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STUDY #15
THE TRUTH ABOUT HELL 
In previous studies we learned that the soul dies and has no existence or life after death. Today we will study hell. Many people consider hell to be a fiery place of punishment where immortal, undying souls are tormented forever. Those who believe this say not only was this arrangement done by God, it was God who made the Devil the “keeper of hell.” As we look at the Word of God, we will see that none of this is true.

Nearly everyone agrees that all mankind are sinners and that sin must be punished. But what constitutes a just punishment for sin? Whatever God does we know it will be just because justice is the foundation of his throne: “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; love and faithfulness go before you” (Psalm 89:14
). 

How much of a day does a man have to as he pleases? He sleeps a third of his time, works for another third, and has available for other activities at most another third. If he lived to the age of ninety, he could then be said to be sinning a third of this time—thirty years! What constitutes a just punishment for sins committed over thirty years? Certainly not a billion years of hell fire, nor a billion billion years. No one would call this justice!
The apostle Paul told us what the punishment for sin is: “For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Although this text says nothing about hell, we do know the word is found in both the Old and New Testaments. So we need to understand what is hell, who goes to hell, and how will anyone get out of hell.
Hell in the Old Testament
The original definition of the English word hell was “to cover or conceal.” Thus a Scottish farmer might say, “I must hell my potatoes” (bury them in the ground), or “I must hell my house” (put thatch on the roof). Sometime during the dark ages the word came to mean a “place of torment where evil people go when they die,” something quite different than “cover or conceal.”
The word “hell” appears fifty-three times in the English King James Bible. Of the thirty-one times “hell” appears in the Old Testament the source Hebrew word is sheol. That word (sheol) is also translated “grave” thirty-one times, and “pit” three times. The translators chose to use three English words to convey the meaning of this one Hebrew word. Even today, translations seem conflicted on which English word to use. Here is one example: “The wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the nations that forget God” (Psalm 9:17, King James). “The wicked return to the grave, all the nations that forget God” (NIV Bible). The Hebrew word sheol is rendered “hell” by one set of translators, and “grave” by another.
“All his [Jacob’s] sons and daughters came to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted. No, he said, in mourning will I go down to the grave to my son.” (Genesis 37:35). “For the grave cannot praise you, death cannot sing your praise; those who go down to the pit cannot hope for your faithfulness” (Isaiah 38:18). The word “grave” is the English word for the Hebrew word sheol. It describes the condition of death.

Thus hell in the Old Testament refers to the “hidden state” of burial, not a place with blazing fires. In fact when Job contemplates his death, he speaks of a condition of great darkness: “Are not my few days almost over? … I go … to the land of deepest night, of deep shadow and disorder, where even the light is like darkness” (Job 20-22). The death state is a place of silence: “It is not the dead who praise the LORD, those who go down to silence” (Psalm 115:17). It is equivalent to a state of non-existence: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave [sheol], where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom” (Ecclesiastes 9:10).

Consistently throughout the Old Testament the Hebrew word sheol describes the death state as a state of unconsciousness. The King James translators have concealed this consistent use by employing three words in their English translation: hell, grave, and pit. 
Hell in the New Testament

Three Greek words in the New Testament have been rendered “hell” by the King James translators: hades, gehenna, and tartarus. The word hades appears nine times and is the Greek equivalent for the Hebrew word sheol. It simply means the state of the dead. We can confirm this by comparing a verse from the Old Testament that is quoted in the New Testament: “Thou wilt not leave my soul in hell [Hebrew: sheol] neither wilt thou suffer thine Holy One to see corruption” (Psalm 16:10, King James). “Thou wilt not leave my soul in hell [Greek: hades], neither wilt thou suffer thine Holy One to see corruption” (Acts 2:27, King James).
 Clearly the Greek word hades has the same meaning as the Hebrew word sheol. 
We are told that even Jesus went to hell: “[David] seeing this before spake of the resurrection of Christ, that his soul was not left in hell” (Acts 2:31). Jesus was in hell or hades for parts of three days. That means he was in the “state of death” until he was resurrected on the third day. If hell or hades was a place of torment, then Jesus would have gone to where he would have been tormented. But the Bible hell is not like that at all. He was “not left” in hades because he was resurrected from the death condition. Everyone else who has died is left in the death condition until they are resurrected in Christ’s kingdom.

In the last book of the Bible Jesus tells us he has “the keys of hell [hades] and of death” (Revelation 1:18, King James). A “key” represents the authority to open a door, in this case a “door of opportunity.” He is saying he has authority over both death and hell, and it is important that we understand the distinction between the two.

On one occasion Jesus said: “Let the dead bury their own dead” (Luke 9:60). Those who are not alive in Christ are considered dead in God’s sight, although they still live and breathe. These are the ones who are to bury those who are no longer alive and breathing. Thus Key #1 represents Jesus’ authority over the living/breathing “dead” people of the world. Key #2 represents his authority over those in the prison house of death, those who are actually dead. God gave Jesus the authority to remove the death condemnation resting upon both the living and the dead. And Peter confirms this: “He [Jesus] is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead” (Acts 10:42). 
One last text using the word hades is worth considering: “The sea gave up the dead which were in it; and death and hell [hades] delivered up the dead which were in them … and death and hell [hades] were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death.” (Revelation 20:13,14, King James). “Hell” is said to “deliver up the dead” which it possessed. And then, “death and hell were cast into the lake of fire.” After hell (the death condition) has been emptied of all those who have died through the resurrection processes, it is destroyed in “a lake of fire,” a fitting symbol of complete destruction. This destruction occurs in Christ’s kingdom when all the dead will be resurrected (see 1 Corinthians 15:22). 
The second Greek word translated hell is gehenna and it appears twelve times. Three of those times occur in this quotation: “If thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life maimed, than having two hands to go into hell [gehenna], into the fire that never shall be quenched: where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. And if thy foot offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter halt into life, than having two feet to be cast into hell [gehenna], into the fire that never shall be quenched: where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better for thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than having two eyes to be cast into hell [gehenna] fire: where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.” (Mark 9:43-48, King James).
Since we do not know of a single instance when anyone literally did this in the time of our Lord, we can be sure the people understood that Jesus was speaking metaphorically. He did not use the Greek word hades. The word is gehenna and it was a real place. In Hebrew “gehenna” means Valley of Hinnom and in Jesus’ day it was the city dump. Into it were thrown garbage and dead flesh (dogs, rats, and even the bodies of executed criminals). Fires reduced much of the garbage to ashes. Unburned dead flesh brought forth worms that consumed it. Of course when there was nothing more to burn, the fires went out. (There are none today.) When there was no more dead flesh, the worms disappeared. Fire and worms symbolize utter destruction. Thus we see that this “hell” [gehenna] is not the same as the “hell” [hades] we just considered.

When Jesus referred to an offending “hand,” he was using it as a symbol of friendship: “America extends its hand to Russia.” A hand extended in friendship to sin and worldliness becomes a stumbling block to Christian development and hence should be “cut off.” Many friendships we have when we receive the truth would, if continued and encouraged, greatly hinder the development of a Christ-like character. Worldly friendships increase “the spirit of the world” and decrease “the holy spirit.” All inappropriate friendships should be “cut off.”
When Jesus referred to an offending “foot,” he was using it as a symbol of places our feet might take us that would be stumbling blocks to our Christian development. These include gambling operations including the betting on sports and racing results, bars, drug activities, and anything we know God would not approve. We are to “cut off” any place that encourages worldliness and hinders Christ-like development. 
When Jesus referred to an offending “eye,” he was using it as a symbol of what we see that hinders Christ-like development. These include magazines, books, and especially television with its many distracting programs. These consume precious time and encourage the worldly spirit of selfishness in heart and mind. We must “pluck them out” to keep them from becoming a habit.
Christians are different from those in the world: “You were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world. … But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions” (Ephesians 2:1,2,4,5). A Christian must never go back to the ways of this world because if he did, and if he persists in his rejection of God’s great love, he will die, not the death described by hades, but the second death, described by gehenna. From that death there is no redemption which is symbolized by “fire and worms.” 
Here is another example: “Fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell [gehenna]” (Matthew 10:28). This describes complete destruction not preservation in a place of torment. The willfully wicked are to be destroyed at the end of the kingdom: “The cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” (Revelation 21:8). A second death implies they previously died, then were restored to life again. If then they prove to be willful sinners in their opposition to God and righteousness, they will die again. From this “second death” there will be no resurrection.
God’s punishment for sin is always death (see Romans 6:23). “Though grace is shown to the wicked, they do not learn righteousness; even in a land of uprightness they go on doing evil and regard not the majesty of the LORD” (Isaiah 26:10).
The third Greek word translated hell is tartarus and it appears just once: “God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell [tartarus], putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment” (2 Peter 2:4). Notice that this says nothing about human beings. It describes what happened to sinning angels. Tartarus is simply the name associated with where sinning angels were sent. Its location is not specified, but some speculate that they were banished from heaven to earth’s atmosphere. This may be what the apostle Paul had in mind when he wrote: “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world” (Ephesians 6:12). 
In this, the only place in the Bible that speaks about what happened to the fallen angels, we are told they had their freedom severely restricted. They no longer enjoy God’s endless universe as they had previously. The phrase “gloomy dungeons” remind us something Isaiah wrote: “Darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples” (Isaiah 60:2). Earlier in his letter to the Ephesians Paul called Satan “the ruler of the kingdom of the air” (Ephesians 2:2).
God’s Punishment is NOT Torment

Here are a few more Scriptures that clearly state that the final punishment for evil doers is death without the possibility of resurrection. It is not torment or a continued existence of any kind in some alternate environment.

“Evil men will be cut off, but those who hope in the LORD will inherit the land. A little while, and the wicked will be no more; though you look for them, they will not be found” (Psalm 37:9,10).

“The LORD watches over all who love him, but all the wicked he will destroy” (Psalm 145:20).

“Those who are far from you will perish; you destroy all who are unfaithful to you” (Psalm 73:27). 
These and other Scriptures state that God’s punishment for the wicked is destruction and not preservation in torment or torture. But some think otherwise, perhaps because of these words: “The devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.” (Revelation 20:10). But note: this “lake of burning sulfur” receives one beast, one false prophet, and one devil. There are no people in this lake! This text says nothing about the final destiny of the unrighteous. 

Before ending this lesson, let us look at one more text: “His angels … will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 13:41,42). Similar words appear four other places in Matthew and also in Luke 13:28. Notice that nothing is said about hell. The words are to be understood symbolically.
A “fiery furnace” is a symbol for God’s righteous judgments: “The LORD is coming with fire, and his chariots are like a whirlwind; he will bring down his anger with fury, and his rebuke with flames of fire. For with fire and with his sword the LORD will execute judgment upon all men, and many will be those slain by the LORD” (Isaiah 66:15,16). This refers to the final judgments at the end of this present evil world, judgments that will destroy all the unrighteous systems: “Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire, says the LORD Almighty” (Malachi 4:1).

Peter confirms this: “The day of the Lord will come like a thief. 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).

The phrase “weeping and gnashing of teeth” describes great regret. Jesus told the Pharisees: “There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but you yourselves thrown out” (Luke 13:28). Jesus told the Jewish leaders that in a future kingdom on earth they would not have the authority of office they were enjoying then and it would cause great regret on their part.

Surely now that we understand that the Bible hell describes the death condition and not torture, we can see our God for what he is: loving, just, and one who is fair in his treatment of his human creation. “As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live” (Ezekiel 33:11). “I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!” (Ezekiel 18:32). The Bible tells us God takes no pleasure in the death of anyone and that is just what we would expect of a God of love.
To God be all the glory for the light of truth on this subject. 
—Amen—
� All Scripture quotations are from the New International Version of the Bible unless otherwise identified.


� Note: the NIV translators chose the word “grave” instead of “hell” in both texts.





