
Sermon 19: The Problem of Hell
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most emotional arguments against Christianity is the problem of hell.  Many are 
ready to accept a God of love but will not believe in the God of the Bible because of the 
doctrine of endless conscious torment.  The Bible’s teaching on hell is one of the most 
nightmarish images we can imagine, and our minds and emotions have drawn back in 
horror from them.  The enemies to this teaching are everywhere, outside Christianity, inside 
the church and even our hearts cringe in the face of such harsh realities.  We must 
recognise as we begin this discussion that the doctrine of hell is a deeply disturbing 
teaching, but we will see that the problem is not logical rather it is psychological.  

One of the things we have to realise as we begin looking at this teaching is that Jesus 
speaks more about hell than any other person in the Bible.  God made man, who proved His
identity by His miracles, who was witnessed to live a perfect life, and who resurrected from 
the dead, He is the one who gives us this teaching to embrace.  E.G., Matt 25:41, ‘Then he 
will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for 
the devil and his angels.’  Many think of Jesus as a good teacher, or ‘gentle Jesus meek and 
mild’, but it just goes to show that they have not familiarized themselves with the Christ of 
Scripture.  Christ’s own descriptions of hell are severe and terrifying.  He spoke of hell being 
a place of weeping and gnashing of teeth, a description of intense pain and sorrow, Matt. 
25:30, ‘And cast the worthless servant into the outer darkness. In that place there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth. This is also called the outer darkness, an idea of 
banishment from the light of God’s blessing presence.  Christ also described it in the terms 
of worms that do not die and a fire that is not quenched.

  Jesus used the description of Gehenna.  This is the Greek equivalent of the Valley of Ben 
Hinnom.  This was the place where human sacrifice took place in the OT 2 kings 23:10, and 
the place that King Josiah appointed as the official rubbish dump of Jerusalem.  It was a 
place of foul smells, rotting things, smouldering fires and maggots, Jesus used this as a 
picture of what the second death will be like, an eternal rubbish dump.  If Jesus had 
believed in annihilation He hid it very well, for hell was not a place of nonexistence but a 
place to be avoided even at the cost of limbs in this life.  He claimed that it would have been
better for Judas to have never been born than to face the judgement coming to him, Mark 
14:21, ‘For the Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that man by whom the 
Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that man if he had not been born."

Bertrand Russell in his essay, ‘Why I am not a Christian’ did understand Christ’s teaching on 
the matter and rejected it, he wrote, ‘There is one very serious defect to my mind in Christ’s
moral character, and that is that He believed in Hell.  I do not feel that any person who is 
really profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment.’1  Russell accused Christ of 
having a ‘vindictive fury’ against those who would not heed His preaching; that Jesus took a 
certain pleasure in speaking about the wailing and gnashing of teeth; and that the doctrine 

1 Quoted in Christian Apologetics, p655.



of hell has given people the idea that torture is ok.  This sort of thinking is spurious though, 
and the inability to believe in hell has led to some obvious errors in his arguments.  Sadly, 
the incredulity that people have towards this teaching has led many to accuse God and 
Christianity of many things that are untrue.  It is clear from the gospels that Jesus does not 
delight in the punishments of hell.  He would not have warned of them if He had wanted 
people to go there.  We also see how He weeps over Jerusalem who will inevitably have to 
be punished for her unwillingness to receive Him, Matt. 23:37.  And His prayer for His 
enemies on the cross, Lk. 23:34, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’  
This does not square with the accusations and in fact sets the tone for how we as Christians
are to hold the teaching.  We are to preach it with tears. 

The nature of hell

Many have attempted to get around the doctrine of hell by denying it in universalism, that 
all will be saved; annihilationism, that the fire of hell consumes and our existence is snuffed 
out; conditional immortality, that we only get an eternal existence of life upon being saved 
otherwise we remain merely mortal; Purgatory, that believers at least experience a fire that 
removes sin and we get out after a period of time; as well as post-mortem opportunities to 
repent once we see everything God said is in fact real.  However, there is also a trend of 
late that has changed the nature of hell which needs to be put straight.  

There is a trend towards emphasizing not the active judgements of Hell as done by God, but
portraying hell as a place of passive judgement, in other words it is not God putting us in 
hell and keeping us in hell but we choose it ourselves.  This way of talking about hell has 
been popularized by people like C. S. Lewis and Timothy Keller, and although some of the 
things they say are true, they give such a one-sided view of things that a misrepresentation 
of hell is the result.  C. S. Lewis was a very clever layman who has many good things in his 
thinking but in his teaching on hell we find him lacking.  He gives the impression that 
anyone who goes to hell wants to go there, and would not choose to leave it once they are 
there, that the door to hell is locked from the inside not the outside.  This has been notably 
said in quotes like this one: ‘There are only two kinds of people in the end: Those who say 
to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’  All 
that are in hell choose it.  Without that self-choice, there would be no hell.’  This way of 
speaking makes it appear that God made hell as an accommodation for all those who really 
did not want to believe.  Then the torments of hell are explained in terms of us punishing 
ourselves.  Now most theologians recognize that the descriptions of the final judgement are 
metaphorical, Jesus borrowed from the picture of a rubbish dump and a furnace and a place
of abominations to get His point across.  The ideas of fire and darkness in the same place 
have struck many as difficult to reconcile.  However, the impression is given in modern 
defences of hell that you will be creating your own personal hell by some form of self- 
affliction.  There is truth in these discussions, for at the end of the day, our choice against 
God was a choice that led to the consequences of hell.  And the nature of hell where all 
God’s restraining grace is removed and the hatred and anger and desire of our hearts is 
given full vent with no relief will be part of our suffering.  Our unrestrained sinfulness will 
not be behaving itself to get out of hell but will be constantly multiplying its sins.  We must 
be careful in our attempts to make hell more acceptable that we do not take God off of His 
throne and make hell appear like our idea, our choice and the place where we punish 
ourselves.  The confronting reality of Hell as a punishment inflicted by God, and that those 
who go there are thrown not jump into the lake of fire, and that it is a place of weeping and
gnashing of teeth must be spoken of.  

The logic of hell



We need to concede that the doctrine of hell is difficult for every human heart to embrace, 
this really is the point.  It is something that we should really want to avoid as it is the worst 
possible thing that could happen to us.  However, as with many other truths about God, we 
are able to show the reasonable nature of the teaching even though we have to admit that 
our finite experiences and our limited view of God’s glory inhibit us from fully resonating 
with the teaching.  We admit that there is an element of faith, but we can also show that 
the Bible makes sense.  I would argue that hell, like the cross makes the glory of God more 
apparent.

We need to discuss the logic of hell.  Because hell is a matter of justice, where God 
punishes sinners with hell, we need to examine the principles of justice and fairness to make
sense of it.  Ps. 90:11, ‘Who considers the power of your anger, and your wrath according 
to the fear of you?’  In this verse Moses is reflecting on God’s punishments upon sin.  He 
highlights that no one really gives thought to the power of God’s anger or how the 
proportion of God’s anger is in keeping with the fear/reverence that is due Him.  What we 
can do then is work backwards from the punishment to a proper assessment of God’s 
holiness.  If the punishment for sinning against God is hell, then God is as holy as hell is 
long.  Jonathan Edwards wrote a famous sermon on Romans 3:19 which is called, ‘The 
Justice of God in the Damnation of Sinners.’  In this sermon he talks about the nature of sin.
Sin he says is measured by our obligation to obey.  The more obligated we are to obey and 
we don’t, the more serious our offence.  God is infinitely worthy of obedience and honour 
and reverence and worship and all that we can give.  All the worship of all of creation all of 
the time falls short of what He deserves.  Since God is infinitely worthy of obedience, sin 
against God is infinitely serious and vile.  

I remember my own struggle with this issue.  I remember being struck with the length of 
hell and its torments, and I felt my heart seek to criticize God and rebel.  However, I had 
been reading some of the Puritans on the doctrine of God and the immensity of God’s glory 
and in particular His holiness was impressed upon my mind.  I remember thinking, if the 
punishment always fits the crime and God never over-punishes or under-punishes, that He 
can never deny Himself and be unjust, then hell is a mirror of God’s holiness.  I remember 
being completely overcome by a sense of the infinity of God’s holiness.  I remember I had to
repent of having never reckoned with God’s infinite glory and how I had always made Him 
unworthy of such a punishment to be given.  Since then I know that it is my tendency to 
always undersell God’s glory.  We have to see in the rapture of the angels, who cover their 
eyes and who cannot stop worshipping the holiness of God.  We will worship Him as we 
ought when we see Him as He is, but until then, we walk by faith trusting in His word to 
guide us in these things.  We must reckon with our finitude.  Do you think you have a grasp 
on any of God’s attributes?  Can you truly fathom His omniscience, or omnipresence, or 
omnipotence?  We are out of our depth and must not forget our creatureliness as we think 
on our Creator.  He does not stand or fall by our assessment, or capacity to conceive.  In 
one sense we should expect to find a God sized punishment that is greater than we can 
understand.  

Another way to come to grips with hell is the cross.  In particular the necessity of Jesus 
having to be the one who had to pay for our sins.  In the Garden of Gethsemane we have 
insight into the issue.  You will remember what Jesus prayed.  In His prayers He asks for the
cup of God’s wrath, if possible to be taken away Matthew 26:39, “And going a little farther 
he fell on his face and prayed, saying, "My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from 
me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will."  It was only when He prayed the second 
time that we find a shift from asking for it to be taken, to talk about if there is no other way,



‘Your will be done’.  Matthew 26:42, ‘Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, 
"My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done."  What we have stressed 
here is the fact that there was no other way for sin to be paid for.  Jesus, the Beloved Son, 
was praying and asking for another way.  He had not sinned that His prayers should not be 
heard, there was no other way.  Behold who has to pay.  God who became man, the one 
who had never sinned.  And when we measure the immeasurable sufferings of Christ, we 
see that His death cannot be repeated by another.  There is no one else like Him, who can 
suffer what He suffered.  God became a man to pay a God sized debt, angel, animals and 
man cannot pay, only Jesus could, there was no other way.  

We always underestimate our sin and how serious it is, here we see in the infinity of Hell, 
and the infinite value of our Saviour the seriousness of sin, the holiness of God and the logic
of hell.  

The necessity of hell

The accusation was made by Bertrand Russell that the doctrine of hell encourages torture.  
There may have been some fiendish fools who believed that hell sanctioned torture or that 
physical sufferings were permissible to enable one to escape such a terrifying future.  But 
this is a clear case of drifting far from the Scripture’s teaching on the matter.  If anything, 
our knowledge that one day God will one day call every deed into account, and every single 
sin will receive its due, it enables us to endure trials and difficulties, and instead of seeking 
to make our own revenge and become vigilantes we can wait and let God act in His perfect 
justice.   

How does God’s wrath enable us to be patient and not take our own vengeance?  Doesn’t 
the notion of waiting for God’s wrath somehow contradict the God of love?  Miroslav Volf 
was a theologian who wrestled deeply with these questions and here is what he writes: ‘I 
used to think that wrath was unworthy of God. Isn’t God love? Shouldn’t divine love be 
beyond wrath? God is love, and God loves every person and every creature. That’s exactly 
why God is wrathful against some of them. My last resistance to the idea of God’s wrath was
a casualty of the war in former Yugoslavia, the region from which I come. According to 
some estimates, 200,000 people were killed and over 3,000,000 were displaced. My villages 
and cities were destroyed, my people shelled day in and day out, some of them brutalized 
beyond imagination, and I could not imagine God not being angry. Or think of Rwanda in 
the last decade of the past century, where 800,000 people were hacked to death in one 
hundred days! How did God react to the carnage? By doting on the perpetrators in a 
grandparently fashion? By refusing to condemn the bloodbath but instead affirming the 
perpetrators basic goodness? Wasn’t God fiercely angry with them? Though I used to 
complain about the indecency of the idea of God’s wrath, I came to think that I would have 
to rebel against a God who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil. God isn’t wrathful
in spite of being love. God is wrathful because God is love.’  

That last idea is a powerful one.  Hell does not prove that God is not loving but that He is.  
God is not indifferent and hard, He is aware of all sin and every pain, and will because of His
love, as well as His holiness ensure that justice will be done.

So then does the teaching on hell prove that the God of the Bible does not exist?  No, it just
proves that you had never properly wrestled with the God of the Bible who is both love and 
holy.  We have demonstrated that the problem is a psychological one not a logical one, that 
an understanding of God’s infinite holiness puts hell and our sin into perspective.  We saw 
how the necessity of the God man paying for our sins further establishes the fairness of hell.



This problem confronts us with our biggest problem, how will we escape the judgement?  
The only way is to flee to Christ to cling to Him as the only one who can pay for your sins 
and wash you of them.    

      
         


