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There are several reasons why | have decided t@ssithe topic of hell in this series on “Hard
Questions for Thoughtful Christians and Inquiririgeftics.” First, it is clearly a biblical topic.
Second, it is a neglected topic in our churchdsird] hell is under intense attack in our
rationalistic, relativistic culture. And fourthnd most importantly, | want to warn those who are
on their way there to stop and turn around befisdao late.

Unfortunately, we cannot assume today that the lpesph whom we rub shoulders in our
culture even believe in an afterlife, nor can weretake for granted (as my father could when he
was pastoring 50 years ago) that everyone atterad@igristian church believes in hell.

Hell has all but disappeared from the cultural landcape today.

The doctrine of hell has fallen on hard times bothn and out of the church. A week ago an
Associated Press article in the Wichita Eagle ogerewith these words: “Belief in hell is
going to you-know-where. And belief in heavennigrouble, too.” Renowned American
church historian, Martin Marty of the University Ghicago, observed flatly regarding the past
several decades, “Hell disappeared. And no oriegubt’

Only 23% of Europeans claim to believe in hell.afpercentage is significantly higher here in
the U.S., but according to Professor Jeffrey BuRaossell of the University of California, Santa
Barbara we should take scant comfort in that, Tdve'way U. S. Christians conceive of both
heaven and hell is so feeble and vague that it®si meaningless—vague ‘superstitiot.Fell

is almost never mentioned in mainline churchesepito scoff at the idea. And even in
evangelical churches (which supposedly acceptubieaty of Scripture), it is not nearly as
common a topic for sermons as it was in the pasven as it is in the discourses of Jesus.

Furthermore, annihilationism is growing dramatigafi popularity as an alternative to eternal
conscious punishment, even among conservative t@mss Annihilationists believe that the

lost person is destroyed in hell and actually ceésexist. So hell, while it is serious is not
permanent, thus not so difficult to swallow. Agagling as that viewpoint may be, | believe it
is impossible to defend Scripturally, for the exsame terminology that is used of hell (“eternal”
or “never-ending”) is also used of heaven. If amemporary, then the other must also be.

Ajith Fernando, an Indian evangelist | heard spsakrinity Evangelical Divinity School, said
that many evangelicals are ashamed of hell. Theypaund by their faith to believe all that the
Bible explicitly teaches, so they claim to belienen eternal hell, but they wish that they didn’t
have to. If they speak about the topic, whichaswvery often, they do so with a sense of shame,
as if it were something very unjust.



Well, | suppose every single one of us wisheswete not true, but we don’t have to be
ashamed of it. God Himself is not ashamed ofritfact, | believe when we arrive at a truly
biblical understanding of human sin and God’s heds) hell will actually seem inevitable, not
shameful.

Of course, while hell has virtually disappearedrirtne religious scene, it hast quite
disappeared from our vocabulary. Jon Braun writes,

That word hell has become a conversational byworour day. (People say) to one
another, “Go to hell.” They surely don’t mean, “Go the place of punishment of the
wicked after death,” though that is how the dichoydefines the word hell.

But why use the word hell? Why not instead, “What"jail” are you doing?” Or, “I
sure as “school” will.” And why not say, “Oh, got/(Cleveland)’? Simply because
jail, school, and Cleveland, even for the (detras}®f each, have no real sting. . . .

When it comes right down to it, in the English laage, hell is the strongest expletive
available that carries the idea of ultimate deptiea, devastation, fear, torment,
punishment, suffering, and loss. Whether or netiger of the term hell believes in an
actual, literal hell is of little or no consequenc&here is an inbuilt, inarticulated, yet
understood bite in the very word itsélf.

Well, I'd like to ask why it is that, despite thee§uent use of the term “hell” as an expletive,
there is such an apparent lack of seriousnessdiagatihe reality of hell? Why do people
pretend the place doesn’t exist? Why has hebadin hard times? | want to give you five
reasons:

1. One reason is that this is the age of scientifenlightenment The assumption is made by
many that science has rendered the supernaturatessary and has reduced reality to physical
forces in the here and now. After all, knowledgestbe supported by scientific evidence, and
there is a lack of scientific evidence for lifeaaftleath, so we must at the very least remain
agnostic about the possibility of heaven or h&hat reject it outright. Accompanying this view
is often the following kind of reasoning:

In the olden days folks couldn’t figure out a waykeep bad people and little children in
line. So they conjured up the idea of a monstgogebtesque place of gloomy darkness
and frightening, everlasting torments. Armed wiit threat of consignment to such a
terrible place, they scared the stubborn and thengpinto submission to their cultural
patterns”

But, of course, today we have replaced such diipaiand antiquated ideas with modern,
relevant, and enlightened ways of keeping bad geapd little children in line. And it should
be evident to everyone that our modern ways ar&ingiso much better. Since hell was



jettisoned people are so much more civil than tesd to be, so much more moral in their
behavior, so much less inclined toward crime. (Aesd anyone be distracted by my sarcasm, let
me make it clear that | believe in helhtbecause of its utility in preventing juvenile
delinquency, but because God’s Word teaches it).

2. Another reason is that this is the age of plutesm. Pluralism affirms that differing views
must be tolerated. Postmodern pluralism sometawes asserts that incompatible views are
equally true. But the doctrine of hell proclainmsiaeversible division of humanity into two
groups, the saved and the lost. How unspeakatuienant can you get!

3. This is also the age of the human potential mement People are good and important and
capable of great possibilities if only they wouhink positive thoughts about themselves, and if
only people would treat them with respect. In saclenvironment it is unacceptable to tell
people they are so sinful that unless they repeatarn to God they are doomed to everlasting
punishment.

4. This is also a feel-good generationSerious talk about hell does not make peoplegeed.
Therefore, a lot of preachers have consciouslgehdo avoid talking about judgment, choosing
instead to speak only of the love of God. They warkie encouragers.

5. Still another reason why hell has fallen on hat times is that today we are seeing
astounding growth in eastern religions Buddhism and Hinduism teach reincarnation, which
provides a delightful alternative to the unpleashodtrine of hell. The New Age Movement
borrows from these Eastern ideas and proclaimsagdgptance by God—never His wrath.
Stories abound about people with near-death expmgewho have seen only light and
pleasantness. (By the way, “If you were Satanveeie trying to attract customers, wouldn’t
you make your destination seem attractive?”).

Even those who believe in hell often don’t considet a personal threat. That many people
still have some remnant of belief in a place caliel is evidenced by opinion polls taken in
lowa and Minnesota. Surveys conducted by the Deséé Register found that most people in
these two midwestern states did, in fact, believan afterlife. But later, in a follow-up poll,e&h
question was asked: “In line with this, can yomkiof anyone you know who might end up in
hell?” And, second, “On a personal basis, whergalothink you might end up—in heaven or
hell?”

Only about 20% knew at least one person who waseat®t to go to hell (a drunk driver, an axe
murderer, a child abuser) but less than 5% of tidseprofessed to believe in hell thought they
themselves were in any danger of ending up théoe.Braun writes, “Those twenty-to-one odds
against going to hell testify that most lowans nhessaints or that the threat of hell is no longer
real to them.”

But, in contrast to all this societal data, frienite Bible speaks unambiguously about hell’s
existence. While we do not have time to do a tetastudy of particular texts this morning, let



4

me read just a few verses from one of the Gosplseads uttered by Jesus Christ Himself:

(Matthew 13:49-50)"This is how it will be at the end of the age. Eimgels will come
and separate the wicked from the righteous andwitiem into the fiery furnace, where
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

(Matthew 25:31-32)"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, anthallangels with

him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly gloll the nations will be gathered before
him, and he will separate the people one from agrotis a shepherd separates the sheep
from the goats.

(Matthew 25:41)"Then he will say to those on his left, 'Deparnfrmne, you who are
cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the dlewid his angels.”

Then, consider one further word from Jesus, thesfoom the Gospel of Mark:

(Mark 9:43-48) "If your hand causes you to sin, cut it offslbeetter for you to enter life
maimed than with two hands to go into hell, whéeefire never goes out. And if your
foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is bettaryfou to enter life crippled than to have two
feet and be thrown into hell. And if your eye esugou to sin, pluck it out. It is better
for you to enter the kingdom of God with one ewa tio have two eyes and be thrown
into hell, where 'their worm does not die, andfine is not quenched.™

There is much more. In fact, Jesus speaks mongt &letl than He about about heaven or
marriage or the Holy Spirit or the ordinances @ tihurch. The purpose of my message today is
to call us to begin to embrace once again an oahatid biblical sobriety towards hell. But

even more importantly, we must present a messajeps, namely that God has provided a way
for human beings to escape hell and to be confidethteir eternal destiny with him in heaven.

Hell is a terrible reality.

The imagery, while frightening, must not blind us b the reality. Some people, | fear, are so
focused on the imagery that they miss the messagmus speaks of hell under three primary
symbols: punishment, destruction, and banishmeéatdarkness. In Matthew 25:46 Jesus says
of the wicked, “They will go away to eternalinishmentbut the righteous to eternal life.” In
Matthew 10:28 He uses the second imagery: “Do edflaid of those who kill the body but
cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the G candestroyboth soul and body in hell.”
And in Matthew 8:12 He says of the unbelievers thay “will be thrown outside, into the
darknesswhere there will be weeping and gnashing of téeth

The very fact that a lake of fire and outer darkne® contradictory images should tell us that
the point of these verses is probably not to give literal description of hell. But it is quite

certain that all these expressions are intendeddggest something unspeakably horrible, and
any interpretation which does not face that facinacceptable. Yet | do not think it is wise to



focus too much on the literal imagery of hell angrenthan it is to focus too much on the
imagery of heaven.

After all, it is not so much streets of gold orembf pearl that make heaven attractive; it is the
fact that Jesus is there. Likewise, it is notlthke of Fire that makes hell hideous so much as
the fact that the devil is there and that anyone wiinds up there has been banished for all
eternity from God’s presence. He or she has toster the very purpose of human existence—to
know God and to enjoy Him forever.

In 2 Thessalonians 1 a fascinating defense ofishelifered.l will begin reading in verse 6,
where Paul is trying to comfort those who are edgmeing awful persecution for their faith:

God is just: He will pay back trouble to those whmuble you and give relief to you who
are troubled, and to us as well. This will happémen the Lord Jesus is revealed from
heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angelse Will punish those who do not know
God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Je3imy will be punished with
everlasting destruction and shut out from the pneseof the Lord and from the majesty
of his power on the day he comes to be glorifigdisrholy people and to be marveled at
among all those who have believed.

It's that phrase, “shut out from the presence efltbrd” that fascinates me. They will finally
realize that God is exactly who He said He washaltime—a righteous, holy God full of
goodness, mercy, and justice, but they will be siffurom all communication, fellowship, and
joy with Him for all of eternity. That is the wdrthing about hell. | am not denying at all that
there will be physical pain as well, and deprivatithirst, and other kinds of suffering. In fact,
the Greek term “torment” is used at least 5 tinmethe NT to refer to punishment in hell, each
time clearly implying conscious suffering. But #iht is minor compared to being shut off from
God.

The population of hell will be significant | wish | had time this morning to go into detail
about the inhabitants of hell, but let me just ne@nthem (some will not surprise you, but others
may):

1. Satan(Rev. 20:7-10)

2. His angels or demon§Matthew 25:41)

3. The wicked(Revelation 21:8)

4. Unbelievers(John 3:16-18)

5. But there will also be some we would not expect

A. Good people(Romans 2:1-16)



B. Religious peopl§Romans 2:17-29)

C. Even professing ChristiangdMatthew 7:21-23)
(I would only add that there will also be some sisgs regarding the population of heaven.
Jesus said,

“I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and theogtitutes are entering the kingdom of
God ahead of you (He clearly means, instead of.year) John came to you to show you
the way of righteousness, and you did not beli@wve but the tax collectors and the
prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, yidundt repent and believe him.”
[Matthew 21:31-32]).

| have heard some people say, perhaps in a lasrag@itat humor, that they want to go to hell
because that's where all their friends will be.affimay be true, but what they fail to realize is
that hell will be a place of isolation, not fellom. There will be no partying there.

Quickly I move on to some philosophical arguments:

Hell can be shown to be reasonable, perhaps eversestial, as we critique some common
objections to it.

C. S. Lewis wrote a chapter on hell in his marvelbaok,The Problem of PainLewis, who
was Professor of Medieval and Renaissance Engitshalture at both Oxford and Cambridge,
and a brilliant apologist for the Christian faittrote,

There is no doctrine which | would more willinggmove from Christianity than this, if
it lay in my power. But it has the full supportSxfripture and, specially, of Our Lord’s
own words; it has always been held by Christendamat it has the support of reasth.

It is that last phrase that | want to pick up am,if is that last phrase that has been challesged
vigorously in our day and time. Is hell really seaable, or are we just accepting with blind
faith something that violates every good persoaisss of justice and equity? One of the first
objections one hears is:

1. God is too good How could a good, forgiving God send anyonedtt?h The problem with
this question lies in the use of the word “sentd.too easily connotes direct and arbitrary action
on God'’s part, as though He were sitting up in leeawith an air rifle picking off sinners for
entertainment. The truth is that God is so fulharcy that He became man and died by torture
to avert the very necessity afly of His creatures going to hell. Lewis wrote latethe same
chapter, “I said glibly a moment ago that | would/gany price” to remove thidoctrine (of

hell). Ilied. | could not pay one-thousandthtparthe price that God has already paid to
remove thdact (of hell).”
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The expectation that God should forgive the evispawhile he remainsvhat he is, is based on
a confusion between condoning and forgiving. Tdmme an evil is simply to ignore it, to treat
it as if it were good. Forgiveness, on the othard) acknowledges the evil but the one offering
it agrees to pay the price himself. Furthermoremust realize that forgiveness needs to be
accepted as well as offered if it is to be complatel a person who admits no guilt can accept
no forgiveness.

2. Man is too good Many, of course, deny the depravity of man atbgr, but even those who
acknowledge the sinfulness of mankind often alkbge there is an unacceptable disproportion
between eternal damnation and the seriousnesao€smmitted. Should anyone pay eternally
for mistakes committed temporally? The essenti@blem here, of course, is that we have an
inherent tendency to minimize sin, especially onno But God has an absolute standard—His
own holiness. And against that standard we aréeat in trespasses and sins.

Furthermore, we tend to minimize the fact that Gad revealed Himself in nature and
conscience, as well as minimize the opportunitiedhBls given us to repent. And of course the
most terrible mistake of all is to minimize theisasness of turning one’s back on the One who
died a cross-death for tisThe author of Hebrews makes this point wheny afientioning the
death penalty for lawbreakers under the Law of Mpke says, “How much more severely do
you think a man deserves to be punished who hawpteal the Son of God under foot?”
(Hebrews 10:29)

3. Punishment that does not end in reform is valuess Retribution is viewed as an
unenlightened concept unworthy of our advancedicelt The whole philosophy underlying
judicial punishment is being seriously challengedhbty, and even the term “penal institution” is
falling into disrepute. Of course, even polititherals acknowledge that some criminals need to
be removed from society for our protection, buythant them to be made as comfortable as
possible, and rehabilitation is viewed as the gola@ of incarceration. After all, criminals are
victims too, and punishment is vengeful.

The same argument is used against hell. A Godwdwdd take vengeance on His creatures is
not one who deserves to be worshiped. Let me resfhos way: Think of the most vile and evil
person you know or of whom you have read. Thin& éfitler or an Idi Amin or a Wayne Gacy
or a Timothy McVeigh. Imagine this person, who bgased power and influence by a
continued course of treachery and cruelty, by ekptphis victims for purely selfish ends.
Suppose he does all this without any remorse wkatévinking to the very end that God and
man are fools whom he has got the best of. Carrgally desire that such a person be granted
bliss for all eternity, or even that he be grartteglprivilege of extinction? Cahis life be all
there is for such a persoThatis a notion that seems immoral to me.

We do not have to be motivated by a desire for suainetched person’s pain as such. Our
motive can and should be simply a truly ethical deththat sooner or later right must triumph
over wrong.



8

4. How could any charitable believer enjoy heavewhile knowing that even one soul was
still in hell? The best answer to this objection may be a questizo we fancy ourselves more
merciful than God?” If God can enjoy His heaved &fis angels and His redeemed family
while hell exists, cannot we? Perhaps the knovdesfdhell and the people in it will be one of
those things which God promises to erase from oodsn Isaiah 65:17 reads, “Behold | will
create new heavens and a new earth. The fornmagstiwill not be remembered, nor will they
come to mind.”

5. How can the same place serve as the destinyhefnous murderers and soccer moms

who simply fail to believe in Jesus think that’s a legitimate question. And the aesvg that

all the lost will go to the same hell, but notwilll spend it the same way. | believe strongly
there will be degrees of punishment in hell (justleere are degrees of blessedness in heaven).
Jesus clearly teaches this in Matt. 11:20-24 andike 12:47, 48. In both passages He makes it
clear that the greater the opportunity and knowdedge greater the punishment. Perhaps other
factors will be taken into consideration, too, like level of evil committed or the number of
people harmed.

6. The ultimate loss of a single soul in hell mearihe defeat of omnipotence.
C. S. Lewis responds,

And so it does. In creating beings with free wathnipotence from the outset submits to
the possibility of such defeat. (But) What you defeat, | call miracle: for to make
things which are not (Himself), and thus to become, sense capable of being resisted
by (His) own handiwork, is the most astonishing anoinaginable of all the feats we
attribute to (God).

God can said to be defeated only if one can demairghat God intended to save everyone and
failed to do so; only if it can be demonstrated thavorld in which men are free to reject God is
morally inferior to one in which they could not do.

After wrestling with all these objections, Lewisnotudes his chapter on the defense of hell with
one of the most profound paragraphs in print any/ireany language:

In the long run the answer to all those who obfedhe doctrine of hell is itself a
guestion: “What are you asking God to do?” To winé their past sins and, at all
costs, to give them a fresh start, smoothing egligfigulty and offering every miraculous
help? But He has done so, on Calvary. To forgneart? They will not be forgiven. To
leave them alone? Alas, | am afraid that is whatdées:

Hell makes sense as a punishment for the wickemly when there is a Heaven to reward the
righteous.

Paul states in 1 Cor. 15:19, “If only for this liiee have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more
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than all men.” I've heard people say, “Even if i€ienity were false, the Christian life is the
best life there is, for it stresses honesty iness, kindness to neighbors, and peace with one's
enemies.” But Paul disagrees. Sure, a Christiay (all other things being equal) live longer,
healthier and happier, but if believers arrivehait lifestyle through the delusion of a hope
based upon resurrection and eternity in Heavennwihdact, that is all just a pipe dream, then
they are indeed pitiable creatures—no better aif tine people who live good lives under the
delusion of any other false religious system.

If heaven is a delusion it would make a lot monmesgeto grab for all the gusto they can get in the
shortest time possible, to lie, steal, cheat, toygre money, and spend it like it was going out
of style on every conceivable kind of pleasure-tiagite or not. And why not? Eat, drink and
be merry, for tomorrow it's all over. Frankly,@nds, a lot of people live like that and we
shouldn’t be surprised! They are living considteniith their philosophy of life. Why would

you expect them to live any other way? If thereasGod, if there is no judgment, if there is no
heaven or hell, then self-interest is the onlyregéthat makes any sense.

Conclusion Friends, please understand that this lifeatall there is. This life is preparation

for the next and that what we do in this life vaiffect how and where we spend all of eternity. |
firmly believe that all those (and only those) whd their faith in Jesus Christ will spend

eternity in the glory of God’s presence, in a plaaked heaven, specially prepared for redeemed
mankind. All others will spend eternity in a plavat prepared for mankind at all, but rather a
place prepared for the Devil and his angels (Mait@6:41).

Think with me finally about what becomes of the i6tian faith if hell is fictitious. If there is niell
we must say that the biblical warnings about thegea and destructiveness of sin are thoroughly
exaggerated. We must say that the agonizing suffeof Jesus on the cross were shockingly
unnecessary. And we must say that the choice leetlife and death with which the whole

Bible confronts us is a colossal bluff.

But the warnings are not exaggerated, and thersuffeof Christ were not unnecessary, and the
Bible is not a colossal bluff. Hell is real andlheterrible.

Yet no onehasto go there. Though we are sinners and deserV,eGual intervened in our
hopeless condition by sending His one and onlytBatie on the cross. And God accepted the
death of Jesus as full payment for our sin. Bgihg in faith to Jesus and putting our trust in
Him and Him alone, we can be saved, can escapesipedy of hell, and can spend eternity with
God.
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