
Gehenna: Part Two   
 

How then did Christian faith move from Jesus saying that the destiny of the wicked is 

like that of garbage burning in Jerusalem’s ever-smoldering, maggot-filled city dump in 

the Valley of Hinnom, that is, Gehenna, to the notion of God consigning countless 

millions of people to excruciating torment forever and ever and ever? We should 

remember, I think, that for every text cited by hell-fire-and-brimstone preachers in 

America, there are other texts. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world (John 1:29). He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also 

for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). When Jesus is lifted up from the earth, he 

draws all people to himself (John 12:31). Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:19 that God was 

in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting people’s sins against them. He 

tells us that one day at the name of Jesus every knee will bow (Philippians 2:10).  He 

writes to Timothy, “This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance (and for 

this we labor and strive), that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior 

of all people, and especially of those who believe” (1 Timothy 4:9-10). In Romans 11:32 

Paul comes to his conclusion on the mystery of God’s dealings with Jews and Gentiles, 

writing, “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on 

them all.” And, yes, those texts call for interpretation too, but when they have been 

looked at closely, they will turn out to mean pretty much what they say, because they are 

true to the heart of Jesus. 

 

The destiny of the wicked then remains a mystery. When Jesus spoke of Gehenna, of 

course he spoke truthfully, his church not always, but always him. He was saying justice 

will be done. What we do—or don’t do—matters. Our actions have consequences. Our 

words have consequences. How we live our lives will count forever. The universe is 

moral, and injustices will not stand. One day deceptions and personas will go up in 

smoke. Hypocrisy and self-absorbed fantasy will go up in smoke. “It is (as Hebrews 

10:31 notes) a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” And, yes, all that is 

true. 

 

There is a kind of evil that a God who is truly loving responds to with whatever force is 

necessary. Indeed, when we finally, fully understand what love really is, an almost 

tectonic shift happens inside us when we come face to face with what is unloving. But 

still we are a long, long ways from a God who consigns millions, in fact, billions of 

people, to excruciating torment in Hell, unimaginable pain,  blistering, peeling, broiling, 

baking in the fires of Hell, being consumed by maggots, forever and ever and ever—not  

just for a minute or so or for ten minutes, or an hour, or a day, or a week, or a year, or ten 

years, but excruciating pain, torture beyond belief, forever and ever and ever—and then 

asks people to trust him.  

 

And so some have turned to Scripture and have noted correctly that the word “eternal” as 

in Matthew 25:46, “Then they will go away to eternal punishment,” does not always 

mean “endless” or “forever and ever and ever.” And they are right. And from this they 

suppose that Hell is temporary, and that it leads to extinction or annihilation of the 



wicked rather than endless torment. So that God might come to us one day and say, as 

Brian McLaren notes in his book The Story We Find Ourselves In (p. 167), “You 

primarily added to the pain, to the selfishness, the dishonesty, the coldness, the greed, the 

clutter of the story. In every way you could, you held my story back. You listened to 

other voices. You lived another story. Whatever I tried, you never responded to my grace. 

And your radiance dimmed, and your light went out. And now if I were to forgive you for 

everything, how much of you would be left? Would you even want to live with me in a 

story you’ve avoided, played down, resisted, and run away from all your life?” 

 

Some suppose Hell to be remedial rather than punitive. Some—a growing number—

suppose that in the end somehow God is the Savior of all, that one day God will have 

mercy on us all. Such people are sometimes called universalists. And their numbers are 

growing. Not too long ago I asked a friend of mine in seminary how many of her fellow 

students were some sort of universalist, and she said, “Almost all of them.” But all of 

these responses are limited formulas that imperfectly capture a reality beyond our ability 

to imagine. All I know is that God is good and true and loving. I will not hold to a 

doctrine that slanders God, that portrays him as a capricious demon acting in ways we 

teach our children not to, as someone who insists that we forgive and then is unwilling to 

do the same. I will not hold to a doctrine that takes the darkest fears of people over dark 

centuries and projects them onto God. I will not hold to a doctrine that makes people and 

families and churches dysfunctional—and that makes it all but impossible for people to 

really trust God.  

 

The story ends better than that. The story “ends” very, very well with a creation reborn, a 

great multitude that no one can count from every nation, tribe, people and language 

praising God, and then a future still ahead of them magnificent beyond imagination. So 

this we are called to as followers of Jesus. Don’t let anything stand between you and the 

sacred truth that God is love, that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting people’s sins against them (2 Corinthians 5:19), that God’s heart reaches out all 

people and his love never fails. God is love! What does that mean for you? I’ve said it 

before; let me say it again: “God loves you at least as much as the person who loves you 

the most.”1 Isn’t that great? Now don’t let anything stand between you and this sacred 

truth, absolutely nothing, no experience, no set of circumstances, no disappointment, and 

no doctrine, no matter how many Christians believe it and for how long, no doctrine, 

absolutely nothing between you and the God who is love. And when others come to you, 

hearts on their sleeves, in agonizing moral dilemmas you’ve never had to face, trying to 

trust God, don’t do anything, don’t say anything, don’t even think anything, that keeps 

them from seeing the God who is love. 

—Dale Pauls 

                                                 
1 Dennis Linn et al, Good Goats, 11. 


