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“Our God is a Consuming Fire”
Kyle Butt, M.A.

Inaneffort tobolster the idea that thepun-
ishment of the wicked in the afterlife will be
annihilation, proponents of annihilationism
frequently have focused on the biblical terms
“consume” and “consuming.” Since the Bible
does indeed say that “ourGod is a consuming
fire” (Hebrews12:29), and since thewords “con-
sume”and“consuming” can, and sometimes
do, refer to the annihilationofphysicalmat-
ter, then many annihilationists have asserted
thatGodwill annihilate the soulsofwickedhu-
mans.HomerHailey, inhis posthumouslypub-
lished book, God’s Judgements and Punishments,
has anentire chapter titled“OurGod—ACon-
sumingFire.” In that chapter, hedeals almost
entirely with the Old Testament usage of the
terms “consume” and “consuming.” Concern-
ingthese terms,he remarked:

Thewordneedingacleardefinitionis“con-
sume” or “consuming.” The English word
is translatedfromsomanyHebrewwords,
and theHebrewwords are translatedby so
many English words, that it is difficult
to find a precise definition for “consume.”
It is best therefore to learn its meaning
fromusageandexamples (2003,p. 136).

Hailey then proceeded to the burning bush
passage, in which Moses approached the bush
that “burnedwith fire”but “wasnot consumed”
(Exodus 3:2). Hailey concluded: “In this in-
stance, ‘consumed’ meant ‘burned up’ ” (p.
136). He then cited an example of a burnt of-
fering being “consumed” on the altar (Levit-
icus9:23-24) as evidence to suggest that “con-
sumed”means toburnup.

After listing thesenon-humansubjectsof
consumption, Hailey listed several Old Tes-
tament examples in which sinful humans are
said to have been “consumed”: “Let sinners be
consumed out of the earth. And let the wick-
ed be no more” (Psalm 104:35); “But the wick-
ed shall perish, and the enemies of Jehovah
shallbeas thefatof lambs: theyshall consume;
insmokeshall theyconsumeaway” (Psalm37:
20).Hailey also listed the rebellionofKorah,
whereGodtoldMoses andAaron toget away
from the rebels “that I may consume them in
a moment” (Numbers 16:21). And later in the
same context, God sent a plague among the
people inwhichGodmadethesamecomment
about consuming themasHedidconcerning
the rebels inverse21.

When it came time to summarize his chap-
ter, Hailey placed two columns at the top of
the final page, one titled “What is Said,” and
theother titled“What isNotSaid.” Inthe“What
is Said” column, he listed Hebrews 12:29, Num-
bers16andDeuteronomy4:24.Thenhe listed
the “means of consuming,” and recorded the

Earth swallowing the rebels with Korah, the
plague, and fire arriving from heaven. In the
“What isNotSaid” column, the entire textun-
der the column is one line that reads: “That
theyall burn forever” (p. 139).Heobviouslywas
attempting to lead the reader toconclude that
consume and consuming must mean annihi-
lation.

Is it correct to understand that the biblical
useof thewords“consume”and“consuming”
must entail that the souls of thewickedwill be
annihilated? Simplyput, no. First, inorder to
conclude that thewords imply annihilation,
Hailey provided examples like the burning
bush and the burning of an offering that do
refer to the itembeing consumed—burnedup
completely. Conspicuously missing, however,
are those examples in which the item that is
consumed is not burned up completely. The
Hebrew words translated “to consume” can
meananynumberof things, including: “to eat,
devour, slay, to be wasted, to be destroyed, to
feed, exterminate, tocause tocease,beaccom-
plished, and exhaust, among others” (see “Ak-
al,”1999; “Kalah,”1999).Are there examples in
whichtheterms“consume”and“consuming”
do not insinuate total incineration? Certain-
ly. For instance, in Jeremiah14, theLord com-
mented thatHebynomeanswould accept the
idolatrous Israelites, and then stated: “But I
will consume them by the sword, by the fam-
ine, andby thepestilence” (14:12).Would their
being consumed necessitate that their bodies
wouldbe completely burned intononexistence?
The text answered that question when it stated
that the bodies of those consumed would “be
cast out in the streets of Jerusalembecause of
the famineandthesword; theywillhavenoone
tobury them” (14:12). The consuming taking
place in Jeremiah obviously did not entail a
complete burning up, but instead a punish-
ment of physical death in which the bodies of
those who were consumed would still remain
for sometime todecay in theopenstreets.

Again, in Genesis 31:15, Rachel and Leah,
in their discussionof their father’s behavior,
commented: “Are we not considered strang-
ers by him? For he has sold us, and also com-
pletely consumedourmoney.”Did theymean
to say that theirmoneyhadbeenburnedand
annihilated intononexistence?No.Rather, it
had been spent or wasted, and thus no longer
wasofuse to them.

Genesis 31:40 serves as a final example of
the various ways the word “consumed” can
beused. In this text, Jacobdescribes thehard-
shipsheenduredduringhistenurewithLaban.

[continued on page 8]
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OnDecember24, 2004, the spacecraft that
has been orbiting Saturn—Cassini—deployed
a gold, wok-shaped disc known as the Huy-
gens probe. On January 14, 2005, that partic-
ular spacecraft was scheduled to descend to
Saturn’s largestmoon—Titan.The705-pound
science probe will be the first manmade object
to descend to the surface of another planet’s
moon. The cost for the Cassini-Huygens proj-
ect was $3.27 billion dollars. Why would we
spendsomuchmoney toanalyzeamoonfrom
a distant planet? In a single word—life. Many
scientists have abandoned past research proj-
ects to focusonanewarea, astrobiology.As-
trobiology—a field that has mushroomed from
obscurity to the front page of the local news-
paper—is thestudyof life intheUniverse.

Bear inmind thatwe’ve establishedanen-
tire fieldof science, even though lifehasnever
been found outside of the Earth. Also recog-
nize that the surface temperature of Titan is
believed tobeapproximately200°belowzero,
which scientists acknowledge would be far too
harsh to sustain life. (All life forms need liq-
uid water, and this temperature would be too
cold for that.)But speculations abound, and
thepush to find life “out there” continues.

JeffreyL.Badahasprovidedsomevaluable
insight as to why this search continues. Hav-
ing reviewedanewbook titledTheLivingUni-

verse: NASA and the Development of Astrobiol-
ogy,Badaobserved:

Today, it seems nearly everyone is an as-
trobiologist. A decade ago, I knew essen-
tially none. Why this sudden obsession
with a field that encompasses somanydi-
verse areas in both the physical and life
sciences? So far, life has not been found
to exist away from Earth, although the
surge in interest in astrobiology suggests
there is intense optimism within at least
partsof the science community that this
singularity will change in the future. But
scientific curiosity alone likely cannot ex-
plain the explosive growthof astrobiology.
After reading The Living Universe: NASA

and theDevelopment ofAstrobiology,I came
to the conclusion that one of the field’s
attractions was money—and lots of it
(2005, 307:46, emp. added).
Acase inpoint?TheHuygen’sprobe.Weof-

ten are askedwhy scientists continuepursuing
research that is known to be false (e.g., evolu-
tion). Bada’s conclusion sums it up: “Money
—and lotsof it.”
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In that discussion, Jacob stated: “There I was!
In theday thedrought consumedme, and the
frost bynight, andmy sleepdeparted frommy
eyes.” Was Jacob completely burned up or an-
nihilated during the day? Not in any sense. In-
terestingly, the sameHebrewword is used in
Genesis 31:40 that isused inDeuteronomy4:
24—whichwascitedbyHailey,andfromwhich
his Hebrews 12:29 quote is taken. It is evident,
then, that thewords“consume”and“consum-
ing” do not necessarily connote complete an-
nihilation, but can, andoftendo,make refer-
ence toa stateofwaste andruin,or, as in Jacob’s
case,pain, sufferingandhardship.

It also is interesting to note that, among
the examples givenbyHailey that supposedly
imply theannihilationof those things (orpeo-
ple) which were consumed, are the individuals
who were consumed in the rebellion of Kor-
ah in Numbers 16. Yet in the New Testament,
Judeoffereddivinely inspiredcommentaryon
certain sinful individuals, stating: “Woe to
them! For they have gone in the way of Cain,
have run greedily in the error of Balaam for
profit, and perished in the rebellion of Kor-
ah” (vs. 11). Jude further commented that these
sinnerswere“ragingwavesof thesea, foaming
up their own shame;wandering stars forwhom
is reserved the blackness of darkness forever”
(vs. 13). Therefore, these sinners had “perished

in the rebellionofKorah,” andyet their souls
were not completely consumed or annihilated,
but had a reservation in a place where there
was “blackness of darkness forever.” From
the New Testament commentary offered by
Jude, it is evident that those consumed in the
rebellionofKorahdidnotgooutof existence
altogether, but that their physical lives were
ended and their souls awaited a punishment
indarkness forever.

Once again, anappeal to incompleteword
studies in an attempt to force the idea of an-
nihilationism on the biblical text is specula-
tive andunfounded, to say the least. Theover-
whelmingevidenceofScriptureexplicitly states
and implicitly teaches that the souls of the
wicked will be punished in the fires of hell for-
ever—withoutrespite.
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