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Hell 
 

Humanity 
 
Hell, it seems has always had an enduring fascination for humans - or, at least, it has for the 
last few centuries. The graphic details of eternal fire, of perpetual torture. Other ideas such 
as eternal cold and loneliness, as the soul gnaws for ever on what it has lost by rejecting 
God. The art, the stories - the use of hell to strike fear into people, to let them know the 
choice that they make, and the consequences of that choice. 

 
Hell has been very big in Christianity. In the Middle Ages it became the way of keeping the 
people subdued; if they questioned or rebelled then the consequences were plain to see in 
the artwork of medieval churches. After the reformation the more fundamentalist groups 
seemed able to decide who was and who was not destined for the fiery pit; amazingly, it was 
always people who disagreed with their interpretation of scripture who were on the way 
down to the toasting forks! 

 
You would think that with all that is written about it, with all that everyone seems to know 
about it, hell must play a big part in the bible, with much teaching about it. Let us have a 
look. 

 
The word ‘hell’ is used as a translation, in the New Revised Standard Version, 15 times in 
the Bible. None are in the Old Testament; 2 mentions are in the Apocrypha; and the other 13 
in the New Testament - although in the NT it is used to translate some different words - three 
in particular: 

 
 

Gehenna 
Outside the ancient walls of Jerusalem, to the southwest, was a valley (the Hebrew for 
valley is ‘Ge’) called the Valley of Hinnom or, in Hebrew, Gehinnom. This valley was used 
as the city dump. One can easily imagine the awful stench coming from the place as well 
as the constantly burning fires; the maggots and worms feasting on the rotting rubbish, 
and the wild animals scavenging; fighting over morsels and grinding their teeth. A true 
vision of hell. 

 
This word is the one, used only - with one exception - in the gospels, that is usually 
translated as hell, and we can quite easily see where that image comes from! 

Hades 
This is another word, used ten times in the New Testament. The King James Version 
translated it as ‘hell’, but most modern translations just say ‘Hades’. It refers to the Greek 
realm of the dead, rather like Sheol; a grey, nothing place. Only in the story of Lazarus 
and the Rich Man (Luke 16:19-31) is Hades considered as a place of torment. 
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So, three words, all sometimes, or always, translated as ‘hell’ - but with very little detail 
given! 

 
We may not like the idea of hell, and it has certainly fallen out of popularity in recent times 
(except for some Christians, who seem to spend a bit too much time thinking about it and 
sending other people off to it), but it is not something that we can avoid thinking about. It is in 
scripture whether we like it or not. It is very hard to think of the possibility of a heaven without 
a hell; one is for reward, the other for punishment. And, really, that is the point of hell - it 
provides a place for justice to be done. Those who live good lives but die early or have 
terrible deaths, need to have a reward. Those who are evil but live long comfortable lives, 
need to know that things are not always going to be good; the justice of God will catch up 
with them! Somehow, hell helps with our inbuilt sense of justice or, at least, our inbuilt sense 
that people should get what they deserve. But, at the same time, there is something about 
hell which does not sit well with our view of a loving, forgiving God. 

 
Let’s look at three views of hell, all of which claim biblical warrant, each trying to sort out the 
problem in a different way. 

 
Eternal Conscious Torment 

 
Eternal Conscious Torment (ECT) represents probably the most traditional view of hell. As 
the name suggests, it means that the soul of the person in hell will suffer for eternity; some 
say that this is punishment, others that it is self-inflicted. A number of New Testament 
passages point to this: 

 
• Mark 9:47-48 – “And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you 

to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown 
into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched.” 

 
• Matthew 25:46 – “And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous 

into eternal life.” 
 
• 2 Thessalonians 1:6-9 – “For it is indeed just of God to repay with affliction those 

who afflict you,  and to give relief to the afflicted as well as to us, when the Lord 
Jesus is revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, inflicting 
vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel 
of our Lord Jesus. These will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, separated 
from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might.” 

 
• Revelation 14:9-11 – “Then another angel, a third, followed them, crying with a loud 

voice, “Those who worship the beast and its image, and receive a mark on their 
foreheads or on their hands, they will also drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured 
unmixed into the cup of his anger, and they will be tormented with fire and sulfur in 

Tartarus 
Another Greek term - for the Greeks it was the place that the Titans were cast into, and 
was a place of torment. In the NT it is used only once, in 2 Peter 2:4, not as a noun but as 
a verb “cast into Tartarus”. This verse talk specifically about the fallen Angels, and this 
might well be linked to the Greek idea of Tartarus being the place of torment for the 
Titans. 
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the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of 
their torment goes up forever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who 
worship the beast and its image and for anyone who receives the mark of its name.” 

 
• Revelation 20:10, 15 – “And the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the 

lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be 
tormented day and night forever and ever… and anyone whose name was not found 
written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire.” 

 
It has to be said that all of the above do not make good reading, but  there seems to be 
something terribly unjust about it all. Is it not disproportionate to punish someone for eternity 
based on one brief life? Those who hold to the idea of ECT would argue that ECT shows the 
total holiness of God; to sin against God is an infinite sin, and eternal attack on His honour, 
which can only end in eternal punishment. 

 
Many might not like the idea of ECT, but it cannot be dismissed just for that reason. 

 
Annihilation 

 
Again the name says it all; that either after death or after judgement those who are not to be 
redeemed cease to exist. Whilst it has never been quite as popular as ECT, Annihilationism 
(also called ‘Conditional Immortality’) is not new; it can be found in the writings of various 
early Church Fathers such as Ignatius of Antioch, Justin Martyr and Irenaeus. 

 
The Biblical evidence for Annihilation comes from various verses that seem to point towards 
it as well as reinterpreting some of the passages mentioned above. 

 
 
• 2 Peter 3:7 – “But by the same word the present heavens and earth have been 

reserved for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the godless.” 
 
• Philippians 3:19 – “Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is 

in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” 
 
• 1 Thessalonians 5:3 – “When they say, “There is peace and security,” then sudden 

destruction will come upon them, as labour pains come upon a pregnant woman, and 
there will be no escape!” 

 
• 2 Thessalonians 1:9 – “These will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, 

separated from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might.” 
 
• Matthew 10:28 – “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather 

fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” (This last one is interesting, as 
it seems to imply two important things. Firstly, that the body will be in hell; and 
secondly, that the soul is not necessarily immortal.) 

 
• John 3:16 – “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 

who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” (Again we have the 
possibility here of perishing, being destroyed.) 

 
• 1 Timothy 6:16 – “It is he alone who has immortality and dwells in unapproachable 

light, whom no one has ever seen or can see; to him be honour and eternal 
dominion.” (Only God is immortal - so our souls do not have to survive.) 
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• Matthew 25:46 – “And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous 
into eternal life.” (This verse is interpreted to mean that the punishment, destruction, 
will have eternal consequences.) 

 
For many people, the possibility of annihilation seems a lot more just than ECT, and still 
allows for free will. A person can choose to be without God; and without God, existence 
ceases to be. 

 
 

Universalsim 
 

The third view which, again, has never been too popular among Christians (although it too is 
not new - it was written about in the early Church by Clement of Alexandria, Origen and 
Gregory of Nyssa), but is becoming increasingly so believes that in the end everyone will be 
redeemed - even after a period in hell. From a biblical point of view, this reconciles two 
opposing teachings: 

 
• The Bible seems to teach that all people will be saved (Have a look at Romans 5:18; 

Colossians 1:20; Philippians 2:11). 
 
• The Bible also seems to teach that some people will experience hell. (See Matthew 

25:45; Revelation 20:10-15) 
 

For both of these to be true it would mean that while people do suffer for a while, that 
suffering is not eternal. (And, the argument depends on whether the passages mentioned 
above are interpreted to mean that all are saved.) 

 
Another universalist view linked to this one is that of restorative punishment. If we are to 
think of hell as eternal punishment we would have to ask ourselves what the point of it would 
be. We normally think of punishment as being a way to teach someone how to behave 
properly; if there is no hope of them ever being able to behave properly, the ‘punishment’ 
becomes something else - just pointless torture. But if the pain and suffering of the 
punishment has an end, and a purpose, it might seem to be more just. (This is similar to the 
doctrine of purgatory held by many Christians - a place where the last bits of impurity are 
removed - there is more to it than that, but that might have to wait till another day!) 

 
************************************************************************************************* 
 
 

But, of course, our images of hell are very much bound up with the medieval pictures of fire 
and torture - and many find these hard images. Other pictures might make more sense: that 
hell is a cold, nothingness; a place without God (although, can such a thing be possible?). A 
place that people are not sent to - but choose to go, because there must always be free will. 
(C.S. Lewis develops this idea in The Great Divorce, a book that everyone should read!) 

 
For many people, an eternal hell indicates the ultimate failure of God; that even for Him there 
comes a point that He just gives up trying! 


