: Sharing core features—the essential character-
istics that make a concept what it is. For love: seeking reconciliation. For justice:
proportionality. For patience: ongoing opportunity.

18.4.2 Part II: If Divine Attributes Resemble Human Concepts (Horn

1)

For Divine Love: Note: "Core features" means the essential characteristics that make love
recognizable as love. If these are removed, we’re no longer talking about love but something
else with the same label.

1. Theology must affirm divine love (foundational Christian claim: "God is love")

2. To affirm meaningfully requires understanding what we’re affirming

3. To understand requires that divine love resembles what we know as love

4. If divine love resembles human love, it includes core features:

• Seeks the beloved’s good
• Pursues reconciliation when separated
• Doesn’t permanently abandon

5. But eternal punishment means:

• Permanent separation (no future reconciliation)
• God stops pursuing (permanent abandonment)
• Not seeking beloved’s good (eternal torment)

6. These cannot both be true: Cannot both seek reconciliation AND permanently
separate

7. Result: Divine love (if intelligible) contradicts eternal punishment
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For Divine Patience:

1. Theology must affirm divine patience ("slow to anger," "patient toward you")

2. To affirm meaningfully requires understanding patience

3. If divine patience resembles human patience, it includes core features:

• Allows ongoing opportunity
• Doesn’t impose fixed deadlines
• Perseveres through repeated failures

4. But eternal punishment means:

• Fixed deadline at death (no post-mortem opportunity)
• Patience "runs out" after finite time
• Permanent giving up after failures

5. These cannot both be true: Cannot have both ongoing opportunity AND fixed
deadline

6. Result: Divine patience (if intelligible) contradicts eternal punishment

For Divine Justice: Note: When we say "infinite proportional to finite," we mean these
are different mathematical categories. It’s not that infinite is "very disproportionate"—it’s
that proportion itself breaks down when comparing infinite to finite.

1. Theology must affirm divine justice ("righteous judge," "God is just")

2. To affirm meaningfully requires understanding justice

3. If divine justice resembles human justice, it includes core features:

• Proportionality (punishment fits crime)
• Gradation (different offenses merit different consequences)
• Consideration of circumstances

4. But eternal punishment means:

• Infinite punishment for finite offenses (disproportional)
• Same consequence for all damned (no gradation—infinity = infinity)
• One-size-fits-all outcome regardless of circumstances
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5. These cannot both be true: Cannot be both proportional AND infinitely dis-
proportional

6. Result: Divine justice (if intelligible) contradicts eternal punishment

18.4.3 Part III: If Divine Attributes Don’t Resemble Human Con-

cepts (Horn 2)

1. Suppose we try to escape Horn 1 by saying divine attributes don’t resemble
human concepts

2. If divine love doesn’t resemble what we know as love:

• We cannot understand what "divine love" means
• The term becomes unintelligible
• Cannot recognize loving vs. unloving actions
• Cannot draw inferences from "God is loving"

3. Same for patience and justice:

• If divine patience doesn’t resemble human patience: unintelligible
• If divine justice doesn’t resemble human justice: unintelligible

4. But theology requires affirming these attributes:

• Christianity is founded on God being loving, just, patient
• These aren’t optional—they’re central
• Worship, prayer, ethics all depend on understanding these attributes

5. Problem: Cannot affirm what’s unintelligible

• "I affirm X" but "I don’t know what X means" = incoherent
• Cannot meaningfully say "God is loving" if "loving" is undefined

6. Contradiction: Must affirm attributes (theology requires) but cannot affirm
attributes (they’re unintelligible)

7. Result: This horn is also untenable—makes all theology impossible
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18.4.4 Part IV: The Inescapable Conclusion

1. We proved the choice is exhaustive: Must pick Horn 1 or Horn 2 (no third
option)

2. Horn 1: If attributes are intelligible → they contradict EP

• Can maintain intelligible theology
• But must abandon eternal punishment
• Or accept logical contradiction

3. Horn 2: If attributes are unintelligible → cannot affirm them

• Can maintain eternal punishment
• But lose all theological meaning
• Worship, prayer, ethics collapse

4. Either way: Cannot maintain BOTH intelligible theology AND eternal pun-
ishment

5. Formal conclusion: Any system affirming both is logically incoherent

6. What this means:

• Not that people can’t believe both (they do)
• Not that tradition hasn’t maintained both (it has)
• But that maintaining both requires accepting logical contradictions
• Or retreating to unintelligibility (same as giving up rational theology)

18.4.5 Why This Proof Works

• Validity: Uses only standard logical rules (modus ponens, law of excluded mid-
dle, proof by contradiction)

• Sound premises: Each premise (axiom) is well-justified (see axiom defenses in
Section 17.1)

• Exhaustiveness: Covers all logical possibilities (Horn 1 vs. Horn 2, with proof
that no third option exists)

• Inescapability: Every escape attempt collapses into one horn or the other
• Independence: Doesn’t rely on biblical interpretation, tradition, or authority—only

on logic and concept analysis
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• Universality: Applies to any Christian tradition that affirms both traditional di-
vine attributes and eternal punishment

18.4.6 The Bottom Line

The proof shows that the problem isn’t just empirical (lack of evidence) or evidential
(weak arguments).

The problem is logical and necessary. Given:
• What "love" means (including reconciliation-seeking)
• What "patience" means (including ongoing opportunity)
• What "justice" means (including proportionality)
• What "eternal punishment" means (permanent separation, fixed deadline, infi-

nite for finite)
The contradiction must follow. It’s not that we haven’t found the right explana-

tion yet—it’s that no explanation can reconcile logical opposites.
This is why 2000 years of theological reflection haven’t resolved the problem. It’s

not solvable without abandoning one side or the other.
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18.5 The Argument in Symbolic Summary

For those who prefer the most condensed form:

The Ultimate Formalization:

1. ∀Da : [A(Da) → I(Da)] ∧ [I(Da) → R(Da, Ha)]

2. R(Dlove, Hlove) → ¬C(Dlove, EP)

3. R(Dpatience, Hpatience) → ¬C(Dpatience, EP)

4. R(Djustice, Hjustice) → ¬C(Djustice, EP)

5. A(Dlove) ∧ A(Dpatience) ∧ A(Djustice) ∧ A(EP)

∴ ¬Coherent(T )

Translation: Affirming intelligible divine attributes and eternal punishment
creates necessary incoherence.

18.6 Why This Proof Is Decisive

18.6.1 The Proof’s Strengths

1. Formally rigorous: Uses standard logical rules throughout

2. Axiomatically grounded: Every step follows from explicit, justified axioms

3. Exhaustively complete: Addresses both horns of the dilemma

4. Self-contained: Does not rely on external authorities

5. Tradition-neutral: Applies to all forms of Christianity

6. Unfalsifiable by mere assertion: Requires formal refutation

7. Corollary-rich: Generates numerous subsidiary results

8. Practically significant: Has clear implications for theology and practice
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18.6.2 What Would Refute This Proof

To refute the Master Theorem, one must:

1. Reject an axiom: Show which axiom is false and why

• But each axiom is either self-evident (A8) or empirically grounded (A3-A5)
• Rejecting any destroys either logic itself or the concepts in question

2. Challenge an inference: Show which inference is invalid

• But every inference uses Modus Ponens, Hypothetical Syllogism, or other
standard rules

• These are the foundations of logical reasoning

3. Provide a countermodel: Show a coherent model satisfying all axioms includ-
ing A(EP)

• But the proof demonstrates no such model exists
• Any attempted model will violate at least one axiom

4. Escape the dilemma: Find a third option beyond resemblance/non-resemblance

• But the disjunction is exhaustive (Law of Excluded Middle)
• No third option exists

No successful refutation strategy exists.

18.6.3 The Proof’s Invulnerability

Theorem 18.20 (Invulnerability of the Master Theorem). The Master Theorem cannot
be refuted without abandoning either:

1. Basic logic (Law of Non-Contradiction, Law of Excluded Middle)

2. The meanings of the concepts involved (love, patience, justice)

3. Theological requirements (must affirm divine attributes)

Any "refutation" that abandons these is not a refutation but a concession.
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18.7 The Verdict

We can now state the final verdict with complete confidence:

The Final Judgment:

Eternal conscious torment for finite offenses is LOGICALLY
INCOMPATIBLE with intelligible divine love, patience, and justice.

This is not:
• An opinion
• A preference
• A theological tradition
• A denominational position
• An emotional reaction

This is:
• A demonstrated logical necessity
• A formal proof
• An inescapable conclusion
• A verdict of reason

The choice facing all Christian traditions is binary and unavoidable:

Option A Option B
Abandon eternal punishment Abandon coherent theology

Preserve rational faith Embrace incoherence
Maintain intelligible attributes Retreat to unintelligibility

Choose truth Choose tradition

Intellectually defensible Intellectually bankrupt

For those who value both faith and reason, only Option A remains viable.
The formal proof is complete. The verdict is rendered. The case is closed.

■



Chapter 19

Conclusion: The Verdict and Beyond

An unexamined faith is not worth

holding.

Socrates, adapted

19.1 What We Have Demonstrated

Over the course of the preceding chapters, we have constructed and defended a
comprehensive argument that establishes, with logical necessity, the incompatibil-
ity of eternal conscious torment with intelligible divine attributes. But our investi-
gation has revealed something more profound: this incoherence is not isolated but
symptomatic of systemic logical failures throughout orthodox Christianity.

19.1.1 The Argument’s Core Achievement

Primary Demonstration:
We have proven that any theological system affirming both eternal punishment

and intelligible divine attributes is logically incoherent. The proof is formal, rigor-
ous, and inescapable:
• Affirming divine attributes requires intelligibility
• Intelligibility requires resemblance to human concepts
• Resemblance creates contradictions with eternal punishment
• Abandoning resemblance destroys intelligibility
• Either horn leads to unacceptable conclusions
• The transcendence defense is self-refuting

Extended Demonstration:

316
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We have shown that the same defensive pattern—retreat to mystery and tran-
scendence when faced with logical objection—pervades orthodox Christianity’s treat-
ment of all its core doctrines. The Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement, omnipotence,
biblical inerrancy, and the problem of evil all exhibit the same structure:

1. Affirmation of contradictory claims

2. Failed attempts at rational defense

3. Retreat to transcendence/mystery

4. Epistemological collapse

19.1.2 The Broader Implication

This work began as a critique of one doctrine. It has become an indictment of a
method—the method of maintaining contradictory claims through appeals to mys-
tery when rational defense fails.

The pattern is universal in orthodox theology.
The implications extend beyond any single doctrine.

19.2 The Weight of Cumulative Incoherence

19.2.1 Individual Incoherencies vs. Systemic Failure

One might tolerate a single mysterious doctrine. Perhaps the Trinity is unique, be-
yond human categories, genuinely mysterious rather than contradictory.

But when examining Christianity’s core claims, we find:
• Trinity: Violates identity logic (three equals one)
• Incarnation: Incompatible attributes (omniscient and limited knowledge)
• Atonement: Justice violation (punishing innocent for guilty)
• Omnipotence: Logical paradoxes (unliftable stone)
• Omnibenevolence plus Evil: Logical incompatibility
• Inerrancy: Demonstrable factual errors
• Hell: Contradicts divine love, patience, justice
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Every core doctrine faces severe logical problems.
At what point does cumulative incoherence become decisive? When do we con-

clude the system itself is flawed rather than that our finite minds simply cannot
grasp infinite mysteries?

19.2.2 The Falsification Question

Science progresses by falsifiability. A theory that explains everything (by appeal-
ing to hidden variables, unknown forces, mysterious mechanisms) actually explains
nothing.

Question: What would falsify orthodox Christianity?
If every objection can be dismissed by:

• “That’s a mystery”
• “God’s ways are higher”
• “Finite minds cannot comprehend”
• “It’s paradox, not contradiction”

Then nothing could falsify it. The system is unfalsifiable.
But unfalsifiable claims cannot be distinguished from false claims.

19.2.3 The Selectivity Problem

Defenders use reason when convenient:
• Cosmological argument for God’s existence (uses logic)
• Historical argument for resurrection (uses evidence)
• Moral argument for Christian ethics (uses rational principles)
• Prophecy arguments (uses probability)

But abandon reason when inconvenient:
• Trinity contradicts identity logic → “Mystery”
• Incarnation has incompatible attributes → “Mystery”
• Hell contradicts love → “Mystery”
• Bible has errors → “We don’t understand context”

This selective application reveals intellectual dishonesty.
If reason is inadequate to judge divine claims, it’s inadequate for the positive ar-

guments too. If reason is adequate for positive arguments, it’s adequate for critique.
You cannot have it both ways.
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19.3 The Cost of Maintaining Incoherence

19.3.1 Intellectual Cost

Maintaining orthodox Christianity despite demonstrated incoherence requires:

1. Accepting contradictions: Affirming P ∧ ¬P across multiple doctrines

2. Selective reasoning: Using logic when helpful, abandoning it when problem-
atic

3. Unfalsifiable claims: Making system immune to rational critique

4. Performative contradictions: Using reason to defend abandoning reason

5. Cognitive dissonance: Living with unresolved tensions

6. Intellectual dishonesty: Knowing the problems but suppressing them

This is not faith—it is willful irrationality.

19.3.2 Psychological Cost

The psychological burden is substantial:
• Anxiety: Doubt must be suppressed, not explored
• Fear: Questioning threatens identity and community
• Trauma: Hell doctrine especially causes severe psychological harm
• Intellectual stunting: Critical thinking must be limited
• Compartmentalization: Must separate faith from reason
• Inauthenticity: Cannot express honest doubts

19.3.3 Moral Cost

Maintaining incoherent theology creates moral problems:
• Excusing injustice: “God’s justice transcends ours” excuses any divine action
• Tribal morality: In-group (believers) vs. out-group (damned)
• Intellectual virtue: Honesty and critical thinking are devalued
• Manipulation: Hell doctrine used to control through fear
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• Harmful beliefs: Homophobia, misogyny justified by “God’s word”
When a system’s coherence depends on abandoning reason, moral evaluation

becomes impossible. If we cannot judge God’s actions by any rational standard, we
have no basis for moral claims at all.

19.3.4 The Cost-Benefit Analysis

What is gained by maintaining orthodox Christianity?
• Community (but available elsewhere)
• Meaning (but available elsewhere)
• Comfort (but based on potentially false beliefs)
• Tradition (but tradition can be wrong)
• Eternal reward (but predicated on incoherent doctrines)

What is sacrificed?
• Intellectual integrity
• Honest inquiry
• Rational coherence
• Critical thinking
• Authentic self-expression

For those who value truth above comfort, the cost is too high.

19.4 Paths Forward

19.4.1 Option 1: Progressive Christianity

Some respond by radically revising orthodox doctrines:
Revisions typically include:

• Abandon Trinity or reinterpret non-literally
• View Incarnation as metaphorical (Jesus exemplified divine qualities)
• Reject penal substitution (Jesus as moral example, not sacrifice)
• Abandon hell entirely (universalism or annihilationism)
• Accept Bible contains errors (inspired but not inerrant)
• Emphasize ethics over doctrine

Assessment:
Advantages:
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• Maintains Christian identity and community
• Resolves many logical incoherences
• Retains Jesus’s ethical teachings
• More intellectually honest than orthodoxy

Problems:
• How much can be revised before it’s no longer Christianity?
• Cherry-picking which doctrines to keep seems arbitrary
• Still accepts supernatural claims (God, resurrection) without sufficient evidence
• May be transitional rather than stable position

19.4.2 Option 2: Other Religious Traditions

Some explore whether other religions are more coherent:
Islam:
Advantages: Strict monotheism (no Trinity problem), clearer scriptures, strong

ethics
Problems: Own scriptural difficulties, hell doctrine (often worse than Christian-

ity), similar reliance on faith over reason
Judaism:
Advantages: No Trinity, no Incarnation, less emphasis on hell, focus on this-life

ethics
Problems: Tribal/ethnic elements, biblical inerrancy problems, theodicy issues

(Holocaust)
Buddhism:
Advantages: Emphasizes rational investigation, no creator-god paradoxes, focus

on reducing suffering
Problems: Reincarnation lacks evidence, karma seems unjust, some magical think-

ing in popular forms
Hinduism:
Advantages: Philosophical sophistication, diverse traditions, mystical experiences
Problems: Caste system implications, polytheism/henotheism complexities,

karma/reincarnation issues
Assessment:
Each tradition has its own logical and evidential problems. Trading one set of

incoherencies for another may not represent progress. The fundamental question
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remains: Is there sufficient evidence for supernatural claims?

19.4.3 Option 3: Agnosticism

Honest uncertainty about religious claims:
Position:

• Cannot know whether God exists
• Evidence is insufficient for confident belief
• Religious claims are unverifiable
• Suspend judgment; remain open to evidence

Assessment:
Advantages:

• Intellectually honest given uncertainty
• Avoids both atheist certainty and religious faith
• Leaves open future discoveries
• Humble epistemic stance

Problems:
• May be used as evasion rather than honest uncertainty
• Doesn’t provide meaning/community that religion offers
• Functionally equivalent to atheism in practice (live as if no God)
• Some questions seem decidable (specific religious claims can be evaluated)

19.4.4 Option 4: Atheism/Naturalism

Concluding that supernatural claims lack sufficient warrant:
Position:

• No good evidence for God’s existence
• Natural explanations are sufficient
• Religions are human constructs
• Meaning comes from human flourishing, not divine purpose

Assessment:
Advantages:

• No logical incoherencies from supernatural claims
• Consistent with scientific understanding
• Honest about lack of evidence
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• Meaning/ethics can be constructed humanly
• Freedom from religious guilt/fear

Challenges:
• Must construct meaning without transcendent foundation
• Face existential questions without supernatural comfort
• Explaining consciousness, fine-tuning, moral intuitions (though naturalistic ex-

planations exist)
• Social cost in religious communities

Secular Humanism:
Offers positive vision beyond mere atheism:

• Human welfare as ethical foundation
• Reason and science as primary tools
• This life matters (no afterlife focus)
• Community and meaning through human connection
• Wonder at natural world without supernatural

19.4.5 Option 5: Spiritual but Not Religious

Maintaining spiritual practices while rejecting organized religion:
Characteristics:

• Value meditation, mindfulness, contemplation
• Seek meaning and transcendence
• Avoid dogma and institutional religion
• Eclectic borrowing from various traditions

Assessment:
Advantages:

• Preserves spiritual dimension
• Freedom from dogma
• Personal autonomy in belief

Problems:
• Can be intellectually lazy (pick what feels good)
• May retain incoherent beliefs without scrutiny
• “Transcendence” may be psychologically real but ontologically empty
• Often lacks community and ethical accountability
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19.5 Recommendations by Starting Position

19.5.1 For Orthodox Christians

If you currently affirm traditional Christianity:

1. Acknowledge the problems honestly

Don’t minimize or dismiss the incoherencies. Don’t retreat to “mystery” with-
out recognizing it as epistemological failure. Don’t use faith as excuse to avoid
hard questions.

2. Evaluate seriously

Can these problems be resolved? (Likely not without radical revision.) Are
the revisions so extensive that result is no longer recognizable as Christianity?
What does intellectual integrity require?

3. Consider progressive Christianity as intermediate step

May be more honest than orthodoxy. But recognize it may be transitional.
Question whether supernatural claims have sufficient warrant.

4. Explore naturalistic alternatives

Secular humanism offers meaning without supernaturalism. Community ex-
ists in secular/humanist groups. Ethics can be grounded in human flourish-
ing. Wonder and awe available in naturalistic worldview.

5. Don’t let fear decide

Fear of hell (if you’re doubting, hell doctrine is incoherent). Fear of commu-
nity loss (authentic relationships survive honest inquiry). Fear of meaningless-
ness (meaning is constructed, not discovered). Fear of being wrong (staying in
demonstrably incoherent system is being wrong).

19.5.2 For Progressive Christians

If you’ve already revised orthodox doctrines:
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1. Question whether revisions go far enough

If Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement, Hell are problematic, what remains? Is
“God” a coherent concept after revisions? Do supernatural claims have suf-
ficient evidence?

2. Consider whether position is stable

Progressive Christianity may be transitional. Logic that leads away from or-
thodoxy may lead further. Is there principled stopping point, or arbitrary line?

3. Evaluate supernatural claims rigorously

Why believe God exists? (Cosmological argument fails, design argument fails.)
Why believe Jesus rose? (Alternative explanations more plausible.) Why priv-
ilege Christianity over naturalism?

4. Don’t retain beliefs merely for comfort or community

Honest inquiry may lead beyond Christianity entirely. Community and mean-
ing available in secular contexts.

19.5.3 For Doubters and Questioners

If you’re uncertain and exploring:

1. Trust your rational faculties

If something seems incoherent, it probably is. Don’t gaslight yourself with
“mystery” language. Critical thinking is virtue, not vice.

2. Follow evidence and reason

Evaluate claims based on evidence, not tradition. Proportion belief to evi-
dence. Don’t believe because you want it to be true.

3. Don’t rush to conclusion

Explore thoroughly. Read widely (theology, philosophy, science). Genuine
agnosticism is respectable.

4. Find supportive community

Others are on similar journeys. Online communities for “exvangelicals,” “de-
construction,” humanism. You’re not alone.
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5. Be patient with yourself

Deconversion is grief process. Identity shift takes time. Therapy can help
process religious trauma.

19.5.4 For Those Who Have Left

If you’ve already concluded Christianity is untenable:

1. Continue growing

Develop positive worldview beyond mere rejection. Engage with philosophy,
science, ethics. Build meaningful secular life.

2. Help others

Share your journey authentically. Provide resources and community. Model
that good life is possible without religion.

3. Avoid bitterness

You were doing your best with information you had. Religious people are
often victims of system, not villains. Focus on flourishing, not anger.

4. Engage constructively

Critique ideas, not people. Be open to dialogue. Acknowledge good in reli-
gious traditions (community, ethical teachings).

19.6 The Verdict

19.6.1 On Eternal Punishment

Eternal conscious torment for finite offenses is
LOGICALLY INCOMPATIBLE

with intelligible divine love, patience, and justice.

This is not opinion. This is demonstrated logical necessity.
The doctrine must be abandoned by anyone who values rational coherence.
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19.6.2 On Orthodox Christianity More Broadly

Orthodox Christianity’s core doctrines
face severe and pervasive logical incoherencies
that cannot be resolved by appeals to mystery.

The transcendence defense, deployed across all problematic doctrines, is:
• Self-refuting
• Selectively applied
• Epistemologically bankrupt
• Intellectually dishonest when used to avoid rational critique

When a worldview’s central claims are systematically incoherent and its pri-
mary defense mechanism self-refuting, intellectual integrity requires reconsider-
ing the worldview’s tenability.

Visual Decision Tree

START: You’ve read the argument
↓

Q1: Is the logic valid?

Yes → Go to Q2 No → Identify specific error

(burden of proof on you)
↓

Q2: Are the axioms true?

Yes → Go to Q3 No → Identify which axiom is false

and provide justified alternative

(burden of proof on you)
↓

Q3: Accept the conclusion?

Yes → Go to Q4 No → Explain how valid logic +

true premises → false conclusion

(logically impossible)
↓
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Q4: What will you do?

Option A: Abandon eternal punishment

→ Adopt universalism, annihilationism, or agnostic eschatology

→ Maintain coherent theology

→ Intellectually consistent

Option B: Abandon coherent theology

→ Embrace fideism (faith against reason)

→ Accept systematic incoherence

→ Intellectually costly

Option C: Abandon neither (cognitive dissonance)

→ Affirm both EP and coherent theology despite proven incompatibility

→ Suppress or compartmentalize the demonstrated problems

→ Intellectually dishonest

The Implications of Each Path

Path A: Abandon Eternal Punishment
• Theological revision required: Adopt alternative eschatology (universalism most

coherent, annihilationism intermediate, agnostic position also viable)
• Benefits:

– Maintains logical coherence
– Preserves intelligible divine attributes
– Makes worship, prayer, ethics coherent
– Removes psychological harm of hell doctrine
– Allows honest intellectual engagement

• Costs:
– Breaks with orthodox tradition
– May face social consequences in conservative communities
– Requires rethinking biblical interpretation
– Identity shift (if EP was central to your theology)

• Assessment: This is the intellectually honest response to demonstrated incoher-
ence
Path B: Abandon Coherent Theology

• Theological position: Fideism—faith despite or against reason
• What this means:

– Accepting that core Christian doctrines are logically incoherent
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– Maintaining belief through non-rational commitment
– Retreating to mystery when pressed
– Valuing tradition/faith over logical consistency

• Problems:
– Makes Christianity unfalsifiable (can explain away anything)
– Destroys apologetic arguments (which rely on reason)
– Selective application (use reason when convenient)
– Cannot distinguish true from false religion (all can appeal to mystery)
– Intellectually unsatisfying

• Assessment: Preserves tradition at cost of rationality—a Pyrrhic victory
Path C: Maintain Both (Cognitive Dissonance)
• What this involves:

– Affirming both EP and intelligible divine attributes
– Ignoring or compartmentalizing the demonstrated incompatibility
– Perhaps avoiding further engagement with the argument
– Continuing as if the problems don’t exist

• Psychological mechanisms:
– Compartmentalization: Keep contradictory beliefs separate mentally
– Rationalization: Generate ad hoc explanations without examining them crit-

ically
– Avoidance: Don’t think too deeply about the problems
– Social reinforcement: Surround yourself with others who maintain same po-

sition
• Problems:

– Intellectually dishonest (knowingly maintaining incoherence)
– Psychologically unstable (cognitive dissonance creates stress)
– Prevents genuine inquiry (must avoid questions that expose contradictions)
– Models intellectual vice rather than virtue

• Assessment: This is neither faithful (requires suppressing honest doubts) nor
rational (maintains demonstrated contradictions)

Distinguishing Honest Inquiry from Rationalization

What distinguishes intellectually honest inquirers from rationalizers is how they
respond to this matrix:



330 Chapter 19. Conclusion: The Verdict and Beyond

Honest Inquirer Rationalizer

Follows logic where it leads Seeks ways to avoid uncomfortable conclusions

Revises beliefs when shown incoherent Defends beliefs despite demonstrated problems

Proportions confidence to evidence Maintains certainty regardless of evidence

Admits “I don’t know” when appropriate Claims certainty while appealing to mystery

Changes mind when convinced Finds ad hoc reasons to reject valid arguments

Values truth over comfort Values comfort over truth

Examines own reasoning for bias Projects bias onto critics

Engages with strongest objections Attacks weakest strawmen

Grateful for correction Defensive when challenged

Follows evidence Starts with conclusion

Which category describes your response?This is not merely an intellectual ques-
tion—it reveals your fundamental relationship to truth. Your response to this deci-
sion matrix will define whether you are:
• A seeker of truth (following reason even to uncomfortable places)
• A defender of tradition (maintaining beliefs regardless of logical coherence)
• An honest doubter (admitting uncertainty and continuing to investigate)
• A willful rationalizer (suppressing knowledge of incoherence)

No one else can make this choice for you. But the choice you make will be evident
in your subsequent actions and arguments.

The Question That Reveals Everything

One question exposes whether someone is reasoning honestly or rationalizing:

"What evidence or argument would convince you that eternal

punishment is incoherent?"

The honest inquirer can articulate what would change their mind: “If it were
shown that divine attributes logically contradict EP, and that no coherent reconcili-
ation exists, I would revise my position.” The rationalizer either:
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• Refuses to answer (revealing unfalsifiable commitment)
• Sets impossible standards (“God Himself would have to tell me”)
• Moves goalposts (“That wouldn’t be enough because...”)
• Becomes defensive (“Why are you attacking my faith?”)

This work has provided exactly what the honest inquirer requested: formal demon-
stration that divine attributes logically contradict EP, with proof that no coherent
reconciliation exists. The question now is: Were you honest when you said that
would convince you? Or was your stated criterion merely a rhetorical move, never
intended to be taken seriously? Your response to this book reveals the answer.
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Decision Point Implication

STEP 1: Is the argument’s logic valid?
Yes Proceed to Step 2

No You must identify the specific logical error (bur-
den of proof rests with you—formal refutation
required, not mere assertion)

Unsure Study formal logic, then return to Step 1

STEP 2: Are the axioms true?
Yes Proceed to Step 3

No You must identify which specific axiom is false
and provide justified alternative (burden of
proof rests with you)

Some axioms uncertain Focus on those axioms; if uncertain about core
axioms (A1-A6), cannot rationally maintain EP
with confidence

STEP 3: Given valid logic and true premises, do you accept the conclusion?
Yes Proceed to Step 4

No Explain how valid logic applied to true premises
can yield false conclusion (this is logically im-
possible—modus ponens is valid)

STEP 4: What will you do about the conclusion?
Abandon EP Adopt annihilationism, universalism, or agnos-

tic position on eschatology (intellectually consis-
tent)

Abandon coherent theology Embrace fideism (faith against reason) and
accept systematic incoherence (intellectually
costly)

Abandon neither Continue in cognitive dissonance—affirming
both EP and coherent theology despite proven
incompatibility (intellectually unstable and dis-
honest)

There are no other options. The logical space has been exhaustively mapped.
The choice is forced.
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Distinguishing Honest Inquiry from Rationalization

What distinguishes intellectually honest inquirers from rationalizers is how they
respond to this matrix:

Honest Inquirer Rationalizer

Follows logic where it leads Seeks ways to avoid uncomfortable conclusions

Revises beliefs when shown incoherent Defends beliefs despite demonstrated problems

Proportions confidence to evidence Maintains certainty regardless of evidence

Admits "I don’t know" when appropriate Claims certainty while appealing to mystery

Changes mind when convinced Finds ad hoc reasons to reject valid arguments

Values truth over comfort Values comfort over truth

Examines own reasoning for bias Projects bias onto critics

Which will you be?
This is not merely an intellectual question—it reveals your fundamental relation-

ship to truth. Your response to this decision matrix will define whether you are:
• A seeker of truth (following reason even to uncomfortable places)
• A defender of tradition (maintaining beliefs regardless of logical coherence)
• An honest doubter (admitting uncertainty and continuing to investigate)
• A willful rationalizer (suppressing knowledge of incoherence)

No one else can make this choice for you. But the choice you make will be evi-
dent in your subsequent actions and arguments.

19.6.3 The Final Question

This work confronts every reader with an unavoidable question:

What do you value more:

— Intellectual integrity or theological tradition?

— Rational coherence or comfortable belief?

— Honest inquiry or predetermined conclusions?

The answer you give—not in words but in how you proceed from here—reveals
what you truly value.
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19.7 An Invitation to Intellectual Courage

Changing deeply held beliefs requires extraordinary courage. It means:
• Admitting you were wrong (humility)
• Facing social consequences (isolation from religious community)
• Reconstructing identity (who am I without this belief?)
• Living with uncertainty (no guaranteed answers)
• Accepting mortality (possibly no afterlife)

This is genuinely difficult.
But courage is not absence of fear—it is acting rightly despite fear.
And the reward for intellectual courage is profound:

• Authenticity: Living in alignment with your actual beliefs
• Integrity: Belief system that is rationally defensible
• Freedom: Liberation from fear-based motivation (hell)
• Honesty: Can express doubts and questions openly
• Growth: Critical thinking becomes asset, not threat
• Peace: No more cognitive dissonance

19.8 A Personal Word

19.8.1 To Those Still Believing

I understand the cost of questioning. I understand what’s at stake—community,
identity, meaning, hope for eternity.

But I ask you to value truth above comfort. This work has demonstrated that
orthodox Christianity is logically incoherent at its core. You can:
• Acknowledge this and respond with intellectual honesty, or
• Suppress the doubts and maintain the incoherence

One path leads to authenticity. The other leads to self-deception.
The choice is yours.

19.8.2 To Those Doubting

Your doubt is not failure—it is intellectual honesty. Your questions are not attacks
on God—they are legitimate inquiries about incoherent doctrines.
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You are not alone. Countless thoughtful people have walked this path. Many
have found that life beyond orthodox Christianity is not only possible but deeply
fulfilling.

Trust your rational faculties. Follow the evidence. Be patient with yourself.

19.8.3 To Those Who Have Left

You made the courageous choice. You valued truth over comfort, integrity over
conformity.

Now build a meaningful life on honest foundations. Show that human flourish-
ing doesn’t require supernaturalism. Model intellectual virtue for those still strug-
gling.

Your example matters.

19.9 The Ultimate Verdict

We began investigating one doctrine: eternal punishment. We discovered it was
incoherent.

We examined the defenses. We found them self-refuting.
We traced the epistemological collapse. We saw it spread through the entire

system.
We looked at other doctrines. We found the same pattern everywhere.
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The Final Conclusion:
Orthodox Christianity is systematically incoherent across its core doctrines.
The transcendence defense used to protect these doctrines is intellectually

bankrupt.
Maintaining belief in the face of demonstrated incoherence requires sacrific-

ing intellectual integrity.

For those who value truth, for those who prize coherence, for those who
refuse to suppress honest inquiry:

Orthodox Christianity cannot be rationally maintained.

The question is not whether the problems exist—they demonstrably do.
The question is what you will do about it.

Will you have the courage to follow reason where it leads?

The argument is complete.
The verdict is rendered.
The invitation stands.

Q.E.D.

■

For those who refuse to abandon reason

Finis



Epilogue: What Comes Next

This work represents the culmination of rigorous analysis, but it is not the end—it
is a beginning.

For the Reader

If this argument has convinced you, the work is just starting:
• Study the alternatives: Read deeply on annihilationism and universalism
• Engage primary sources: Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, contemporary scholars
• Join conversations: Find communities wrestling with these questions
• Share thoughtfully: Help others on this journey without being preachy
• Live the implications: Let your revised theology shape your life

For the Scholar

If you work in theology or philosophy:
• Respond academically: Publish formal responses, engage the argument
• Develop constructively: Build robust alternatives to eternal torment
• Teach honestly: Present these issues to students fairly
• Research historically: Uncover forgotten alternative traditions
• Write accessibly: Make these arguments available beyond academia

For the Church

If you represent institutional Christianity:
• Create space: Allow these conversations in your communities
• Revise carefully: Update teachings where necessary
• Heal pastorally: Care for those traumatized by eternal torment doctrine
• Lead courageously: Show what faithful revision looks like
• Remain humble: Acknowledge we’ve been wrong before and can be again

337
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The Hope

My hope is that this work contributes to:

1. More coherent theology: Christian doctrine that makes rational sense

2. Less traumatized believers: People freed from psychologically harmful teach-
ing

3. More honest conversation: Space for genuine doubt and revision

4. Better understanding of God: A vision of divine love that is truly loving

5. Renewed Christianity: A faith that can retain thoughtful adherents

6. Greater glory to God: Worship based on truth rather than fear

The Final Word

Whether you agree with every conclusion or not, I hope this work has demonstrated
one thing conclusively:

Christian theology can be—must be—subjected to rigorous rational analysis.

Faith and reason are not enemies but partners in the pursuit of truth.

When reason reveals incoherence, faithful response is revision, not retreat.

And eternal punishment, by any rational standard, cannot stand.

May this work serve the cause of truth, the health of the Church, and the glory
of a God whose love is truly love, whose patience is truly patient, and whose justice
is truly just.

Soli Deo Gloria
—if God values truth
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Index of Key Terms

Affirmation The meaningful assertion of a theological claim; requires intelligi-
bility of the concept being affirmed. To affirm “God is X” requires knowing
what X means sufficiently to make the claim contentful.

Analogia Entis Latin for “analogy of being”; Thomistic doctrine that divine and
human attributes are related analogically.

Annihilationism The view that the unsaved are punished for a time, then cease to
exist; also called conditional immortality.

Apophatic Theology Negative theology emphasizing what God is not rather than
what God is.

Cascade Effect The systematic spread of epistemological collapse through depen-
dent theological components.

Coherence Logical consistency; absence of contradictions within a system.

Core Feature An essential characteristic of a concept; removal changes the con-
cept’s identity.

Divine Attributes Properties traditionally ascribed to God: love, patience, justice,
mercy, goodness, holiness, omnipotence.

Divine Simplicity The doctrine that God is not composed of parts; all divine at-
tributes are identical with the divine essence.

Equivocation Using the same term with different meanings while treating it as if
it has one consistent meaning.

Eternal Punishment The doctrine that some humans will experience conscious
torment of infinite duration.

Horn (of a dilemma) One alternative in a forced choice between two options.
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Imago Dei Latin for “image of God”; the doctrine that humans are created in God’s
image.

Intelligibility The property of being comprehensible to human understanding.

Modus Ponens Logical rule: If P then Q; P; therefore Q.

Modus Tollens Logical rule: If P then Q; not Q; therefore not P.

Natural Theology Reasoning about God from creation and human experience
rather than revelation.

Performative Contradiction Using the very standards one is denying; for exam-
ple, using reason to argue that reason cannot evaluate divine attributes. Self-
refuting behavior where the act of making a claim undermines the claim it-
self.

Proportionality The principle that punishment should match the severity of the
offense.

Reductio ad Absurdum Proof method: assume the opposite and derive a contra-
diction.

Resemblance Sharing sufficient features to ground meaning; necessary for intelli-
gibility.

Theosis Greek Orthodox doctrine: union with God as the goal of human existence.

Transcendence In the problematic sense: divine attributes being so unlike human
concepts that they share no relevant features.

Univocal Having exactly the same meaning when applied to different subjects.

Universalism The view that all humans will eventually be reconciled to God and
saved.



Glossary of Symbols

A(x) “x can be meaningfully affirmed in theology.”

C(x, y) “x is compatible with y.”

Coherent(x) “x is logically coherent.”

Core(C, f ) “Feature f is core to concept C.”

Da Divine attribute (love, patience, justice, mercy, goodness).

Depends(c1, c2) “Component c1 depends on component c2.”

EP Eternal punishment for finite offenses.

∃ Existential quantifier: “there exists.”

∀ Universal quantifier: “for all.”

Ha Corresponding human concept.

I(x) “x is intelligible to humans.”

J(p, o) “Punishment p is just for offense o.”

K(s, x) “Subject s understands x.”

L(x, y) “x loves y.”

∧ Logical conjunction: “and.”

↔ Biconditional: “if and only if.”

∨ Logical disjunction: “or.”

M(x) “The magnitude or measure of x.”

¬ Logical negation: “not.”

P(x, y, t) “x pursues reconciliation with y at time t.”

Pa(x) “x is patient.”

∝ “Proportional to.”
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R(x, y) “x resembles y sufficiently for intelligibility.”

→ Material conditional: “if. . . then. . . ”

S(x, y, t) “x is separated from y at time t.”

T(x) “x transcends human understanding.”

T Theological system.

U(s, x) “Subject s understands x sufficiently.”

∞ Infinity.

■ End of proof (Q.E.D.).
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On Universalism
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• Gregory of Nyssa. On the Soul and the Resurrection. Patristic universalism.
• Isaac the Syrian. Ascetical Homilies. Eastern mystical universalism.

Contemporary:
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theory.
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