
History and Destiny of the Human Race #10

“The Reality We Can’t Ignore”

Revelation 20:11-15
This morning I am addressing the subject of Hell. This is not an easy topic to preach yet, as we will see, it is necessary. I confess that whenever I think about preaching on Hell, this cartoon comes to mind:
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Of all the doctrines in Christianity, Hell is probably the most difficult to defend, the most burdensome to believe and the first to be abandoned.
 Even among Christians this is an unpopular topic. A poll several years ago revealed that 70% of those asked believe in Heaven while just 33% (of the same people) believe in Hell. 
 Others dismiss the concept of Hell as either a scare tactic by overzealous preachers or the trials and tribulations we encounter here on earth. C. S. Lewis honestly admits,

There is no doctrine which I would more willingly remove from Christianity that this, if it lay in my power. But it has the full support of Scripture and, especially, of Our Lord’s own words; it has always been upheld by Christendom; and it has the support of reason.

As much as we might wish there was no Hell, we must concede (as Lewis does) that the Bible clearly teaches that such a place exists. It is a reality we can’t ignore, no matter how much we want to.

Most English translations of the New Testament translate three different Greek words as “hell.” Throughout this series we have endeavored to point out the difference between these terms. Hades, probably the most commonly known of the Greek terms, refers to the place where all souls go upon physical death to await their resurrected bodies and eternal destinies; Tartarus refers to the special prison for fallen angels from the time of Noah; and Gehenna speaks of the final destination of Satan, all fallen angels who followed him, and all unbelievers throughout history. This last term is the only one correctly rendered “Hell” in the Scriptures.

Jesus uses the word Gehenna twelve times in the Gospels. He also uses images of fire and darkness in contexts where punishment after judgment is in view. A quick look at these statements shows that Jesus believed, like His Jewish contemporaries, that a horrific place of punishment awaits the wicked on judgment day.
 Kenneth Wuest explains the background of this word:

It is the Greek representative of the Hebrew “Ge-Hinnom,” or Valley of Hinnom, a deep narrow valley to the south of Jerusalem, where, after the introduction of the worship of the fire-gods by Ahaz, the idolatrous Jews sacrificed their children to the god Molech. After the time of Josiah, when this practice was stopped, it became the common refuse-place of the city, where the bodies of criminals, carcasses of animals, and all sorts of filth were cast. From its depth and narrowness, and its fire and ascending smoke, it became the symbol of the place of the future punishment of the wicked. The word is used in Matthew 5:22 in the phrase “the hell of fire” (Greek), and thus refers to the final abode of the wicked dead which is called in Revelation 19:20 “the lake of fire burning with brimstone.” This lake of fire is in existence now, for the word “prepared” in the Greek of Matthew 25:41 is in the perfect tense which refers to a past completed action having present results. Hell had been already prepared and was in existence when Jesus spoke these words. There is no one there now. The first occupants of that dreadful place will be the Beast and the false prophet, Satan following them 1000 years afterwards…Our word “hell” is the correct rendering of the word Gehenna, and should be so translated in the following passages, Mat 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mar 9:43, 45, 47; Luk 12:5; Jam 3:6.

Even before the time of Jesus, the concept of Gehenna had developed in Jewish theology. Throughout much of the Jewish literature between the testaments, it is evident that Gehenna came to be equated with the place of God’s final judgment of the wicked. We saw this last week in Revelation 19:20,

But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur.
Hence Hell is occupied for the first time by the Antichrist and the False Prophet. Although the designation Gehenna is not used here, this is what John refers to.
 At the end of the Millennium period, John again refers to the “fiery lake of burning sulfur” (or “brimstone,” if you prefer the King James Version!) in Revelation 20:11-15,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. ﻿And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. ﻿The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. ﻿Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. ﻿If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

This is what is often referred to as “Judgment Day.” The great white throne is history’s highest court. Its verdict is incontestably final.
 John states that “Earth and sky fled from his presence,” meaning the contaminated universe went out of existence.
 

These images are very familiar in the Old Testament. The psalmist writes in Psalm 102:25-27,

In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. Like clothing you will change them and they will be discarded. But you remain the same, and your years will never end.

Isaiah predicted, “The heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment” (Isaiah 51:6). Jesus declared, “Heaven and earth will pass away” (Mark 13:31). Peter writes, “The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare” (2 Peter 3:10). This is the end of the world as we know it.

The dead are raised—this is the second resurrection, since the first resurrection occurred before the Millennium (Rev 20:6). All of the unsaved dead will be called to life for this judgment. No one will escape, whether they had a proper burial or were lost at sea (or any other catastrophic event). Even Hades is forced to give up its dead. As William Barclay comments, “There is none so great as to escape the judgment of God.”
 

“Books” are mentioned as being opened. What books are these? One book may be the Word of God.
 Jesus said in John 12:48, “…that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day.” God’s Word is the righteous standard by which all judgments are measured. This phrase may also refer to Daniel 7:10, which states, “The court was seated, and the books were opened.” These books hold the records of every word, every deed, and even every thought in a person’s life.

Thirdly, the “book of life” would be opened. This book also has an Old Testament background, as far back as Exodus 32:32-33, then later in Daniel 12:1 and Malachi 3:16.
 This book is also referred to in the New Testament, in Philippians 4:3, and twice in Revelation, in 3:5 and 13:8.
 The book of life is simply a register of all souls who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ for their salvation. They have done nothing to earn their place in God’s family, but have received the offer of salvation from Jesus.

At the Great White Throne judgment, however, none of the defendants will find their names written in the book of life. In the most horrifying verse in all of Scripture, Revelation 20:15 records, “If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”
Try as we might, we cannot explain away or water down or minimize the Scriptural teaching on Hell. It is a real place where real people go for a real long time. Hell is the reality we can’t ignore, no matter how hard we try. Let’s consider three aspects of Hell as taught in God’s Word.

Hell Is Terrible In Its Agony

First, Hell is terrible in its agony. Two images are often employed in the Bible to describe Hell: darkness and fire. A place of “﻿blackest darkness﻿” is reserved for the habitually wicked (﻿2 Peter 2:17﻿; ﻿Jude 13﻿). Jesus talks of those who will be thrown “﻿outside, into the darkness﻿” (﻿Matt. 8:12﻿﻿). This image appears to indicate consignment to ﻿chaos﻿, being shut out of God’s favorable presence and his good creation, since creation began with God calling light out of darkness (﻿Gen 1:1–3﻿; 2 Thess. 1:9﻿; ﻿1 John 1:5﻿).

Darkness causes dread in many people, especially children. I recall as a child I was afraid of the dark. I also remember that we had a particularly loud vacuum cleaner when I was five or six years old, and that frightened me as well. One day my brothers and I were playing hide-and-seek in our house. I hid in the coat closet and closed the door. They would probably have never thought to look for me there, since I was afraid of the dark anyway, but in my fear I sat down—right on the switch of the vacuum cleaner (which my mother had left plugged in.) That vacuum cleaner came to life with a roar, and I let out a scream that alerted anyone in a half-mile radius of where I was!

Complete darkness can be unnerving even for an adult, though. To be in a place where you can’t see your hand in front of your face, where you don’t know what is in front of you or behind you, or what may be moving in your direction—that can be scary!

Furthermore, Hell is described as a place of burning fire. Various translations refer to this as “the lake of fire,” “a fiery lake of burning sulfur,” “fiery furnace,” or “fire and brimstone.” Burning and drowning are often considered the worst ways to die; perhaps this is why it is called the “lake of fire,” where souls will experience the sensations of drowning and burning throughout eternity.

There will be “weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Matthew frequently mentioned this reaction to judgment, and Luke mentioned it once in Luke 13:28. “Weeping” suggests sorrow and grief (emotional agony), and grinding of one’s teeth speaks of pain (physical agony).
 Both will be present in this place of punishment.

Perhaps worst of all, though, is the agony of being eternally separated from God. David Allen Hubbard comments, “The separation is painful because it is inhuman…Hell is inhuman because it is godless.”
 To those who would argue against the doctrine of Hell as “cruel and inhuman,” C. S. Lewis writes, 

In the long run the answer to all those who object to the doctrine of Hell is itself a question: “What are you asking God to do?” To wipe out the past sins of the damned and, at all costs, to give them a fresh start, smoothing every difficulty and offering every miraculous help? But He has done so, on Calvary. To forgive them? They will not be forgiven. To leave them alone? Alas, I am afraid that is what He does.

Hell is terrible in its agony.

Hell Is Timeless In Its Age

Secondly, Hell is timeless in its age. This has become a theological hotspot of late, as a number of evangelical Christians have rejected the notion of an eternal Hell and instead embraced the belief that unbelievers will be annihilated, or burned up, and cease to exist. Such a view that once was held only by non-Christian cults is finding its way into the Church. Yet Jesus taught that Hell would involve an eternal, conscious punishment. Probably the clearest indication of this is in Matthew 25:46, where the lots of the two groups are contrasted by means of the adjective everlasting (from the Greek term aionios, which can be rendered “lifelong,” “enduring,” or “everlasting”). 

First, the contrast between “everlasting life” and “everlasting punishment” includes the notion of never-ending time. Think about it: Because the life in this age will never end, given the parallel, it also seems that the punishment in this age will never end.

Second, the punishment is said to be in the “everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels” in Matthew 25:41. We know from other passages in Scripture that the Devil and his angels will suffer never-ending punishment, as in Revelation 20:10. When Jesus says that unbelievers will go to the same place and suffer the same punishment, it logically follows that their punishment will also never end.
 

J. I. Packer agrees, “To the argument that aionios means only “relating to the age to come,” without any implications of endless duration, it seems sufficient to say that if in Matthew 25:46 “eternal” life means endless bliss (and surely it does), then the “eternal” punishment mentioned there must be endless too.”

In ﻿Revelation 14:11﻿ the idea of eternal punishment is pictured by a column of smoke rising from Hell forever. John adds that the suffering continues without respite: “﻿There is no rest day and night for those who worship the beast and his image.”
 There is no end.

So why is the lake of fire called the second “death” if its punishment is ongoing? Doesn’t this point to a final annihilation and not an ongoing torment for the wicked? While the word death itself could suggest finality, it is often used throughout the New Testament in a more metaphorical (nonliteral) sense. For instance, New Testament writers often refer to unbelievers as “dead” (referring to their spiritual state), even though they are physically alive (i.e., Luke 15:24, 32; Eph. 2:1, 12; Col. 2:13). Also, we already saw that the phrases forever and ever, torment, and day and night (Rev. 14:10–11; 20:10) point to something that has no end in sight. So it seems best to understand the word death not in terms of total annihilation but as a description of those who will be separated from God forever in an ongoing state of punishment.

Hell is timeless in its age.

Hell Is Tragic In Its Avoidability

Finally, Hell is tragic in its avoidability. Hubbard comments, “The separation is tragic because it is avoidable.”
 Any misfortune is even more tragic when one learns that it was not necessary to begin with. And no fate is more avoidable that facing an eternity in Hell.

Critics of Christianity often castigate God for sending sinners to Hell. Yet, as Warren Wiersbe points out, “God does not ‘send people to Hell’; they send themselves by rejecting the Savior.”
 He goes on to add, 

In light of Calvary, no lost sinner can condemn God for casting him into Hell. God has provided a way of escape, patiently waiting for sinners to repent. He will not lower His standards or alter His requirements. He has ordained that faith in His Son is the only way of salvation.

Yes, it is true, God created human beings with the capacity to choose between good and evil, between right and wrong. In creating beings with free will, omnipotence from the outset submits to the possibility of defeat. Though God gave (and still gives) mankind every reason to choose loyalty to Him, man can (and has and still does) choose loyalty to self instead. In spite of this choice, the Bible still presents “a God so full of mercy that He becomes man and dies by torture to avert the final ruin from His creatures, and who yet, where that heroic remedy fails, seems unwilling, or even unable, to arrest the ruin by an act of mere power.”

Could God force mankind to accept His gift of grace? Certainly. But then it wouldn’t be a gift, would it? And, as my father so eloquently put it, “You will never see some poor soul being dragged into Heaven by the scruff of his neck, kicking and screaming, ‘I don’t want to go!’” Instead, as Lewis notes, “he has his wish—to live wholly in the self and to make the best of what he finds there. And what he finds there is Hell.”
 He goes on to write,

I willingly believe that the damned are, in one sense, successful rebels to the end—that the doors of Hell are locked from the inside…They enjoy forever the horrible freedom they have demanded, and are therefore self-enslaved, just as the blessed, forever submitting to obedience, become through all eternity more and more free.

In his book The Great Divorce, Lewis depicts a group of residents of Hell being allowed to take a “field trip” to Heaven. After being there a short time, they want to go back to Hell! Why? Because there is nothing in Heaven that appeals to them, regardless of the terrible torment they experience in Hell.

As mentioned previously, God has done everything in His power to keep people from going to Hell short of forcing them into Heaven. John 3:16-21 states, 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.

No one in all of Scripture spoke more often of Hell than did Jesus Christ Himself. In doing so, He speaks most forcefully about the need to avoid Hell.
 And He paid the ultimate price so that we might indeed avoid an eternity apart from Him in torment.

The choice, however, is ours. As Hubbard concludes,

Though death takes us all, it is not the great leveler. It is the great divider. It marks off those who have trusted Christ from those who have not. It makes permanent the loyalty we have pledged to God or the rebellion we have mounted against Him.

As long as we have life, we have a choice. That choice will determine our eternal destiny. Hell is a reality we can’t ignore. We need to make a choice—a commitment—to Christ in order to avoid the horrors of Hell ourselves. Once we have, we must let those around us know that they, too, must make that choice so that they might avoid an eternity apart from God and in terrible torment.

I realize that hell is an uncomfortable, unpopular subject. Many would rather talk and hear about something else…something more pleasant. But when it comes to hell, we can’t afford to be wrong. This is not one of those doctrines where you can toss in your two cents, shrug your shoulders, and move on. Too much is at stake. Too many people are at stake. And the Bible has too much to say.
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