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About this book

Jesus and the Other Place seeks to take seriously what Jesus tells us about the fate of those who do not follow him. The message Jesus gives us about the next world can be found throughout the Bible, and can be summarised very simply: we are offered two paths, and we can choose between two possible futures – we can receive eternal life, or we can perish.

Traditional mainstream Christian teaching says the unsaved will suffer eternal torment, but this is not the biblical message. Contrary to what many Christians have been taught, the Bible clearly and consistently teaches that those who reject God will perish – they will cease to exist.

The doctrine of eternal torment distorts the gospel message, disrupts our evangelism, and makes honest and sensitive pastoral care for the bereaved even harder than it is already. Even worse, it presents our Heavenly Father as a cruel monster.

Comments and feedback can be left on the book website:

https://github.com/PaulHazelden/TheOtherPlace/blob/main/README.md 


About the author

Paul lives in Bristol, in the South West of England. He is married, with three grown-up sons; he has a varied background, including working on a building site and in a bookshop, a career in IT, the leadership of several churches and building a charity working with vulnerable people. He has authored numerous articles and has a MTh in Applied Theology.

Paul has worked within and alongside churches and Christian organisations from a wide range of denominations and theological traditions. He has extensive experience of talking about matters of faith with people, both outside the church and within it. In recent years, many of these conversations happened while working with alcoholics and drug addicts, their friends and families: people who know they, or someone they love, has a high risk of dying; people who frequently know someone who has recently died, and who need to talk about it. 

Paul holds that that all good Christian theology is essentially pastoral in nature: God knows what we need to know and understand in order to live well, and communicates this to us, through the Bible and in other ways. And all good pastoral care has an essential theological component: only the truth is strong enough to build a life upon. 

Many conversations and Bible studies over a period of around 30 years have produced the notes which grew into this present work. The basic content has been tested over this period with a wide range of people from different denominations and backgrounds and holding many different positions – Pastors and theologians, ‘ordinary’ church members and the completely unchurched. This, of course, does not guarantee that it is right, but it does offer some confidence that the material is worth considering, possibly interesting, and potentially life-changing. 


Jesus and the Other Place


Foreword

God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  (John 3:16) 

This wonderful verse must be one of the most, if not the most, loved verses in the Bible. As an evangelist and a pastor, I must have preached and shared it more times than I can remember. However, I wonder how many times I have taken the trouble to explain what it is that Jesus, God’s Son, has saved us from by giving us eternal life.

What does it mean to say I shall not perish? What does perishing mean? It certainly sounds like something I should avoid, but is perishing something best left ill-defined; not talked about; left to each person’s own imagination?

Popular views held by the Christian church, through the centuries, seem to present a God to us who is, to put it mildly, not too Christian. Despite the designation “love”, he appears to enjoy perishing his created humans with torment never ending. In like manner some church leaders have said that if as a Christian you cannot enjoy this eternal activity of God and go along with him in it, you should question your own eternal salvation! Is this what God is really like? Jesus Christ said if you have seen me you have seen the Father (God). How can we resolve this complex contradictory character of the Christian God? Or have we got something wrong somewhere?

Paul Hazelden has served us well in “The Other Place”. It is a great honour to be asked to commend his careful, sensitive, meticulous work. Indeed it is a pleasure, since his love for God and for his fellow human beings shine out throughout his treatise, leading us into truth on this matter of the destiny of those who sadly refuse a relationship with their creator God. Paul’s love for the Bible means he treats it with care and submission. Truth is carefully elicited from it and apparent contradictions resolved, and errors, often sincerely held, are gently corrected.

Wrong views on the destiny of the lost have not only led to wrong views of God, but justified inquisitions, torture and burnings of those with whom we disagree. Wrong views of God promote such behaviours as being consistent with God’s presumed character. So our subject, ‘perishing’, difficult, distracting and disturbing as it might seem, is essential for healthy Christianity. I wish to work for a healthier church in this violent and aggressive world. Paul’s work “The Other Place” will help us to participate in this recovery of a truer church with the true God.

Paul, we thank you for your labour of love, adherence to the scripture and devotion to Jesus Christ. I’m praying many will have more confidence in communicating the message of the love of God through “The Other Place”. In fact, right through the other place, the place where Jesus hung on a cross for us and our sins, leading us into the joy of heaven itself.

Roger T. Forster

January 2017


Preface

Firstly, thank you for picking up this work. I recognise it may not have been easy: people often shy away from thinking about death and related subjects. I hope and pray you will find it worthwhile.

What happens to us after death? People have always had an understandable fascination with this question. It is hard to find anyone who has not given thought to the subject, and every religious tradition around the world has something to say about it. In most church services, you will find repeated reference to the next life – but, strangely, you will find almost no detail about what to expect. 

Jesus clearly had quite a lot to say about the next life. If he thought that we need to understand the subject and take it seriously, however uncomfortable it may make us feel, perhaps we should give it more attention than we usually do. 

Mainstream evangelical Christianity offers people the prospect of two very different possible futures. Perhaps inevitably, one is good and the other bad. We usually call them ‘Heaven’ and ‘Hell’, although the biblical writers use a variety of terms. In the New Testament, for example, there are three main words used to refer to Hell (or something like it): hades, abyssos and gehenna. (I’m not going to spend a lot of time on the language, but if you would like to know more about the original words used, please have a look at Appendix 4i.  Hell in the New Testament.) 

Whatever words we use, mainstream Christian teaching through the centuries has clearly said that some people will go to Heaven and some to ‘the other place’; but, whichever way they go, it is clear (in this teaching) that everyone will remain where they have been sent and continue to experience the consequences for all eternity. 

Thinking about Hell may be unpleasant, but most Christians are confident that the doctrine is clear and settled, so this makes it easier for them to put the subject to the back of their mind and ignore it most of the time. But we can’t ignore it all the time.

This book has been written primarily for people from the evangelical wing of the church – those who seek to take the Bible seriously, and who believe that we should hold on to the traditional doctrines of the church, resisting, for the most part, pressures to update teaching in the light of modern opinions and practices. 

Over the years, I have talked with many people about the next life, about what happens to us after death; I have found that the problems with the doctrine of eternal torment expressed by evangelicals, both intellectual and emotional, have been both more frequent and deeper than those expressed by people from other groups. They often feel they ought to believe it, but find themselves unable to do so. And so, in these pages, I am primarily addressing evangelical Christians – they are the ‘you’ in the conversational passages.

But I don’t want to ignore the concerns of people on the liberal wing of the church: in conversations, they generally tell me they have abandoned Hell as a place of eternal torment long ago, often disposing entirely with the idea of Hell – and it seems to me that this causes other problems with understanding the Christian faith and following Jesus today. I believe that they too will find this book helpful, and it will help them see that Biblical teaching can be more relevant and helpful than they have been led to expect. You can read more about who the book has been written for, and about its style, scope and size, in Appendix 1.  About this Book. 

My hope is that this book will convince the traditional evangelical that the Bible does not tell us about a Hell where unbelievers suffer unending torment, and it will convince the traditional liberal that Hell – the Hell that Jesus and the first Christians believed in – is an expression of God’s love and mercy, and does not need to be rejected by kind and compassionate people.

God loves people: he does not want them to suffer, and does not inflict unnecessary suffering on anyone, which is why he allows people to perish if they choose to reject eternal life in his presence. The technical term for what the Bible teaches about this is ‘conditional immortality’. 

Our understanding of Hell

We may all know what a ‘Hell-fire sermon’ is, but I guess that very few of us these days have actually sat through one. I have met a fair number of people who were traumatised by teaching about eternal torment, but they generally received this teaching through Bible studies and one-to-one conversations, not from public sermons. 

Our understanding of Hell, and what we choose to say about it, has changed a great deal over the centuries. There was a time when many preachers would describe the torments of Hell in graphic detail; when it was normal to describe Hell as a place where demons stick pitchforks into writhing bodies, a place where the unsaved suffer eternally while the saved look on and enjoy watching their pain. 

Few people today explicitly teach such things, but they have been popular beliefs, taught and believed by many Christians in the past. And, while most people have discarded the details, the essence of the teaching – Hell as a place of eternal suffering – has been retained by most evangelicals. But are they right?

If we are to follow the teaching of the Bible, what should we believe about the fate of the wicked? Most importantly, if we are Christians, what does Jesus have to say on the subject? 

I would like to answer these questions, and offer a ‘popular guide’ to Hell – what Jesus had to say about it, how Jesus picks up the Old Testament’s teaching, and how the disciples who came after Jesus consistently passed on his message. 

We generally think and talk about Heaven and Hell as places – the places people go to when they die. We often refer to recently deceased people as having “gone to Heaven”; we don’t usually talk about the other place but sometimes, on TV or in films, when a character is trying to kill someone, they may say something like, “See you in Hell!”

The biblical writers also talk about Heaven and Hell as places, but they do so in much the same way as we talk today about ‘Whitehall’ or ‘Washington’: the language is about a place, but the meaning is about the activity that happens there and the people associated with the place.

For example, when we are told to store up rewards in Heaven (see Luke 6:23, for example), there is no confusion about the meaning: we are not being told we will need money in the afterlife, we are being encouraged to act in a way that will be rewarded in the age to come. Or when James tells us that the tongue is ‘set on fire by hell’ (James 3:6), he is not talking about the place but the powers associated with it. 

So, in our talk about the afterlife, it’s important to remember that, in the Bible, both Heaven and Hell are seen more as powers and symbols than as places.

A practical issue

There is a significant danger whenever Christians start to talk about the afterlife. The main focus of biblical teaching is on this world and this life. Wherever you look in the Bible, the important issue, the primary focus, is on how you live here and now. Despite our fascination with the question, there is very little in the Bible about what happens to us after death.

In fact, what the Bible is most clear about is what doesn’t happen after death: Isaiah provides us with this typical example. 

For the grave cannot praise you, death cannot sing your praise. (Isaiah 38:18) 

The Psalmist asks various questions.

Do you show your wonders to the dead?

    Do their spirits rise up and praise you?

Is your love declared in the grave,

    your faithfulness in Destruction?

Are your wonders known in the place of darkness,

    or your righteous deeds in the land of oblivion? (Psalm 88:10-12) 

And the answer is clearly, ‘No!’ Not even God remembers the dead (Psalm 88:5). The biblical writers determinedly concentrate on this life, and what we do with it. But even if we focus our efforts and energy on this life and how to live it, the question still remains: what happens to us after death?

We seem reasonably content, in mainstream Christian teaching, to be fairly agnostic about the joys of Heaven. On the one hand, nobody really believes the popular image of floating on clouds with harps; on the other hand, we don’t reject the idea and go searching for a better description. We are happy to leave the picture wonderfully unclear – at least, in our sermons and official teaching.

(However, it seems to me that the lack of clear, biblical teaching about Heaven in many of our churches does leave the door open to some un-biblical and unhelpful beliefs about the nature of Heaven: we will touch on this briefly in Part Three: The Application.) 

But if our image of Heaven is vague, our image of the other place is disturbingly clear. Not only clear, but also (I argue) both wrong and harmful. And that is the point of this discussion. (I would like you to feel this is a conversation: something you engage with, something that stimulates your own thoughts and reflections.) 

The nature of Hell is not just a nice, interesting theological issue, something to discuss on a long Sunday afternoon when you have nothing more urgent to do. What we believe happens after death affects us in many ways: once people discover they can talk to me about death, Heaven and Hell, and be listened to, it is astonishing how often they say that these issues have had a deep impact on their life. 

There is a strange inconsistency in our teaching. Christians often don’t see it, but people outside the church generally do. According to Jesus, we worship a God who commands us to love our enemies; but this same God, we say, inflicts eternal torment on those who reject him. How does this make sense?

And how is eternal torment consistent with Jesus’ teaching that we should be merciful as our Heavenly Father is merciful? 

But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. (Luke 6:35-36)

If you believe that God torments his enemies for all eternity, this has to affect your understanding of such passages. Am I really supposed to love my enemies the way my Heavenly Father does? Should I be merciful in the same way that he is merciful? If you believe in eternal torment, you may want to think carefully before you answer. 

The pastoral issue

We can usually put questions like these to the back of our minds: we can choose to focus our attention on more palatable doctrines – most of the time.

But when people we care about die, the question of their eternal fate forces itself upon us. When we have no assurance that they are ‘in’ (or, maybe, ‘going to’) Heaven, then the nature of Hell becomes bitingly relevant.

I have lost count of the number of people I have talked with, who had recently lost someone and who were struggling to cope – not only with their loss, but also with the teaching they had always accepted: teaching which they never really paid much attention to when it was remote and abstract, but which suddenly has dreadful meaning when it is very present and concrete.

“Do you think,” I have been asked on various occasions, “that my wife (or husband, parent or child) is now burning in Hell?”

The pain of that question, sometimes the obvious agony of the person asking it, stays with me. A friend can duck the question: “I don’t know,” is an honest and acceptable (if not helpful) response. But I was often with them, not only as a friend but also as a Pastor, and a Pastor is expected to do better. A Pastor is expected to know about such things.

A Pastor is expected to comfort the bereaved, but is also expected to tell the truth. How do you do that if you believe the loved one is suffering unspeakable torment, which will continue for all eternity? What can you say? 

You may not be a Pastor, Vicar, Priest, or any other form of church leader, but the chances are that at some point you will be with someone struggling with this question. At some point, you may be facing it yourself.

Comforting someone who has just been bereaved is not the ideal context for theological instruction: at this point, they probably need to be held rather more than they need to be informed. If the question is troubling them, a personal assurance is generally sufficient at that point. I can say with integrity: “I do not believe your loved one will suffer eternal torment; if you are interested, I am happy to talk about it when you are ready.” 

Strong emotion will get in the way of anyone processing intellectual content, but it sometimes helps people to hear us say what we believe, in a clear, confident and compassionate way – that is, assuming we can say what we believe in a clear, confident and compassionate way. The reasons why we believe their loved one will not suffer can wait until they are ready and able to process such material, but the clear offer – “We can talk about this, when you are ready” – can be a significant part of the comfort you offer there and then. 

The suffering of those left behind is not always what you might expect. When a child has been traumatised by an abusive parent for years, the death of that parent can bring welcome relief – which generally carries in its wake a load of guilt for feeling glad that someone has died.

That mixture of grief and guilt is hard enough to cope with. But then a well-meaning friend (who probably knows nothing about the trauma) assures the survivor, “Don’t worry: I’m sure your father (or mother or uncle …) is waiting for you in Heaven,” and the pain takes on a sinister edge. You really need to have something to say then.

But, again, what can you say? “Yes, they are burning in Hell, but they deserve it,” may be a ‘correct’ answer according to mainstream Christian teaching, but will probably cause emotional and psychological scarring for life.

Another ‘correct’ answer might be that your loved one is sleeping right now, but they will be burning in Hell after the resurrection and final judgement, while you enjoy yourself in Heaven. However, opinions vary on the subject, and I’m not sure the timing makes a lot of difference either way to the emotional damage.

The most common response seems to go along the lines of, “I don’t know about your partner (or parent or child …) but I know that God is good and can be trusted to do what is right.” This seems to be socially acceptable in most circumstances, but it doesn’t answer the question. 

I have talked with a number of Pastors about this subject, and their experience seems to vary a great deal. For some, eternal torment is a significant issue; for others, it hardly registers. There is no point in speculating on the reasons for this, but one thing I am sure about: you cannot assume that people are not asking the question, simply because they are not voicing it. 

In theory, a Pastor should discern what is happening as the newly bereaved attempt to express the many emotions and observations and questions churning around them – at a time when they can feel that any form of coherent language is beyond them. In practice, Pastors – like the rest of us – can only hear what they are ready and able to hear; and bereaved people, like everybody else, select and edit what they say according to the hearer and the response they expect. 

In talking with bereaved people, I find they are normally very sensitive to other people’s feelings. They may ask, “Where is my loved one now?” when the real question eating away inside them is, “Is my loved one burning in Hell?” And they may not ask because they do not want to hear the expected answer. 

When they do ask, most of the time, they are offered some variant of: “I know that God is good and can be trusted to do what is right.” I now think of this as the ‘standard response’. It is sometimes expanded along the following lines: 

“We are not God; we do not know what is in the depths of another person’s heart, no matter how well we may believe we know them; and we do not know the extent of God’s mercy and grace. We may not have been given reason to believe the loved one has responded to God’s love, but we cannot say for certain that they have not. In the end, we have to leave our loved one in God’s hands.” 

This is, in many ways, a good reply: it is honest, and it affirms important truths we need to hold on to at such times. But it does not address the need: it does not answer the question (“Is my loved one burning in Hell?”), and this question needs to be answered. 

The standard response neither answers the question nor offers any attempt to answer it at a later date; it does not even acknowledge that the question is a valid one. As far as I can tell, most people interpret it as meaning, “I don’t have an answer, I feel uncomfortable dealing with this subject and don’t want to talk about it – so, please, don’t push me.” As I say, bereaved people are usually very sensitive to others, so they usually hear the message and don’t push any further. 

In other words, the standard response says that the church does not have an answer to the most pressing question facing the bereaved person; the pastoral help they need right now is just not available.

There is another possibility. While most of the people I talk with do not interpret it this way, it is possible that the standard response is intended, at least sometimes, to be an actual answer to the question. If it is an answer, it is very unclear, and raises more problems than it answers.

Whatever the intention of the speaker, when it is heard as an answer, the standard response is normally understood to mean one of three very different things.

	The first possibility is that your loved one is probably in Heaven, because good people will end up in Heaven even if (as far as we know) they have never shown any interest in God in their lifetime. 



	The second possibility is that your loved one is certainly in Heaven (or, maybe, will certainly be in Heaven eventually) because God’s love is so great that nobody ends up in Hell for ever.



	The third possibility is that your loved one is probably burning in Hell, but that is okay because God knows this is the right thing to do.





So the standard response either tells people that evangelism is pointless, or that we can ignore a large part of the Bible’s teaching, or it condemns them to endless sleepless nights. 

None of these options works for me: the assumption behind all these answers is that Hell, in the Bible, is a place of unending torment. What if that assumption is wrong, and the Bible actually teaches us that unbelievers will cease to exist – ‘conditional immortality’ in the theological jargon? That is what we are going to explore. 

The question remains, for those who believe in eternal torment: if you are pressed for a real answer, do you clearly give the truth as you understand it, do you lie, do you fudge the issue or somehow avoid answering? I don’t know. Fortunately, I don’t have to make such choices, and neither do you. There is a better option: no, they are not burning in Hell. God loves each one of us, your loved one included, so much that he gives us the choice – to live in relationship with him, or to go our own way and perish without him. 

Considering the possibility that God really is good and loving

Mainstream Christian teaching about Hell is, in my view, and in the eyes of many people I have talked with, cold and harsh. Cold and harsh does not speak to me about Jesus. That does not, in itself, make it wrong (my understanding of Jesus may be inadequate), but it probably should alert us to the possibility that we might have missed something.

Quite frankly, I find this hard to believe. But, after years of study and prayer and research and many long, long conversations, I have come to the conclusion that, yes, we have missed something. We have missed the consistent, simple, clear and humane teaching of the Bible on this subject. We have somehow ignored what Jesus has to say about it: the final state of those who reject God is not torment, but destruction. 

This subject matters. Not just because we need to be able to talk to people who are suffering and offer them some help, not just because it makes a significant difference to our evangelism, but mainly because it directly addresses the largest and most important question of them all: what is God like?

What we believe about the character of the God we worship affects our lives. What we believe about the way he treats those who oppose him will feed through in some way to the way we treat those who oppose us. Our beliefs shape our lives, and believing untrue things about our Heavenly Father will inevitably distort the way we grow, both emotionally and spiritually. What we believe about God affects how we live. 

Conversations about the probable fate of a loved one will never be easy. But if we follow the Bible’s teaching on this matter, we can talk about the things it tells us, with clarity, integrity and compassion.

More importantly, we can talk with confidence about God: about a God who is not only holy, but who is love, a God who is good – good to everyone, not just to those who follow him.

So that is my aim: to help you understand what the Bible tells us about God, about his character and how we see his character expressed in his activity, so that you will be confident that God really is good and loving, and you will be able, when appropriate, to share this good news with others 

To achieve that aim, the book is divided into three main parts, plus some appendices.

Part One contains all the key details, and demonstrates how some familiar biblical texts make the biblical message clear.

Part Two takes us through a comprehensive survey of both the Old and New Testaments, working through a large enough selection of passages to demonstrate the essential consistency of the Bible’s teaching on this matter; it includes every passage used to support the doctrine of eternal torment. 

Part Three considers briefly what this means in practice – how understanding what the Bible really teaches can affect our lives, our pastoral care and our evangelism. 

The appendices answer most of the remaining questions I have been asked regarding the content of this book, and they contain the more technical and theological aspects of the material – content which is important to some people, but probably not to everyone, so feel free to pick the parts you are interested in. 

Happy reading!




Part One:

The Key Issues

1.  Introduction

Part One contains all the essential material: the necessary background, plus a clear statement of the Bible’s teaching about Hell as found in a few well-known and representative passages.

1a.  The traditional doctrine

For some time now, mainstream evangelical Christianity has believed (or claimed to believe) a fairly unchanging message about Hell, held consistently across a range of denominations and traditions. The demons-with-pitchforks detail has been rejected, as has the idea that the saved should enjoy the suffering of the damned; but the core part of the traditional teaching has been retained: after death (or so we are taught), the unsaved will suffer deliberate eternal conscious torment.

This idea is so embedded in some parts of Christian teaching, it has a common abbreviation: ‘ECT’, short for ‘eternal conscious torment’.

In my experience, most non-believers recoil in horror when faced with this idea. Their response is generally along fairly predictable lines: if that is what your God does, then I don’t want anything to do with him. It is not always phrased as politely as this.

And then, when they are prepared to listen, the message gets even worse. Not only do we teach that the unsaved will suffer for all time, but we explain that this punishment is justified because they have sinned against a Holy God. We tell them that we think this punishment is right, and we tell them that the God we worship thinks so too.

We think we are telling people about a God of love – but, as a result of this doctrine, what they hear us talking about is a God of hate. Very few Christians have any idea just how much this teaching shapes the way people outside the church understand the Christian faith; but, if you go and look, it is very easy to uncover the ‘Christian’ message many people have heard and rejected. Here is one of the most graphic examples I have come across, taken from a web forum conversation. I’m afraid it was a closed forum, so I can’t provide a link. 

Even if we were to DO all of the things that religions ask of us, if we do not BELIEVE and SUPPORT 100% of the nonsense, 100% of the errors, 100% of the atrocities, 100% of the inaccuracies, then there is no hope for us. If you do not believe in even an iota of it, then in God’s point of view, you are already screwed. He can roast your skin, beat your head, drive rods through your face, and pour molten brass down your throat, all for not believing in things you had plenty of reason to doubt. FOR EVER, by the way. That is 700 billion years, times 900 billion, plus another 700 billion, and another, times a million, plus another hundred billion, times another, and another, and another … you get the idea. Actually, no you do not. You can not. It is insane.

A more restrained expression of this same idea can be found in a well-known quote from the wonderful George Carlin. 

Religion has actually convinced people that there’s an invisible man living in the sky who watches everything you do, every minute of every day. And the invisible man has a special list of ten things he does not want you to do. And if you do any of these ten things, he has a special place, full of fire and smoke and burning and torture and anguish, where he will send you to live and suffer and burn and choke and scream and cry forever and ever ’til the end of time! But He loves you. He loves you, and He needs money! He always needs money! He’s all-powerful, all-perfect, all-knowing, and all-wise, somehow just can’t handle money!1

 

Many Christians are very happy to reinforce this message: I have heard evangelistic sermons which spell it out in agonising detail. You can easily find examples like this in books and on the Internet.

Sin against an infinitely holy God demands an infinite punishment. The severity of the punishment points to the holiness of God. He is so righteous that the just penalty for offending His holiness is something so horrible as eternal conscious torment. It would actually be unjust for God not to punish sin eternally, because to do so would belittle the value and glory of His worthiness.2

 

(A slightly longer version of this quote, along with a brief response, is provided in Appendix 3.  Fair Punishment.) 

The Westminster Catechism, still very influential within the Reformed (or ‘Calvinist’) community, deals with Hell in question 19 of the Shorter Catechism and question 29 of the Larger Catechism. Question 29 is asked and answered as follows. 

What are the punishments of sin in the world to come?

The punishments of sin in the world to come, are everlasting separation from the comfortable presence of God, and most grievous torments in soul and body, without intermission, in hell fire forever.3

 

There was a time, not that long ago, when Hell featured clearly in our Hymn Books, even those intended for children. 

There is beyond the sky

    A heaven of joy and love;

And holy children, when they die,

    Go to that world above.

There is a dreadful hell,

    And everlasting pains:

There sinners must with devils dwell

    In darkness, fire, and chains.4

 

Where does this teaching come from? You can answer that question in several ways, depending on your area of interest. 

From the human perspective, I suspect the arguments to justify eternal torment arise from our need to find a moral basis for this belief – to explain why one small sin is enough to send us to a Hell where we will endure torment for all eternity. And we have to explain it because it seems so wrong. (Of course, I think it seems wrong for a very simple reason: it is wrong!)

From the theological perspective, for many Christians, the doctrine of Original Sin explains everything. Original Sin is particularly important in the Calvinist (or Reformed) tradition but, in my experience, almost all evangelical Christians who defend the doctrine of eternal torment make use of the doctrine of Original Sin, whether they belong to the Reformed tradition or not. 

This is not entirely straightforward: since Augustine of Hippo came up with the concept (as far as we know!), the relevance and importance of this doctrine has depended on a number of related issues – which, for the past few centuries, have generally been brought together under the heading of Calvinism. We are not going to undertake a detailed exploration of either Calvinism or Original Sin , but there are two brief points we need to make on the subject.

	Firstly, in practical terms, Original Sin is rarely (if ever) spelled out in evangelistic sermons. If it is believed to be helpful in explaining why eternal torment is a fair punishment, why is it not used more? 



	Secondly, in theological terms, Original Sin does not solve this problem – it actually makes the problem worse. Within the framework provided by this doctrine, eternal torment becomes even more unjust and harder to explain.





So why is Original Sin referred to so often when attempting to explain eternal torment? I suspect that it is driven in part by the need to justify the horrific doctrine of eternal torment, in part by clear overlap between the doctrines, and in part by a pragmatic recognition that if we justify eternal torment on the basis of a doctrine nobody really understands, they won’t complain when they fail to understand the justification. But maybe I’m just being cynical here.

From a historic perspective, the doctrine of eternal torment came from Greek philosophy, not the Bible. In Christian theology, Tertullian taught it around 240 AD, building on a mixture of Christian doctrine and Platonism which had entered the church in the previous century.

It is generally understood that eternal torment is mentioned once in the apocrypha, in Judith 16:175

, but we are reasonably confident that none of the early church Fathers believed in eternal torment – there is no clear record of it entering Christian teaching before Tertullian.6

 And it is unlikely that the text in Judith actually refers to eternal torment – see section 2e.  Weeping and gnashing of teeth below. 

How did the idea of eternal torment arrive in the Greek philosophy? I have heard it argued by some that it came from Egypt, and by others that it came from Northern Europe; it is possible that both are true.

Wherever the teaching came from, it has become a mainstream doctrine, sometimes taught, sometimes implied, sometimes assumed, and usually just accepted as valid, in much of the organised church.

Outside a few evangelistic sermons, it may well be that eternal torment is not often preached with relish any more, but it is still consistently taught in the evangelical world. If you have any doubts, have a look at any of the standard works of Systematic Theology – you will find several listed under ‘Further Reading’ at the end. 

How far it is actually believed is another question: in my experience, when pressed in public, most evangelical Christians will reluctantly confirm that they believe the official doctrine; but many will confess to uncertainty about it when talking in private.

But does the Bible really teach us about ‘infinite punishment’? If we want to follow Jesus honestly and faithfully, do we have to believe that the unsaved will suffer eternal torment?

This question matters, because the answer we give affects a number of important issues.

	It affects the way we understand God’s goodness. How can a good God deliberately increase the amount of suffering in the universe? How can a good God create an eternity of suffering? If we believe that God, in the end, acts like a sadist, why do we condemn sadists for the way they behave?



	It affects our understanding of God’s love. “God loves you,” we confidently proclaim. But if you don’t do what he says, he will torment you for all eternity, we think. Most people would consider that an odd, somewhat dysfunctional, form of love. Would you want to be loved by someone who threatens to torment you?



	It affects our understanding of God’s justice. In a fair judicial system, the punishment must fit the crime – it must be appropriate and proportionate to the offence. However bad the crime, it is hard to see how an infinite amount of suffering can possibly be considered either appropriate or proportionate. All the arguments we use when we explain why this is fair simply have the effect of establishing that justice in God’s eyes looks nothing like justice to us.



	It affects our pastoral care. It is hard to comfort someone who believes a dead friend or family member is now roasting over the eternal fire. And it is hard to explain why the God who, we had assured them, loved their relative so deeply just a day or two ago, is now treating them so cruelly.



	It affects our credibility. The popular images of Hell are ridiculous and absurd. If people think we want them to become Christians in order to avoid the demons-with-pitchforks routine, it is no wonder they are often reluctant to respond to our message. If they hear that we want them to come and worship a monster who will hurt them terribly if he does not get his way, it is no wonder they reject our invitation.



	It affects our evangelistic message. Apart from misrepresenting the character of God, we find it hard to present any coherent evangelistic message if (being unable to face the alternative possibility) we tell people that their unsaved relations were probably ‘really’ Christians all along, and are probably waiting in Heaven for them.





Whatever we believe on this subject, it seems clear that eternal torment is not some minor theological detail: what we believe about this shapes our understanding of the character of God, our Christian faith, our evangelism and our pastoral care.

So what, exactly, is the content of this doctrine of eternal torment? As we have already observed, the dominant teaching in mainstream evangelical thought, (when we are taught anything at all!) is that the unsaved will be sent to Hell, where they will suffer deliberate eternal conscious torment. Each of these details is significant. 

	It is deliberate: God deliberately and intentionally chooses to make people suffer.



	It is eternal: the pain will continue without easing and without ending. Hold onto the concept of ‘eternal’ meaning ‘without ending’ as this is a key point we will return to. 



	It is conscious: the people in Hell know who they are, and really feel the pain.



	It is torment: it is more than just an absence of pleasure; the people in Hell are not only excluded from the pleasures of Heaven, but also made to feel intense pain.





This last point is the one which many Christians express doubts about in my conversations with them: I am frequently told they prefer to believe in a Hell where the unsaved suffer regret but not active torment. Of course, personal preference is not a recommended method for determining doctrine, even if it is in practice a very common one. 

Among those who believe in eternal torment these days (it was not always the case), it is generally accepted that this punishment is a sad necessity: we are repeatedly told that God does not want to punish people in this way, but he has to because we are sinners and (unless we have been forgiven through Jesus’ death) we must be punished for our sin.

There is little scope for disagreement on this first point: we are clearly sinners, and God must therefore deal with sin somehow. But there is deep disagreement about how, and whether the need to deal with our sin necessitates eternal torment.

People have argued for eternal torment on various grounds over the years. There are three main strands to these arguments: what the Bible says, Christian tradition, and the arguments from other sources.

In the main body of this book, we are seeking to focus on what the Bible has to say on the subject, and especially focus on what Jesus has to say. Does he teach us that the unsaved will suffer eternal torment? Does anyone in the Bible teach this? Or do they teach us that the unsaved will perish?

Christian tradition is too large a subject to cover in a work of this size (or in a hundred works of this size), but we briefly consider the main arguments, both from Christian tradition and from other sources (such as the suggestion that eternal torment is fair, while destruction is unfair) in Appendix 3.  Fair Punishment.

We should note that there has always been a strong opposition to the doctrine of eternal torment, and many respected (I have heard them described as ‘otherwise sound’!) church leaders have not believed it. But I’m not going to try listing the people, for several reasons. 

	I don’t want to get into the ‘they couldn’t believe that’ and ‘they probably changed their minds’ arguments.



	Identifying the people would merge seamlessly into the examination of the doctrine in Christian tradition, which is far too ambitious a task. 



	But mostly because I want to focus on and thoroughly engage with the question of what the Bible teaches about this subject. 





I am interested in knowing what a range of famous Christians have believed over the centuries, but no list of important supporters (or critics!) will ever be enough to prove a doctrine either true or false.

The history and development of our various ideas about the nature of Hell is another important area we cannot address in detail. For many centuries, teaching about this topic within Christendom was controlled very carefully. There are at least two good reasons for this: firstly, because of the formal role the institutional church played within the structures of the state; and secondly, because each of the possible doctrines were believed to produce very different social consequences – being able to credibly threaten eternal torment gives you great power, a matter of some importance when a powerful elite are seeking to control the common population. 

If you wish to follow up on the history and social use of the doctrine of Hell, the most helpful text I have found is by D P Walker, The Decline of Hell.7

 Sadly, it has been out of print for some time, and second hand copies are often expensive when they can be found.

Some Christians object to the ‘demons-with-pitchforks’ image of Hell: they neither believe it nor do they teach it. They are (I think, rightly) concerned that very few people today can take seriously the image of creatures with horns and tails sticking pitchforks into the damned. They feel that in rejecting the pantomime image, they have adequately responded to the problem: according to them, we should not stir up problems where none exist.

But the problems do exist. People outside the church may not understand what we mean by ‘grace’, but they do understand the doctrine of eternal torment. 

	They hear it. Whether we teach it or not, many people outside the church think this is what we believe. So it is what they hear whether we say it or not – unless we are very careful to communicate something different.



	They understand it. When I talk with people outside the church, their issue is not with the pitchforks, but with what the pitchforks symbolise – with the suffering they hear us (sometimes gleefully?) promise to unbelievers.



	Our integrity suffers. If we believe in eternal torment but do not mention it, then our hearers are right to be suspicious that we are not telling them the whole story, and serious questions can be raised about our integrity – it seems that we are misleading them in order to get them saved, which cannot be right.





If Christians believe and teach that God sends people to eternal, deliberate and conscious torment, it makes no real difference whether the torment is caused by the eternal fire he places there, by the demons with pitchforks he sends there, by anything else, or by any combination of the above: if people suffer in Hell, it is because God wants this to happen. 

For some people, that last statement will raise the whole question of free will. There is a massive debate here, which involves a number of inter-related issues. We are not going to delve into the issues surrounding the topic of free will; I simply want to point out that whatever your position may be on the subject, the doctrine of free will neither creates any problems relating to eternal torment, nor solves them.

It is my belief that God does not make us sin, but whatever you believe on that subject (however responsible you believe we are for our own sin and its consequences), it is clear that God and God alone decides what will happen to unrepentant sinners. To argue that God ‘must’ do something (other than to affirm that he must be true to himself) is to claim that something greater than God is controlling or constraining him, a belief which fits uncomfortably with traditional Christian doctrine.

The exact details of the nature of the torment are completely irrelevant: what matters is that, if you believe in eternal torment, you believe that God chooses to make people suffer this torment. Forever. With no hope of forgiveness. With no possibility that this suffering will ever end. And we then try to convince our listeners that this same God is a God of love. Pitchforks or not, that’s a difficult job.

1b.  Alternatives to torment

Given that eternal torment is such a dreadful prospect, it is not surprising that people have looked for alternatives. There are only a few possibilities which have significant support, and they can be summarised quite easily. It has been suggested that the essential nature of hell is that it is: 

	painful;



	empty;



	joyless;



	Godless; or



	destructive.





Painful. This is the traditional ‘ECT’ position – understanding Hell as a place of unending conscious torment. It is assumed by most mainstream evangelical Christian teaching, which is why I concentrate on it. 

Empty. The technical term for this position is ‘universalism’. People who have a problem with the traditional teaching about Hell often explore the possibility of universalism: the belief that everyone will be saved. According to this position, Hell (as it is commonly understood) may or may not really exist, but either nobody actually goes there or nobody stays there for all eternity. 

I do get asked about universalism on a fairly regular basis, and (I assume, at least in part because I’m prepared to talk carefully and sensitively about Hell), people fairly often tell me they believe in universalism, or suspect it may be true. It is a commonly-held view that “many people view universalism as less objectionable than the assertion that a loving God would eternally torture any of his creatures in hell,”8

 and it seems likely that this is a significant reason why people adopt the belief.

A full response to this idea is beyond the scope of this work, but in brief: universalism solves one problem (God is no longer presented as being a cruel monster) but it creates more problems (among them – how we make sense of the many passages in the Bible about Hell, why we need to choose to respond to God, and how to understand the Bible’s teaching about judgement). If my reading of the Bible is correct on this point, then we have no need to turn to universalism in order to preserve God’s character. 

The doctrine of universalism rests on two main planks: firstly, that in the end everything and everyone will be united in Jesus; and secondly, that Jesus died for the sins of the world. We address the first one in in section 5i.  No more tears and the second in Appendix 2d.  Another model of the salvation event. 

Joyless. Some people, recognising that the Bible does talk repeatedly about people being sent to Hell, seek to solve the problems caused by eternal torment by removing the idea of torment from the picture. They suggest that the people in Hell will be excluded from the joys of Heaven, and this is punishment enough. 

The two obvious weaknesses of this option are: firstly, the Bible says very little about the joys of Heaven, so basing a doctrine on the promised absence of those joys is difficult; and secondly, it is very hard to interpret most of the biblical passages about Hell as referring to an eternal lack of joy. I don’t respond in detail to this option, but much of the material about eternal torment will apply equally well here.

Godless. This can be seen as a variant of the ‘joyless’ understanding, God being the source of all true joy. It has some biblical justification: the central promise of Heaven is not happiness or pleasure, but fellowship with God, the joy of being in his presence. If Heaven is about God’s presence, then it makes sense that Hell will be about God’s absence. 

Many people hold to some version of this position: people in Hell are separated from God; or the people in Hell know they are excluded from God’s presence; or the suffering of people in Hell is caused by their knowledge that they are excluded from fellowship with God.

This argument makes sense, and it is certainly attractive. It solves the central emotional and intellectual problem with the doctrine of eternal torment – that it turns our loving Heavenly Father into a monster who deliberately inflicts an unimaginable quantity of suffering on people; according to this understanding, God ‘merely’ withholds his presence from the people who do not want to be with him, granting their desire. 

The argument does make sense, but the biblical writers do not make this connection: the wicked are never threatened with continued existence away from the presence of God. And it is doubtful whether any of the biblical writers would even consider this to be possible. Certainly, the Psalmist seems to be clear on the subject. 

Where can I go from your Spirit?

    Where can I flee from your presence?

If I go up to the heavens, you are there;

    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

(Psalm 139:7-8) 

We cannot flee from the presence of God, because God is present in every part of his creation.

I understand this idea primarily as a halfway position between the traditional eternal torment and the biblical conditional immortality. The arguments for this position are also arguments for conditional immortality; conditional immortality has the advantage of enjoying biblical support, while this position lacks it.

Destructive. The Bible consistently threatens the wicked with punishment and with destruction: these two strands of biblical teaching are entirely consistent – destruction can be understood either as the threatened punishment or as a significant aspect of the threatened punishment. The central focus of this book is to establish that this is the picture of Hell taught by Jesus and repeated throughout the New Testament; it is also consistently found in the Old Testament. 

The Bible does not tell us many things we would like to know. But it does tell us about some aspects of what happens after death; in particular, it talks repeatedly and clearly about the fate of

1c.  A gentle start











1d.  Destruction, not torment





	


	


	


	






	


	


	


	








	


	


	








1e.  The unspoken threat?



















1f.  Greek and Hebrew souls



































	


	




1g.  Eternal life

















1h.  The meaning of ‘eternal’
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