hea\\;erf,l but in paradise. Let us read the sentence with literal accuracy,
. h erily, I say to you today, thou shalt [the day is coming in the future
when you are going to] be with me in paradise.!?

- Renowned British evangelist John Blanchard has referred to plac-
1r.1g”the comma in Luke 23:43 after the word “today” as “a des Erat
bid” and “a novel form of punctuation.”’3 Did Christ really hl;ve te
tell :che thief hanging on a cross next to him that he was s eakino
to him on that day? Jesus “could hardly have spoken thempto hirﬁ
Eﬁe previous day . .. or the following day. . . . The attempt to twist
in:e;ie;{:}’ll?g of Christ’s promise owes more to ingenuity than to
Moreover, the term paradise was not used by Jews exclusively as a
reference to the earthly location spoken of in Genesis 1 and 2. It also
was used by first-century rabbis for “the resting place for spirits of the
righteous who had died.”s In fact, two other New Testament passages
use the Greek word for paradise (paradeisos) to describe heaven (2 Cor
12:4; Re‘v. 2:7). In the Greek translation of the Old Testament (th(;
Septuagint), paradeisos refers to a heavenly place of blessedness “i
the presence of God” (Ezek. 28:13; 31:8-9).16 "

The Truth That Hurts

Jesus described hell as “outer darkness” (Matt. 8:11-12) and 2
ilace c.)f fire” (Matt. 13:42, 50). He warned that it wou)ld ligvcf;llze
weeping and gnashing of teeth” in those who rejected God and who
u_rould be condemned to dwell there forever (Luke 13:24-28). Chris-
tian scholars Gary Habermas and J. P. Mooreland provide a few

thought-provoking descriptions of hell i i )
Other Side of Death. d of hell in their book Immortality: The

+ “[Hell is] the end of a road away from God, love, and anythin
of real value.” i

. ::[It] is also a place of shame, sorrow, regret and anguish.”

e “lIn h.ell] the pain suffered will be due to the shame and sorrow
resulting from the punishment of final, ultimate, unending ban-

ishment from God, his kingdom, and the good life for which

we were created in the first place.”
« “Hell's occupants will deeply and tragically regret all they lost.”™"

Well-known theologian R. C. Sproul admits that “there is no bib-
lical concept more grim or terror-evoking than the idea of hell.” He
goes on to state that “no matter how we analyze the concept of hell
it often sounds to us as a place of cruel and unusual punishment.”!8
Nevertheless, hell represents a side of God’s character that must not
be discounted. God is loving but he is also just. His holiness demands
that unrighteousness be punished. Human courts, as imperfect and
rainted with inequity as they are, hand down punishments every
day for crimes committed against the laws of the land. Should we
expect any less from God, who is perfectly just and fair? According
to Sproul, we can at Jeast take comfort in knowing that God is not

cruel.

It is impossible for God to be cruel. Cruelty involves inflicting pun-
ishment that is more severe ot harsh than a crime. Cruelty in this sense
is unjust. God is incapable of inflicting an unjust punishment. The
judge of all the earth will surely do what is right. No innocent person
will ever suffer at His hand.??

The reality of God’s justice can be seen in the teaching that there
will actually be degrees of punishment in hell for unbelievers {Luke
12:45-48), just as there will be degrees of reward in heaven for believ-
ers (2 Cor. 5:10). Christ said that it would be more tolerable for some
people in the day of judgment than for others (Matt. 11:21-24). Fur-
thermore, Hebrews 10:26-31 plainly states that some people deserve
more severe punishment than others.

Varying degrees of punishment in hell is not an improbable con-
cept. A lustful thought during a moment of moral weakness is cer-
tainly not as offensive as actually committing adultery, although both
are sinful. Similarly, the murderous deeds of Adolf Hitler cannot be
compared to stealing a candy bar from the corner grocery store. Just
as people hand out different degrees of temporal punishments—for
example, breaking the speed limit usually results ina monetary fine,
while murder may place a perpetrator in jail for many years—so God
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Redefining Hell
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[M]an lost his original value and became human trash. Hell is like
God’s human trash can. . . . Kingdom of Hell—Paradise Lost. ... The
master of this world, indeed, is not God, but Satan. . ..God is going
to restore the Kingdom of hell to the Kingdom of Heaven.3

But Scripture does not depict the earth as hell. Hell is specifically
designated as the state of being that is encountered by unbelievers
after death (Matt. 5:22, 29--30; 10:28; 18:9; Luke 16:19-31). Hell is
never described as part of this present life. Moreover, 2 Peter 2:4 men-
rions demons that are currently awaiting judgment in hell.

A word must be said at this point about the nature of hell itself. Is
there real fire there, or is fire a symbol of something else? Is there real
darkness there, or is darkness used symbolically? If such descriptions
are read literally, textual problems arise. For example, God himself is
called a “consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). God, of course, is not a giant
flame. Obviously some biblical sayings are meant to be taken figura-
tively. We must, therefore, interpret descriptions of hell in ways that
make sense and are biblically sound. Flames, for instance, are used in
other biblical texts in reference to divine judgment (2 Thess. 1:7).
Darkness is used figuratively to describe agonizing separation and iso-
lation, as in the parable of Matthew 22:13, where a man is cast away
from a brightly lit and joyful banguet.

From these passages, it is reasonable to conclude that the pain and
sufferings of hell will probably be the emotional, spiritual, and mental
misery that results from having full knowledge of Jesus’ lordship after
having rejected him (Rom. 14:11). Several well-respected Christian
leaders and theologians (such as ]. 1. Packer and Billy Graham) embrace
this position, which is known as the metaphorical view of hell.

The New Testament depicts hell as a state of conscious pain, compa-
rable to that of burning, in which condemned persons realize (1) how
repulsive and guilty in their Maker’s eyes was the way they lived on
earth; (2) how right was God’s penal exclusion of them from his pres-
ence and joy; (3) how completely they have now lost all gladness and
pleasure; and (4) how unchangeable is their condition.?

Eternal torment in hell will also include having to endure God’s
wrath while separated from his love, his people, and all cthat is of value.
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The Annihilationists
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punishing. Fle meant that as the “eternal life” [the righteou!s will enjoy}
will continue throughout the ceaseless ages of eternity; and the pun-
ishment [the wicked suffer] will also be eternal—not eternal duration
of conscious suffering, however, but punishment that is complete and
fnal. . . . This death will be eternal, from which there will not, and
cannot, be any resurrection. The death the wicked die Lyill be final
and everlasting. . . . [T]he Bible makes it very clear that the punish-

ment, not the punishing, is everlasting.?

A majority of evangelical Christians strongly disagree with such
e not well supported either ¢ ontextually or

linguistically in Scripture. More than a few biblical passages indicate

that it is the actual punishing of the wicked that lasts forever, not

merely the punishment sentence. Revelation 14:11|describes the
smoke of the torment of the wicked rising “forever and ever.” This pic-
ture is painted again in Revelation 20:10, which speaks of the devil,
the beast, and the false prophet being rormented “dayland night for-
ever and ever.”

Annihilationists make yet another argument for a complete
destruction of the wicked based on Matthew 10:28: “Dh not fear those
who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but tather fear Him
who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” Itjis claimed that
the Greek word used here for destroy (apollumi) literally means to put
out of existence or annihilate. But apollumi can and should be taken

another way:

We speak of the alcoholic who has destroyed his life. That does not
mean he.ceases to exist. It means that his alcoholism has deprived him
of those things about life that are good and beautiful. This is the type
of thing the destruction of judgment does to those who are condemned.
It destroys from their existence everything that is good and beautiful.
Nothing remains that is worthy of the word “life.” Also, the particu-
lar word for “destroy” { apollumi) that the annihilationists appeal to is
used sometimes with the meaning of “lose.” Jesus warned us to “be
afraid of the one who can destroy (apolesai) both soul arid body in hell”
(Matt. 10:28). Here is a use of the word “destroy” in the context of
punishment. But earlier in the same discourse this same Greek word
is used with the meaning of “lose.” Jesus tells his disciples in Matthew

10:6, “Go rather to the lost (apololota} sheep of Israel.” In the para-
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bles of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son, the word used
for “lost” is this same word, apollumi (Luke 15:4,6,8,9,24,32). These
objects of affection were not annihilated—they were lost. We con.
clude that when the word “destroy” is used in connection with judg-
ment, it takes meanings other than the cessation of existence. This is
buttressed by the fact that the same authors who use the idea of destroy
to describe judgment also describe judgment in ways that must be
understood as meaning conscious suffering, as we have shown earljer.
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Contemporary day- to-day living provides a number of illustrations
that can be used to further explain the concept of destruction with-
out annihilation. A 1987 Christianity Today article by Roger Nicole
points out that we often speak of an automobile being completely
destroyed, ruined, or “totaled,” yet this is not to say that the car’s
materials no longer exist. The terms are used when the vehicle’s parts
“have been so damaged and twisted that the car has become con-

pletely unserviceable.” In his Systematic Theology, Charles Hodge -

gives his own insightful illustration.

To destroy is to ruin. . . . A thing is ruined when it is rendered unfit
for use; when it is in such a state that it can no longer answer the end
for which it was designed. A ship at sea, dismasted, rudderless, with
its sides battered in, is ruined, but not annihilated. It is 2 ship still. A
man destroys himself when he ruins his health, squanders his prop-
erty, debases his character, and renders himself unfit to act his part in
life. A soul is utterly and forever destroyed when it is reprobated, alien-
ated from God, rendered a fit companion only for the devil and his
angels. This is a destruction a thousandfold more fearful than anni-

hilation. The earnestness with which the doctrine of the unending
punishment of the wicked is denounced by those who reject it, should
convince them that its trutch is the only rational solution of the fact
that Christ and his Apostles did not condemn ir.32

The Bible also employs figures of speech to communicate the eter-
nality of hell. It is described as a place where punishing fires are
unquenchable (Mare. 3:12; Mark 9:43) and where “their worm will
notdie” (Isa. 66:24). Both expressions suggest a type of judgment that
lasts forever. Additionally, Scripture draws parallels between ever-
lasting ife and everlasting torment (Dan. 12:2; Mact. 25:41,46). These
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The Second Chance Myth
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ness therefrom.” Mormonism is but one cult that teaches that people

in hell will actually be taught the gospel and be allowed at that point
to choose Jesus as their savior:

sins, and gain forgive-

[Tlhe whole spirit world (including both paradise and hell) is a spirit
prison. . . . Ina more particular sen,

se, however, the spirit prison is hell,
that portion of the spirit world where the wicked dwell. . . . Before
Christ bridged the gulf hetween paradise and heli—so that the righ-

teous could mingle with the wicked and preach them the gospel—the
wicked in hell were confined to locations which precluded them from
contact with the righteous in paradise. . . . [Now] the righteous spit-
its in paradise have been commissioned to carry the message of sal-
vation to the wicked spirits in hell. . . . Repentance opens the prison
doors to the spirits in hell; it enables those bound with the chains of
hell to free themselves from darkness, unbelief, ignorance, and sin. As
rapidly as they can overcome these obstacles—gain light, believe truth,
acquire intelligence, cast off sin, and break the chains of hell—they

can leave the hell that imprisons them and dweil with the righteous
in the peace of paradise.3?
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d, is not encumbered by sin. He is holy and
nsight. He is righteous and full of truch (Ps.
19:9). Consequently, we can rest assured that he will judge fairly (Ps.
96:12-13). Our job is to obediently preach the gospel: “How then
will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? How will they

believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will they hear
without a preacher?” (Rom. 10:14).
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and complex descriptions of the eter-
in Revelation 21 and 22. Unfortu-

nately, these highly symbolic chapters describing heaven (“the New
Jerusalem”) have produced some confusion. Many individuals either
forget or neglect to distinguish the biblical imagery in Revelation
from the reality such imagery represents. Some non-Christians have
subsequently ended up rej ecting God altogether because they look at
the symbolism, fail to properly understand it, and discount the real-
ity behind the imagery.

Christians, on the other hand, because they accept the Bible as
true, end up with an entirely different interpretive misconception
from failing to grasp the nature of symbolism: a thoroughly fictitious
concept of heaven as a cubed city with pearly white gates, Streets of

shiny gold, and walls inlaid with precious gems. "Theologian Donald
Guthrie points out that these terms must not be taken literally.

One of the most complete
nal state for Christians is found

The whole vision is clearly symbolic of a perfect state of existence. ... .
[The city image] is better able to portray the corporate character of
the redeemed community. - . . It is radiant as a rare jewel. . . . It is in
the form of a cube, which represents its perfection. Even its founda-
tion is bejeweled, while its streets are of gold (21:18-21).... The over-
all impression is that redeemed man in communion with God has a
glorious future in store for him. The details may be presented in a sym-

bolic way, but the truth is unmistakable.??

Scripture also tells us that many things will not be in heaven,

d mourning (Rev. 21:4a). There will be no more

including death any
pain, for “the first things will have passed away” (V. 4h). Suffering

from disease, broken relationships, unfulfilled dreams, and aged bod-

ies will be no more. Famine will be eradicated and, with it, the pangs

of hunger and thitst (7:16). Finally, all tears— ‘those arising from our

own sin and failure, or from sorrow and bereavement, Of those caused
by others™*—will be a thing of the past (21:4).
The spiritual domain that Christians envision as their future home
is a place far more beautiful than the most exquisite place on earth
and filled with joy unparalleled. In bis Heaven: Better by Far (1993),
eighty—nine—year—old stalwart of the faith J. Oswald Sanders listed
what he considered to be some of heaven’s most blessed benefits.




