God and Hell - God Is Not A Sadistic Torturer
Does God really punish people forever in Hell for sins committed in a few short years? Hell as unending suffering is pointless for it doesn’t produce any good. Most humans wouldn’t even persecute their enemies to this extent. Since fire kills God would have to keep humans purposely alive to continue to torture them. Our beliefs shape our relationship and view of God. We must reject the traditional view of hell if there are rational, exegetical alternatives. Endless torment views can be harmful to the very character of God, thus we must be absolutely sure it is biblical. 

Jesus never used Hell to scare people into a relationship with Him and as a ticket to heaven. Avoiding burning forever is not choosing God but saving one’s own hide. Fear only leads to temporary change and not important lifelong transformations. Fearing consequences for stealing can be a good thing, but punishment doesn't prevent us from finding a better way to hide it next time. Fearing the police doesn’t help us love or obey the police more when out of sight. Parents want children to obey not out of fear but because of the relationship and trust that the parent wants what is best for them. Falling in love with God by understanding His unconditional love is what transforms people into the kind of person they desire to be. 

The popular concept of hell, where God is involved in the endless torture of people, is not found in the Scriptures. The subject of hell is often mentioned as the second most concern of Jesus’ after the topic of money. This isn’t the case. The Pharisees taught a relationship with God was through self-righteous actions, which only serves oneself and not others. Jesus taught change happened as a result of understanding God’s unconditional love which leads to selflessness. Jesus never taught hell as a way to motivate people to trust God, which was one’s path to true freedom. The woman at the well caught in adultery was treated much differently than the Pharisees. She didn’t get a canned evangelistic speech. Jesus merely encouraged her to go and leave your life of sin (John 8).
The Old Testament and Hell

There are three different words used in the Scriptures to refer to hell. [See the article Jesus’ Teaching on Hell by Samuel G. Dawson at www.tentmaker.org/articles/jesusteachingonhell.html
for some of the discussion below] Understanding what sheol, hades, and gehenna refer to in the Bible will give us a biblical understanding about hell. Most Bible translators avoid using “hell” to translate the Hebrew word sheol and simply transcribe the word “sheol” from the original Hebrew. In the King James Version, the Hebrew word sheol is translated with the word hell 31 times, grave 31 times, and pit 3 times. Sheol is used most often in the wisdom literature. Job, a righteous man according to God, spoke of going to this place to get out of his misery (Job 10: 21, 22). David cries out to God “the enemy pursues me, he crushes me to the ground; he makes me dwell in the darkness like those long dead” (Ps 143:3).  Sheol is simply a place referred to where the dead went. 
The popular concept of hell, via the translation of sheol, is nowhere in the Old Testament. God’s involvement or approval of endless torment is absent in the pages of the Old Testament. Isn’t it strange that when God explained the consequences of eating from the tree in the Garden to Adam and Eve, He didn’t warn of the possibility of eternal punishment as a consequence for rebellion? Noah, “a preacher of righteousness,” never threatened endless punishment to the evildoers or his day. If warnings of such punishment are God’s way to turn people from evil, surely Noah would have said something. The popular understanding of hell didn’t develop from the OT teachings.  
Hades is another word translated as the word “hell,” but hades is not a word penned by biblical authors. The word hades came into biblical usage when the Septuagint translators chose it to represent the He​brew word sheol when translating the Hebrew OT into Greek. As we have seen, sheol doesn’t refer to God’s involvement in torture in a place where the dead go. Many modern translations no longer translate hades and sheol with the word “hell.” So, to understand what Scriptures teachings about hell, we only have to examine the Greek word, Gehenna, which is often translated as hell in the New Testament.  As we will see, a better translation of the Greek word Gehenna may be “Gehenna.” Jesus’ teachings about life after death are misrepresented when you used the word hell. 

Jesus and Hell

The word Hell in the New Testament is most often translated from the Greek word Gehenna. The term Gehenna appears 12 times in the New Testament.  Gehenna in the NT is never said to be of endless duration or support the idea of endless torture. Salvation is never said to be from Gehenna. Gehenna, like Sheol, doesn’t need a translation.  Gehenna just means Gehenna!” All but one time Gehenna appears in the gospels and is only spoken by Jesus, so when we understand what Jesus says about the place Gehenna, we will understand what the NT teaches about hell. 

Gehenna, translated as “hell” in the NT, is rooted in an OT location. It is generally regarded as derived from a valley nearby Jerusalem that originally belonged to a man named Hinnom. The valley of Hinnom, or Topheth, from which the New Testament concept of Gehenna arose, came to mean a place of burning, a valley of slaughter, and a place of judgment. It was the site of child-sacrifices in the days of Ahaz and Manasseh (2 Kings 16:3; 21:6). Jeremiah predicted that it would be filled to overflowing with Israelite corpses when God judged them for their sins (Jer. 7:31-33; 19:2-13). Josephus indicates that the same valley was heaped with dead bodies of the Jews follow​ing the Roman siege of Jerusalem about A.D. 69-70. Jesus was using the term to refer to the “last days,” before the coming of the Roman siege and Nero’s destruction. Jesus was referring to a specific place, as an analogy, that people is His generation were in danger of. Jesus spoke nothing of the destination after death for future generations. 

From these eleven times Jesus refers to Gehenna, we learn that Gehenna was to the Jews of Jesus’ day what it was to the Jews of Jeremiah’s day - where the term originated - the city dump and a place of national judgment! It symbolized the horror of being rejected and abandoned by God to the merciless enemy who would cause their dead carcasses to be thrown into the burning, worm-infested place. Thus, when Jesus used the term He used it in the same sense that Jeremiah did: as Jerusalem then was abandoned to Babylon’s invasion, so Jerusalem of Jesus’ day was about to be abandoned to Roman invasion-unless they repented. No hell passages say that Satan’s domain is hell. These passages speak of being killed and destroyed in Gehenna but not being tormented there. 

Hell is not a frequent topic spoken by Jesus as some suggest. Jesus used the word Gehenna, translated as “hell,” eleven times but in only about four conversations. John never uses the word. Mark and Luke use the word once but both times appear to be the same conversation recorded by Matthew. Matthew’s Jewish audience are the most familiar with the history behind Gehenna. Mt. 5:22, 29, 30 warns that the Pharisees’ religion is a path to Gehenna (i.e. death). Mt. 10:28 (i.e. Luke 12:5) warns to not be afraid of those that can only kill the body but not the soul. Mt 18:9 (i.e. Mk 9:43, 45, 47) and Mt. 23: 15, 33 warn those who misrepresent Jesus. This is it! That is all the New Testament says about Hell!  

Jesus taught nothing about the final destination of the wicked for generations to come after Him. Jesus only warned his Jewish audience of pending death if they didn’t prepare for a pending Roman invasion. Jesus is the only person in the NT who used the word Gehenna that is often translated as hell in the NT by translators. James was the only other writer to use a word translated as hell, but it obviously does not refer to endless torture. Paul wrote fourteen epistles and yet never once mentions hell. How is it possible, if Paul knew its meaning and believed it a part of Christ’s teaching, he did not use it hundreds of times instead of never using it at all. Could it be because Hell is no more a translation of the proper noun Gehenna than Atlanta is for Chicago? Hell is not a translation but a substitution for certain Hebrew and Greek words. Hell was an invention over the centuries to scare people into submission and obedience.

One’s Destination Is Not A Burning Inferno
References to flames can clearly be understood figuratively. In Hebrews 12:27 God is called a consuming fire. Using flame imagery is a way of saying God is a God of judgment. The Bible, if it reveals anything about those who do not believe, teaches that the wages of sin is death and not unending death (Romans 6:23). To live according to your own vices is a decision to be separate from God at least here on earth. To live according to Jesus’ gospel ensures the abundant life here on earth and the hope of eternal life in heaven after death. God wishes only that we love others like we want to be loved. Jesus set the example in hopes we would follow in His footsteps. Most on their deathbed will regret not living according to God’s desires. God as a loving Parent provides us direction how we can truly be free.
Numerous OT passages do not paint God as a sadistic torturer. Psalms 37 states the wicked will soon die away (v.2), perish and vanish like smoke (v.20), and they will be destroyed (v.38). Job 34:15 mentions if it were God’s intention, all would perish and return to dust. God doesn’t state His desire for punishment is forever. Malachi 4 warns that every evildoer will be stubble and that day that is coming will set them on fire (v.1), they will be ashes under the soles of the righteous feet on the day when God does these things (v.3). The Old Testament, which is the background of the New Testament writers, never speaks of unending torture. It is obvious the wicked will meet their doom of fire and darkness, consumed until nothing is left. The fire of the Old Testament clearly destroys leaving only smoke as it witness. 

The New Testament as well does not suggest the destination of those who reject God is an eternal torture chamber. Matthew 10:28 says be afraid of the one who can destroy both the soul and the body in Hell. John 3:16 says whoever believes in him shall not perish but have everlasting life. Romans 6:23 says the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life. Paul in other writings says God would destroy the wicked (I Cor 3:17), that the destiny of the wicked is destruction (Phil. 3:19). Hebrews 10:27 says God is a consuming fire. 
 

Matthew 25:46 does not defend everlasting torture after death for some: “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.” Some translations exchange the word everlasting for the word eternal in this passage. Everlasting can mean for a very long time and doesn’t mean necessarily forever and never ending. The Aaronic priesthood was said to be a lasting ordinance (Ex 29:9), but obviously Jesus became the High Priest and the mediator between God and us, bringing to an end the necessity of the Aaronic priesthood. For those who don’t choose Heaven as their final destiny, they are not punished with ongoing judgment.
Also, one of the most cited biblical stories to defend God’s punishment is never-ending is Luke 16:19-31 about the rich man dying and meeting his destiny in hades. Torment is the theme. Pinnock says in Four Views on Hell, 156-157: 
Certainly the figure is there in the midst of much contemporary Jewish imagery and folklore. In a classic reversal-of-fortunes parable, the poor man (Lazarus) is carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom (v.22). But unless there is a lot of room in the patriarch’s lap, the detail seems to be imagery rather than a literal description of what the future life will actually be like. In addition, the story refers to hades (the intermediate state between death and resurrection), not to gehenna (the final end of the wicked), and is not strictly relevant to our subject. Nevertheless, the passage is regularly and unfairly appealed to in traditionalist literature to describe hell, not the intermediate state. The fact is that we cannot deduce from it what the final end of the wicked will be, apart from the issue of its literary genre.
Thank God our destiny in not in the hands of humans but a just, merciful God. “God, not man, is the judge of the world, and he will do what is right…What does Scripture say God will do? When we look there, we find it stated in dozens of ways that the wages of sin is death” (Edward Fudge, The Fire That Consumes, 209). 
Jesus sometimes spoke with a sense of urgency. Who can blame Him? Do we really think the Bible teaches a select few Christians who say a certain prayer or have special knowledge will spend forever in a place called heaven while countless others in torment in hell?  Does God really punish people forever with fire for a few things they did in their few years hear on earth? Understandably, many would not care to be in love with that kind of God. Rob Bell suggests: “if your God is loving one second and cruel the next, if your God will punish people for all of eternity for sins committed in a few short years, no amount of clever marketing or compelling language or good music or great coffee will be able to disguise that one, true, glaring, untenable, unacceptable, awful reality” (Love Wins, 175). 
