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Icebreaker

First – where did all this come from?

So what do we mean by hell?  Well, when we say it, we would traditionally mean a spiritual realm of condemnation or damnation where people who are not saved by Jesus Christ are given over to the consequences of their sin, and are therefore eternally punished or tortured by the Devil and his angels (or demons).  That’s what most people think of and mean when they say hell.

So what’s in the Bible?
Four words:  Sheol, Hades, Tartarus, and Gehenna

AI:  The English word "hell" is used to translate four different original language words in the Bible: sheol (Hebrew), hades (Greek), gehenna (Greek), and tartarus (Greek). These terms have distinct meanings, and their conflation under "hell" is due to translation choices, not that they are all synonymous with the modern concept of eternal torment.

So let’s take these one by one.

The issue of when they occur – pre-Easter

So even if the word “hell” doesn’t appear in Scripture, there is some scary stuff there.

The difference between judgment and condemnation

There are ideas and phrases that inspire fear and worry – and by the way, were meant to – even if a specific word isn’t used.

The issue of genre.  Especially with parables and Revelation.

These phrases need to be taken seriously, but perhaps not literally.  How to take them seriously has divided theologians into four main camps thinking about hell.

Traditional
Annihilationism
Purgatory-Adjacent
Cross-Centered

Notice: there is no major camp of serious theologian or denomination that believes some sort of consequence for sin is just not true – that “hell”, whatever we ultimately mean by that, is simply not real or that God isn’t angry over sin.  This would take massive (and frankly, indefensible) leaps with Scripture.  But what do we mean by hell?  What does the Bible teach?

Go through Views one by one

What the Bible ultimately teaches is that what we do matters.  There will be a judgment, a reckoning, a Day of Judgment as the NT puts it, where we will have to face God and our actions will be accounted for.  This is often depicted as fire, and it will surely be day of tremendous joy (where God says well done, good and faithful servant) and a day of excruciating pain (imagine the shame and despair of God’s disapproval).  But judgment is not condemnation.

Condemnation will look like one of the four views.  Eternal torture.  Or ceasing to exist.  Or time already served by the time that Judgment Day arrives, and then perhaps reconciliation.  Or condemnation will be seen in the one who was condemned on our behalf, and we therefore are spared it.

So last question: how should the church speak of these things.  I look to Acts and the Epistles for how to preach.  I preach Jesus and his teachings, don’t get me wrong, but when I look for what to say to share the Good News of Christ, what the Spirit used to prompt non-believers to turn to the church as it exploded (even in a context where it was dangerous to believe), it is significant and instructional that there is no mention of hell.

The church may have used the threat of hell in the past to scare people into belief, but this is perhaps a misappropriation of the texts.  It is important to let the texts say what they say.  Jesus wasn’t trying to paint rosy pictures of the life of sin, the life outside of his Kingdom movement, a life without God.  Paul doesn’t mince words about sin.  But it seems that the church has built up an immense doctrine on something that the Bible says relatively little about, and that this immense doctrine surely says much more than what the Bible ever does.

You know I’m not a fire and brimstone preacher.  That is in part because I don’t subscribe to the traditional view, and I know that’s what most folks will think I mean if I use the word or the imagery.  But the main reason I don’t preach it is not because it’s distasteful, or I’m too much of a coward, or because I don’t take seriously the scary stuff in the Bible.  It’s because the Bible actually does not have that much to say about it, and even when it does, it’s never really used in building up the church.  They preach the crucifixion.  The resurrection.  The work of the Spirit.  They talk about all the good things that come from following Christ, and the bad things that come from following the world (but even this latter part they do without mention of hell).  I proclaim what the Apostles saw fit to proclaim.  That Jesus Christ is Lord.  In him the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.  He came and he died for you, and he rose again to give us eternal life beyond death.  You should trust him, and you should do it today.  For he is good news, he is tidings of comfort and joy, he is life, he is alive, and he is here, calling you to follow him.  And so we do.
