
The Reality of Heaven and Hell \
II Thessalonians 1:7b-10

Today we're going to talk about a topic that Americans would prefer not to think deeply about.
If you listen to our language you would think Americans were obsessed with hell. Even secular
people talk of **going to hell and back" for something they love. People speak of certainties as
being "sure as hell". Others speak of impossibilities as occurring when "hell freezes over".
Bad experiences are said to ̂ *hurt like hell". And otherwise polite people often interject
emotion and profanity into their conversation by making all kinds of references to hell and who
should go there. By the way, 1 am not planning to go there, nor am 1 going to visit the suburbs.
Ironically, the more the word "hell" is said in casual conversation, the less it is actually thought
about. Although the vast majority of people who have ever lived have believed there is a hell,
today in our country, very few people actually believe they are in danger of going there. The
Russian theologian, Berdyaw, noticed this after the end of the 2"^^ World War, "it is remarkable
how little most people think about hell or are troubled about it. This is the most striking
evidence of human frivolity."

Jesus was the one that spoke the most about hell in the New Testament & He did so in terms of
warning. Are Jesus's words true? Bertrand Russell claims that he became an atheist after
reading Jesus's words about hell. "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 myself feel that any person
who is really profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment." Charles Darwin
said a similar thing, "/ can hardly see how anyone ought to wish Christianity to be true; for if
so the plain language of the text seems to show that the men who do not believe - and this
would include my father^ brother, and almost all of my bestfriends - will be everlastingly
punished. And this is a damnable doctrine." Or HL Mencken, a journalist, satirist & Nietzsche
follower, "What is the function that a clergy man performs in the world? Answer: he gets
his living by assuring idiots that he can save them from an imaginary hell."

Is there a hell? How could a loving God make it or send people to it? What about our own
feelings of uneasiness about hell? These shouldn't surprise us since the New Testament writers
themselves do not speak a lot about it. Their attitude seems to be that of DL Moody who said
that no believer should speak about hell unless they had a little tear in the corner of their eye.
Our passage today speaks strongly about hell's reality so we cannot nor should not avoid it.

PROPOSITION: The Lord tells us hell is a real place where God's glorious presence is absent.
Those who refuse to obey and are unwilling to believe in Jesus or repent of their sins will be
righteously judged by God to go there. Jesus died for us & offers everyone forgiveness through
faith so any can avoid it.

1. Heaven is real II Thessalonians 1:7, 9-10
Let's start with the observation (and reminder) that heaven is real. This is not a main
emphasis in this passage, but it is clearly affirmed.
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A. Jesus is alive and coming again in power & glory II Thes 1:7b
Jesus is alive and coming again in power & glory. READ v 6-7. Around 2000 years
ago, Jesus came to this earth to make God's way clearer and provide forgiveness for
our sins by dying on the cross for us. But Jesus didn't stay dead - He bodily rose from
the dead. Then 40 days later, He ascended into heaven. Jesus will come again - this
time as a King - it will be in incredible power and glory. This verse speaks of coming
in "blazing fire" - that is, in unbelievable authority, brightness, holiness and clarity.
With him will be His powerful angels. These are not some cute, little, plump cherubs
some stores sell statues of. These angels are warriors. There is nothing that can stand
in their way. They will eliminate the armies of the antichrist and all other opposition
to the true God - including satan & the demonic.

B. Heaven is real & different from earth II Thes 1:7b

Jesus is alive (he's alive indeed). And He's currently not on this earth. As our verse
says, Jesus is "revealed from heaven". There is a place, other than Earth or the
cosmos, that is heaven. Heaven is real - it is not just a wish or feeling. Heaven is a
separate place or dimension from earth.

C. God's presence and glory is there in fullness II Thes 1:9b
Heaven is where the fullness of God^s presence is. READ v 9. Notice the two
primary things that characterize heaven in this passage. First is the presence of the
Lord. Heaven is the place where the fullness of God is experienced. And second,
heaven is where we will clearly see God's glory and power. What is God's glory? It
is actually hard to define - much like trying to define the word "beauty''. You can see
it, imagine it, give illustrations of it, but it is very hard to define in any way that will
communicate its full greatness. John Piper's attempted definition is "The glory of
God is the infinite beauty and greatness of God's manifold perfections." Picture it
as the most incredible display of God's splendor, majesty, greatness, power and love.
READ V 10. When Jesus comes back in power - He is displaying His glory - and all
of us will marvel and be positively overwhelmed. God's glory is where we see &
experience the greatness of His character, worth, truth and all of the Lord's attributes
in their fullness. It will trigger the most intense awe, amazement, wonder, and sense of
overwhelming beauty. God's glory is the visible splendor of God's presence.

D. Entrance is by belief and evidenced by growth in holiness II Thes 1:10
Entrance into this amazing place, called heaven, is for those who believe. READ v 10.
True Christians believe the testimony about Jesus as shared by Paul, Silas, Timothy,
the apostles and all the other early Christians. We don't get to heaven by living a
perfect life - which none of us can do. But we get to heaven by faith in Jesus who died
on the cross to pay the penalty of our sin and then rose bodily from the dead to prove
that. God takes Jesus' righteousness and credits it to our account so we are considered
holy. Then, through His power, God works in us (through the situations & problems
we go through in this life) to transform us so our thoughts, attitudes & actions
increasingly become holy. That won't be completed until we see Jesus face to face.
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God is transforming us from sinners to saints. This doesn't just refer to the superstar
Christian but to all those who believe in the Thessalonian church.

II. Hell is real II Thessalonians 1:8-9

We spoke of heaven first (even though it is not the main emphasis of this passage) because
you can NOT understand hell without first understanding heaven. is real and it doesn't
have what heaven has. ' ^

A. Based on right & just judgement II Thes 1:5-6, 8-9a
Hell is based on the right and just judgments of God. Our passage today is in the
context of V 5-6 READ. God, injustice, will pay back those who wrongly attack,
vilify, hurt, or persecute followers of Jesus. AND because justice includes rewarding
good, God will reward those who have been unfairly treated for their faith. As we
come to this description of hell, notice that it is based on God's right & just judgment.
READ V 8-9. Hell is the righteous judgement of rebellious humanity. Hell is based on
God's righteous, holy justice. It is not the work of an emotionally unstable, vindictive
or capricious being.

B. Based on disbelief and disobedience II Thes 1:8

READ V 8. Hell is not the place of believers in Jesus, but of the unbelieving and
disobedient. Notice here that Paul is not just talking about those who cruelly afflicted
the church people but the broader group of those who do not know God and have not
obeyed the gospel. In other words, judgment & punishment will not only come to
those who actively attack God's people, but also those who reject Jesus and willfully
disobeyed the gospel. If these people do not want to do what God says now, how will
they consider heaven a good place when God and His ways are magnified a million
times more? The "not knowing" and the "not obeying" are not two separate groups
of people. God is not making a distinction here. Those who do not know God are
those who do not obey the Lord Jesus Christ. It is not the words we say, but the
attitude of our heart that is ke^ which will come out in our actions.

A quick side note - notice there is no concept of easy believism or spiritual fire
insurance here - if you just say a certain prayer, have water put on you in a certain
way or go to a couple church services then you won't go to hell. True belief always
results in actions. God knows what peoples' hearts really believe. I have worked with
people for months who rnake it seem like thev want to change in a sinful area when
they later honestly confessed they had no desire to do - they just wanted people to
think well of them. True faith is not just deliverance from hell, it is a genuine love for
God and His ways. People who will be in hell do not love the true God or His ways.
People cannot say that they believe in Christ and then never participate in His church.
We can't say we believe in Jesus and have no sense of love for God and wanting to
obey Him fully. Jesus regularly spoke about of just two groups of people —the
wicked and the righteous, the good fish and the bad fish, the sheep and the goats.
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those who are prepared and those who are not prepared. There is just heaven and hell
after death.

C. It lasts forever II Thes 1:9a

And hell's punishment is for good. READ v 9. This is not something temporary. This
is the opposite of eternal life as Jesus tells us in Matthew 25:46. How all that works
out, I don't try to figure out. God alone knows people's hearts. God is totally just and
totally loving. If the Son of God would sacrifice more than we ever could to come
down as a human and then die an agonizing death He didn't deserve, all to give people
a way to avoid hell, then I am confident that if there were some way that peoples'
hearts would genuinely change, God would take care of that. That is why we want to
be clear when we speak to people about Jesus. That is why we implore people to
consider God's free gift. That is why we sacrifice and take abuse so our family,
friends and neighbors will be confronted with the most important decision of their life.
None of us DESERVE heaven - it is only by God's grace we can be there, but we
must receive that grace and want to follow God's ways.

D. It is separation from God II Thes 1:9b
Hell is separation from God and all His wonderful attributes like love, grace, holiness
& power. READ v 9. The fullness of God's presence is what makes heaven, heaven.
Hell is separation from that fullness of God. It is peoples' unwillingness to choose to
love God and obey His ways that causes much of the devastation in our world today.
There is no way for that to be in heaven and it still be heaven.

E. Reflection of Jesus' words (Matthew 10:28; Mark 9:42-49; John 3:16-18)
All of these things we have said about hell are also stated directly by Jesus. Christians
don't speak about hell because they think they are better than others - we are just
holding to the truths Jesus clearly taught. Jesus spoke far more about hell than any
other person in the NT. And Jesus did so with a single message - "This is of the
greatest importance - do whatever is necessary to avoid it. " As Matthew 10:28 says,
"Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be
afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell." Even the oft quoted
John 3:16 (READ stain glass window), reminds us in v 18, "Whoever believes in
him [Jesus] is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned
already." Our wrong thoughts, attitudes and actions alreadv disqualify us from the
perfection of heaven - we would destroy any paradise there by wanting things to go
our way. Jesus is clear — there are only two destinies—Heaven or Hell. If we reject
Jesus' wav to heaven, there simply is not another alternative. It is like being stuck in a
building that is burning down. If we reject the firefighter's help to get out, there is no
other way.

III. Some questions that arise
Let's consider a couple questions that arise in our day about GetTs teaching on hell.
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A. If God is love & perfect, why did He create hell? Matthew 25:41
According to Jesus' words in Matthew 25:41, Hell was originally created for Satan &
the demonic spirits who rebelled and refuse to repent. "Depart from me, you who
are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels." Hell is the
place where the evil of the devil and demonic will be contained forever so it could not
ever contaminate the moral universe again. Any picture you have of Satan ruling over
those in hell is totally false. Satan has no authority or power in hell. God is not a
doddering old grandfather with a white beard who overlooks sin. He doesn't say,
"Hitler, you murdered a few folks at places like Auschwitz but I understand
you're simply a product of your environment. I'm all forgiving so enter heaven."
That's not loving that's a-moral (holding no morals). The question is not how can a
loving God allow hell to exist - the real question is how could a caring God not allow
hell to exist?"

The existence of hell is actually good news to those who have suffered mercilessly at
the hands of others. Hell is thejplace God tells the victims of sexual abuse, "/ will
confine your abuser here so w^ian never hurt anyone again." It is where God tells
all those who have suffered incredible oppression "those who didn't see you as
human won't be ever allowed any power again." Hell is the place where God
confines sin and evil so it can no longer pollute the universe.

B. If God is loving, why would He send any of us there?
(Ezekiel 33:11; Matthew 23:37-38; Luke 19:41-42; Genesis 18:25)
God doesn't want anvone to go to hell. That is why Jesus speaks so forcefully about it.
As God says in Ezekiel 33:11 "I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but
rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways!
Why will you die, people of Israel?" Jesus says a similar thing in Matthew 23:37-38
where He weeps over Jerusalem and essentially says, '*Why wouldn't you listen -1
wanted to gather you in - now you mustface judgment and pain." People refuse to
humble themselves before the great God of this Universe. There is only one final
place that is outside the full presence of God. Ultimately, it is people who choose to
go to hell. They reject the true God, they reject His ways, they won't submit to His
honor & glory, they even reject His gracious gift to avoid hell - because they want to
go their own way. As CS Lewis pointed out, ultimately there are only 2 kinds of
people in this world: those who say to God ̂ 'your will be done" and those to whom
God says, ̂ your will be done."

If God is incredibly sad about people making choices that lead to hell, we should also
feel such sadness. This discomfort is not because hell is somehow morally unjust, but
because real people we know are in danger of going there. The wrong way to deal
with these uncomfortable feelings would be to deceive ourselves and either deny hell
or claim few if any will go there. That may temporarily make us feel better, but it is
based on a lie and will contribute to more going there. The right way to deal with
these uncomfortable feelings is allow it to motivate us to positive action: sharing the
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love of God with others, praising God for his righteousness, sharing the good news of
Jesus with all around, sacrificing to live a more God honoring life, being excited and
diligent about our faith, standing firm for the truth and allowing God to confirm it.

C. Hell is a punishment that doesn't "fit the crime" Romans 1-3; Matthew 11:21-24
You may wonder, "People who disobey and turn from God may be deserving of
some punishment, but not an everlasting one. The punishment doesn't seem to "fit
the crime". God is just and He is fair. While most Americans will admit that they may
do some little sins, most people don't think they've done anything deserving of
punishment. But Romans chapters 1 to 3 paints a very different picture of what is
really true. God rightly sees what we cannot see - the real heart of a person. It is
similar to the Evangelical Free Church pastors who lost their pastoral credentials &
position because of grievous sin such as committing adultery or fornication, sexually
abusing a person, embezzling money, or stealing from the church. Over a 20 year
period, the person overseeing this pastoral discipline said that every single one of the
pastors who had done one of these wrongs and were going through pastoral discipline,
complained at some point that the process or people were being unfair even though
they were the ones who had done the grievous wrong. We don't rightly see our own
wrong actions.

But you might say, "Why should my nice, but pagan, neighbor have the same
punishment as Hitler?" In Matthew 11 and Luke 12, Jesus tells us they won't. Hell is
not the same for everyone and the strongest punishment is for Satan. Again, I don't try
to figure out what God has not shown me in this area, but I trust both His character
and His warning.

D. Why don't people get a second chance (after death)? Revelation 16:8-11
As awful as hell is, why doesn't God give people a 2'"^ chance after they die? Surely
some would come to their senses. Actually, there is every indication they won't. In
Revelation 16:8-11, during the time of the great tribulation, it says twice that even
though the people know the judgments are coming from God and they are in the
wrong, "they refuse to repent and glorify God." Hell is not a place people WANT
to go, but it is a place people WILL to go. As the atheist Jean-Paul Sartre says in his
play "no exit", the door of hell is not locked on the outside. You can't be in heaven
and want your own way. God is fair and just.

Let's end with a question that was given to Billy Graham. His answer summarizes some of what
we are saying today. Question: "Did Jesus ever say anything about hell? I donH believe in hell
myself I believe God is a God of love and wouldn't send anyone to hell. I think preachers
who talk about hell all the time are just trying to scare people into believing in their religion."

His answer: Yes, Jesus did talk about the reality of he!! — in fact, He talked about it more
than any other person in the Bible. He warned, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the
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body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and
body in hell" (Matthew 10:28).

Did He say this simply to scare us? The reality of hell should frighten us, because not one
word in the Bible about hell would ever make you want to go there — not if you take it
seriously. The Bible speaks of hell as a place of absolute loneliness and despair and
hopelessness. It calls it a place of ̂'darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth" (Matthew 22:13).

But Jesus didn't talk about hell just to scare us. He talked about it instead because He
wanted us to know that God has provided a way of escape! Listen: God doesn't want you
to be separated from Him forever. He loves you, and He wants you to spend eternity with
Him in heaven. Unlike hell, heaven is a place of joy and peace and freedom from all the
fears and pains of this world. Who wouldn't want to go there?

Don't gamble with your soul, and don't turn your back on Jesus. Instead, by faith turn to
Christ and commit your life to Him. He alone gives us hope. To which we say, "Amen."
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