Does Jesus’ word “Hell’ mean an endless punishment after death?
Bibles today  have the word “hell” as a place of human judgment  on 7 occasions!     Each is included in Matthew: 5:22, 29f; 18:9 (or Mk. 9:43-47); 10:28 (or Lk. 12:5); 23:15,33;  (25:46 may also be hell; but Hades & Sheol are the place of death or ‘grave,’  that’ll come to an end:  Rev. 20:13f; Acts 27:31; 1 Cor. 15:26,55; Ps. 6:5; 16:10; 30:3,9; Eccl. 9:10; Job 7:9).   On each occasion, Jesus is warning devout Jews (never unbelieving sinners), & the word translated “hell” is Gehenna,  which is the name of Hinnom Valley  (just outside Jerusalem:  Jos. 15:8).

So, we must ask:  What did Jesus mean  by referring to Hinnom Valley?   There’s no evidence that it was  a dump where 1st century fires burned (suggested by a rabbi in 1200 AD)!    Yet Gehenna was famous in the Jewish Bible as a place of judgment!     So, for Jesus,  that description may likely determine its’ meaning.  

Gehenna’s early history:       (1)  Gehenna  was where Israel’s kings made fiery sacrifices of children        to Baal and Molek  (2 Chron. 28:1-4; 33:1-6; Isaiah 57:5;  though God warned that this was evil: Lev. 18:21;  20:2-5).           (2)  So, Josiah gave this “defiled valley” (Jer. 2:23)  a cleansing desecration  by burning up the idolatrous altars & priests there,  so that “no one could use it to sacrifice their child in the fire” again (2 Kgs. 23:6-16).  

(3)  Still, “God’s fierce anger burned,”  so that this foreshadowed His more fiery “heat”  to be brought on “Jerusalem and its’ temple” by enemy armies (2 Kgs. 2:26f).     Isaiah explains God’s judgment upon Israel the same way:  “God’s burning anger,  (by) the violence of war, enveloped them in flames…   The Lord’s breath, like burning sulfur,  sets the valley ablaze”  (42:24; 30:33).    “They will look at the corpses of those who rebelled against me; their worm nor their fire shall be quenched; they’ll be horrifying to all” (66:22f)!
Jeremiah’s prophecies most clarify what Gehenna comes to signify:  “the Valley of Slaughter.”

Chapter 7:  Since Israel ignores God’s correction, it is “under His wrath” (28,29).    So, Jeremiah says in the temple (2),  “They have defiled my House (30).     For “you stand in here and say, we are safe.”  (10,4).  But “this House has become a den of robbers” (11)!  Idols are worshipped there & “in Gehenna they burn children in the fire”  (31).     “So (unless they repent),  the days are coming when it won’t be called Hinnom Valley, but the Valley of Slaughter.   For they’ll bury the dead until there is no more room.   The corpses of this people will be food for the birds” (32f).   “My wrath will be poured out on this place.   It will burn & not be quenched” (20).    So:  sin will bring Jerusalem’s destruction  & make Gehenna a mass burial site! 

Chapter 19 (1-9):   God tells Jeremiah, “Go to Hinnom Valley & proclaim,  Israel’s God says,  I am going to bring disaster on this place that will make your ears tingle.   For they’ve forsaken Me.  They burn their children in fire as offerings to Baal.     So, the days are coming when they’ll call this place the Valley of Slaughter.   Here I’ll ruin Jerusalem’s plans.  I will make them fall by the sword before the enemies who seek their lives.    I’ll give their carcasses to wild animals.   I’ll devastate this city & make it an object of horror…  They will eat one another’s flesh because their enemy will so press the siege to destroy them.”

God tells him to do a prophetic violent act in the Temple courts (breaking a pot) & tell them, “I will smash this city & nation just like this jar.     They’ll bury the dead in Gehenna  until there’s no more room”  (10f).  Enter the Temple courts & say, “I’m bringing disaster  because they wouldn’t listen to My words” (12-15). 

Chapters 31,32:        “Babylon’s army is besieging Jerusalem” (32:2),  to victoriously “set it on fire” (29), because they “would not listen to me” (33),  but “in Hinnom Valley sacrificed their children, though such a detestable thing never entered My mind” (35).   Thus, “By the sword… it will be given into the king of Babylon’s hands” (36).   But as a promise of restoring that valley, God has Jeremiah buy a field (25),  and says, “I will surely gather them… I will give them singleness of heart & action… I will never stop doing good” (37-41).    “In this place where you say, it is a desolate waste…  I will restore their fortunes” (42-44). 

After Jerusalem’s grievous destruction (31:1-30), God promises a New Covenant relationship where they keep his law written on their hearts (31-37).  He declares, “In coming days this city will be rebuilt… The whole valley where dead bodies & ashes are thrown  will be holy to God” (38-40; God lit. redeems Gehenna)!

Chapter 52:  “Babylon’s Nebuchadnezzar marched with his army (in 587 BC) against Jerusalem and built siege works all around it.”   He broke up pillars, “set fire to the Temple & all was burned down” (4f,13,17).    

So:    In Jesus’ O.T.,  Jeremiah sees fiery punishment at Gehenna  as one more expression of God’s wrath in Israel’s history.  He agrees: such judgments regularly intend to correct & restore God’s people to good (Cf. on 32; 3:12f,22; 30:24; 48:46f; 49:37ff; Isa. 26:9; 57:16-18; 54:7f; Hos. 13:9; 14:4).       Its’ fire purifies and refines (Mal. 3:2f; Zech. 13:9; Isa. 1:25; 4:3f; 48:10).    Jesus adds: such “salting with fire” that Hinnom (hell) symbolized is indeed necessary for “everyone” (since its’ painful ‘fire’ purifies us:  Mark 9:47-49; Luke 3:16f; 1 Cor. 3:12-15)! 

Jesus followed Jeremiah’s view of Gehenna:  As Jews again think their Temple assures God’s favor, Jesus’ climax is going into it like Jeremiah,  and quoting him:   “You make this place a den of robbers”           (7:11; Luke 19:46).     He too uses a violent symbolic act to warn of its’ destruction  (crashing the tables).                    His woes to the temple’s scribes imitate Jeremiah  & calls them “sons of Gehenna”  (8:8f; 23:1; Mt. 23:15).   He withers a fig tree (a symbol of Israel: Cf. Jer. 8:13; Mt. 21:18f).    He even claims to bring what follows Israel’s destruction: Jeremiah’s new covenant (31:31; Lk. 22:20; and his spring of living water: 17:13; Jn. 4:10,14).  

Just as Jeremiah saw Babylon crushing Jerusalem in Gehenna,  Jesus recites Jeremiah’s judgment details, & warns that Rome too will do that in Gehenna.     He specifies that their “generation will not pass away before all this happens & you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies” (Lk. 21:32,20).    “Not one stone of the temple will be left on another” (21:6).  As in the O.T., danger will escalate until a desecrating abomination comes into that holy place (Mt. 24:15)  with such destruction  that staying alive  will require “fleeing to the mountains” without grabbing a coat.   Or else “they’ll fall by the sword.   For Jerusalem will be trampled by the Gentiles”  (Luke 21:21-24).    Look out,  or “that day will close on you suddenly like a trap”  (21:34).

Like Jeremiah,  Jesus says this will happen  because you did not take my words of reform as God’s words.  For he kept calling them not to resist their enemies, but to love them & be ‘peacemakers,’ returning good for evil.   He warns, “those who take the sword die by it.”   He rebukes “destroying” enemies, and insists, imitating “God who is merciful,” requires being “kind to the wicked” (Matt. 5:9, 38-48; 26:52; Lk. 9:54f; 6:35f).

Israel thought having the temple showed that they were safe from God’s coming wrath.  But, refusing to be a “light to the Gentiles,”  they instead judged the world,  and yearned to make ‘holy war’ upon Rome, which they saw as God’s historic way of overcoming enemies.      But, Jesus sees that this means Israel  has become just like her pagan oppressors & is entrapped in a false worship, resembling Jeremiah’s day.

Indeed, Jesus weeps over Jerusalem,  and reveals that his greatest grief is their rejection of his teaching about “what would bring peace.”   Thus, as in Jeremiah, Rome will lay siege: “Your enemies will build  an embankment, and hem you in on every side.     They will dash you and your children to the ground!  They will not leave one stone on another” (Luke 19:41-44; cf. 1:79).  

Jesus implies that this disaster in Hinnom Valley  is what will validate His “words”  as God’s prophetic spokesman (Mk. 13:26-31).   For its’ fulfillment will reveal that he is the enthroned ‘Son of Man’ in Daniel, who comes on clouds into God’s presence, and is “given power & authority” to speak for him (Dan. 7:13f)! 
Jesus’ words are so accurate, that Gehenna probably referred to the slaughter of 70 AD.  For the historian, Josephus,  details how Rome laid siege to Jerusalem,  destroyed the temple,  and “They cast the Israelites’ putrefied bodies down from the walls  into Gehenna valley” (just as in Jeremiah’s day: Jewish Wars 5:12.3-4)! 
Note:   All of Jesus’ references to Gehenna and coming judgment on Jerusalem  might point to AD 70.   He ‘cursed’ Israel (the fig tree: Mk. 11:12-14,20f), ‘cleansed’ its’ temple (11:15-19),  and warned that such a terrible judgment in Hinnon Valley will be God’s coming ‘wrath’ (13:2,14-20; Lk. 21:23; Mt. 3:7).   For it is “subjects of God’s kingdom” –that is:  unfaithful Israel—who “will be thrown outside into the darkness,  with weeping and gnashing of teeth” (bitter regret; Mt. 8:12; 22:13; 25:30).   It means that human rebellion will bring on itself destructive consequences of painful grief in the present,  as well as literal death.   Thus, the need is to “endure faithfully to the end” (24:13).

Destroying the Temple and burning the devout in its’ valley  was an ‘earth-shattering’ cosmic upheaval for the very structure of their religion.   So Jesus uses the O.T.’s apocalyptic language for coming cataclysms (Acts 2:19f). Losing the holy place where sacrifices removed their sin & God dwelled with Israel, means that their whole order for ‘heaven & earth’ is “shaken” (Mk. 13:25).   It shattered their old covenant hopes of a triumphant nationalistic & material religion of land and kings to rule the world.     This required seeing life with God in more spiritual ways.

Matt. 25       Even Jesus’ warning of ‘eternal’ fire & punishment  might refer to Hinnom Valley.    For the word we translate “eternal”  literally means “of the (coming) age.”   For like Jeremiah, Jesus sees the Temple’s destruction and fiery judgement at Gehenna  as the culmination of birth pangs  that will usher in the age of the New Covenant predicted by the prophets.    70 AD  confirms:  While Jesus bore on a Roman cross the kind of deadly consequence  that Israel’s rebellion brought,  he is indeed God’s prophet,  & the rightful leader of the true Israel.  In him, God’s promises to Abraham will come true:  his offspring (Jew & Gentile) will be as many as the stars!    For the new age has begun, that concludes in God’s promise of all creation reconciled (Col. 1:20; Rom. 8:19-21; 11:32; 1Cor. 15:24-28).

Conclusion:    Jesus appears to follow Jeremiah’s plain description of Gehenna  as death and destruction for unrepentant rebels in history.  Other Scriptures might teach some kind of punishment after death (e.g. a cleansing in Hades),  or after judgment day in Revelation’s symbolic “lake” of burning sulfur.    Perhaps, Jesus saw Hinnom Valley as a symbol of a fiery place in the afterlife (similar to later Jewish speculation of a place that purified souls for paradise).  But, as one who opposed the leading Jewish teachers, calling them sons of Gehenna (Mt. 23:15),  we’d expect that Jesus’ view  would be based on being familiar with the O.T.    
“Dante’s Inferno”  dramatized a place beyond death,  where in spiritual bodies,  all unbelievers will be tortured in flames forever.   Many think this view of ‘hell’  was invented & emphasized most by Jesus. 

But the Bible’s warnings of Gehenna regularly refer to judgments in this world.    So, when Jesus uses Jeremiah’s words to again warn Israel of fire and death in Hinnom Valley,  we’d expect that he means another slaughter by enemies, which casts bodies into that valley of shame.    Thus, it seems doubtful  that Jesus’ references to Gehenna  were about a final punishment after death,   that we think of as ‘hell.’

An irony may be that we haven’t let Scripture (Jeremiah) interpret Scripture (Jesus’ words on Gehenna).  Thus, it seems that when the church under Constantine got power & sought to control by way of fear, the valley where God was furious about burning children, got made into a picture of God’s own plan to burn people in a literal and endless retribution.    We seek to warn that, in hell,  hope of God’s enduring love will end.      We say: He’ll no longer pursue peoples’ purifying redemption.    But, do we then make God into Molek?

