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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines a problem regarding the separation of post-mortem persons into ‘heaven’ 

and ‘hell’, taken to mean two eternal and inescapable eschatological destinations for human 

persons: the former being an ultimate satisfaction of sorts, the latter being characterized by 

eternal misery. The question that is contemplated is whether the saved in heaven can experience 

their heavenly existence as genuinely blissful, whilst at the same time being aware of the 

sufferings of the lost – especially if the lost consists of one or more persons whom they love 

dearly, such as a close family member. Arguments given by Christian philosophers Thomas 

Talbott and William Lane Craig are analysed in order to establish whether the problem, referred 

to as ‘the problem of eschatological separation’, gives us reason to abandon the idea of an 

eternal hell and opt, instead, to endorse the doctrine of universal reconciliation. Talbott makes 

the claim that an eternal hell, considering the problem of eschatological separation, is a logical 

impossibility. Craig, on the other hand, puts forth two objections that he believes proves that 

hell is a logical possibility. Both of Craig’s objections are shown to be unsound, and the problem 

of eschatological separation is thus considered to be sufficient reason for rejecting the 

possibility of an eternal hell. 

 

KEYWORDS: universalism, eschatology, heaven, hell, Talbott, Craig, universal 

reconciliation, free will, salvation.  
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‘Who, that loves his brother, would not, upheld by the love of Christ, and with a dim hope that 

in the far-off time there might be some help for him, arise from the company of the blessed, and 

walk down into the dismal regions of despair, to sit with the last, the only unredeemed, the 

Judas of his race, and be himself more blessed in the pains of hell, than in the glories of heaven? 

Who, in the midst of the golden harps and the white wings, knowing that one of his kind, one 

miserable brother in the old-world-time when men were taught to love their neighbour as 

themselves, was howling unheeded far below in the vaults of the creation, who, I say, would not 

feel that he must arise, that he had no choice, that, awful as it was, he must gird his loins, and 

go down into the smoke and the darkness and the fire, travelling the weary and fearful road 

into the far country to find his brother?--who, I mean, that had the mind of Christ, that had the 

love of the Father?’ 

 

- George MacDonald
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

The soteriological problem of evil (what could perhaps also be called ‘the problem of hell’) is an 

issue that is having something of a renaissance in contemporary philosophy of religion, as 

exemplified by the works of, among others, Thomas Talbott. Whereas the classical ‘problem of 

evil’ faces us with the task of explaining how an omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent God 

could possibly allow the apparent evils that we see in the world, the soteriological problem of evil 

(as indicated by the name) concerns the purportedly evil reality of some people (that is, 

unrepentant sinners) suffering an eternal punishment and/or separation from God in hell.1 Simply 

stated, the question posited is whether an all-loving, all-powerful God could justifiably, and hence 

logically, send any person/s to, or destine them to, a final state of everlasting torment (or any 

comparably miserable fate). As one might fathom, there exist many different conceptions of 

heaven and hell ranging over multiple theological systems. I find no reason to ponder over these 

differing viewpoints but will instead, for the purpose of this thesis, adopt what I consider to be the 

commonly accepted outlines of traditional (perhaps ‘traditional’ mostly in an Augustinian sense) 

Christian eschatology; that every created person will meet one of two ultimate ends, one being an 

ultimate satisfaction of sorts (heaven), the other being characterized by eternal misery (hell). This 

‘double outcome’ also lays the ground for an additional stipulative definition, that of ‘lost person’ 

and ‘saved person’: the former is a person who is destined for eternal misery; the latter destined 

for eternal bliss.2 

The soteriological problem of evil can further be divided into multiple different types of 

arguments, all of which I will naturally not be able to deliberate in this fairly short thesis. I have 

chosen to focus on the specific problem of the eschatological separation of deceased persons into 

‘heaven’ and ‘hell’ and the relation between these people, a problem which can be summarized 

with the question; ‘Can the saved be happy in heaven, knowing about the sufferings of the lost in 

hell?’. It would seem that if the saved stop loving the lost, they are not good - and if they keep 

loving them, then they cannot be happy, knowing their fate. I will call this problem the problem 

 
1 I draw here from David Basinger’s introduction to his paper ‘Divine Omniscience and the Soteriological Problem 

of Evil: Is the Type of Knowledge God Possesses Relevant?’ (Religious Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1, 1992, p. 1). 
2 ‘Destined’ is used here in the sense that it is the by God foreknown result of a person’s free will, in accordance 

with Molinism. 
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of eschatological separation (henceforth referred to as PES). There is a clear divide between those 

philosophers who attempt to explain away this alleged problem with some sort of theodicy, and 

those who use it instead to advance the case for Christian universalism,3 and it is the main intention 

of this thesis to see how much merit, if any, the universalist solution holds. 

 

1.2 PURPOSE 

The purpose of this thesis is to put forth and expand upon the problem of eschatological separation 

in light of an exchange that occurred between philosophers William Lane Craig and Thomas 

Talbott in a couple of articles published between 1989 and 1994. Borrowing from Talbott, the 

question at hand is whether PES is successful in contradicting what Talbott calls ‘the Damnation 

Thesis’ (DT): 

(DT) There exists at least one sinner S such that S will never be reconciled to God and thus 

never be saved.4 

Talbott holds that such is the case, whereas Craig refutes that PES renders (DT) impossible. I will 

see how plausible or cogent their respective positions are by way of identifying certain 

presumptions and performing an argumentation analysis. On the basis of this analysis, I will 

conclude whether or not the universalist position on PES provides a better alternative than those 

resting upon a belief in an eternal hell, and hence if the problem can be used as a reason for 

affirming the doctrine of universal reconciliation.  

 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 

● Does the problem of eschatological separation give reason to adopt the doctrine of 

universal reconciliation? 

 
3
 I use the term ‘Christian universalism’ (and later ‘universal reconciliation’) to mean the belief that all will, 

through Christ, in one way or another ultimately be reconciled with God. This doctrine may or may not involve a 

belief in a temporary condition akin to hell, and should not be confused with the more broad universalist belief that 

all people will be saved unconditionally (that is, without regard for the specific eschatological and/or soteriological 

teachings of traditional Christianity).  
4 Talbott, Thomas. ‘Craig on the Possibility of Eternal Damnation’, Religious Studies, Vol. 28, No. 4, 1992, p. 495. 
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A few words should be said about what I mean by ‘give reason’. Talbott himself makes the case 

that (DT) is a logical impossibility,5 given the conjunction of God’s necessary existence and the 

necessity of God preventing anyone from choosing eternal damnation.6 This stern thesis is, apart 

from being supported by PES, also dependent upon other arguments provided by Talbott in his 

writings. This thesis will only be exploring the explicit usage of the problem of eschatological 

separation as an argument in favour of universal reconciliation, and I realize that this will limit my 

capacity for assessing Talbott’s case as a whole. This should be taken into account when weighing 

the thrust of PES, and I will, therefore, accept lesser than logically forcing reasons for rejecting 

(DT), even though I stay open to the possibility that PES will show (DT) to be logically impossible. 

I will, in other words, accept the shown improbability of (DT) in light of PES as good reason, 

albeit not logically forcing reason, for accepting the doctrine of universal reconciliation, whilst at 

the same time staying open to the possibility that PES indeed renders (DT) logically impossible. 

 

1.4 DELIMITATIONS 

The problem of hell is a problem that is perhaps as old as Christianity itself, and it has been 

preoccupying experts as well as laymen of more or less all theological fields and perspectives 

throughout history. Given the gravity of this issue, combined with the quite modest size of this 

thesis, many delimitations have been made in order to make the research task a feasible one.  

To begin with, even though some sporadic referencing to the Bible occurs throughout this 

thesis, issues of an exegetical nature have been purposely avoided. This is not to say that the 

exegetical side of the universalist debate is insignificant - quite the contrary. It is precisely because 

the biblical side of this debate is so far extending that I could not possibly do it justice (not to 

mention the fact that I lack in both exegetical knowledge and skill).  

Having demarcated the issue to the philosophical arena, then, I have chosen to focus on the 

specific philosophical problem of eschatological separation. I have two main reasons for doing so: 

firstly, the problem of eschatological separation is one of the smaller ‘problems of hell’ that is 

being discussed in contemporary philosophy of religion, making it a good fit for an thesis this size, 

and secondly, it is one of the least discussed issues, making it an interesting and important subject 

to research. The lesser academic interest for this question has also contributed to my choice of 

 
5 A logical impossibility, that is, something that is apriori impossible/impossible in all possible worlds. 
6 Talbott, Thomas. ‘Providence, Freedom, and Human Destiny’, Religious Studies, Vol. 26, No. 2, 1990, pp. 227-

228. 
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material, since there simply does not exist much present day material to work with (and it should 

be noted that the material I do work with is, at the time that I am writing this, up to 30 years old). 

That is not to say that my material is lacking in any way, for both Talbott and Craig are highly 

esteemed and influential voices in the field of philosophy of religion, and their work is still 

amongst the most developed done on the topic. 

Even though the problem of eschatological separation is one of the smaller issues in the broader 

debate of universal reconciliation, it is still big enough to merit further delimitation. I have chosen 

to focus on an influential version of ‘the Free Will Defense’ against PES, presented by William 

Lane Craig. Apart from the Free Will Defense there exist, for example, both Calvinist and Thomist 

answers to PES (examples of this will be given later on when discussing previous research). The 

reason why I have chosen to exclude these perspectives is partly a matter of reasonable scope but, 

perhaps more importantly, I find their reasoning and theological assumptions to be much less 

compelling than that of the Free Will Defense.7 And that is not to mention the fact that the Free 

Will Defense is, to my best knowledge, currently the most popular option amongst Christians 

when facing the problem of hell (as well as the broader ‘problem of evil’). Consequently, if I can 

show that the best available free will critique of PES is untenable, then I have made the case for 

Christian universalism all that much stronger. 

On the universalist side my delimitations have more to do with the lack of material, since 

outspoken Christian universalist philosophers are hard to come by. But, as I stated earlier, the 

material that is available is, fortunately, far from lacking in quality. 

 

1.5 METHOD AND THEORY 

The research question of this thesis is notably stark - it is a yes or no question, regarding a rather 

rigorous exchange between two deeply analytic-philosophical thinkers. Given this meticulous 

nature, the method used should arguably be one that can deliver more or less equivalently precise 

results. For these reasons, I find it suitable to deploy an argumentative analysis, resting upon 

examining the plausibility of individual premises as well as confirming or dismissing the logical 

validity of made deductions. What is meant by this is that any given argument (say that one asserts 

the following: fact P implies Q, P is true, and therefore Q is true) will be analysed both by 

 
7 Take, for example, Aquinas’s contention that ‘the blessed [saved] will rejoice in the punishment of the wicked 

[lost]’ (Summa Theologiae, Suppl., q. 94, a. 3, s. c.). I wager that most Christians would find such an explanation 

unappealing, to say the least. 
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examining whether the premises are plausible (is it plausible, for example, that P is true?) and 

whether the conclusion follows from the premises (if P implies Q, and P is true, does that 

necessarily entail that Q is true?). In this specific example, the logic happens to be valid (the 

conclusion follows logically from the premises via modus ponens), but the premises might 

nevertheless be implausible or even false. If I could show, for example, that P is in fact false, then 

the argument would prove unsound, even though logically valid. What it means for an argument 

to be ‘unsound’ is thus that one or more of the premises are false. An example of an argument that 

is valid, but not sound, could be:  

(P1) The Earth is flat. 

(P2) If the Earth is flat, then the Earth tastes like pizza  

Therefore; 

(C) The Earth tastes like pizza. 

This deduction is valid, because if the premises, (P1) and (P2), are true, then the conclusion, (C), 

necessarily follows; but the argument is quite unsound, because we know that the Earth is not flat 

- and even if it were, it still would not entail that it tastes like pizza.  

This, in short, is the type of analysis that will be employed in this thesis, although not always 

in this clear-cut fashion. To be clear, most of my analysis will have to do with the soundness of 

arguments and/or objections given by Talbott and Craig, since their philosophical training rarely 

leads them into making invalid deductions. 

Specifically, I will first and foremost ‘lay the groundwork’ by giving a descriptive summary of 

both Talbott’s and Craig’s positions as well as their main arguments, restating their original 

premises and statements as well as formalizing certain parts myself. I will be discussing the 

soundness of these arguments and their presuppositions in-depth in separate chapters, focusing 

especially on questions regarding the nature of happiness, knowledge, conceptions of God, and 

personal identity. In cases where I find the reasoning of Talbott or Craig unconvincing, I will 

formulate my own objections based on my analysis. 

I will also try and identify any tacit assumptions in Talbott’s and Craig's respective 

argumentation. By making these assumptions explicit, I hope to achieve two things: to make any 

logical flaws apparent so as to improve upon or discard any given argument, as well as find hidden 

points of conflict that can be used in my overall assessment of the dispute. I might also add that 
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certain explicit assumptions over which there is no controversy, but that are nonetheless worthy 

of mention, will be included in section 1.7. 

In my own evaluation of each individual argument/presupposition (in relation to the 

aforementioned concepts), I will employ the same type of rigorous argumentation analysis and 

sensitivity to logical soundness that is exemplified in my material. My reasoning is partly, as I 

have mentioned, that my research question requires no less but, moreover, I find it suitable given 

the nature of my material; both Talbott and Craig are analytical thinkers. The analytical tradition 

is known for its rigorous demeanour, focusing on disarming the interlocutor by precise deductive 

argumentation.8 Surely there exist disadvantages to the analytical way of exercising philosophy in 

certain situations,9 but given the nature of my material as well as my research question I conclude 

that such disadvantages are greatly outweighed by the advantages. I am also quite unconvinced by 

the broader critiques brought against analytic philosophy of religion, commonly claiming it to be 

dubious and inappropriate in its treatment of religious statements as ‘truth claims’. Philosopher 

Dan Johan Eklund successfully, I believe, refutes this sort of reasoning, showing it to largely be 

based upon a secular bias against the validity and desirability of religion in itself.10 If one can 

express philosophically adequate reasons for believing, for example, that God exists (which I 

happen to believe is entirely possible), then one is perfectly justified in examining the logical 

consequences of such a fact - it matters not, especially when it comes to analytic philosophy, that 

such a claim (i.e. ‘God exists’) is not religiously neutral. As long as I give good reasons in support 

of my claims, I will not discriminate against propositions of religious value simply because they 

are religious. That, if anything, would contradict philosophical ideals of independent thinking.  

In other words, this thesis will unapologetically treat religious eschatologies as expressing 

genuine truth claims about the world we live in. Certain parts of my analysis will only be 

applicable to Christianity, whereas others might be applicable to other religions as well (such as, 

for example, Islam, with whom Christianity shares the idea of an eschatological separation of 

persons). In my analysis of these truth claims I will observe the analytical virtues of persuasive 

reasoning and accuracy that are clearly employed by both Talbott and Craig. 

In addition to the more formal argumentative analysis that will be exercised in this thesis, there 

are certain matters in which I will be forced to rely on my own intuitions in order to make any 

 
8 Eklund, Dan-Johan. ‘Analytisk religionsfilosofi och dess kritiker’. In: Stenmark, Mikael et al. (ed.): Filosofiska 

metoder i praktiken. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 2018, p. 207. 
9 An example of this would be the employment of formal logic into matters of small argumentative ambition, such 

as existentialist literature. 
10 Eklund, op. cit., p. 211. 
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judgment about the reasonability of Talbott’s and Craig’s views. In these cases I will try, as clearly 

as I can, to mediate what my intuitions stem from. 

As pertains to theory, the argumentative analysis conducted in this thesis will primarily revolve, 

as I have mentioned, around questions regarding the nature of happiness, knowledge, conceptions 

of God, and personal identity. The reason for this is that these four concepts are what I mean to be 

some of the main points of conflict between Talbott and Craig, all of them being employed either 

explicitly or tacitly in their respective arguments and objections. Happiness and knowledge are 

thoroughly discussed in the material by both Talbott and Craig, whereas conceptions of God and 

personal identity are what I mean to be important yet mostly unexplored concepts in their 

reasoning. Springing from these four concepts my analysis will answer four separate analysis 

questions, questions which will lay the foundation for assessing the reasonability of accepting or 

rejecting (DT) as a result of PES: 

1. Which view of supremely worthwhile happiness is tacitly or explicitly endorsed by Talbott 

and Craig?  

2. Which view of the implications and importance of knowledge is tacitly or explicitly 

endorsed by Talbott and Craig?  

3. Which conception of God is tacitly or explicitly endorsed by Talbott and Craig?  

4. How well does their respective reasoning harmonize with the preservation of personal 

identity?  

And, as applies to question 1 through 3; is it (the view) plausible? 

The specific theories that I will make use of (for example theories on God’s nature or the nature 

of personal identity) will be expanded upon in the course of my analysis, as they are difficult to 

distil from the arguments in which I use them. It will also become evident that question (1), (2) 

and (4) are to a large degree interrelated.  

 

1.6 PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

As I have stated earlier, the problem of hell is a multifaceted problem. One side of the debate 

(which is perhaps most clearly cut off from this thesis) is the question of biblical exegesis – does 

the Bible confirm or disprove universal reconciliation? Talbott has himself made large 

contributions to this debate – in his book The Inescapable Love of God he argues, for example, 
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that Pauline theology is universalist at its core.11 On the other side of the debate, biblical scholar 

I. Howard Marshall takes Talbott’s case to largely be based upon ‘unconvincing reinterpretation’, 

claiming it to contradict scholarly consensus.12 Some common points of conflict between 

universalist and non-universalist exegetes overall are, for example, the true meaning of aiónios in 

Matt 25:31-46 (that is, whether it should be interpreted as ‘age-enduring’ or ‘never-ending’), 

whether the New Testament teaches corrective or retributive punishment, as well as the proper 

understanding of certain seemingly universalist passages in the Bible (one of the most outstanding 

being 1 Cor 15:22; ‘For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive’ (NIV, my 

emphasis)).13  

Another quite unrelated yet interesting part of the debate is that concerning universalism in the 

Christian tradition – is it contrary to tradition, even heretical? A worthy mention is historian Ilaria 

Ramelli’s book The Christian Doctrine of Apokatastasis: A Critical Assessment from the New 

Testament to Eriugena, notable for its excellent exposition of universalism amongst the early 

church fathers.14 

When it comes to the philosophical part of the debate there exist, as I have mentioned, 

alternative responses to the problem of eschatological separation. One such alternative response 

is given by philosopher Jerry Walls. His objection is brought up later on in section 2.2, and is 

basically the insistence that being content with the sufferings of the lost is possible for God, and 

should thus be possible for the saved also, as they can ‘ … share God’s perspective and 

consequently share God’s perfect happiness’.15 Apart from Walls’s objection, which is still a form 

of the Free Will Defense (much like Craig’s objections), there exist mainly two sorts of answers 

to PES; Thomist and Calvinist. An obvious example of the former is, of course, Thomas Aquinas 

himself, stating that ‘the blessed [saved] will rejoice in the punishment of the wicked [lost]’.16 

According to Aquinas, this is not to say that the saved take some sort of sadist pleasure in the 

literal sufferings of the lost, but rather that they rejoice in the justice as well as the mercy from 

God towards themselves that such suffering display. On the Calvinist side we have, for example, 

 
11 Talbott, Thomas. The Inescapable Love of God (Second Edition). Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014, p. 49. 
12 Marshall, Howard I. ‘The New Testament Does Not Teach Universal Salvation’. In: Parry, Robin A., Partridge, 

Christopher H (ed.): Universal Salvation? The Current Debate. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Co, 2004, pp. 72-74. 
13 For further examples, see: 2 Pet 3:9; 1 Tim 2:3-6; 1 Joh 2:2; 1 Tim 4:10; Rom 11:32. 
14 Ramelli, Ilaria. The Christian Doctrine of Apokatastasis: A Critical Assessment from the New Testament to 

Eriugena. Leyden: Brill, 2013. 
15 Walls, Jerry L. Hell: The Logic of Damnation. Notre Dame, IN: The University of Notre Dame Press, 1992, p. 

110. 
16 Summa Theologiae, loc. cit. 
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theologian Daniel Strange, who claims (similar to Aquinas) that the saved will rejoice in the 

sufferings of the lost as it displays God’s grand justice and holiness.17 

Another important work to bring up is philosopher Eric Reitan’s article ‘Eternal Damnation 

and Blessed Ignorance’.18 In it, Reitan analyses the arguments for and against PES as a case for 

Christian universalism by assessing the universalist arguments made by Friedrich Schleiermacher 

and Thomas Talbott, and the counter-universalist arguments made by Jerry Walls and William 

Lane Craig. The assessment of the debate between Talbott and Craig is very similar to (if not the 

very same as) the purpose of this thesis, but I argue that this thesis successfully avoids mimicking 

Reitan’s contributions by undertaking original analysis questions as well as recycling and 

expanding upon his conclusions. For example, Reitan’s main contribution to the debate is his 

conclusion that (2) contradicts the free will of the saved. I will expand upon and give my own take 

on this argument as it is. Furthermore, I will go beyond Reitan in employing the question of free 

will in my critique of (3), making a unique contribution to the debate. Apart from the matter of 

free will, I have purposely focused on issues which to my best knowledge have yet not been 

explored in the debate over PES. 

Lastly, it should be mentioned that not all that are opposed to Christian universalism are 

necessarily ‘hell-believers’. Another option that has flourished as of late is that of Annihilationism 

(sometimes called Christian/evangelical conditionalism). This is the view that we humans are 

naturally mortal (rather than naturally immortal), and that the gift of eternal life is only given to 

those who confess a belief in Jesus Christ. In other words, the lost are to be ‘annihilated’ rather 

than go to hell. This doctrine opens up a whole new range of questions for the universalist debate, 

and is an interesting alternative to the traditional doctrines of hell. For an overview of the 

contemporary case for Annihilationism, the book Rethinking Hell: Readings in Evangelical 

Conditionalism is a suitable resource.19 

 

1.7 MOLINISM AS A BASIC ASSUMPTION 

The argument from soteriological separation (as well as many other universalist arguments put 

forth by Thomas Talbott and others) is in many ways related to the question of divine 

 
17 Strange, Daniel. ‘A Calvinist Response to Talbott’s Universalism’. In: Parry, Robin A., Partridge, Christopher H 

(ed.): Universal Salvation? The Current Debate, p. 164-165. 
18 Reitan, Eric. ‘Eternal Damnation and Blessed Ignorance: Is the Damnation of Some Incompatible with the 

Salvation of Any?’, Religious Studies, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2002, pp. 429-450. 
19 Anderson, Joshua W., Date, Christopher M., Stump, Gregory G. (ed.). Rethinking Hell: Readings in Evangelical 

Conditionalism. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014. 
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foreknowledge. Since Talbott’s argument is originally stated as a response to William Lane Craig's 

Molinist defense of (DT),20 I find it quite fitting to say something of what Molinism as a 

philosophical position entails. Now, since Talbott and Craig are the main focal points of this thesis, 

and Talbott presupposes Craigs Molinist standpoints in his responses, it seems proper to adopt 

Craig’s own understanding of Molinism. As it happens, Craig briefly explains the main concepts 

of Molinism in the very article responded to by Talbott, and I will be drawing from his explanation 

in this summary.21 

Molinism is a philosophical theory regarding divine knowledge, originally formulated by 

Spanish Jesuit Luis Molina (1535-1600). The main characteristic of Molinism is the separation of 

divine knowledge into three categories (or logical moments).22 The first of these three is God’s 

natural knowledge. By His natural knowledge, God knows every possibility - all individual 

essences as well as all possible worlds. This type of knowledge is essential to God, and is in no 

way related to any consequence of His free will - the natural knowledge is logically prior to His 

actions.23 In other words, God naturally knows everything that is possible (as well as necessarily 

actual). Jumping ahead, the third moment of God’s knowledge, His free knowledge, is the 

knowledge regarding all things that are true in the world which God chooses to create. This 

knowledge is logically posterior to his free will, as it pertains to the specifics of his (freely willed) 

creation.  

The second - and most relevant to our purposes - moment of God’s knowledge is His (suitably 

named) middle knowledge. By his middle knowledge, God knows all counterfactual propositions. 

A counterfactual proposition is a proposition of the type ‘if it was not A, then it would have 

been/could have been B’ (for example: ‘if Hitler would have never been born, then World War II 

would have never occurred’). This knowledge includes knowledge about what is called 

‘counterfactuals of creaturely freedom’. Counterfactuals of freedom are certain counterfactuals 

regarding what people (or other free creatures) would freely do if they were put in certain 

circumstances, for example that a person might have received and responded to the specific 

revelation of the gospel had he been born in the states rather than in India. This is not to say that 

the circumstances causally determine the actions of the agent - what it means is simply that God 

knows what we will do with our free will in certain circumstances. Craig puts it aptly when he 

 
20 That is, Craig’s article ‘“No Other Name”: A Middle Knowledge Perspective on the Exclusivity of Salvation 

Through Christ’ (Faith and Philosophy, Vol. 6, No. 2, 1989, pp. 172-188). 
21 Ibid, pp. 177-179. 
22 ‘Logical moments’ refers to the logical structuring of God’s knowledge, and should not be confused with 

chronological/temporal moments. 
23 Craig, ‘“No Other Name”’, p. 177. 
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writes that ‘whereas by His natural knowledge God knew what any free creature could do in any 

set of circumstances, now in this second moment God knows what any free creature would do in 

any set of circumstances’.24 In relation to the topic of heaven and hell, God’s middle knowledge 

entails that He knows (and thus can be held somewhat responsible for) the outcomes of His 

creation, which is an important assumption when discussing the gravity of PES - it would be a 

discussion of a whole different kind if God was simply ‘taken by surprise’ by the existence of lost 

persons. 

Another clarification that must be made is that Craig does not mean to say that God just 

happened to create a world in which some persons have simply had the ‘bad luck’ of being brought 

into circumstances in which they will never freely accept the gift of salvation (although he does 

seem open to the possibility that this could be the case). Instead, Craig opts for the somewhat more 

sympathetic explanation that those who are lost are what can be called transworld reprobates.25 

A transworld reprobate is a person who, by his or her free will, rejects the gift of salvation in all 

worlds which are feasible for God to create. In other words, there exist no true counterfactuals of 

freedom in which a transworld reprobate would (freely choose to) be saved.  

Since there appears to be no controversy between Talbott and Craig regarding the truth of a 

Molinist understanding of divine knowledge, I will not spend much time analyzing their respective 

Molinist presuppositions from here on. Still, I believe an understanding of the basic tenets of 

Molinism is important for understanding the exchange between Talbott and Craig, and I hope that 

this chapter has provided just that.   

 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid, p. 184. 
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2. ANALYSIS 

 

2.1 TWO POSITIONS 

Before proceeding to critically examine Talbott and Craig's reasoning, I find it suitable to give a 

quick overview of their positions and, in Talbott’s case, a more ample summary of the argument 

at hand. I will then be going in-depth on some of the concepts that are quickly brushed over here. 

 

2.1.1 TALBOTT 

The problem of eschatological separation as a case for Christian universalism probably finds its 

greatest champion in philosopher Thomas Talbott. In an article published 1991 called ‘Providence, 

Freedom and Human Destiny’, Talbott spends the last couple of pages putting forth this argument 

as a response to William Lane Craig’s proposition that it is possible that God, given his middle 

knowledge regarding which worlds would - if created - bring about what amount of saved and 

unsaved,26 would opt to create a world in which there is an ‘optimal balance’ between the two. 

More specifically, Craig states that the following is at least possible: 

(1)  God has actualized a world containing an optimal balance between saved and unsaved, 

one in which some persons are unsaved and those who are unsaved suffer from transworld 

reprobation.27 

Talbott is first and foremost highly skeptical of whether such a person (i.e. a genuinely 

irredeemable person)28 is a possibility, given reasons stated earlier in his paper which will not be 

explored further here.29 What is interesting is rather the introduction from Talbott of a completely 

new argument, namely that the creation of people that suffer from transworld reprobation would 

bring irreparable harm to the saved. The existence of such persons (transworld reprobates) would, 

in effect, hinder at least some of the saved from achieving the kind of happiness and satisfaction 

that is, according to Talbott, a necessary condition of salvation. Talbott takes his own daughter as 

 
26 See an extended discussion in section 1.7. 
27 Craig, ‘“No Other Name”’, p. 184. 
28 Irredeemable, that is, impossible to save in all feasible worlds – a transworld reprobate. 
29 Talbott, ‘Providence’, p. 236. 
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an example, and makes the point that he either loves her as himself (and therefore wishes her the 

same good things that he wishes himself), or he does not. If he does so love her then her damnation 

would bring upon him the kind of harm that could not possibly be compensated, and was he instead 

to become so indifferent as to not care about his daughter’s fate then he would clearly suffer from 

some serious moral defect and hence not be completely rid of sin.30 It is thus clear (or so Talbott 

claims) that God could not possibly create some people in a state of transworld reprobation, since 

knowledge of such persons would either diminish the supreme happiness and bliss of the saved 

or, if their happiness is not affected, display within them a callousness that would greatly 

undermine, if not destroy, their capacity to love (and consequently their sinlessness). 

Talbott also argues that the redeemed, knowing that God created these irredeemable persons to 

be, in some sense, sacrifices for the benefit of the saved (as the picture painted in (1)), would be 

seriously hampered in their capacity to love and worship Him.31 The idea that God uses the 

damned as ‘instruments of salvation’ does not, though, seem to be a clear implication of (1). As 

Craig points out, Talbott appears to mistake the Molinist defense of (DT) for implying that God 

uses the damned as a kind of ‘catalyst’, rather than Him just creating them knowing that they are 

the smallest group of reprobates that he could possibly create (without refraining from creation 

altogether).32 Nevertheless, it does seem like even God knowingly creating irredeemable persons 

whom we come to love could be said to give us reason to spite Him.33   

From the reasons given above Talbott draws three conclusions, namely: (i) ‘ … blessedness in 

one person requires blessedness in others, and one person’s ruin implies the ruin of others’; (ii) ‘ 

… the misery of those in hell would inevitably undermine the blessedness of those in heaven’; and 

(iii) ‘ … neither the salvation of one person, nor that of a given combination of persons, could 

possibly require, in virtue of certain true ‘counterfactuals of freedom’, the damnation of other 

persons.’34 The last point, (iii), Talbott admits, depends upon a specific view of salvation. For a 

quick overview, Talbott’s specification of the necessary conditions for salvation reads as follows:  

(D3) God brings salvation to a sinner S only if, among other things, God brings about (weakly) that the 

following conditions obtain: (a) that S is reconciled to God and in a state of supreme happiness, (b) that S is 

filled with love for others and therefore desires the good for all other created persons, and (c) that there is no 

 
30 Ibid, p. 238. 
31 Ibid, p. 239. 
32 Craig, William L. ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, Religious Studies, Vol. 27, No. 3, 1991, p. 305. 
33 I find this argument to be of a weaker kind than the others, and since Talbott does not return to it in his later 

replies to Craig, I have chosen not to discuss it any further. 
34 I have borrowed this formalisation from Craig, see ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, p. 305. 
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fact F such that (i) S is ignorant of F and (ii) were S not ignorant of F, then S would have been unable to 

experience supreme happiness.35 

Now we can see that, given (D3), the eternal damnation of any person S* would undermine the 

salvation of potentially saved person S in compromising either S’s moral character, supreme 

happiness or knowledge. It is these three concepts - moral character, happiness and knowledge - 

that are at the heart of Talbott’s version of PES.  

 

2.1.2 CRAIG 

One of the greatest contemporary adversaries of Christian universalism is perhaps philosopher 

William Lane Craig. In his response to Talbott’s argument from the problem of eschatological 

separation, Craig brings up two major objections. First, he points out that one could concede that 

knowledge of the eternal damnation of some people would be detrimental to one’s supreme 

happiness, but maintain the possibility that the saved possess no such knowledge. It is at least 

possible, Craig argues, that God shields the saved from the painful knowledge of the damned.36 In 

doing so, God himself becomes the only agent ever to suffer the pain of knowing the fate of the 

damned - an idea that Craig likens to ‘a beautiful extension of Christ’s suffering on the cross’.37 

Craig’s objection might be defined as the following being at least logically possible: 

(2) In order to safeguard the supreme happiness of the saved, God obliterates from their minds 

any knowledge of lost persons. 

It is worth mentioning that Talbott already anticipated an objection of this nature in his original 

article, but concluded that God is ‘incapable of such immoral deception’.38 Craig, on the other 

hand, rejects that the shielding of knowledge from God’s part would be immoral - au contraire, 

Craig asserts, it would be an exemplification of His mercy, just as it is an exemplification of our 

mercy when we withhold information from people in order to protect them (which, according to 

Craig, is quite a usual thing).39  

Craig’s second objection is also epistemological by nature. According to Craig, it is possible 

that the ‘immediate presence of Christ’ (i.e. the beatific vision) would ‘drive from the minds of 

 
35 Talbott, ‘Providence’, p. 239. 
36 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, p. 306. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Talbott, ‘Providence’, p. 238. 
39 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, p. 306. 
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the saved’ any knowledge of lost persons.40 Now one needs to keep in mind that it is not a matter 

of obliterating knowledge, as in (2). Rather, the presence of Christ would, for the saved, be so 

overwhelming as to seriously impair their capacity for consciously thinking about the damned. 

The saved would still have the knowledge, but they would not be able to use it. Craigs second 

objection is thus built on a distinction between conscious and unconscious knowledge. It is, in 

other words, possible that: 

(3) The beatific vision will make the saved unconscious of the fate of lost persons. 

As Craig points out, this possibility seems to satisfy all the conditions of (D3), as well as contradict 

(i), (ii) and (iii).41 Craig thus concludes that Talbott’s argument from PES is unsuccessful in 

rendering (1) impossible, or even improbable. As Craig puts it:  

Since He [God] knew that due to the light of His presence to the redeemed in heaven, the misery of the lost 

would not undermine the blessedness of the redeemed, He was not obliged to refrain from creation nor to set 

His sights on lesser goods that do not require free will, but could create a world in which a great multitude 

from every tongue and tribe and people and nation should freely come to receive His grace and so enter into 

the boundless joy of His fellowship forever. The pain of the awareness of the state of the damned, persons 

for whom Christ died and who stubbornly resisted the drawing of the Holy Spirit, remains known to God 

alone.42 

In summary, Craig defends (DT) on the basis of (2) and (3) being at least logically possible. In 

general, (2) is aimed at showing how the existence of lost persons does not necessarily imply that 

the supreme happiness of the saved be undermined, whereas (3) allegedly satisfies all conditions 

of (D3) (focusing especially on clause (c)).  

 

2.2 BLESSED IGNORANCE 

Let us once again consider Craig’s first objection, namely that it is at least possible that; 

(2) In order to safeguard the supreme happiness of the saved, God obliterates from their minds 

any knowledge of lost persons. 

 
40 Ibid, p. 307. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid, p. 308. 
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We might, as Eric Reitan does in his article, call this ‘the objection from blessed ignorance’.43 As 

we have seen, Talbott’s immediate reaction to this objection (one he even anticipated himself) is 

to put into question whether God is ‘capable of such immoral deception’.44 The concept of 

‘immoral deception’ presupposes a distinction between deception that is morally permissible and 

deception that is not, and both Talbott and Craig agree that there exist cases in which one might 

be justified in deceiving another; for example if the disclosure of some unnecessary fact (eg. that 

someone has been insulted behind their back five years ago) would inevitably harm the person 

whom we choose to deceive. But Talbott, considering that there exist cases where we and even 

God can be justified in deceiving a person temporarily, nevertheless maintains that God still 

cannot be justified in deceiving a person eternally. For this would mean that salvation consists in 

some sort of eternal blissful ignorance - and for Talbott, it is clear that a genuinely blissful 

existence would be more worthwhile than one that is blissfully ignorant (which would then not be 

supremely worthwhile, and hence not salvation at all).45 Craig, in turn, asserts that ‘the mere 

possession of more information seems irrelevant to the worth of one’s happiness’.46 In other words, 

Talbott sees supreme worthwhile happiness as a response to what might be called supremely 

satisfactory, true, states of affair, whereas Craig does not make the connection between the state 

of supreme happiness and the truth behind one’s understanding. What all of this boils down to is 

essentially a fight between intuitions, since none of them give any positive reason for affirming 

that entirely correct knowledge is a necessary component of supremely worthwhile happiness or 

not. 

That being said, I am personally inclined to agree with Talbott that happiness based on 

knowledge is more worthwhile than happiness based on ignorance. For imagine a case in which a 

man is deceived by his wife, who has had an affair. The disclosure of this fact would crush him, 

but under the present circumstances he is perfectly content with his situation. To claim that there 

exists no distinction between the worthwhileness of said man's happiness given that his wife has 

been falsely or genuinely faithful seems to be completely counterintuitive. But even if I disregard 

my own intuitions, I find that (2) is unsatisfactory on at least two accounts: (i) it implies that God 

will be eternally unsatisfied, which contradicts His unchanging nature, and (ii) it is based on 

altering the natural response of the saved, which violates their free will.  

 
43 Reitan, op. cit., p. 434. 
44 Talbott, ‘Providence’, p. 238. 
45 Talbott, Thomas. ‘Craig on the Possibility of Eternal Damnation’, Religious Studies, Vol. 28, No. 4, 1992, p. 509. 
46 Craig, William L. ‘Talbott's Universalism Once More’, Religious Studies, Vol. 29, No. 4, 1993, p. 509. 
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Expanding on (i), it is clarifying to point out that Craig differs from many of his (DT)-affirming 

peers by holding that God suffers by the knowledge of the lost. He is thus implying that God is 

capable of emotionally relating to the affairs of His creation, imposing upon Him a sort of 

dependency on the world. This seems to presuppose a rejection of the doctrine of divine 

impassivism - that is, the position that no such emotional response, and hence dependency, can 

exist in God.47 In contrast, Methodist philosopher Jerry Walls and Calvinist theologian Daniel 

Strange both respond to Talbott by making the exact opposite move - that it is precisely because 

God is not affected by the sufferings of the lost that we might rest assured we won’t be either. 

Walls asserts that ‘the blessed may share God’s perspective and consequently share God’s perfect 

happiness’48 (my emphasis), and Strange, drawing from Calvinist forefather Murray McCheyne, 

argues that ‘from the perspective of heaven we will rejoice in all of God’s perfections including 

his just judgement of those who have rebelled against him’.49  

I will contend that Craig’s insistence of the fact that God really suffers as a result of knowing 

the fate of the lost (and, consequently, so would we had we known it) seems more reasonable than 

the alternative. After all, saying that ‘God is happy with it, therefore I’ll be too’ sounds like another 

way of saying ‘it simply is possible for P, therefore it is also possible for Q’. One needs to explain 

exactly how it is that God can be happy with this knowledge, and how we could possibly take part 

in this perfectly content divine attitude. As pertains to the former, it is difficult to see how an all-

loving God could ever be content with, and thus unchanged by, the knowledge of everlasting pain 

(even though one might reasonably concede that God can remain unmoved by contingent states of 

affair), and, putting the possibility of the latter into question, Reitan makes the point that ‘if He 

[God] does not have emotional responses, then His psychology is so radically unlike our own that 

we could not share God’s perspective without losing an essential aspect of our humanity’.50 I do 

not mean to say that I reject divine impassivism - quite the opposite, I am very much persuaded 

by it. I am merely conceding that, given the truth of DT, Craig's position appears to be more 

persuasive, even though both positions ultimately fail. 

Nevertheless, my point still stands; that since it is clear that one can only affirm (2) at the 

expense of divine impassivism, Craig’s first objection is clearly problematic to anyone who wishes 

to affirm God’s unchanging nature, myself included. Unlike Walls and Strange, though, I do not 

believe that referring to God’s ability to be happy with knowledge of the lost is satisfactory either, 

 
47 Reitan, op. cit., p. 433. 
48 Walls, loc. cit. 
49 Strange, op. cit., p. 164. 
50 Reitan, loc. cit.  
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given reasons stated above. Formalized, my first argument against the objection from blessed 

ignorance runs as follows: 

(P1) The objection from blessed ignorance is dependent upon the falsity of divine 

impassivism. 

(P2) Modifications of the objection from blessed ignorance that maintain divine 

impassivism fail. 

(P3) Divine impassivism is true.  

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from blessed ignorance fails. 

Now, even if one agrees with Craig on the topic of divine impassivism, and hence agrees that it is 

possible that God suffers through eternity, there still is the matter of (ii). To illustrate this point, 

let us again consider the case of the deceived spouse. Since the man in the example is ignorant of 

his true circumstances, the choices he makes cannot be said to be completely autonomous - for 

had he known better, he might have chosen differently. If the (formerly) cheating wife chooses 

not to disclose the fact that she has been unfaithful, since ‘the affair is over anyway, and I don’t 

want him to leave me’, would she not then be guilty of tampering with his right to make his own 

decisions based on what his life really looks like? Is it not his choice to make, whether or not he 

wants to stay with her? A person who is deceived might evaluate any given action as being of type 

(A), when as a matter of fact it is of type (A*), causing him to act in a way that is not in accordance 

with his intentions. One could thus say, quite truthfully, that any person who is guilty of deceiving 

someone is at the same time guilty of infringing upon their autonomy (in higher or lesser degree). 

Since (2) involves a clear-cut case of God actively deceiving the saved, or at the very least doing 

something comparable to actively deceiving, (2) also amounts to violating the free will of the 

saved. After all, they would have probably conducted their eternal life another way had they 

known about the lost - why else would they need to be wiped of such knowledge? Considering 

that Craig rejects the doctrine of universal reconciliation, PES included, on the very basis of its 

supposedly inadequate respect for human autonomy, (ii) shows a contradiction in Craig’s 

reasoning - a contradiction that is clearly exposed when reading the following passage, having the 

incompatibility of deception and the preservation of free will in mind:  
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 For if, given certain counterfactuals of freedom, it is not feasible for God to actualize a world in which the 

blessed, despite the existence of the damned, experience supreme happiness which is supremely worthwhile, 

it does not follow that universalism is true. For happiness that is achieved at the expense of abrogating the 

free will of creatures is not supremely worthwhile either. Indeed, it seems to be plausible that this forced 

happiness is less worthwhile than the happiness achieved by the blessed's lack of awareness of the damned.51 

It would seem that Craig falls victim to his very own critique. This point is largely influenced by 

the work of Eric Reitan, and since Reitan has already thoroughly made the case for why Craig’s 

objection from blessed ignorance is incompatible with his views on free will I will not discuss the 

matter further here, but refer instead to Reitan’s article for further reading.52 For clarity, I will 

formalize this argument as well: 

(P1) The objection from blessed ignorance implies that God deceives the saved. 

(P2) Deceiving any person S necessarily involves violating S’s autonomy.  

(P3) God is, as a consequence of his perfectly good nature, unable and/or unwilling to 

violate any person’s autonomy. 

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from blessed ignorance fails. 

As we have seen, then, (i) and (ii) seriously puts into question the possibility of (2), or in other 

words, Craig’s position that God might wipe any knowledge of the lost from the minds of the 

saved seems to contradict His unchanging nature as well as His respect for human autonomy. In 

fact, I would go so far as to say that (ii) especially delivers a fatal blow to the objection from 

blessed ignorance - because if one agrees with the premises of my latter argument, the only way 

of maintaining the truth of (DT) seems to be the rejection of the type of Molinism that Craig 

defends (and, unfortunately for (DT)-believers, the existing alternatives appear even less 

compelling than Craig’s insufficient critique). And this does not even take into account the, 

according to me quite reasonable, intuition that supremely worthwhile happiness is always a 

response to supremely satisfactory, true, states of affair. If my intuition regarding this is correct, 

then (2) also contradicts salvation itself (at least salvation by Talbott’s understanding, as described 

in (D3)). We have thus a threefold case for rejecting Craig’s objection from blessed ignorance; it 

 
51 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism Once More’, p. 511. 
52 See Reitan’s chapter ‘Implications for the coherence of moderately conservative theism’, op. cit., pp. 445-448. 
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contradicts God’s unchanging nature, it contradicts our free will, and it contradicts the supremely 

worthwhile happiness of the saved. 

 

2.3 BEATIFIC UNCONSCIOUSNESS 

After spending some time discussing the reasonability of Craig’s objection from blessed 

ignorance, it is time to set our sights on his second objection; ‘the objection from beatific 

unconsciousness’, as one might call it. As a reminder, this objection consists in the following 

proposedly being at least possible: 

(3) The beatific vision will make the saved unconscious of the fate of lost persons. 

As I mentioned in my introductory chapters, this objection is founded upon a distinction between 

conscious and unconscious knowledge, where in this case the saved would possess the latter and 

could thus be said to know the fate of the saved and yet not be affected by it. All in all, the objection 

seems to be based upon a rather uncharitable reading of clause (c) of (D3) (‘ … that there is no fact 

F such that (i) S is ignorant of F and (ii) were S not ignorant of F, then S would have been unable 

to experience supreme happiness’). The word ‘ignorant’ could, after all, easily be interpreted as 

‘unconscious of’, rather than ‘without knowledge of’. Reitan concludes as much, and insists that 

something in the lines of ‘unconscious of’ would be the more plausible reading of Talbott as a 

whole.53 Craig seems to have anticipated such an objection, and states that if the word ‘ignorant’ 

was instead to be replaced with ‘unaware’ or ‘unconscious’, he would opt to simply question 

whether clause (c) is a necessary condition of salvation.54 As I have made clear in the previous 

chapter, I hold that supremely worthwhile happiness must be a response to supremely satisfactory, 

true, states of affair. I might now add the additional condition that, for this happiness to be truly 

supreme, it must be a response to the supremely satisfactory complete knowledge and awareness 

of all things.55 This all boils down to my contention that Christianity clearly understands 

knowledge and enlightenment in itself to be an essential virtue,56 and that any virtue that a person 

could but does not possess is an obstacle in the way of complete reconciliation with God. A high 

regard for the value of knowledge and truth can be traced back as far as to Augustine’s method of 

 
53 Reitan, op. cit., p. 436. 
54 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, p. 307. 
55 ‘Complete awareness’ need not mean constant awareness, but should be understood as constant possible 

awareness; contrary to something being impossible to consciously think about (as in (3)). 
56 See for example: John 8:32; John 16:13; Proverbs 15:14; Psalm 119:66. 
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fides quaerens intellectum (trans: faith seeking understanding), stressing that the perfection of our 

character is largely dependent upon reaching a ‘true understanding’ of our intelligible reality.57 It 

is, therefore, my position that Craig’s objection from beatific unconsciousness, just as his earlier 

objection, contradicts what I mean to be necessary epistemological conditions for salvation. 

But, putting such concerns aside and granting Craig his particular interpretation of (c), are there 

any positive reasons for rejecting the possibility and/or plausibility of (3)? I will argue that we 

have good reason to reject the possibility of (3) - namely that it contradicts the loving character 

that salvation necessarily cultivates. This argument is more or less an expanded version of 

Talbott’s point that (3) contradicts clause (b) of (D3) (‘ … that S is filled with love for others and 

therefore desires the good for all other created persons’), a version that I believe successfully 

avoids Craig’s objection that the saved cannot be held morally responsible for not loving persons 

of whom they are (of no fault of their own) not aware.58 

To begin with, one might reflect on what type of moral rules of action could be deduced from 

(3). Does the disposition of the saved in this case seem to be in line with what we commonly 

understand as the characteristic of a ‘good person’? It would seem that, from (3), we get the moral 

imperative; ‘one is justified in being distracted by good things rather than caring for the 

unfortunate’. A person who lives by this might feel justified in being busy attending church ‘for 

one’s own profit’, rather than helping the poor at the expense of one’s own time and energy. But 

this seems to be completely contrary to the Christian teachings of charity and loving one’s 

neighbour. Perhaps such an imperative would be a caricature of Craig’s view - perhaps, since the 

lost in hell are there on their own account and do indeed deserve the sufferings they endure, a more 

accurate imperative would be; ‘one is justified in being distracted by good things rather than caring 

for the unfortunate, as long as the unfortunate are unfortunate inasmuch as they are justly 

punished for their trespasses’. But, with us being merely prospects of salvation, or possibly saved, 

here in our earthly lives, would this not include everyone? Surely, Craig would agree that every 

human being merit damnation on their own accord, and that only Christ’s atoning death (obtained 

by belief in Him) can save one from the agonies of hell. But if the perfection of our salvation, our 

total reconciliation with God in Christ, causes us to completely lose regard for those who are lost, 

and if we can ‘get a taste of heaven’ and obtain some degree of salvific progress here and now (as 

I would argue most Christians believe) - would not, then, the mark of a good Christian be a 

 
57 Tornau, Christian. ’Saint Augustine’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), Edward 

N. Zalta (ed.), forthcoming URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/augustine/>. 

/entries/augustine/>, section 5.3. 
58 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism Once More’, p. 510. 
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complete lack of regard for his or her fellow human beings? Born-again Christians taking no 

notice of the sufferings of others as a result of their own spiritual bliss seems, to me, patently 

absurd.  

A possible solution could be that, since the lost are beyond saving, no good could come from 

caring for them. But this does not necessarily entail that we would stop caring for them - our regard 

for other people is not, I believe, based upon whether or not anything can be done in order to help 

them. The only way, then, that (3) could be the case seems to be if God actively makes us 

unconscious of the lost - but at that stage we seem to have retracted to yet another ‘objection from 

blessed ignorance’, in that God actively ‘shields’ us from certain knowledge. The impossibility of 

helping the lost thus goes no way in explaining how our moral standards can differ to such an 

extreme between our earthly life and our afterlife. Formalized, my first argument against Craig’s 

objection from beatific unconsciousness runs as follows: 

(P1) The objection from beatific unconsciousness contradicts the moral virtue of caring 

for, and hence being affected by the sufferings of, one’s neighbour. 

(P2) Cultivating the moral virtue of loving, and hence being affected by the sufferings of, 

one’s neighbour, is a necessary component of salvation. 

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from beatific unconsciousness fails.  

Craig could, of course, make the case that the saved are not morally responsible for being 

unaffected by the sufferings of the lost, since they cannot control the effect Christ’s overwhelming 

presence has on them.59 In other words, one could claim that the content of one’s character is not 

dependent upon our actual actions, but rather consists in whether or not we would care if we were 

conscious of some reality. It is possible that the saved continue to be the type of persons that would 

care, but nevertheless lacks the awareness needed to do so. But such an objection would once 

again display inconsistencies in Craig’s views on free will - because if the saved have no control 

over their focus, then they are not really free to rejoice in the beatific vision rather than mourn 

over the lost, but are compelled to do so. With some modification, the argument against Craig’s 

first objection based on inconsistencies with our free will can once again be employed: 

 
59 This point will also be discussed in section 2.3.2. 
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(P1) The objection from beatific unconsciousness implies that God completely distracts 

the saved. 

(P2) Completely distracting any person S necessarily involves violating S’s autonomy.  

(P3) God is, as a consequence of his perfectly good nature, unable and/or unwilling to 

violate any person’s autonomy. 

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from blessed ignorance fails. 

As a final attempt to salvage the objection from beatific unconsciousness, one could insist that 

since God does not forcefully distract the saved, but that their distraction is rather a side effect to 

the primary end of the beatific vision (in line with the Catholic ‘doctrine of double effect’, 

according to which an act that creates harm can be permissible if its main intention is good),60 He 

is not morally responsible for such an effect. It could, in other words, simply be a ‘happy accident’ 

that the saved are rendered unconscious of the sufferings of the lost as they step into the presence 

of Christ. This sort of reasoning might persuade persons of a more Thomist leaning; but as to 

whether Craig would adopt it, I am very skeptical. The suggestion would, after all, require that 

one accepts that God can sometimes interfere with our free will as a consequence of other, primary 

objectives - He could, in other words, arrange our reality in a manner that diminishes our free will, 

as long as diminishing our free will is not the chief reason for doing so. And if we can accept that 

God interferes with our free will secondarily in the beatific vision, then what is to say that He does 

not use similar strategies in achieving the salvation of all? The idea of the beatific vision 

legitimately diminishing our free will by sheer overwhelming love and joy is, after all, very similar 

to Talbott’s idea that God’s tremendous love is, in the end, irresistible – and Craig has made it 

very clear that such an idea is incompatible with his quite rigid view of the scope of our free will.61 

Any attempt from the universalist side to excuse constraints on our free will by referring to the 

doctrine of double effect (for example by claiming that God’s primary intention is ‘ensuring 

salvation’) would probably be dismissed by most free will-defenders as mere sophistry. 

 
60 McIntyre, Alison. ‘Doctrine of Double Effect’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2019 Edition), 

Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/double-effect/>, section 1. 
61 See, for example, Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, p. 300. 
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The only cogent version of (3), then, seems to be one in which the saved are indeed morally 

responsible for choosing to focus on the beatific vision rather than the sufferings of fellow human 

beings.  

 

2.4 THE NATURE OF PERSONAL IDENTITY 

A question that relates to both of Craig’s objections to PES is whether they are consistent with the 

persistence of personal identity. In order to answer this question, I must first specify what personal 

identity entails - what does it mean to be one person, across time? There are two main types of 

personal identity-theories that are of interest to us: those that explain the persistence of persons 

mainly as the persistence of a certain being, and those that focus more on the persistence of one’s 

unique personality or personhood. A common example of the former is The Biological Criterion 

of Personal Identity, according to which person X at t1 is identical to person Y at t2 iff Y’s 

biological organism is continuous with X’s biological organism.62 Granted, there is merit to this 

theory, since we wish to say that our infant selves were as much us then as we are ourselves now, 

and this does seem to be in virtue of the fact that our infant selves are biologically continuous with 

our present selves. But this does not seem to capture the whole essence of what it means to persist 

as a person, especially regarding salvation.  

To illustrate this point, one might imagine instead a theory that defines the persistence of 

personal identity as the persistence of a certain piece of matter. An acquaintance of mine once told 

me that the idea of the continued existence of her physical matter after death brought her peace, 

since this would amount to her possessing some sort of eternal life (or at least an eternal existence). 

But would this truly capture what it means to persist as a person? I argue that it does not, especially 

regarding the persistence of human beings in light of Christian eschatology. God does not, it would 

seem, grant us eternal existence as a certain type of being - be it a biological organism or dead 

matter. Our post-mortem state might include this type of persistence, but in order to accommodate 

a Christian view of the afterlife, I would argue that we also need to persist as unique persons with 

unique personalities.  

One popular theory that attempts to account for this type of persistence is The Psychological 

Criterion of Personal Identity (PCPI, for short). According to this theory, person X at t1 is identical 

 
62 Shoemaker, David. ‘Personal Identity and Ethics’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2019 

Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/identity-ethics/>, 

section 2.2. 
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to person Y at t2 iff X is uniquely psychologically continuous with Y, meaning that X and Y share 

significant numbers of ‘direct psychological connections’, such as memories, intentions, 

beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character.63 This theory does seem to conform with what 

we usually mean when we say that we will inherit eternal life - that is, as unique persons with 

unique personalities, experiencing the afterlife in a manner that is somewhat synonym to how we 

have experienced our earthly life. That being said, I do not claim that the Psychological Criterion 

of Personal Identity is exhaustive as to what it means to persist as a ‘human being’ (even though I 

believe it covers an essential part). Hence, for my purposes, it matters not whether one holds to 

reductionism or non-reductionism - that is, whether one believes that we will persist as biological 

beings with a psyche that is reducible to our biological features, or whether we will persist instead 

as some sort of psychologically continuous Cartesian soul - my points will stand nonetheless. 

Summa summarum, I find it reasonable to assume that psychological persistence is the main type 

of persistence that Craig and Talbott are talking about when they reason about the post-mortem 

experiences of the saved. 

 

2.4.1 PERSONAL IDENTITY AND BLESSED IGNORANCE 

Let us once more, having the issue of personal identity in our minds, take a look at what we have 

called ‘the objection from blessed ignorance’; namely that the following is at least possible: 

(2) In order to safeguard the supreme happiness of the saved, God obliterates from their minds 

any knowledge of lost persons. 

Talbott makes the interesting point that the mind of a person whose entire family is lost would be 

seriously deteriorated by such an obliteration of knowledge,64 and for Craig this seems to be a 

most serious conundrum indeed - for how many of our most treasured and important memories 

involves not our loved ones? Before addressing Talbott’s concerns, an important question to 

consider is how such an intervention in one’s mind would even work. Apart from the obvious fact 

that God would have to hide the literal persons from the saved as they are suffering eternally, I see 

at least three possible ways in which God could shield us from the knowledge of the saved (apart 

from Him deceiving us into thinking that the lost are actually saved, a possibility that Craig 

 
63 Ibid, section 2.1. 
64 Talbott, ‘Craig’, p. 508. 
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explicitly renounces)65: (i) God completely destroys any memories that involve lost persons, (ii) 

God destroys only the parts of our memories that explicitly involves impressions produced by lost 

persons, or (iii) God alters any memories that involve lost persons, so as to make us believe that 

they were never there to begin with.  

Dealing with them chronologically, (i) is clearly the option which would destroy the largest 

part of our minds, reducing our bank of memories by a sizeable amount. Perhaps this is what 

Talbott had in mind when he made the point that (2) would more or less destroy the minds of those 

who have mainly been associated with lost persons during their time on earth. Taking our criterion 

for the persistence of personal identity into account, this option would seem to destroy our very 

persons by a large degree, although only to the extent that our personal identity persists in the 

persistence of our memories (which, according to PCPI, is only part of what it means to persist as 

a person). Being saved would in this case somewhat resemble being a person who suffers from a 

serious loss of memory (possibly even a complete loss of memory, or close to it).  

As for (ii), ‘chopping up’ a person’s memories in this manner would surely render many of 

them unintelligible, or at the very least quite strange. Imagine for example that I, during my 

lifetime, go on a trip abroad with my whole family, spending most of my time in their company. 

Now, given that all of my family members (apart from myself) are destined for eternal damnation, 

how will my memories regarding this trip be conceived when I go to heaven? Since all of the 

planning, most of the travelling and most of the vacation itself would involve my family in some 

way, the end result would probably be a completely nonsensical mixture of short ‘snippets’; me 

going to the bathroom on a plane headed to who-knows-where, me being alone in a hotel room, 

and then me miraculously being teleported home again. To be sure, this alternative seems less 

detrimental to our overall minds than (i), but then again many of the memories that would be 

preserved by opting for this way of obliterating knowledge would either lack any real significance, 

or be so unintelligible that any meaning behind them is lost. 

Lastly, we have (iii). This option clearly involves God deceiving us, making us believe that 

things we have experienced unfolded in a way which it did not. Since Craig makes an effort to 

point out that (2) wouldn’t be a case of deception insomuch as it does not involve God imposing 

any false beliefs upon the saved,66 I think it is safe to say that what Craig means by God obliterating 

the knowledge of the lost from the minds of the saved is not the type of obliteration that is 

 
65 Craig, ‘Talbott’s Universalism Once More’, p. 510. 
66 Ibid. 
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exemplified by (iii). I will proceed with my analysis, then, assuming that what Craig means by the 

obliteration of knowledge is a case of either (i) or (ii).  

Now, as I have previously mentioned, Talbott implies that destroying the memories of our loved 

ones would destroy a large part of our minds. This seems to be true, especially if a person has 

spent his or her life largely in the company of transworld reprobates, regardless of whether the 

destruction of memories is a case of (i) or (ii). But does this necessarily entail that such destruction 

contradicts the preservation of personal identity? PCPI does include memory as being one of the 

possible psychological connections that makes a person persist over time, but that does not mean 

that an intact memory is necessary for a person to persist. The psychological criterion does not 

specify which direct psychological connections must be preserved from point A to point B, only 

that a significant number must be. I am thus willing to concede that the preservation of a significant 

number of psychological connections, other than memory, is sufficient for the successful 

preservation of personal identity. We would, after all, like to say that a person who suffers from a 

serious loss of memory is still the same person - even psychologically - in virtue of having, for 

example, the same personality and desires.  

Does this, then, put Talbott’s concern to rest? Not quite. It would seem that our remaining 

psychological peculiarities are, although not the same as, still highly dependent upon our 

memories. For is not my personality, my desires and my intentions largely a result of my 

experiences? Many people who suffers from anxiety, for example, do so as a result of a previous 

trauma (perhaps a difficult childhood), and so the destruction of all traumatic memories would 

surely decrease such a person's anxiety by quite a bit. With that I do not mean to suggest that there 

exist no persons who are naturally prone to be anxious. I do not claim that identity is wholly a 

result of one's experiences, as if we are some sort of tabula rasa from birth; the existence of innate 

psychological characteristics is not something I contest. I am merely acknowledging the fact that 

the destruction of a large portion of one’s memories, and thus one’s experiences, would destroy 

more of one's remaining identity than it might seem at first glance. The implications that the 

objection from blessed ignorance has for the persistence of personal identity are therefore, in 

Craig’s case, looking quite disheartening.  

I can nevertheless see a possible way for Craig to defend the objection from blessed ignorance 

from such complaints. He could first of all make the case that even though (2) would destroy or 

alter a large part of our identity, as I have shown above, it would not be enough of a destruction 

for us to be able to say that our personal identity would be seriously threatened. Perhaps some of 

our identity is destroyed in heaven, but as long as we as persons persist, there simply is no problem. 

And, in support of why such a possibility might even be quite plausible, one could make the case 
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that the process of sanctification that takes place in or before heaven is supposed to make us into 

more or less changed persons - that is, after all, an idea that is certainly biblically based.67 The 

case could be made, in other words, that the objection from blessed ignorance is not only possible, 

but suitably Christian as well. 

I am prepared to grant Craig that the objection from blessed ignorance does not clearly 

contradict the persistence of personal identity, but rather implies partial changes or reductions that 

could be small enough to be consistent with PCPI. Are such changes or reductions then compatible 

with other basic tenets of Christianity, as my hypothetical objection withholds? I will argue that it 

is not, and this is where we arrive at the gist of the problem. For even if sanctification is supposed 

to change us, to make us somewhat different, I withhold that this change is the predicted perfection 

of our unique personhood.  

Taking a few steps back, this all has to do with the much grander question of the meaning of 

life - a question to which one can be sure to find many differing answers, but I would argue that 

the overarching commonality of Christian understandings of the meaning of life persists in an 

emphasis on mankind’s strive for salvation. Whether it is in the form of the commonly Orthodox 

doctrine of deification (working towards likeness to God),68 or in the Evangelical insistence of 

salvific grace through Christ-affirming faith (which is more or less Craig’s soteriological 

outlook),69 the meaning of life for a Christian is to enter into a relationship with his creator and, 

in doing so, achieve salvation.70 Taking what I claim to be the general Christian understanding of 

the purpose of life in full, we can reasonably reach the conclusion that our earthly lives are 

meaningful insomuch as they grant us the opportunity to achieve certain salvific goods.71 Since 

the nature of our existence involves us persisting over time in a contingent universe, with us being 

involved in some sort of process that culminates in the eschaton, it would also seem that God’s 

preferred approach for bestowing salvation is through experience rather than through direct 

freedom of choice - we live to learn, in other words. But would not such experiences depend 

largely upon our capacity to remember? Even though the destruction of large parts of our 

memories does not necessarily entail the nullification of our persistence as persons, it does imply 

destroying a huge part of our experience-based identity - and this would mean compromising the 

 
67 See for example: 2 Corinthians 5:17; Ezekiel 36:26; Romans 12:2. 
68 Livingstone, E. A. (ed.). ‘deification’, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Third Edition). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013. 
69 Ibid, ‘Solifidianism’. 
70 The relationship with God and salvation itself are in many circumstances interchangeable, since what it means to 

achieve the former is often understood to include the latter. 
71 ‘Salvific goods’, e.g. opportunities to ‘do right by God’, cultivate character, profess a belief in Jesus Christ, 

etcetera. 
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very meaning of life itself. It would seem that, for Craig, the issue of personal identity have moved 

from manageable (loss of memory being compatible with PCPI), to troubling (memory being more 

important than one might think at first), to deeply problematic (large and indefinite memory loss 

compromising the meaning of life). 

A second issue also surfaces in light of this insight. Craig writes that ‘It is possible that in order 

to create the actual number of persons who will be saved, God had to create the actual number of 

persons who will be lost’.72 Now we might ask ourselves why God would have to do such a thing. 

If there exists no connection between the past interpersonal experiences amongst the saved and 

the lost on earth, and the perceived experiences of the saved in heaven, then why would God have 

to create both groups (saved and lost)? I can think of only two options: either the only reason for 

letting two such groups coexist is in order to exalt the sufferings of the damned in hell, as only 

they remember their loved ones (a thought that is simply preposterous, implying that God 

orchestrates suffering for wholly vindictive reasons), or the purpose of the interpersonal 

experiences of the saved is to contribute to their salvation, after which they are no longer useful 

and thus destroyed by God (of course, these two options could both be true). As for the latter, this 

would mean that the lost are indeed instruments which God uses for the benefit of the saved 

(contrary to Craig’s previous insistence that, in his theology, this is not the case at all),73 involved 

in a cosmic ‘testing ground’ where the saved can choose salvation and then forget about the 

persons necessary for such a choice. If God is not interested in the eternally effective (that is, 

bearing lasting consequence for our eternal afterlife) development of individuals as a result of their 

experiences, but rather engineers such experiences only to have them removed when He has seen 

their effect, creation seems like a most diabolical scheme indeed. And, on top of that, given God’s 

middle knowledge, He wouldn’t even have to create such a world to begin with, as He would 

already know what the results would be.  

To summarise, the objection from blessed ignorance is scarcely compatible with the persistence 

of personal identity according to PCPI, contradicts a basic Christian understanding of the meaning 

of life, and implies that God uses the lost as instruments of salvation. Let us formalise the objection 

that has taken form in this chapter: 

 
72 Craig, ‘“No Other Name”’, p. 183. 
73 I quickly mention this in section 2.1.1. According to Craig, his Molinist defense of (DT) does not, as Talbott 

claims, imply that the lost are purposely ‘used’ for the benefit of the saved. 
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(P1) The objection from blessed ignorance entails that God uses the lost as instruments of 

salvation, and that the meaning of life is not to achieve an eternally effective development 

of our persons as a result of our experiences. 

(P2) The meaning of life is to achieve an eternally effective development of our persons 

as a result of our experiences.  

(P3) God is, as a consequence of his perfectly good nature, unable and/or unwilling to use 

the lost as instruments of salvation. 

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from blessed ignorance fails. 

Of course, Craig could object to my points by simply claiming that my understanding of the basic 

tenets of Christianity is faulty, as well as hold to the possibility that God can indeed be justified in 

using the lost as instruments of salvation. But, in doing so, I reckon he would go against the general 

view amongst his fellow Christians. Once again, Craig’s objection from blessed ignorance has 

been shown to be quite unconvincing.  

 

2.4.2 PERSONAL IDENTITY AND BEATIFIC UNCONSCIOUSNESS 

What consequences does the question of personal identity have for Craig’s second objection? As 

a reminder, this objection consists in the proposition that the following is at least possible: 

(3) The beatific vision will make the saved unconscious of the fate of lost persons. 

In the closing statements of my first argument against this objection,74 I mentioned that even 

though (3) does seem to entail that salvation involves becoming a rather calloused person, the 

saved might after all not be morally responsible for not being affected by the sufferings of the lost 

since they cannot control the effect of Christ’s overwhelming presence. I continued to show that 

the necessity of our free will (a point that Craig holds dear) forbids such an interpretation. We 

must thus assume that the saved are indeed responsible for neglecting the sufferings of the lost if 

(3) is the case. With this in mind, I believe that the concept of personal persistence gives us 

additional reasons for rejecting the possibility of Craig’s objection from beatific unconsciousness. 

 
74 See section 2.3. 
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As we have seen, according to the Psychological Criterion of Personal Persistence, a person 

persists over time inasmuch as one shares significant numbers of ‘direct psychological 

connections’, such as memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character with 

one’s future self.75 To begin with, (3) seems to cause problems for the persistence of personal 

identity in compromising the identicality of our present and future intentions, desires and goals. 

For here on earth most people (particularly, I would argue, genuine Christians) have the loving 

desire to help those in need, and mourns over those who will not or can not take part of their 

assistance - indeed, being a Christian should intensify such desires and sorrows, not nullify them. 

Since (3) involves the saved being drawn to the beatific vision at the cost of caring for the lost, it 

contradicts the persistence of personal identity understood as the persistence of certain desires - 

but, just as with the objection from blessed ignorance, it is unclear whether or not this alteration 

of desire is enough of a change to hinder our persistence. We must once again settle for the more 

modest claim that (3) at least partially contradicts the persistence of personal identity, and thus 

appears to be less than probable. 

But that is not all, for the objection from beatific unconsciousness is also liable to my second 

‘identity-argument’ against (2); namely that it contradicts a basic Christian understanding of the 

meaning of life. The reasons for this are largely the same as the reasons for why I believe that the 

objection from blessed ignorance does so, and I will, therefore, spend less time expanding upon 

the reasoning behind this contention.  

I have defined the meaning of life (commonly understood), from a Christian perspective, to be 

the pursuit of a relationship with our creator and, consequently, salvation, manifested in the 

eternally effective development (read: sanctification) of our persons. If we are to be wholly 

transformed from the type of person who cares greatly and tirelessly for the suffering, into the type 

of person who prioritises the bliss obtained from the beatific vision over care for others, then we 

must seriously question what the point was of cultivating the virtues associated with the first type 

of person. Even if we concede that such a transformation is compatible with the goals of salvation, 

therefore, it still makes life itself seem pointless.  

Furthermore, if we are supposed to care for the lost here and now, and not ‘give them the time 

of the day’ in the afterlife, then clearly there is a strong discontinuity between these two stages. 

And if there is such a discontinuity, then what could possibly be the meaning of creating the lost 

and pained? One might recall that the same type of question was asked in light of our experiences 

not persisting, and once again we seem to have two possible options: either our desire to care for 

 
75 See section 2.4. 
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and help others is simply a way of exalting the sufferings of the lost as they eternally lose the care 

people once had for them, or the purpose of the loving desires of the saved is to contribute to their 

salvation, after which such desires are no longer necessary and thus destroyed by God (since, 

according to (3), they have no place in the character of a fully sanctified person). And this, just as 

was shown in the previous chapter, implies that God uses the lost as instruments of salvation for 

the benefit of the saved.  

To sum up, the following argument could be made against the possibility of (3), based on issues 

raised by the question of personal persistence: 

(P1) The objection from beatific unconsciousness entails that God uses the lost as 

instruments of salvation, and that the meaning of life is not to achieve an eternally effective 

development of loving desires. 

(P2) The meaning of life is to achieve an eternally effective development of loving desires.  

(P3) God is, as a consequence of his perfectly good nature, unable and/or unwilling to use 

the lost as instruments of salvation. 

Therefore; 

(C) The objection from blessed ignorance fails. 

So even if we interpret (3) to mean that the saved are morally responsible for prioritizing the 

beatitude over the sufferings of the lost, and further insist that such prioritizing is compatible with 

the moral virtues that salvation necessarily cultivates (which I judge is very unlikely), the objection 

from beatific unconsciousness still does not hold up.  
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3. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

3.1 DISCUSSION 

After having carefully dissected some important points of conflict between Talbott and Craig, and 

after having assessed the possibility and/or probability of Craig’s objections to what I have called 

‘the problem of eschatological separation’, we are now in a better position to answer the research 

question of this thesis. As one might recall, the question that was undertaken in the introductory 

chapters was whether the problem of eschatological separation give us reason to adopt the doctrine 

of universal reconciliation. I further clarified that ‘reason’ would, in this case, be taken to mean 

either a shown improbability or, in line with Talbott’s own claims, a shown impossibility of the 

Damnation Thesis. So, are Craig’s objections ((2) and (3)) probable, or, if not, at least possible? 

The objection from blessed ignorance was initially criticized for employing a counterintuitive 

understanding of supremely worthwhile happiness (which was understood to be an essential 

component of salvation). I made the case, much like Talbott, that happiness based on knowledge 

is more worthwhile than happiness based on ignorance, contrary to Craig’s claim that knowledge 

is irrelevant in relation to the worthwhileness of one’s happiness. It is my contention that the 

intuitiveness of correct understanding being a necessary component of supremely worthwhile 

happiness shows (2) to be improbable. Apart from this alleged improbability, (2) was also shown 

to contradict both divine impassivism and the free will of the saved – and, furthermore, the 

introduction of the concept of personal identity made it clear that (2) implies that God uses the lost 

as instruments of salvation, and that it contradicts a Christian understanding of the meaning of life.  

Given the truth of divine impassivism, the inconsistency of a Free Will Defense allowing the 

violation of our free will, the unjustifiable use of the lost as instruments of salvation, and the 

incompatibility with basic tenets of Christianity, I deem the objection from blessed ignorance to 

be logically impossible. 

The objection from beatific unconsciousness was also initially criticized for employing a 

counterintuitive understanding of supremely worthwhile happiness – this time by questioning 

whether one needs to be conscious of all states of affair in order for one’s happiness to be 

supremely worthwhile. I made the case that, for worthwhile happiness to be supreme, it must be a 

response to the supremely satisfactory and complete knowledge and awareness of all things. Such 

an understanding is, according to me, more in line with traditional Christian teaching than Craig’s 
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view, and I therefore conclude that Craig’s second objection is somewhat improbable. Moving on 

to my more substantial arguments, I made the case that (3) contradicts the cultivation of certain 

moral virtues – virtues that are a necessary result of salvation. To strengthen my case, I showed 

that the saved are indeed morally responsible for their prioritizing of the beatific vision, by 

presenting compelling reasons to think that any model in which the saved are not morally 

responsible contradicts their free will. I also showed that (3), much like (2), implies that God uses 

the lost as instruments of salvation, and further, that it contradicts a Christian understanding of the 

meaning of life. 

Given that it contradicts the cultivation of certain moral virtues (virtues that are a necessary 

result of salvation), the unjustifiable use of the lost as instruments of salvation, and the 

incompatibility with basic tenets of Christianity, I deem the objection from beatific 

unconsciousness to be logically impossible. 

In summary, I believe both of Craig’s objections to PES to be logically impossible – and that 

is not even taking into account the fact that both of his objections are scarcely compatible with the 

preservation of personal identity, further putting the probability of both into question. Since 

Craig’s Free Will Defense is, according to me, the best available objection(s) to the problem of 

eschatological separation, the shown impossibility of his suggestions give us strong reason to 

adopt the doctrine of universal reconciliation. The research question of this thesis can, in other 

words, be answered with a resounding ‘yes’.  

Still, there are certain matters which I believe call for further research. This thesis has only 

dealt with two free will-objections to PES (although a third, Walls’s objection, has been briefly 

discussed), and, as I have made clear, the Free Will Defense is not the only alternative out there. 

A good subject for further research would be contemporary Calvinist and Thomist answers to the 

problem of eschatological separation. Another question that I believe is yet to be properly 

investigated is what consequences the adoption of Christian conditionalism has for PES – does it 

render the problem moot? I would also like to mention that most of the theological concepts used 

in this thesis, such as heaven, hell, salvation, the meaning of life, etcetera., have been given 

stipulative definitions. Expanding upon the proper understanding of these concepts in relation to 

PES could, perhaps, be an interesting job for the field of systematic theology. One such research 

task that I feel could not be done justice in this thesis is examining the veracity of (D3) – is it a 

proper and exhausting exposition of the necessary conditions of salvation? Indeed, the problem of 

eschatological separation is a largely unexplored subject, and much is yet to be considered. 



35 

 

 

3.2 CONCLUSION 

In this thesis, I have analysed a debate between philosophers Thomas Talbott and William Lane 

Craig, a debate over what I have called ‘the problem of eschatological separation’. The problem 

of eschatological separation questions whether the saved can experience their final heavenly resort 

as genuinely blissful, knowing the terrible fate of the lost in hell. Craig objects to the problem of 

eschatological separation by giving two possibilities that, according to him, show the separation 

of post-mortem persons to be fully compatible with the continued happiness of the saved. Both of 

these possibilities are analysed, and reasons are given for why they are not viable options for those 

who wish to maintain a belief in an eternal hell. Given that Craig’s objections are held to be the 

best available ‘Free Will Defense’ against the problem of eschatological separation, and that the 

Free Will Defense is further held to be the most reasonable objection amongst other options (such 

as Thomist and Calvinist alternatives), the shown impossibility of both objections is considered 

sufficient reason for adopting the doctrine of universal reconciliation – that is that all shall, in the 

end, be fully reconciled with God. 

 

3.3 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank my supervisor, Ulf Zackariasson, for guiding me in the writing of this thesis 

and contributing with his great knowledge and experience. I would also like to thank Thomas 

Talbott for graciously assisting me in the search for relevant material. Lastly, I wish to thank my 

brother, William, for his tireless support and inspiring theological curiosity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36 

 

 

4. BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Basinger, David. ‘Divine Omniscience and the Soteriological Problem of Evil: Is the Type of 

Knowledge God Possesses Relevant?’, Religious Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1, 1992, pp. 1-18. 

Anderson, Joshua W., Date, Christopher M., Stump, Gregory G. (ed.). Rethinking Hell: Readings 

in Evangelical Conditionalism. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014. 

Craig, William L. ‘“No Other Name”: A Middle Knowledge Perspective on the Exclusivity of 

Salvation Through Christ’, Faith and Philosophy, Vol. 6, No. 2, 1989, pp. 172-188. 

Craig, William L. ‘Talbott's Universalism Once More’, Religious Studies, Vol. 29, No. 4, 1993, 

pp. 497-518. 

Craig, William L. ‘Talbott’s Universalism’, Religious Studies, Vol. 27, No. 3, 1991, pp. 297-308. 

Fathers of the English Dominican Province. The Summa Theologiæ of St. Thomas Aquinas 

(Second and Revised Edition), New Advent, 1920. 

Livingstone, E. A. (ed.). The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Third Edition). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013. 

McIntyre, Alison. ‘Doctrine of Double Effect’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 

2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/double-effect/>. 

Parry, Robin A., Partridge, Christopher H. (ed.). Universal Salvation? The Current Debate. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2004. 

Ramelli, Ilaria. The Christian Doctrine of Apokatastasis: A Critical Assessment from the New 

Testament to Eriugena. Leyden: Brill, 2013. 

Reitan, Eric. ‘Eternal Damnation and Blessed Ignorance: Is the Damnation of Some Incompatible 

with the Salvation of Any?’, Religious Studies, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2002, pp. 429-450. 

Shoemaker, David. ‘Personal Identity and Ethics’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

(Winter 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/identity-ethics/>. 

Stenmark, Mikael et al. (ed.). Filosofiska metoder i praktiken. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis 

Upsaliensis, 2018. 

Talbott, Thomas. ‘Craig on the Possibility of Eternal Damnation’, Religious Studies, Vol. 28, No. 

4, 1992, pp. 495-510. 

Talbott, Thomas. ‘Providence, Freedom, and Human Destiny’, Religious Studies, Vol. 26, No. 2, 

1990, pp. 227-245. 

Talbott, Thomas. The Inescapable Love of God (Second Edition). Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 

2014. 



37 

 

 

Tornau, Christian. ’Saint Augustine’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 

Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), forthcoming URL = 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/augustine/>. /entries/augustine/>. 

Walls, Jerry L. Hell: The Logic of Damnation. Notre Dame, IN: The University of Notre Dame 

Press, 1992. 


