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  'Hell' is a dirty word. Some of us say it to our mates in the pub, and some of us, to our parishioners from the pulpit -- but either way it's dirty.


  Maybe that's because there's too much about it we're afraid to ask, or let on we don't know about it. It might be because we look at it through a pair of lenses that we're afraid to shed in the presence of our fellow churchmen -- i.e. the ready made systematic theology that we've been told is the result of thorough study of all of what the Bible has to say about the subject, all the way down through church history by people better than you and I -- so we blindly accept that that's what the Bible has to say about the subject.


  Just for the fun of it, let's pretend that that systematic theology hasn't been written yet. In fact, let's pretend that all we have are what the early believers had, even before Acts and Paul's epistles were written. All we have are the sayings of Yeshua.


  That is what the church started with, after all. Acts is really just a record of how the churches were launched using that formula. Even Paul's epistles were written to churches that were built on the foundation of Yeshua's sayings, so whatever Paul said about Hell -- and anything else, for that matter -- would have been understood against a background of what Yeshua already said about it.


  So, we'll start with Yeshua's sayings, and then, look briefly at how the preachers in Acts of the Apostles treated it. After that we'll look at what Paul's epistles and Revelation says. We'll take it in the order that our spiritual forefathers received it, and then re-ask some of the same questions: "Who, exactly, is a candidate for hell?"; "What about some of the indigestible sayings of Yeshua in the Gospels?" (without the filter of systematic theology, of course); "Are there only two destinations in the world to come, or is there room for belief in Purgatory as well?"; and not least (and probably not last either), "What about those who haven't heard?"


  We might not answer all of these questions conclusively, but I think we may find that they do point to some facts of the Kingdom of God that we have generally tended to ignore, so this should be rewarding. If not -- if it ends up being too indigestible -- at least, we still have Augustine, Calvin, and Schofield to fall back on, okay?


  

  Sermon on the Mt. -- Matthew 5:18-30 is a passage in the Sermon on the Mt. in which Yeshua speaks extensively of judgement and rewards. His references to the negative rewards range from being least in the kingdom of God, punishment with hope of getting out, to Gei-Hinnom , which suggests eternal punishment in hell. It's a handy passage because it's a summary of everything we'll cover in this discussion.


  In Matthew 5:18-20, one has a choice being greatest or least in the kingdom of heaven, depending on if one keeps and teaches the commandments; and not entering the kingdom of heaven at all if ones righteousness doesn't exceed that of the Pharisees. Is the latter synonymous with hell?


  Matthew 5:21-22 is the first mention of Gei-Hinnom. It's the penalty for calling ones brother a fool. Gei-Hinnom was a term that the Rabbis used loosely to mean the place for dead souls rejected from God's kingdom. It was actually an area outside the city wall where rubbish was dumped, and there was usually a fire burning.


  Was it Yeshua's intention to use this term to refer to the place of eternal punishment? Was it his purpose here to outline a doctrine of hell, or was he simply using relative terms? We'll talk more about Gei-Hinnom later.


  Then, in Matthew 5:23-26, in the case of the one on their way to the court of law, we suddenly see punishment with the hope of coming out. The last phrase says you will certainly not get out until you have paid the last penny. We'll look at more of this in a moment.


  So far in this passage, we've found the three categories of judgement sayings of Yeshua that will be the subject of our discussion: 1. Gei-Hinnom ; 2. Prison; and 3. Exclusion from the kingdom. We'll look at the first two headings right off, and work our way to the third.


  

  Gei-Hinnom -- The final section of the passage we've referred to, Matthew 5:27-30, brings us back to the concept of Gei-Hinnom. The key phrase is, Better that you should lose one part of you than have your whole body thrown into Gei-Hinnom.


  The context for this over-all passage is in how to apply the Torah so as to be a candidate for the Kingdom of God. Here, there's the added impetus -- avoid being sent to Gei-Hinnom . Yeshua obviously doesn't recommend the literal cutting off one's body parts as that would in itself be a violation of the Torah. He's using a Jewish style superlative to say, 'Do what it takes. This is serious.'


  This section was in reference to lust, which can lead to adultery. The previous section in which Ge - Hinnom was mentioned, verses 21-22, was regarding hatred, which is the potential for murder.


  In Jewish tradition, the three capital offences are adultery, murder and idolatry. The mandatory penalty for these under the national covenant of Israel, was stoning.


  Yeshua has equated the seeds with the final product. What Yeshua is saying is, deal with these sins even when they're in their infancy, as thoughts in the heart, hatred, lust; and I suppose we could add, whatever potentially leads to idol worship (that would be material for a different discussion).


  In a parallel passage, Matthew 18:6-9, we find that Yeshua more clearly means "hell". He refers to the choices as obtaining eternal life, versus, being thrown into the fire of Gei-Hinnom.


  Here, he also compares it to cutting off one's offending body part so as to avoid eternal punishment. The context here is in the seriousness of being a stumbling block, or causing offence. The most vivid picture is that of offending a little one, destroying a child's life, or even that of a vulnerable adult. It's something that must be avoided at all costs, even if it means getting rid of something you value as much as your eye or your hand. The mention of 'everlasting fire' indicates that Yeshua is, indeed, referring to hell.


  Taken together, we see that the sin of destroying someone else's life, whether by murder, by adultery ( sic . destroying another person's marriage), by abuse, or even entertaining the option of doing so, is something we must be on our guard for. More on this later.


  

  Prison -- Later in the same chapter, we again find mention of the judgement that lasts only until the transgressor has paid 'the last penny':


  In Matthew 18:21-35, Yeshua tells Peter the story of the servant who was forgiven by the master, but wouldn't forgive his fellow servant. He was turned over to the jailer for punishment until he paid back everything he owed.


  This fits in the same pattern as the saying in Matthew chapter 5, where one is advised to settle with the opponent on the way to court, or pay the 'last penny'. The judgement is similar, and so is the offence. In both cases, maintaining a good relationship with others is seen as a priority. Though the judgement isn't as severe as that of causing another to stumble, both can be seen as two aspects, or two degrees of the same problem -- failure to take care where other people, their spiritual, physical, social and psychological welfare is concerned.


  We'll try to fit this into an understandable framework later on.


  

  failure to show mercy -- In two more of Yeshua's parables, he obviously refers to hell in the same sense Gei-Hinnom , the place of fiery torment. In both of these, we see that ones deeds have a determining factor in one being assigned to heaven or hell -- especially showing, or failing to show mercy.


  Matthew 25:31-46 is where the Son of Man judges the sheep from the goats. To the goats, He says, Go off into the fire prepared for the Adversary and his angels! Their offence: failing to show mercy when it was in their power to do so.


  On the other hand, the sheep nations appear bewildered that they were allowed into the kingdom.


  Luke 16:19-31 is the story of the rich man and Lazarus. The only distinction made between the two was that the rich man lived only for himself while Lazarus suffered all his life. Again, the rich man's offence was failure to show mercy.


  It's interesting to note that there is no mention of Lazarus being a God fearing man, only that he got the wrong end of the stick. There is, however, the indication that heeding Moses and the prophets could have saved the rich man.


  The point in both parables is that the rich man and the goat nations failed to show mercy and kindness when it's in their power to do so. According to Yeshua, elsewhere, that is the whole point of the Torah and the Prophets. The sheep nations did it, probably following their inner witness as described in Romans 2 (we'll get to that later), and Lazerus was one of those in need of mercy, and received it at Abraham's bosom.


  

  wailing and grinding of teeth-- One phrase that recurs in Yeshua's sayings regarding judgement that of 'wailing and the grinding of teeth'. This phrase is used in a number of contexts. Are they all synonymous with just one place -- namely hell?


  In the following two occurrences, both from Matthew 13, they seem to indicate a final and fiery destruction.


  Matthew 13:39-43 gives us Yeshua's explanation of his parable of the wheat and the tares. The tares are finally gathered and thrown into a furnace, where people will wail and grind their teeth.


  Among those said to be the tares are 'all things that cause people to sin.' This sounds close to causing others to stumble, which we discussed earlier, which saw was a damnable sin. A key concept in this passage, as also a few verses later in Matthew 13:47-50, is that of a fiery furnace.


  Matthew 13:47-50 makes the distinction between the 'evil' and the 'righteous'. Both are strong terms. Is there any middle ground?


  Both of these parables are about the end of the age, at which time, according to other passages, there seems to be a polarisation between good and evil to the extent that everyone will have been drawn to either one or the other.


  In the two parables, both found in the same passages, we see 'wailing and grinding of teeth' accompanying destruction in the fiery furnace. Some rules of hermeneutics state that a term that has been used to clearly mean one thing in one passage, should always be taken to mean the same thing. Therefore, some say, 'wailing and grinding of teeth' is always indicative of being in hell, the final state of the wicked. I would rather wait and look at some of the other passages before making a judgement. The more indicative key words in both parables are, 'end of the age', and 'fiery furnace'.


  Let's look at some passages that associate the 'wailing and the grinding' of teeth in relation with another term: 'outer darkness'.


  Matthew 22:1-14 is the parable of the wedding feast. Here, there are two distinct groups, both to be excluded from the kingdom, but not in the same category.


  First, we see that those who mistreated and killed the messengers were judged, killed and their cities destroyed. Then we see that the one who showed up inappropriately dressed for the wedding was tied up and thrown into outer darkness where he wailed and ground his teeth.


  From this passage, does it look like the two forms of judgement are, in fact, the same thing? The murderers and persecutors, no doubt, ended up in the fiery furnace referred to in Matthew 13. In that context, they would have no doubt wailed and ground their teeth, as the inappropriately dressed wedding guest did in this context. However, the passage doesn't make it obvious that the two ended up in the same place. That can only be inferred by applying a conclusive, ready made doctrine of eternal judgement, which we're only in the process of developing here.


  Let's look at 'wailing and grinding of teeth' from a slightly different angle before we solidify our conclusions.


  Luke 13:24-30 talks about struggling to get in by the narrow door. Those who don't bother, will one day 'cry and grind their teeth' when they look and see the Patriarchs and prophets, along with the gentile nations inside and them left outside, knocking at the door, trying to get in. There are dynamics here that we would be hard put to apply literally to the common 'heaven - hell' scenario, such as standing outside and knocking, or being able to see those inside. It looks like the offenders here are in the same place the five foolish virgins found themselves in, which we'll look at later.


  In any case, it's looking more and more to me like 'wailing and grinding one's teeth' is not so much a reference to an exact place, be it a fiery furnace, outer darkness, or simply the wrong side of the door, but to how one reacts when one finds oneself in that position -- an expression of intense regret.


  By now, we can start to see the direction we're moving in. We might be accused of giving people licence to sin by 'watering down' the Bible doctrine of hell. Really, we're only contemplating a slight shift away from an extreme and rather draconian position. Extremeness is not synonymous with truth. In any case, wailing and grinding one's teeth is not a pleasant experience no matter where one is doing it. I, for one, don't plan to rush headlong into outer darkness, nor plant myself on the wrong side of the door just because it doesn't happen to include fire and brimstone.


  That's a good point to keep in mind when looking at the next category of passages.


  

  judgement on Christians -- In Matthew 7:21-27, those who appear doctrinally correct are rejected, even those who seem to be operating in the gifts of the Holy Spirit. They ask Him at the day of judgement, Lord, Lord! Didn't we prophesy in your name? etc. The answer they receive is, I never knew you! Get away from me, you workers of lawlessness! Again, it isn't clear that they are assigned to hell, but at least they're excluded from the kingdom of God.


  In Matthew 24:45-25:30, we read a group of parables Yeshua related during his discourse on the end times: the parable of the Faithful Servant; the Ten Virgins; and the parable of the Talents. In these, Yeshua describes the various ones who will be excluded from the kingdom. Again, it is not obvious in each case that they will actually be thrown into hell.


  To the five foolish virgins, he says, 'I don't know you.' The abusive servant and the one with the one talent are both relegated to a place where there will be weeping and the grinding of teeth.


  

  three categories of judgement sayings -- When we look at all the sayings of Yeshua regarding judgement, we can place them in three general categories:


  1. Gei-Hinnom , Sheol, the fire prepared for the Adversary and his angels -- where Yeshua obviously refers to 'hell', as we think of it. It's the place for those who have committed the more serious sins, have caused others to stumble, or have lived only for themselves, failing to show mercy or kindness when it was in their power to do so.


  2. Prison -- where the unforgiving one will be held until they have paid 'the last penny'. It is the place for those who refuse to forgive, or won't prioritise relationships. The tenure seems to be conditional to however long it takes to resolve the conflict. It's possible that Yeshua was referring to a state of spiritual imprisonment while in this life, perhaps like the 40 years wandering in the wilderness. Perhaps it's a state suffered both in this life and the next. We'll cover that possibility in a moment.


  3. Excluded from the kingdom and/or cast into outer darkness (probably synonymous) -- those who claim Yeshua as Lord, but don't do his will, even if they demonstrate power in his name; those who don't make profitable use of resources they have been given; those who tire of watching for the Master's return and abuse their fellow servants, or otherwise fail to take their mandate seriously and are found not ready when the time comes to act. Perhaps we could include in this category the passages where Yeshua states the costs of discipleship (doesn't hate father and mother, looks back after putting ones hand to the plough, etc.).


  Do the latter two indicate the possibility of there being other after-life states apart from dwelling in the heavenly kingdom, or burning in hell? What about the possibility of purgatory -- even if it's a modification of the modern Catholic version?


  Despite universal rejection by Protestants, early church fathers such as Tertullian, Origen, Eusebius, Jerome, Augustine and a host of others believed in an intermediate state after death. Martin Luther believed in purgatory at first, and only changed his mind about it some ten years into the reformation because it couldn't be proven directly from scripture. The rest of the Protestant movement followed suit. Some Protestants today believe heaven may have an outer perimeter for those unprepared to go into the direct presence of God.


  Let's separate the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
