Decoding Death: End of a Monarch

Overview

Paul calls death “the last enemy to be destroyed” (1 Cor. 15:26).

That sentence should settle the question, but for most of church history it hasn't. In the story most
Christians inherited, death is not destroyed at the end of the story. It is preserved, endlessly active,
the eternal instrument of final punishment. The tradition has never cleanly reconciled this with
Paul. It has held both in tension and moved on.

Defeat of Death does not move on.

The argument begins with what death actually is in Paul's thought, not merely biological mortality,
but a reigning power. Death is not merely an event in Scripture. It is a monarch, a ruling order
Christ comes to overthrow. In Romans 5, Paul describes the Adamic order as a corporate condition
into which humanity is born: condemnation, corruption, accusation, and mortality all bound
together as a single enslaving structure. Death reigns through this order. Humanity does not merely
commit sins within it. Humanity is governed by it.

This is what Christ comes to destroy.

In Romans 5, Paul constructs his parallel between Adam and Christ with surgical precision: one
trespass, one righteous act; death reigning, life superabounding. And then he insists that Christ's
side is not equal to Adam's but greater. His word is hyperabounded. Traditional theology treats
Adam'’s act as universally effective and Christ's as a limited offer awaiting individual response.
Paul's grammar runs the opposite direction, and the implications cannot be contained. Christ does
not make reconciliation available. He accomplishes it. Faith is not the mechanism that creates the
new reality. It is the awakening to a reality already established.

Once you follow Paul's grammar here, everything downstream changes.

If death is a reigning power that Christ has come to destroy, then the question of final judgment is
not where human beings end up. It is what happens to death itself. First Corinthians 15 is
unambiguous: every authority, every power, every opposing force is brought to nothing, and the
last thing destroyed is death. The harvest follows the firstfruits. The end of death's reign is the point
of the entire resurrection.

This is where the tradition’s long-standing tension becomes difficult to sustain. Eternal conscious
torment requires death to remain active forever as the governing condition of the condemned. It
requires, in other words, that the last enemy never actually be destroyed, only relocated,
rebranded, permanently institutionalized. You cannot hold Paul's statement and the traditional
doctrine in the same hand without one of them giving way.



Revelation names what gives way. The Lake of Fire is explicitly identified as the place where Death
and Hades are destroyed. Not where they operate under new management. Not where they are
given a permanent office in eternity. Destroyed. The fire does not preserve the Adamic order
forever. It consumes it. What the fire consumes is not humanity. It is the death-inducing condition
we share. What cannot inherit incorruptible life is removed. What survives is what Christ has
already carried through death into new creation. Like the seed in 1 Corinthians 15, what is raised is
not a different humanity but a transformed one, continuous with what was planted yet clothed in

glory.

The target of final judgment is not the eternal preservation of human beings in corruption. It is the
annihilation of the order that held them captive.

One question Scripture insists on, that the church has quietly attempted to read around: When?

For many readers, this covenantal horizon may feel unfamiliar at first, but it resolves tensions the
New Testament itself repeatedly raises.

Jesus told his disciples, without qualification and repeatedly, that the events he was describing
would occur within their generation. The apostles write with an urgency that assumes the end is
near. Hebrews says the old covenant is ready to vanish. Paul says the present form of this world is
passing away. Revelation describes things that must shortly come to pass.

The tradition has never quite known what to do with it, treating it as prophecy that apparently
misfired, language that has to be reinterpreted to mean something other than what it says. But the
disciples' question was not about the end of the physical cosmos. It was about the end of the age,
the Mosaic covenantal world centered on Temple, sacrifice, priesthood, and Torah. That world
ended in 70 AD. The destruction of Jerusalem was not a footnote to New Testament prophecy. It
was the event the New Testament was written toward.

Read within that covenantal horizon, the urgency makes sense. The imminent language makes
sense. The judgment passages make sense. And the passing of the old Adamic order, the world
governed by condemnation, death, and accusation, was not something still waiting to happen. It
was already underway, completed at the cross, and formally sealed at the destruction of the
Temple.

This also explains the tension in the New Testament itself. The apostles write as if death has been
defeated and as if the battle is still underway simultaneously. Both are true. Between the
resurrection and 70 AD, two worlds overlap: the old Adamic order passing away and the new
creation already present in Christ. The apostles are writing inside that transition. The defeat is
accomplished. The old order is still being dismantled. The urgency is not confusion. It is the
precision of men who know exactly where they are in the story.

Death's dominion was not abolished gradually. It was broken at the resurrection, and the
covenantal architecture that sustained it was dismantled within a generation, exactly as Jesus said it
would be.



This is the Gospel.

Salvation is not a distant prize waiting to be secured. It is a reality already accomplished in Christ.
The life has been lived. The old Adamic order has been judged. Death's dominion has been broken.
The work is finished.

Humanity is no longer standing outside reconciliation trying to achieve what Christ has already
accomplished. In Christ, a new humanity has already emerged. Faith is not the creation of that
reality. It is the awakening to it.

The biblical story is not ultimately centered on humanity's eternal division. It is centered on the
defeat of death itself, and the arrival of new creation life through Christ on the other side of that
defeat.

In Him, biological death is no longer condemnation. It is transition. The seed still dies. But what
emerges is transformed, humanity brought fully into the incorruptible life of God, beyond death's
former dominion.

When death and condemnation are no longer the center of the story, moral piety as a strategy for
securing divine acceptance goes with it. What remains is not obligation but overflow. Love of
neighbor, including the stranger, the forgotten, and the ones the religious order excluded, is no
longer performance. It is the natural expression of a life being shaped by the Spirit of the firstborn
of the new creation. The Gospel does not produce better moral managers. It produces people freed
from the fear that made moral management necessary in the first place.

The call is no longer moral conformity or religious affiliation. It is a guide to living as a family
already reconciled in Christ, defined not by who is in and who is out, but by the love that overcame
death itself.

The Gospel is an invitation to inhabit the life of the crucified and risen Christ: to listen to the voice
of the Spirit, to model His way toward one’s brothers and sisters, and to become participants in the
divine life now breaking into the world through the new creation.

That is what was accomplished. That is what the New Testament was written to announce. And that
story has a face.

Beaten, mocked, abandoned and nailed beneath the full weight of human violence, His instinct is
still mercy: “Father forgive them.”

This is the one the New Testament presents as the firstborn from among the dead, though whom
new creation enters the world.



