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What The Bible Says About Hell

Hell is a subject that we deal with reluctantly, and one we would 
rather not think about at all. In fact, God himself would prefer not 
to deal with it, BUT  
2 Peter 3:9 (GW) 
9  The Lord isn't slow to do what he promised, as some people 
think. Rather, he is patient for your sake. He doesn't want to 
destroy anyone but wants all people to have an opportunity to turn 
to him and change the way they think and act. 

1 Timothy 2:4 (GW) 
4  He wants all people to be saved and to learn the truth. 

However, it is God’s own righteousness that makes hell a 
reality, and it is our determination to uphold his righteousness and 
the authority of his Word that leads us into this study.

Man is naturally reluctant to think about judgment and 
punishment. He likes to think of God's blessings and rewards but 
not his punishments.

Because of this many schemes have been invented to escape 
the reality that man will suffer for unforgiven sins. Some think that
hell is only the hurt man experiences from a guilty conscience 
when he does wrong. Others claim that all the hell we get will be 
here on earth. Man makes his own hell by the way he lives. These 
same people seem to be in favor of a place called heaven. But the 
same Scriptures that speak of heaven speak also of hell. If we do not 
receive our heaven here on earth then we do not receive our hell here
either.

Please understand that no one goes to hell because God wants 
him or her to go.  Neither does any person go to hell because there is 
no escape. For God in His love and mercy has prepared the way of 
escape. That way is through Jesus Christ, who said: 
John 14:6 (GW) 
6  I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one goes to the Father 
except through me. (read: Hebrews 2:14-15). 

Every sinner who goes to hell walks over the body of Jesus 



Christ, tramples 'the blood of the covenant' under his feet and passes 
unconcerned by the cross which, as a flaming beacon, stands 
squarely in the way of every perdition-bent individual. If you go to 
hell,  don't blame God or His Son. God's whole effort has been to 
save you from hell so that the individual who is lost has no one to 
blame but him or herself.

I.    WHAT IS HELL

The first question to answer is: "what is hell?" There are four 
words in the Bible which are translated hell. Their meanings will help
clarify the Bible teaching on hell.

A.    Four words translated Hell:

1. Sheol
In the Old Testament the Hebrew word Sheol is translated 

"hell" a number of times (Psalm 9:17; 16:10; Jonah 2:2). In Genesis 
37:35 the same word is translated "grave." Numbers 16:30 
translates Sheol as "pit."

Sometimes this word has the connotation of punishment but 
mostly the word refers to the "grave" or the "abode of the dead" 
without necessarily referring to punishment. For example Psalms 
16:10, which is a prophecy of Jesus, says, 
Psalm 16:10 (GW) 
10  because you do not abandon my soul to the grave or allow your 
holy one to decay. 
"grave" is "Sheol." 

Peter quotes this in Acts 2:31 as referring to Jesus' temporary 
abode between His death and His resurrection. Many modern versions
use the word Sheol instead of hell in most references in the Old 
Testament. This is because the word does not refer to the future 
place of punishment.

2.  Hades
The word Hades in the New Testament is synonymous with the 

word Sheol in the Old Testament. In Acts 2:31 Peter uses the Greek 
word Hades to translate the Hebrew word Sheol. The word Hades 
literally means "unseen, covered, or unseen world." It refers to the 



abode of the dead, not to the eternal place of punishment (cf. 
Matthew 11:23; 16:18; Luke 16:23; 1 Corinthians 15:55).

3.  Tartarus
    This word appears one time in the New Testament in 
2 Peter 2:4 (GW) 
4  God didn't spare angels who sinned. He threw them into hell, 
where he has secured them with chains of darkness and is holding 
them for judgment. 

The word "hell" is the Greek word "Tartarus." Whether this 
prison for the fallen angels is the same as hell is not clear. Some 
think it is the section of Hades where the wicked go. It may be a 
special place prepared for the wicked angels 
Jude 1:6 (GW) 
6   He held angels for judgment on the great day. They were held 
in darkness, bound by eternal chains. These are the angels who 
didn't keep their position of authority but abandoned their 
assigned place. 

4.  Gehenna
The word Gehenna is a combination of two Aramaic words ge 

meaning "valley" and Hinnom which was evidently the name of 
some man. It means the "valley of Hinnom." This word Gehenna is 
consistently translated "hell" in the New Testament. It is used twelve
times. Eleven times it is used by Jesus Himself. One time it is used by
James the Lord's brother (James 3:6). Here are the references: 
Matthew 5:22; 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15; 23:33; Mark 9:43; 45, 47; 
Luke 12:5. In all these instances the word refers to the place of future 
punishment.

Why did Jesus use the name of a valley in Palestine as the name 
for the place of punishment for the wicked?  It's historical background 
gives us the answer.

B. History of the Valley of Hinnom. 
Solomon introduced idolatry to Jerusalem when he erected a 

high place or altar of worship on Mount Olivet to the god Molech. 
He did this to please his foreign wives (1 Kings 11:7). Later under the
evil kings Ahaz, Manasseh, and Amon the valley of Hinnom was 



made the scene of gross and cruel rites of heathen worship (2 
Chronicles 28:1-3; 33:1-9, 21-25). The valley of Hinnom was 
located southwest ot the city of Jerusalem. With the leadership of 
these evil kings the Jews built the image of Molech and sacrificed to
it in the valley of Hinnom. The image of Molech was a large, 
hollow, brazen figure with the body of a man and the head of a calf. 
It*had large arms and hands extended from the body. A fire was built 
inside the image and heated until red hot. The worshipers would then 
place an infant in the hands of the idol as a sacrifice. It is said that 
they beat drums to drown out the cries of the infant. Other authorities 
believe the baby was killed and then burned as a sacrifice. This is 
what is meant when the Scriptures talk about passing their children 
through the fire to Molech (2 Kings 16:2-4; 21:1-6).

This cruel and monstrous worship was an abomination to God. 
When King Josiah came to the throne of Judah, he killed the 
idolatrous priests and stopped this worship. He tore down the altars, 
cut down the groves, and thoroughly abolished the valley and its evil 
worship  
2 Chronicles 34:4-7 (GW) 
4  He had the altars of the various Baal gods torn down. He cut 
down the incense altars that were above them. He destroyed the 
Asherah poles, carved idols, and metal idols. He ground them into 
powder and scattered the powder over the tombs of those who had 
sacrificed to them. 5  He burned the bones of the priests on their 
altars. So he made Judah and Jerusalem clean. 6  In the cities of 
Manasseh, Ephraim, Simeon, and as far as Naphtali, he removed 
all their temples, 7  tore down the altars, beat the Asherah poles 
and idols into powder, and cut down all the incense altars 
everywhere in Israel. (cf:2 Kings 23:1-20).

2 Kings 23:10 (TEV) 
10  King Josiah also desecrated Topheth, the pagan place of 
worship in Hinnom Valley, so that no one could sacrifice his son or 
daughter as a burnt offering to the god Molech. 

After Josiah, "it became an object of horror to the Jews, and is 
said to have been made a receptacle for bones, the bodies of beasts 



and criminals, refuse and all unclean things. The terrible associations
of the place, the recollections of the horrors perpetrated in it, and the
defilement inflicted on it, the fires said to have been kept burning in it 
in order to consume the foul and corrupt objects that were thrown 
into it, made it a natural and unmistakable symbol of dire evil, 
torment, wasting penalty, absolute ruin."

The valley of Hinnom consequently became associated in proph-
ecy with the judgment to be visited upon the people of Judah 
(Jeremiah 7:31-32). When Jesus desired to tell his disciples what hell 
would be like he pointed to the  Valley of Hinnom and said, "Hell 
will be like that." It was a most graphic illustration. This is why the 
word Gehenna is translated "hell" and does refer to the future 
punishment of the wicked.

II.    THE NATURE OF HELL

A.  Jesus' Description of Hell. 

Eleven times in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus refers to the nature of
hell. He speaks of hell as "eternal fire", and as "hell of fire", or 
"Gehenna of fire" (Matthew 18:8-9). He calls it the "unquenchable 
fire" (Mark 9:43).
In Mark 9:48 Jesus says, "the fire is not quenched." He called
hell, "eternal punishment" (Matthew 25:46); "In hell worms that eat 
the body never die, and the fire is never put out." (Mark 9:48). It 
will be a place of "weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Matthew 8:12). 
It is a place of great sorrow and great anger.

The wicked who go to hell will be banished from the presence 
of Christ (Matthew 7:23; cf. 2 Thessalonians 1:9). Finally, Jesus 
describes hell as a place of utter or outer darkness (Matthew 25:30). 
Elsewhere the final destiny of the unrighteous is described in the 
following terms.

B.  Other Descriptions of Hell in the New Testament. 
 The Bible doctrine of hell is by no means confined to the 

terms above mentioned and to the passages in which they appear. 
There are many phrases in which the overshadowing idea is 
presented with great distinctness, such as "unquenchable fire," 
"black darkness," "furnace of fire," "fire and brimstone," "the 



smoke of their torment," "the lake of fire which burns with 
brimstone," "where their worm does not die," "the eternal fire 
which has been prepared for the devil and his angels." 

Van Oosterzee well says: 
"There is no doubt that Holy Scripture requires us to 

believe in a properly so-called place of punishment, in 
whatever part of God's boundless creation it is to be 
sought. That the different images under which it is 
represented cannot possibly be taken literally will 
certainly need no demonstration; but it is perhaps not 
unnecessary to warn against the opinion that we have to 
do here with mere imagery. Who shall say that the reality 
will not infinitely surpass in awfulness the boldest pictures
of it?"
Jude 13 says , speaks of the wicked, "for whom the black 

darkness has been reserved forever." 
The Apostle Paul warns us in 

Hebrews 10:26-27 (GW) 
26  If we go on sinning after we have learned the truth, no sacrifice 
can take away our sins. 27  All that is left is a terrifying wait for 
judgment and a raging fire that will consume God's enemies. 

In that same chapter and in verse 39 he refers to the destiny of 
the wicked as "destruction." Hell is also called "the fiery lake of 
burning sulphur" (Revelation 21-8; 20:10; 19:20). In this connection 
hell is referred to as the second death—the eternal death for those 
who reject the Gospel (Revelation 20:6, 14; 21:8). The promise to the
righteous is:
Revelation 2:11 (GW) 
11  Let the person who has ears listen to what the Spirit says to the churches. 
Everyone who wins the victory will never be hurt by the second death. 

Other descriptions of hell in the New Testament are found in 
Romans 2:6-11 (GW) 
6  He will pay all people back for what they have done. 7  He will 
give everlasting life to those who search for glory, honor, and 
immortality by persisting in doing what is good. But he will bring 8
 anger and fury on those who, in selfish pride, refuse to believe the 



truth and who follow what is wrong. 9  There will be suffering and 
distress for every person who does evil, for Jews first and Greeks as
well. 10  But there will be glory, honor, and peace for every person 
who does what is good, for Jews first and Greeks as well. 11  God 
does not play favorites. 
"death" in Romans 6:21.  "destruction" in Philippians 3:19); and 2 
Thessalonians 1:9 (GW) 
9  They will pay the penalty by being destroyed forever, by being 
separated from the Lord's presence and from his glorious power. 

C. The Significance of TheseDescriptions. 

When the Bible speaks of heaven it uses the most beautiful terms 
in the human language: streets of gold, gates of pearl, walls of jasper. 
God has used every means to persuade men to strive for heaven. On 
the other hand, when the Bible speaks of hell it uses the most fearful 
and awful words that are known to man. God has chosen two things 
in describing hell that are feared by most men—fire and complete 
darkness.

1.  Fire. 
When we come near fire we immediately recoil from it knowing 

the pain that it can inflict upon the human body. We shudder when we 
even think of being burned in fire. Whether the fire of hell will be 
actual fire as we know it here on earth, we do not know. If it is not 
literal fire, it evidently will be a suffering as bad or worse than fire. 
God has used this description of hell to discourage men from even 
thinking of going to hell.

2.  Darkness. 
The second description that God uses is the term darkness

—"outer darkness"—"blackness of darkness." There is a certain 
dread and fear about complete darkness. Some years ago I had the 
opportunity to visit Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico. The guide 
led us on a tour down into the depths of the earth. There we came to
a large room and stopped to rest. The guide asked: "Is anybody here 
claustrophobic or afraid of tight, dark places?"  Then he asked us if we 
had ever seen darkness. He then switched off the electric lights. For 



a short time everyone was exclaiming about the darkness. They had 
fun bringing their hands up to their faces in an effort to see their 
hands. It was impossible to see anything! This continued for perhaps
half a minute. And then suddenly there seemed to be a certain dread 
begin to creep into the hearts of each one. Through my mind flew the 
thought, what if the electric lights do not come back on?  There 
seemed to be a heavy weight pressing down upon us. I have never 
been so happy to see light as I was when the guide pressed the 
switch and the room flooded with light. Hell is said to have this 
complete, oppressive darkness!

Some would question how there could be fire and darkness in 
hell at the same time. I do not try to harmonize these two because 
we actually know so little about the exact nature of hell, what kind of 
fire, darkness, etc. I would suggest that God is using every 
description he can to help man understand what an awful place hell is, 
so that he will accept Jesus as his Saviour and not go there.  I just 
know that hell is not a place you want your worst enemy to go to.

III.    THE EXISTENCE OF HELL

The evidence for a place called hell is abundant in the Scriptures. 
Our Lord and the Apostles both testify to that fact. There is much 
that we do not know about hell but that there is a place where the 
wicked will go is very clearly presented. Yet many people today 
reject the idea of a place of future punishment for the wicked.  The 
sobering fact is that the same Lord who said there is a heaven also said 
there is a hell. Here are three reasons for believing in hell as the eternal
destiny of the wicked.

A. Logic Demands Hell. 

If the Scriptures had nothing to say about hell, common sense 
and reason would lead a person to conclude the necessity for such a 
place anyway. 

Logically, there cannot really be a heaven without a hell. If 
heaven is to be a holy place where peace and righteousness prevail, 
then there must be a place for the wicked to go. If all the criminals of 
the earth were placed in heaven it would soon be changed to a hell 
itself. 



If a modern city is to be clean and healthful it must have a 
garbage dump, a waste disposal, and a sewage system. By the same 
token if heaven is to be clean and holy then the unclean of this earth 
must be placed somewhere else. That place is called Hell in the 
Bible.

B.  Justice Requires it. 

Several years ago the English Jurist, Sir William Blackstone 
wrote, 

"Where there is no penalty the law is null and void. If 
there is no hell or penalty, then there is no law, for law 
without penalty is null and void.' If there is no law, then 
there is no sin, for 'where there is no law, there can be no 
wrong, or violation'."

Fact number one—there is a law of God written in the Bible. 
Fact number two—men break those laws and sin, thus causing 

much suffering and evil in the world. The reasonable conclusion is 
that there must be punishment for sin. God is both righteous and 
reasonable and His word declares that there is a punishment for 
unforgiven sin—hell.

There is another reason why justice requires a judgment and a 
place of punishment. That is because of the sin and crimes that go 
unpunished in this life. With the rising distrust of law enforcement 
officers, it is becoming more difficult to solve murders.  The rise in 
drug and gang murders have increased dramatically, and yet only 
39% are ever solved.  In areas with heavy gang activity the "no 
snitch" culture encourages witnesses not to help cops. 

This means that most murderers never would be punished here 
on earth! Will these murders never be judged? Will the criminals 
who committed them never be punished? Will a righteous God go 
on allowing men to shake their fists in His face, break His laws, and
never pay for their sins? Not if God is righteous and omnipotent! And
He is. Justice requires the existence of hell to punish the wicked who 
escape punishment in this life.

C.  Revelation Reveals It. 



We have already given many scriptures speaking of the reality of
hell, the terrible conditions of hell, and the people who will go 
there. Eleven times our Lord speaks of Gehenna. To the individual 
who believes that the Bible is the Word of God then there can be 
no reasonable doubt that there is a place where the wicked will go 
at the end of this life. 

The Bible calls that place Hell.

IV.    THE DURATION OF HELL

A.  Abbreviated Punishment. 

Down through the ages men have tried to eliminate hell 
completely or else have tried to shorten it. For example, Hillel the 
famous Jewish teacher taught that sinful Gentiles would be 
punished in Gehenna for a space of twelve months and then be 
consumed. He did not believe that Jews went to hell.

The doctrine of purgatory teaches that a person who leaves 
this life unfit for heaven may go into an intermediate state called 
purgatory where he or she may be cleansed or purged of his or her 
wickedness. Then the person will be admitted to Heaven.

The Scriptures, of course, know nothing about these 
abbreviated punishments. Jesus said to the goats on His left (the 
wicked ones), 
Matthew 25:41, 46 (GW) 
41  Get away from me! God has cursed you! Go into everlasting 
fire that was prepared for the devil and his angels! ... These people
will go away into eternal punishment, but those with God's 
approval will go into eternal life. 

Jesus used the same Greek word in both instances. It is aionios and
means "everlasting" or "eternal." The duration of the punishment 
for the wicked is the same as the duration of bliss for the righteous.

B.  The Doctrine of Annihilation. 

Those who hold this view believe that the wicked will be 
extinguished like a light.  They will cease to exist as conscious, 
living beings and will be completely destroyed. This is based on 



Paul's statement in 
2 Thessalonians 1:9 (GW) 
9  They will pay the penalty by being destroyed forever, by being 
separated from the Lord's presence and from his glorious power. 
They say the word "destroyed" means annihilation. The Greek 
word "olethros" translated "destruction" does not necessarily mean
"annihilation."  

Moulton and Milligan in Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, 
define its first century Biblical usage as follows: "ruin, the loss of 
all that gives worth to existence."

Arndt and Gingrich in their A Greek-English Lexicon, give the 
meaning as "destruction, ruin, death."

Read the context.  Notice that Paul says they shall forever be 
excluded from the presence of the Lord.  Instead of annihilation the 
word means the ruin or destruction of all that gives worth or meaning 
to existence. The eternal condition of the lost will be one of utter 
ruin, a condition in which the soul lives forever in a state devoid of 
all that makes existence worthwhile.

C. Eternal Punishment. 

Other scriptures on hell seem definitely to teach a conscious 
existence after death for the wicked. For example, Jesus states in 
Mark 9:48 (GW) 
48  In hell worms that eat the body never die, and the fire is never 
put out. 

This certainly seems to teach a continuous existence in hell.
The second death for the wicked will be their final separation 

from the presence of God 
Revelation 20:14-15 (GW) 
14  Death and hell were thrown into the fiery lake. (The fiery
lake is the second death.) 15  Those whose names were not 
found in the Book of Life were thrown into the fiery lake.  

Paul states:
2 Thessalonians 1:9 (TLB) 
9  They will be punished in everlasting hell, forever separated from
the Lord, never to see the glory of his power 



V.    THE INHABITANTS OF HELL

Jesus said that hell is prepared for the devil and his angels 
(Matthew 25:41). Hell was not prepared for man. If man goes to 
hell he will go because he has followed Satan to "his" home instead
of following Jesus to the "Father's house."

The Scriptures indicate a very wicked and unholy population in 
hell. 2 Thessalonians 1:8-9 states that two groups will be there. 
First, those who know not God, obviously because they have rejected 
Him (cf. Romans 1:28), and second, those who obey not the Gospel 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

A more specific list is given in 
Revelation 21:8 (GW) 
8  But cowardly, unfaithful, and detestable people, murderers, sexual
sinners, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars will find themselves in the 
fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death. 

The Apostle Paul adds: 
Galatians 5:19-21 (GW) 
19  Now, the effects of the corrupt nature are obvious: illicit sex, 
perversion, promiscuity, 20  idolatry, drug use, hatred, rivalry, 
jealousy, angry outbursts, selfish ambition, conflict, factions, 21
 envy, drunkenness, wild partying, and similar things. I've told you 
in the past and I'm telling you again that people who do these 
kinds of things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

 Obviously, if they do not inherit the Kingdom of God, this 
black list of sinners will end up in hell.

In summary, Satan and his angels will be there as will all the 
wicked who refuse to accept Christ. The dregs of the earth, 
spiritually speaking, of all ages will be collected in this cesspool of
iniquity. 

R.G. Lee in his poem, "Hell, the Prisonhouse of Despair" 
describes some of the conditions:

Hell, the prison house of despair:
Here are some things that won't be there:
No flowers will bloom on the banks of hell

No beauties of nature we love so well.



No comforts of home, music or song;
No friendship or joy will be in that throng.

No children to brighten the long weary night;
No love, nor peace, nor one ray of light.

No mercy nor pity, pardon nor grace;
No water, O God, what a terrible place!
The pangs of the lost no human can tell;

No moment of ease --- there's no rest in Hell.

Hell, the prison house of despair;
Here are some things that will be there:
Fire and brimstone are there we know;

For God in His word has told us so.
Memory, remorse, suffering and pain;
Weeping and wailing, but all in vain.

Blasphemers, swearers, haters of God,
Sinners who refused to be washed in the blood.

Christ-rejectors while on earth they trod;
Murderers, gamblers, drunkards and liars,

Will have their part in the lake of fire.
The filthy, the vile, the cruel and mean;
What a terrible mob in hell will be seen.
Yes, more than humans on earth can tell

Are the torments and woes of Eternal Hell.
Here are some things that won't be there:
No flowers will bloom on the banks of hell

No beauties of nature we love so well.
No comforts of home, music or song;

No friendship or joy will be in that throng.
No children to brighten the long weary night;

No love, nor peace, nor one ray of light.
No mercy nor pity, pardon nor grace;

No water, O God, what a terrible place!
The pangs of the lost no human can tell;

No moment of ease --- there's no rest in Hell.

Hell, the prison house of despair;



Here are some things that will be there:
Fire and brimstone are there we know;

For God in His word has told us so.
Memory, remorse, suffering and pain;
Weeping and wailing, but all in vain.

Blasphemers, swearers, haters of God,
Sinners who refused to be washed in the blood.

Christ-rejectors while on earth they trod;
Murderers, gamblers, drunkards and liars,

Will have their part in the lake of fire.
The filthy, the vile, the cruel and mean;
What a terrible mob in hell will be seen.
Yes, more than humans on earth can tell

Are the torments and woes of Eternal Hell.

VI.    HELL IS NOT FOR THE CHRISTIAN

However horrible hell may be, the grand news is that this is 
not the destiny of the Christian. 
Philippians 3:20 (GW) 
20  We, however, are citizens of heaven. We look forward to the 
Lord Jesus Christ coming from heaven as our Savior. 

This is true because Jesus Christ our Saviour came and died on
the Cross for our sins. He then arose from the grave and 
2 Timothy 1:10 (HCSB) 
10  has abolished death and has brought life and immortality 
to light through the gospel. 

Jesus now says: 
John 14:19 (NASB) 
19  because I live, you will live also. 
The Apostle John writes: 
Revelation 20:6 (NASB) 
6  Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first 
resurrection; over these the second death has no power, 
(cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18).

Those who put their trust in Jesus for salvation, repent of their 



sins, and are baptized into Him are saved (Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38). 
If they continue faithful to the end (Revelation 2:10), they will be 
granted "entrance into the eternal Kingdom of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ" (2 Peter  1:11). The Christian does not 
need to fear hell, for in Jesus we are safe evermore!

Review Questions

1.  Write the meaning for these words:

a.  Sheol   _____________________________________________

b.  Hades   ____________________________________________

c.  Tartarus   ___________________________________________

2.  Explain why Jesus chose the "Valley of Hinnom" as the name
for Hell.

3.  List the two main descriptions of Hell:

Why these two?

4.  Give three reasons for believing in hell as a real place.

a.   ___________________________________________

b.   ___________________________________________

c.   ___________________________________________

5.  List two scriptures that reach that hell is eternal.

a   ___________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________


