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Hells

Few texts from the ancient world offer as vivid and
controversial a glimpse into the afterlife as The Apocalypse
of Paul. Also known by its Latin title, the Visio Pauli, this
extraordinary piece of early Christian apocrypha was one of
the most popular and influential religious texts of the late
antique and medieval periods. Far from being a dry theological
treatise, The Apocalypse of Paul is a gripping, cinematic
narrative that details the Apostle Paul’s guided tour of heaven,
hell, and the intermediate state of souls. For centuries, it
shaped the popular imagination of the afterlife, influencing
everything from Dante’s Inferno to medieval sermons and
artwork. This article explores the origins, content, themes, and
lasting legacy of this remarkable document, offering a
comprehensive guide for anyone interested in early
Christianity, visionary literature, or the history of hell.

Origins and Discovery

The Apocalypse of Paul belongs to a genre of ancient Jewish
and Christian literature known as apocalyptic or visionary
texts. These works typically involve a human figure being
guided through supernatural realms by an angelic being,
receiving revelations about the cosmos, history, and the final
judgment. While the canonical Book of Revelation is the most
famous example, many other such texts circulated widely.

The narrative of The Apocalypse of Paul is built upon a
cryptic reference in the Apostle Paul's own writings. In 2
Corinthians 12:2-4, Paul speaks of a man "caught up to the
third heaven" and hearing "things that cannot be told, which
man may not utter." This tantalizing, mysterious passage
sparked immense curiosity. What did Paul see? What were the
secrets of the third heaven? The Apocalypse of Paul was
written to answer precisely these questions, claiming to be the
full, unexpurgated account of that visionary experience.

The Discovery of the Text

The work was originally composed in Greek, likely in Egypt
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during the late 4th or early 5th century AD. It survived in
various forms. The most famous and influential version is a
Latin translation, known as the Visio Pauli, which became a
medieval bestseller. The text was rediscovered in the modern
era for a wide audience through the work of scholars like M.R.
James, who translated and popularized it in his landmark
collection, The Apocryphal New Testament. The discovery of
more complete Greek and Coptic manuscripts has since given
us a clearer picture of its original form and the complex textual
history of The Apocalypse of Paul.

Theological Context: Why Was it Written?

The 4th and 5th centuries were a time of intense theological
ferment for Christianity. The Church was formalizing its canon
of scripture, debating the nature of Christ, and defining the
fate of the soul after death. Texts like The Apocalypse of
Paul emerged from this crucible. They served several
functions:

e Popular Piety: They satisfied a deep hunger for
concrete details about heaven and hell that the
canonical scriptures did not provide.

¢ Moral Instruction: The graphic descriptions of
punishments served as powerful deterrents against sin.

e Liturgical Use: Some scholars believe it was read
during specific seasons, like Lent, as a catechetical tool.

The work was controversial. The Church father Augustine of
Hippo, for instance, voiced strong disapproval, noting that the
descriptions of hell were not only unscriptural but also
dangerous, as they could lead to despair rather than

repentance. Despite this opposition, the popularity of The
Apocalypse of Paul could not be suppressed.

The Narrative: A Tour of the Afterlife

The structure of The Apocalypse of Paul is remarkably clear
and systematic, far more guided and instructional than the
often cryptic imagery of the canonical Book of Revelation. The
story begins with a cosmic complaint: the whole of
creation—the sun, the moon, the stars, the sea, and the earth
itself—cries out to God against the sins of humanity. God
responds by granting a revelation through Paul, who is then
taken by the Holy Spirit to the heavens.

The Cosmic Journey and the Third Heaven

Paul’s journey is a vertical ascent. He passes through the
firmament and encounters the angels and powers of the
cosmos. He eventually reaches the Third Heaven, the abode of
the blessed, which he describes in terms of overwhelming light
and beauty. The Apocalypse of Paul emphasizes that this
paradise is not just a place of abstract bliss. It is filled with a
river of honey and milk, trees bearing fruit, and beautifully
adorned gates. The souls of the righteous are depicted as
being in a state of joyful anticipation, awaiting the final
resurrection.

The Detailed Topography of Hell

The most vivid and influential portion of The Apocalypse of
Paul is its extended tour of hell. Paul is shown a vast, dark
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according to the specific sins committed. This is a place of
strict, poetic justice. Each punishment fits the crime in a
meticulously detailed way:

e The Usurers: Men and women who lent money at
interest are punished by being forced to stand in a river
of fire up to their knees, with their hands and feet bound,
while worms and demons torment them.

* The Fornicators and Adulterers: These souls are
suspended by their eyebrows, hair, or hands over a fiery
river, representing their lack of bodily discipline in life.

e The Heretics: Those who distorted the word of God are
depicted as being seated in a pit of pitch and brimstone,
with a consuming fire around them.

* The Negligent Clergy: Bishops, priests, and deacons
who failed to perform their duties or led their flocks
astray are punished with particular severity, a clear sign
that the text was written to critique the established
Church.

e The Rich who did not show mercy: They are plunged
into a deep abyss, tormented by worms that never sleep.

One of the most memorable and debated features of The
Apocalypse of Paul is the concept of mercy for the
damned. Unlike the hell of Dante or later medieval theology,
Paul intercedes with God on behalf of the suffering souls and,
together with the angels and the righteous, begs for their
relief. In a dramatic climax, God grants them a reprieve from
their torments every Sunday. This "Sunday respite" became a
highly popular belief in medieval Christianity, offering a sliver

Major Themes and Theological
Significance

Beyond its sensational imagery, The Apocalypse of Paul
carries several profound theological themes that resonated
deeply with its ancient and medieval audience.

The Book of Deeds and Divine Justice

A central concept is the "book of deeds." Every person's
actions, words, and even thoughts are recorded by angels.
When a soul dies, it must account for everything written in this
book. The Apocalypse of Paul emphasizes a theology of
strict retributive justice. While God is merciful, there is no
cheap grace. The narrative is a powerful warning that every sin
has a consequence.

The Intercession of Angels and Saints

The text openly portrays the active role of angels and the
righteous in interceding for the lost souls. This was a major
shift from earlier Jewish apocalyptic traditions and contributed
to the developing Christian doctrine of the communion of
saints and the intercession of the faithful for the dead. It
suggests a cosmos that is dynamic and relational, not static
and legalistic.
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A Critique of Clerical Corruption

The Apocalypse of Paul is surprisingly critical of the
institutional Church. The most severe punishments in hell are
reserved for the clergy—those who "ate and drank, and
devoured the offerings of the altar" or who failed to preach the
truth. This suggests the text was written by a group with a
strong sense of piety and a concern for purity, perhaps within a
monastic or ascetic context.

The Intermediate State and Purgatorial Fire

The text contributes to the early development of the concept
of purgatory. While not yet a formal doctrine, The Apocalypse
of Paul clearly depicts a state where souls are purified
through temporary suffering before entering paradise. The
mercy shown on Sunday suggests that the pains of hell are not
necessarily eternal for all, a view that was debated fiercely in
the Church.

Literary and Historical Influence of
The Apocalypse of Paul

The impact of The Apocalypse of Paul on Western culture
cannot be overstated. It was translated into numerous
languages, including Syriac, Ethiopic, Old Church Slavonic, and
Arabic. It was not just a text; it was a cultural phenomenon.

Influence on Medieval Vision Literature

The structure of The Apocalypse of Paul—a guided tour
through the otherworld with a focus on detailed, classified
punishments—became a template for countless medieval
visions. Works like the Vision of Tundale, the Purgatory of St.
Patrick, and the Vision of Saint Fursey all borrow heavily from
its framework. The text helped standardize the geography of
hell in the popular imagination.

Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy

The most famous literary heir to The Apocalypse of Paul is
undoubtedly Dante Alighieri. While the Divine Comedy is far
more sophisticated and allegorical, its basic structure—a
guided tour through hell, purgatory, and paradise—is a direct
continuation of the tradition the Visio Pauli established.
Dante’s detailed classification of sins and their corresponding
punishments (the "contrapasso") echoes the logic found in The
Apocalypse of Paul. It is highly likely that Dante, or his
sources, were familiar with the Latin versions of the text.

Medieval Art and Iconography

Artists of the Romanesque and Gothic periods drew directly
from The Apocalypse of Paul when depicting the Last
Judgment. The image of rivers of fire, the "worm that dieth
not," and the torment of specific sinners by demons can be
found in countless church frescoes, tympanums, and
manuscript illuminations across Europe. It provided the visual
vocabulary for the terror of hell.
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nfluence o Preachingand-Sermons

Medieval preachers loved to use vivid stories from the Visio
Pauli to capture the attention of their congregations. The text
was a rich source of exempla—short, memorable stories used
to illustrate a moral point. The fear of the specific punishments
described in The Apocalypse of Paul was a powerful tool for
promoting repentance, moral behavior, and clerical authority.

Scholarly Debates and Interpretation

Modern scholarship on The Apocalypse of Paul is active and
complex.

Source Criticism: Jewish and Christian Roots

Scholars debate the extent to which the text draws on Jewish
apocalyptic literature (like 1 Enoch or the Apocalypse of
Zephaniah) versus originating purely within a Christian
context. The "mercy on Sunday" motif, for example, has no
clear Jewish parallel, suggesting a distinctively Christian
innovation regarding the Lord's Day.

The Questionmof-Origenism

The text has been linked to the theology of Origen of
Alexandria, who famously argued for universal salvation
(apokatastasis). While The Apocalypse of Paul does not
explicitly say all souls will be saved, the idea of a respite from
torture and the intercession for the damned leans toward a
more hopeful view than later medieval orthodoxy would
permit. This placed it in a suspect category for many Church
authorities.

Textual Instability and Audience

Because the text was so popular, it was constantly being
edited and rewritten. The Latin Visio Pauli exists in many
different versions, with variations in length, detail, and even
theology. This "open" textual tradition shows that The
Apocalypse of Paul was a living text, reshaped to serve the
needs of different communities at different times, from monks
to laypeople to wandering preachers.

Conclusion
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