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IN T RODU C T ION

‘The choice of every lost soul can be expressed in the words,
“Better to reign in hell than serve in heaven”.’
C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce, p. 55 (after John Milton).

Throughout the twentieth century some
theologians and philosophers under the
influence of so-called Modernism and Western
liberalism tried to solve what was considered
to be the problem of hell by removing hell, by
denying its existence whether as a geographical
place or an ontological entity: the eschaton
then became death and heaven (gone was
judgement and hell). But the actual God-given
eschatological reality would not go away. The

problem of hell remained, and was tied in
with what some perceived as of God’s aseity:
human freedom in relation to God’s freedom.
Therefore the link between these three books
is the aseity of God: the right and freedom of
God to be, and to decide the responsibility of
humanity in accordance with the created order
of things: Darren Oldridge examines a basic
first principle underpinning orthodox theology,
that is the existence of personified evil and its
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self-generated abode: hell; for the authors of
eschatology of C.S. Lewis. Underpinned by
the essays in Joel Buenting’s volume hell is
the insights of late-nineteenth century Scottish
considered as a problem for a small group of
theologian George MacDonald – whom Lewis
people – not the condemned – but for particular
readily acknowledged as his teacher – Lewis’s
philosophers; and for Jordan C. Ferrier, the
eschatology is being invoked as a solution to
question is about why two groups
the so-called problem of hell and
of Christians (represented by the
the question of responsibility and
Some
eschatology read from the works
human decision making. Indeed in
of C.S. Lewis and John Calvin)
recent years analytic philosophers
will not be
read the same verses of scripture redeemed. There of religion have given extensive
and reach radically different views
is no doctrine consideration to a number of
on the sovereignty of God and
Lewis’s arguments, particularly
which I would his atonement theory, that is, how
the responsibility of the human
more willingly Christ’s death on the cross might
creature.
remove from
The question of responsibility
bring salvation to humanity, but
relates to judgement and hell:
also the implications of the utter
Christianity
while a particular group of
responsibility that the human has
than this ...
philosophers who puzzle over how
taken on to itself (i.e. through the
but
it
has
the
a perfectly good God can justifiably
Fall into original sin) with regard
full
support
of
condemn anyone to hell, to eternal
to its future, temporal and post
Scripture and, mortem. Lewis’s eschatological
damnation, the freedom and
specially, of
responsibility of human decisionstructure (Satan, the Fall, the
making has become a widely
necessity of atonement, the freedom
Our Lord’s
discussed topic in philosophical
for the human to believe, or not),
own words
circles leading to, as we shall see,
then makes sense in a way that the
~LEWIS
an unresolved dialectical paradox
average stripped-down eschatology
(unresolvable? – is resolution for
of a Western liberal theology does
the saved; hell by its very ontology is riven with
not. Lewis’s eschatology is Patristic, reflecting
contradiction and confusion, suffocatingly
both a broadly c/Catholic and e/Evangelical
cramed with unresolved lives?). In addition,
position.
C.S. Lewis’s understanding of atonement in
The aim of this essay is therefore to assess
relation to the judgement of God (fashionably
and compare Oldridge, Buenting, and Ferrier
ignored by the theological academy), is now
and consider how they deal with this paradox,
receiving considerable interest and examination
that is, the problem of heaven and hell, choice
by philosophers of many persuasions. Therefore
and damnation, freedom and responsibility.
who is responsible for the Fall, and for the death
This question relates to human teleology in
that follows on from original sin, and for the
relation to C.S. Lewis’s writings, as all three
ontology of hell: God, or humanity? For some –
writers draw on and ground their arguments in
indeed for many philosophers (operating from
Lewis’s writings.
a theoretical position, not one of faith) – this
antinomy is resolved through the theoretical
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THE PROBLE M OF H E LL, I :
PE R SONIF IE D EVIL
First principles: humanity is not as it should
be; we are not as created: we have fallen from
grace due to original sin (Gen 3 and Rom 7).
The Fall for Lewis was generated by intelligent
and sentient personified evil – Lucifer, the fallen
angel – who tempted humanity, who courted
and invited, who seduced proto-humanity to
metaphorically pluck and taste of the fruit of
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. This
brings us to Oldridge’s neat introduction to the
devil which for anyone is a salutary reading of
something that many simply dismiss, or try to
repackage to take the sting out of the reality
of their personal cultural rebellion against the
triune God. Contrary to the assertion of many
self-confessed Moderns and Liberals since
the Enlightenment (in particular in certain
quarters of the Church of England in the late
twentieth century, issuing from so called ‘1970s
Liberal Anglicanism’) this does not postulate
a dualistic universe. God and the devil are
not eternally conflicting powers, Lucifer is a
creature, therefore created good, who elects
to challenge God, to be like God – eritis sicut
Deus – to attempt to surpass God, and, as a
result, be exiled by God, Lucifer is a person
subsisting as personified evil in its own selfgenerated hell, drawing like to itself. This is
not dualism, but rebellion: an uprising that
is echoed in the subsequent and consequent
history of humanity: mankind’s rebellion does
not postulate dualism, merely revolt, upheaval,
with the consequent destructive tendencies of
its hellish existence. Lewis comments:
Now, if by ‘the Devil’ you mean a power
opposite to God and, like God, self-existent
from all eternity, the answer is certainly
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No. There is no uncreated being except
God. God has no opposite. No being could
attain a ‘perfect badness’ opposite to the
perfect goodness of God; for when you
have taken away every kind of good thing
(intelligence, will, memory, energy, and
existence itself) there would be none of
him left. The proper question is whether
I believe in devils. I do. That is to say, I
believe in angels, and I believe that some of
these, by the abuse of their free will, have
become enemies to God and, as a corollary,
to us. These we may call devils. They do not
differ in nature from good angels, but their
nature is depraved. Devil is the opposite of
angel only as Bad Man is the opposite of
Good Man. Satan, the leader or dictator of
devils, is the opposite, not of God, but of
Michael.1

Ownership, after the Cross and
Resurrection is therefore defined by this
rebellion: humanity – here Lewis concurs with
the Classic, Patristic, Model of Atonement –
is either for God, or for personified evil. The
judgment of God on Lucifer was that the fallen
angel’s arrogance was incompatible with the
bliss of heaven, the arrogance of attempting to
be God excluded Lucifer from heaven (Is 14:12
(KJV), Rev 12; see also the Book of Enoch). The
necessity to exclude is represented by Lewis in
the demonic ramblings of Screwtape when he
tries to explain to the junior tempter how Lucifer
left heaven, unable to live with God.2 Oldridge
therefore presents a sound understanding of
this biblical history.
The religio-pantomime figure of the devil/
Satan, along with much folklore that has
been generated in Western Europe over the
last millennia, tends to reduce the reality of
intelligent and sentient personified evil to a
joke, something sophisticated and enlightened
1 C.S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters and Screwtape Proposes a
Toast (London: Fontana, 1965), p. 6.
2 C.S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters (1st ed., London: Bles,
1942), Chp. 8.
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people do not believe in.3 But herein lies a
danger: such evil generates unbelief as a lure.
However, the devil is an answer to a host of
theodicial questions, which Darren Oldridge
addresses in A Very Short Introduction to the
devil : why do the innocent suffer in a world
created by a loving God? – does this mean that
God cannot prevent this suffering, despite His
supposed omnipotence? – or is God not loving
after all? This, for Oldridge, is the problem of
evil, caused by the personality (some might
say, celebrity) of the devil: rebellion creates evil
in all its manifold manifestations. Oldridge
povides a succinct and comprehensive way into
understanding the tradition, and does deal with
the central role personified evil has in the JudeoChristian tradition: remove the devil and hell
(the self-generated abode of ‘Old Nick’) and the
question remains, Why the Crucifixion, Why
atonement? Therefore — from an academically
neutral position — Oldridge examines the
place of the devil, theologically, succinctly, and
accurately (which brings in the place of such
evil personification in relation to the world, to
worldliness). Oldridge’s cultural history of Satan
(the devil in art, literature, music) provides an
amusing yet deeply disturbing glimpse into
the surreptitious and clandestine, furtive and
covert, way such evil will court and seduce,
enthral and capture the human imagination,
always attempting to convince that, of course,
such personified evil does not exist, could
not exist, cannot exist (the seduction is rarely
as explicit, formal, and open, as Faust’s, or as
attractive an anti-hero as Milton’s ‘celebrity’
Satan!). Oldridge writes as an historian, as an
academic, remaining neutral and impartial,
open-minded, non-partisan, without disclosing
3 See, for instance, P.G. Maxwell-Stuart, Satan: A
Biography (Stroud, UK: Amberley Publishing, 2012), also,
Peter Stanford, The Devil: A Biography (London: Arrow
Publishing: Penguin, 2003).
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any personal belief (or is such a neutral position
another of old-Nick’s tricks?); A Very Short
Introduction to the devil, is salutary reading.

T H E PROBLE M OF H E LL, I I :
JU ST IC E
Joel Buenting’s The Problem of Hell: A
Philosophical Anthology is a volume of
essays clearly addressed to the philosophical
community rather than to believers (if such a
distinction is viable). As such it is a salutary
attempt to refute the philosophical scepticism
that asserts that even if the person somehow
continues alive in some form after death, there is
no ‘god’, no judgement, no heaven, and certainly
no hell (such philosophical ontic agnosticism
is more akin to Buddhism than the JudaeoChristian tradition). Are these essays successful
in refuting this scepticism?—generally, yes. Most
of these essays are from a broadly orthodox and
traditional Christian perspective and tackle the
fashionably liberal dialectical questions relating
to inclusivity-exclusivity, finality-escapism, and
punishment-responsibility. While some of the
essays focus on the question of predestination
(Thomas Talbott), or the idea of annihilationism
(Charlie Brown and Jerry L. Walls) as a way
of squaring the theodicial circle (that is, a
vindication of God’s goodness and justice
in the face of the existence of evil, whereby
the pains of hell are not eternal, and lead to a
doctrine of nothingness for those outside the
grace of God), there is a sound historical basis
to this volume of essays. For example, Gordon
Knight’s, ‘Molinism and Hell’ (named after
the sixteenth century Jesuit theologian Luis de
Molina, as an attempt to reconcile human free
will with providence of God). However, there is
plenty of good philosophy to keep the orthodox
on their toes (for example, James Cain, ‘Why
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Kurt Wenner, ‘The Ghetto’ (2009), detail from the cover of Joel Buenting’s The Problem of Hell.

I am unconvinced by Arguments against the
Existence of Hell’: freedom of the will, logic,
and philosophy of religion). A persistent
theme, implicit in most of these essays, but
made explicit in Bradley L. Sickler’s essay, is
the proposition of Infernal Voluntarism, a
doctrine thus named by Sickler but which is
acknowledged as coming from the writings
of C.S. Lewis. Sickler in ‘Infernal Voluntarism
and “The Deep Courtesy of Heaven”,’ presents
Lewis’s doctrine that the existence of hell issues
from creaturely self-choice. Contrary to many
self-confessed modernist/liberal theologians
in the mid-twentieth century Lewis asserted
the reality of hell and damnation, that is, those
who reside for eternity in hell do so of their own
volition, they choose hell rather than heaven.
Lewis did not use the term infernal voluntarism,
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but what he outlines in The Problem of Pain, The
Screwtape Letters, The Great Divorce, and many
other works, is a form of infernal voluntarism.
Central to this is Lewis’s dictum whereby each
and every human achieves its dearest wish,
all receive their heart’s desire, all receive what
their life led to. In eternity all are what they had
become in life, but they may not like the end
result of their actions and beliefs. Lewis notes in
The Magician’s Nephew, ‘All get what they want;
they do not always like it;’4 Lewis likewise asserts,
‘For all find what they truly seek.’5 Bradley L.
Sickler notes a common assumption among
the majority of theologians and philosophers:
they claim no one would choose to go to hell,
4 C.S. Lewis, The Magician’s Nephew (London: Bles,
1955), p. 162.
5 C.S. Lewis, The Last Battle (London: Bles, 1956), p. 165.
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or elect to stay there. The shared assumption
is that people go to hell against their will (but
when the will has become so corrupted does
such an individual really know what it is doing,
and does such an individual understand what
it is seeking when it has ruined the God-given
creation?). Sickler, drawing on Lewis’s works,
notes—
But what if the occupants of hell are not
thrown there by God, but, as it were, they
freely jump? That view . . . can be called
‘infernal voluntarism’. Instead of assuming
that everyone will want to be in heaven,
infernal voluntarism takes the position
that there are very many people who would
sacrifice the joys of a life lived in submission
to God in exchange for something else.
Odd as it may sound, infernal voluntarism
acknowledges that there is something that
people may prefer over true flourishing
and happiness—namely, rebellion. If the
infernal voluntarist position is right, then
hell is chosen by its occupants, not foisted
on them against their will. Conversely,
heaven would be entered by choice too:
no one who seriously desires heaven will
be denied it. As we shall see, a corollary to
at least one famous infernal voluntarist’s
position is that Christ has made the way
to heaven, and it is only through him that
anyone enters—but that does not entail that
conscious belief in the person and work of
Jesus Christ is a necessary condition for
being saved by and through him.6

constantly desires joy will ever miss it.’7 Lewis
excelled at presenting this doctrine though
story in The Great Divorce : many are inquisitive
about heaven but cannot let go of their own
self-willed, self-generated, hell; something will
always hold them back. Sickler, and the other
essayists in this book, also presents the contrary:
those late twentieth century liberal theologians
and philosophers who seek to deny the reality
of hell.

T H E PROBLE M OF H E LL, I I I :
JU D GE M E N T A N D FORGI V E N E S S
Does this deny the judgement of God? Does
Infernal Voluntarism seek to deny the aseity
of God? A key text in The Great Divorce is the
conversation Lewis scripts between himself
and his mentor, George MacDonald, which
identifies how the judgement of God could
work:
There are only two kinds of people in the
end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be
done,’ and those to whom God says, in the
end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that are in Hell
choose it. Without that self-choice there
could be no Hell. No soul that seriously
and constantly desires joy will ever miss it.
Those who seek find. To those who knock
it is opened.8

Sickler is paraphrasing Lewis when he states
‘one famous infernal voluntarist’s position.’
Furthermore, Sickler comments, ‘It is critical
to Lewis’s soteriology that hell is a place people
choose to go [to] . . . without that self-choice
there could be no Hell. No soul that seriously and

Forgiveness is available to those who in
repentance submit to the will of God. The will of
God is then in judgement to forgive them, which
may, for Lewis, involve a degree of purgation,
cleansing, purifying, a change (for example,
1 Cor. 15:51–53.) to welcome them into the new
life: but, for Lewis, the tree lies where it falls,9 so

6 Bradley L. Sickler, ‘Infernal Voluntarism and “The
Deep Courtesy of Heaven”,’ in, Joel Buenting, The Problem
of Hell: A Philosophical Anthology (Farnham, UK: Ashgate,
2010), p. 164. Sickler appears to be invoking Matt. 25, the
parable of the sheep and the goats in the final clause.

7 Ibid., p. 172, paraphrasing C.S. Lewis, The Great
Divorce (London: Bles, 1945), p. 58.
8 Lewis, The Great Divorce, 58.
9 Ecclesiastes 11:3 (KJV); sometimes translated, “As
the tree falls, so shall it lie.” Often quoted during the
Reformation to contradict the perceived Roman Catholic
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to speak. If they do not submit, and truly submit
in repentance, if they do not unconditionally
submit to the will of God, then God’s judgement
on them is to condemn them to suffer the fate
of their own wilfulness: thus Lewis’s Doctrine
of Infernal Voluntarism. If God’s judgement is
to say to the human upon death ‘Thy will be
done, thy will, oh human, Thy will be done,’
this constitutes a banishment, exiled from the
joy and ecstasy of heaven, as Lucifer, the fallen
angel, was.10 The wilfulness of the human has
befitted it for nothing more than hell, its own
self-generated hell: it is like God saying, you
have refused to submit to my will, you are the
un-reformed rebel, you are fit for nothing more
than the invention of your own wilfulness,
which may mean suffering in a burning lake for
eternity for that is what you have become: your
will be done. God warns us of this reality (Mark
9:41-48; c.f. Matt 7:21-23).11
position of transit from hell to heaven, through purgatory.
10 C.S. Lewis’s colleague at Oxford and fellow Inkling,
J.R.R. Tolkien’s word-picture of Sméagol/Gollum is
apposite here: banished for his crimes, for what he has
become, Sméagol was cast out never to return, he was to
live on his own, by his wits, but he was not alone, he was
preyed upon and—like Lucifer—drew evil to himself. See,
J.R.R. Tolkien, Lord of the Rings: The Shadow of the Past
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1954–55), pp. 53, 55 and
56, also, Appendix F, p. 1136.
11 Discussing Lewis’s doctrine of heaven and hell raises
questions about how the atonement works, how we are
reconciled (or not) to God. Lewis asserts the total act of
forgiveness, in potential, of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross,
yet we are still mired in sin and subject to God’s judgment.
What is happening here? Lewis subscribed, from his
reading of Gustav Aulén’s work on the atonement, Christus
Victor (1931) to the ‘classic’ atonement theory. (See. Lewis
writing to Corbin Scott Carnell, Oct. 13, 1958, in, C.S.
Lewis, Collected Letters, Vol. III—Narnia, Cambridge and
Joy 1950–1963 (ed., by Walter Hooper. San Francisco:
Harper, 2007), pp. 978–98) In this context Lewis advocates
a ‘debt’ model in his apologetics, and a ‘ransom’ model in
his analogical narratives. These two models combine for
Lewis in the ‘classic’ model: humanity is in bondage to the
devil through original sin. According to the ‘classic’ model
of atonement Christ’s sacrifice releases humanity from its
bondage to the devil, Satan, to the dark evil forces. In a
sense this resets the human condition to its prelapsarian
state. It frees humanity to be for God, or against God, our
beliefs and actions, our faith, ethics and morals, give away
our loyalty and allegiance: the Last Judgment decides who
we are for. See, P. H. Brazier, C.S. Lewis—On the Christ
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For Joel Buenting, Sickler, and the authors
here, it is modernists and philosophers who
postulate that hell is a problem.12 A constant
criticism is, how can humanity be held
responsible for decisions made in life, decisions
humanity did not realize the full consequences
of while alive. Eternal punishment therefore
seems a bit harsh. But this criticism refuses to
acknowledge the state the person has developed
into: if the truly evil are punished for eternity,
this is in direct accordance with what they have
become, which will have been a near total denial
of their humanity. Lewis commented, ‘So much
mercy, yet still there is hell.’13
Lewis does not have a problem with hell.
Philosophers postulate that hell is a problem.
We need to consider the background to this
position so as to understand what Lewis
asserted. The problem of hell is no problem
for the saved, and in many cases it is not a
problem for the damned – it is a problem for
the “god” of the philosophers. Ethical concerns
are raised about the eternal cruelty of hell, that
it is inconsistent with the concept of a God of
love defined by justice, the moral good, and
of a Religious Economy II. Knowing Salvation (series: C.S.
Lewis: Revelation and the Christ, Bk. 3.2; Eugene, OR:
Wipf & Stock), 2014, Pt. 3, Chps 9–12, pp. 165-283.
12 A key work to consider in these criticisms is John
Hick’s, Evil and the God of Love (London: Collins, 1970).
In a similar vein, see, Brian Davies, Reality of God and
the Problem of Evil (London: Continuum, 2006). From
both sides of the debate, the following are crucial in
understanding these issues: Jonathan L. Kvanvig, Destiny
and Deliberation: Essays in Philosophical Theology. Oxford:
OUP, 2011), see specifically, Ch. 1 ‘Autonomy, Finality,
and the Choice Model of Hell,’ 5–20, Chp. 2 ‘Losing
Your Soul,’ pp. 21–40, and, Chp. 3 ‘Universalism and the
Problem of Hell,’ pp. 41–61); also, John M.E. McTaggart,
Some Dogmas of Religion (London: Edward Arnold Press,
1906), see, Chp. VI, ‘God as Omnipotent,’ pp. 186–220,
specifically §. 177, 215–16 (pub., 1906, see, http://archive.
org/details/somedogmasrelig00mctagoog).
See
also,
Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (online), Jonathan
L. Kvanvig, ‘Heaven and Hell,’ http://plato.stanford.edu/
entries/heaven-hell/. See also, Peter Geach, Providence
and Evil: The Stanton Lectures 1971–72 (Cambridge: CUP,
1977).
13 C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (London: Bles, 1940),
p. 98.
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benevolence. The philosopher’s problem of hell
can be summarized in four key points:
• that it exists
• that humans are sent there post mortem
• that there is no escape
• that hell is defined by eternal punishment
for sins – actions and inactions – committed
in life.
By contrast Liberal opponents to a doctrine of
hell argue from one or both of two positions:
first, universalism (universal reconciliation) that
proclaims and judges that all will be saved; or,
second, annihilationism, whereby they adopt an
annihilationist position—sinners are destroyed
rather than punished eternally (this is often
referred to as “conditional immortality”). Is the
concept of eternal punishment in keeping with
the God of love who seeks everyone’s salvation?
Where is God’s benevolence? Where is human
free will? Do we not control our own destiny?
Hell may not be an eternal form of retributive
punishment, but merely the result of free will—
those who do not wish to spend eternity with
God do not have to, they are not forced so to
do. But even this does not satisfy the religious
professionals and secular philosophers who
argue that even as a choice hell is unreasonable
because we do not always understand the full
implications of our choices, our decisions.
Marilyn McCord Adams argued in the 1970s
that humanity is characterized by diminished
responsibility and psychological flaws, therefore
it would be cruel and wrong to send some,
condemned, to hell.14 But this argument is
based on the assumption that the human does
not understand itself and cannot make sound
decisions for its own benefit. Although the
14 See, Marilyn McCord Adams, ‘The Problem of Hell:
A Problem of Evil for Christians,’ in, Reasoned Faith (ed.
by Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann; Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 313-24, see specifically
pp. 313-14. See also, Adams, ‘Hell and the God of Justice,’
in, Religious Studies 11.4 (1975) pp. 433-47.
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inability to make right choices (Rom 7:14–19,
also, 7:20–25) can be described as a result of
original sin (due to the Fall the human can no
longer make right choices), this also undermines
the criticism of religious professionals and
secular philosophers who criticize God for
allowing such individuals to choose hell: these
secular criticisms also issue from this inability to
make sound judgments. Therefore, if the human
does not understand the full implications of its
choices and judgments and decisions, then the
human does not understand what it is talking
about when it chooses, therefore we may posit
that these religious professionals and secular
philosophers do understand what they are
talking about when they criticize God’s loving
mercy and judgment in allowing the creature to
elect hell. But do not these critics also suffer from
the same diminished responsibility that they
invoke as a defence for hell-bound unrepentant
sinners, and does not this same diminsihed
responsibility invalidate any cogency or truth
in their crticisms and judgements?). Does not
their criticism turn back on to themselves? In
placing themselves in judgment over God are
they not merely doing exactly what Adam and
Eve did – the sin of Lucifer – and exhibiting the
inability to make right and proper, sound and
valid, judgments?
It is important to remember how in The
Last Battle, Lewis presents this in a Narnian
Last Judgement: all come before Aslan, they
either love him or loathe him – the basis of
judgement is not religious knowledge, but
on submission to the will of the Christ (Matt.
7:21-23), a submission that then generates love
(agape). Here we can see this choice of response
in the creatures that pass before Aslan in the
Last Judgement: some look at him in love and
thanks, and are saved; others loathe and hate
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Aslan, and are condemned.15 There is no grey
middle area, no compromise, and no confusion
of response. It is one or the other: love or hate—
As they came right up to Aslan one or other
of two things happened to each of them.
They all looked straight in His face, I don’t
think they had any choice about that. And
when some looked, the expression of their
faces changed terribly—it was fear and
hatred: except that, on the faces of talking
beasts, the fear and hatred lasted only for
a fraction of a second. You could see that
they suddenly ceased to be talking beasts.
They were just ordinary animals. And all
the creatures who looked at Aslan in that
way swerved to their right, his left, and
disappeared into his huge black shadow,
which (as you have heard) streamed away
to the left of the doorway. The children
never saw them again. I don’t know what
became of them. But the others looked in
the face of Aslan and loved him, though
some of them were very frightened at the
same time. And all these came in at the
Door, in on Aslan’s right.16

But who is responsible? Is God ultimately
responsible for the failure of the creation—the
creature—to be saved? Or does responsibility
lie with the human who was given free will,
and rebelled? Does responsibility lie with the
human creature that refuses to turn? Certain
theological traditions, it is asserted, rightly or
wrongly, will deny the human ability of selfchoice: does all comes down to predestination
through a rigid doctrine of election?

T HE PROBLE M OF H E LL, IV:
RESPONSIBILIT Y C.S. LEWI S
AND JOH N CALVIN
A pertinent theological question that has
gathered pace in the West in recent decades
15 Lewis, Last Battle, 175–76.
16 Ibid, 175–76.
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is that of responsibility and intention: God, or
humanity; individual or collective, (implicitly
relating to the question of whether or not
humans really have free will any longer after the
Fall ). C.S. Lewis knew this and devoted much
of his corpus to considering these questions,
indeed, judging by the correspondence at the
time of his conversion,17 it had a formed a
paradox and an obstacle to conversion and faith
(related as it does to atonement and guilt – and
of necessity – election and penal substitution).
For Jordan C. Ferrier, in Calvin and C.S. Lewis:
Solving the Riddle of the Reformation, the
central question relating to eschatology and
teleology is one of responsibility: human or
divine; but – for Ferrier – why do two groups
of Christians (represented by John Calvin and
C.S. Lewis, both traditional and Biblical) read
the same verses of scripture and reach radically
different views on the sovereignty of God and
the responsibility of the creature.
Jordan Ferrier has analysed some of the
complex issues involved in comparing Lewis
with a more traditional Calvinistic position.18
Essentially Lewis represents a position that can
be deemed Western mainstream Protestant
(also Roman Catholic, likewise Greco-RussianEastern Orthodox). This is a position grounded
in faith, as distinct from, what is construed
by some to be a Calvinistic position (though
whether this is a position attributable to John
Calvin, or to all Calvinistic groups, or subdenominations, is a serious and pertinent
question to consider). This contrary position
is seen to be grounded in predestination and
election. Ferrier highlights and attempts to
17 Lewis writing to Arthur Greeves, Oct. 18, 1931. C.S.
Lewis, Collected Letters, Vol. I: Family Letters 1905-1931
(edited by Walter Hooper. San Francisco: Harper, 2004),
pp. 975–77.
18 Jordan C. Ferrier, Calvin and C.S. Lewis: Solving the
Riddle of the Reformation (Allendale, MI: Jordan Ferrier,
2010).
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resolve the differences between C.S. Lewis and
John Calvin on issues of omnipotence and
responsibility, and how the conclusions relate to
election and the will of God.19 Acknowledging
that there are major differences, despite the fact
that both Lewis and Calvin start from the same
biblically informed position (God’s freedom
and the Fall of humanity), and although Ferrier
is relatively unique in comparing the two, the
solution to the riddle of the Reformation, as
he terms it, appears to be left hanging. Many
Calvinists will disagree with Ferrier, and at
times Ferrier appears to be reluctant to own
that perhaps Calvin was simply wrong (if what
is presented is an accurate depiction of John
Calvin’s beliefs on this matter). The problem is
essentially that for C.S. Lewis God willed that
humanity knew the risks (Gen 2:16–17) and
was free to choose;20 humanity was not coerced
into choosing one way or the other, therefore
God did not author evil, or the Fall : for Lewis,
humanity before the Fall had unconditional
freedom to choose, unbiased and dispassionate,
a freedom that was lost after the Fall once
humanity was in bondage to personified evil.21
Also, for Lewis, God did author the creation,
which had free will to choose, and God took
the responsibility for the Fall onto God (on
the Cross). Reading Ferrier one is left with
a sound understanding of the traditional
– some might say stereotypical – position
attributed to Calvinists whereby God knew all
of this and willed the Fall to happen therefore
all is predestined.22 If Calvinists believe that
everything that happens is the will of God, then
the Fall can, for some Calvinists, be attributed
to the will of God. Lewis would say not. Here
19
20
21
22

Ibid, Chp. 3, p. 20f.
Ibid, p. 26f.
Ibid, pp. 30-35.
Ibid; For a summary of the ‘problem’, see, p. 39.
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Ferrier is sound in his assessment: God created
the conditions of freedom that characterized
the creature, and waited for the creature turn to
God in freedom and in love. (Lewis exemplifies
this in Perelandra where the Green Lady is
free to obey or not to obey, God does not
influence her but waits for her, and observes
her response, which for Lewis’s is paradise
retained). Some Calvinists deny that humanity
can know any good; others regard humanity as
capable of perceiving, accurately, something of
the good. Here Ferrier’s position is both sound
and original. Is there one unique position to
Calvinism?—probably not. If God could have
prevented the Fall, but chose not to, is God
responsible? Ferrier does acknowledge that this
is often seen as the extra-Calvinistic position
identifiable across many denominations, a
position some Calvinists will raise, others not.
However, most Catholics, Anglican, and many
Protestants see the question as irrelevant: we
simply know no longer the conditions of our
original creation. Yet God is the creator, and
God created good and evil (or allowed evil to
create itself?), God created the moral conditions
of the creation, imbued with natural law, and
God is therefore obedient to this natural –
ontological – law, a commandment, edict and
rule, that undergirds creation and is woven
into the creature: God elects to be governed in
God’s relations with the creation by this law, but
God is not bound by this law; Lewis represents
this pertinently in The Chronicles of Narnia,
in the divine person of Aslan the lion). Lewis
consistently asserted natural law. Is he asserting
that there is something outside of God that
stands in judgment over God? Jordan Ferrier
notes this puzzlement:
Is something correct, therefore God wills
it, or: does God will something, therefore
it is correct. Calvin takes the second option
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and voluntarism. C.S. Lewis takes the first
option and what is called ‘intellectualism.’23

Ferrier rightly categorizes Lewis as, in effect, a
classical theist:
Classical theists are also proponents of
natural law. Calvinists are opponents to a
natural law because it prescribes a law for
the actions of God. Lewis will argue that
God will be obedient to the natural law
simply because it is ‘just’ to do so in terms
of God’s relations with humanity: God
expects obedience from humanity towards
natural law; thereby God’s actions will
reflect the same compliance: ... [Natural
law] is the doctrine of objective value, the
belief that certain attitudes are really true,
and others really false, to the kind of things
the universe is and the kind of things we
are.24

Ferrier does try to balance at this point. As
Lewis would concur – God can see that bringing
good out of the evil of the Fall is worth the effort
and worth the final result. Perhaps the answer
to the riddle of the Reformation, as Ferrier
terms it, is in the very nature of humanity and
what we were created for, the answer to the
riddle is ontological and not doctrinal. Lewis
has the senior demon Screwtape comment
on the puzzle, where God is to be perceived,
inadvertently, as the ‘enemy’:
He really does want to fill the universe with a
lot of loathsome little replicas of Himself—
creatures whose life, on its miniature scale,
will be qualitatively like His own, not
because He has absorbed them but because
their wills freely conform to His. We want
cattle who can finally become food; He
wants servants who can finally become
sons. We want to suck in, He wants to give
out. We are empty and would be filled;
He is full and flows over. Our war aim is a
23 Ibid, 42.
24 Ibid, p. 39.
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world in which our father below has drawn
all other beings into Himself: the Enemy
wants a world full of beings united to Him
but still distinct . . .
Merely to override a human will (as His
felt presence in any but the faintest and
most mitigated degree would certainly do)
would be for Him useless. He cannot ravish.
He can only woo. For His ignoble idea is to
eat the cake and have it; the creatures are
to be one with Him, but yet themselves;
merely to cancel them, or assimilate them,
will not serve.25

So are the Calvinists right, is all is predestined?
Or is Lewis right, that the creaturely freedom
given to the human absolves God of the
responsibility? Can the protestations of some
Calvinists appear, at times, like the convoluted
and inverted thinking of Screwtape?
Ferrier’s work is important because
comparing Calvin and Lewis on this crucially
important subject is rare and relatively unique.
Lewis, it must be admitted, is Arminian
(though he does not own or use the term):
grace is resistible, judgement is final – there
is no election outside of faith. It is faith that
destines us, not the decision of God through
a pre-destined elect. Does Ferrier resolve the
riddle of the Reformation? The jury is still out.
The position that Ferrier attributes to Calvinists
(as compared with, or distinct —to a cautious
degree—from the position we attribute to Calvin
himself) is recognisable by some Calvinists, but
not by others. It is also relatively unclear as to
what definition Ferrier is using when attributing
a ‘voluntarist’ position to Calvin. (Ferrier’s use
of ‘voluntarist’ appears distinct, to a degree,
from that used by Bradley L. Sickler in his
proposition, ‘Infernal Voluntarism’.) Ferrier’s
work is important because comparing Calvin
and Lewis on this crucially important subject
25 C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (1st ed.), pp. 30 & 31
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is rare and relatively unique. This is a tightly
argued and evidenced book, and although the
jury is still out, it is debateable whether the
riddle of the Reformation can be resolved this
side of the eschaton.

C ONC LU SION
Oldridge, Buenting and Ferrier do a stalwart
job in tackling these issues and presenting the
complexity of Lewis’s consideration; they are
constructive reading and cover the expanse
of discipline in theology, philosophy, and in
theologically related biblical studies. But do
they answer the question? They point towards
Lewis’s solution, which was in turn Patristic,
and therefore repudiate much modern and
liberal eschatology (which for decades has tried
to marginalize an Evangelical perspective).
So is Lewis correct: many will simply
create the reality, post mortem, that they are
condemned to exist in for eternity, not realizing
they are in hell, perhaps not even perceiving
that they are dead: ‘All get what they want, they
do not always like it.’26 Yes, Lewis did assert the
traditional, biblical, model of hell defined by fire
and pain and eternal punishment, but this is at
a deeper level than the nihilistic, unchanging,
diminished existence represented by the humans
in The Great Divorce. The condemned in the
upper levels of hell are held above the deeper
violent, painful fires of hell, by the grace of God.
Does this (for traditional Calvinists) absolve
God of the responsibility? Does this refute the
problem of hell for the philosophers? Hell is
not a problem for the redeemed (Rev 14:9-12
and Luke 16:19–31); hell is not a problem for
Satan, or for the demons of hell, they love the
inferno . However, the jury is still out—but not
26 Lewis, Magician’s Nephew, p. 162.
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forever! Whatever decision we make, we will be
in heaven or in hell eternally: what we do in the
here-and-now echoes through eternity. Perhaps
the final word should be with Lewis:
Some will not be redeemed. There is no
doctrine which I would more willingly
remove from Christianity than this, if it
lay in my power. But it has the full support
of Scripture and, specially, of Our Lord’s
own words; it has always been held by
Christendom; and it has the support of
reason. If a game is played, it must be
possible to lose it. If the happiness of a

creature lies in self-surrender, no one can
make that surrender but himself (though
many can help him to make it) and he
may refuse. I would pay any price to be
able to say truthfully ‘All will be saved.’
But my reason retorts ‘Without their will,
or with it?’ If I say ‘Without their will’ I at
once perceive a contradiction; how can the
supreme voluntary act of self-surrender be
involuntary? If I say ‘With their will’, my
reason replies ‘How if they will not give
in?’27

27 Lewis, Problem of Pain, pp. 96–7.
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