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Today we will continue our study of God’s judgment as we examine some other details of it. The following is from “The Bible and the Future” by Anthony A. Hoekema:
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“Four observations about the significance of the Day of Judgment: (1) The history of the world is not an endless succession of meaningless cycles, but is a movement toward a goal. (2) The Day of Judgment will reveal finally that salvation and eternal blessedness will depend on one’s relationship to Jesus Christ. (3) The inescapableness of the Day of Judgment underscores man’s accountability for his life, and asserts the seriousness of the moral struggle in the life of every person, particularly in the life of the Christian. (4) The Day of Judgment means the final triumph of God and his redemptive work in history – the final and decisive conquest of all evil, and the final revelation of the victory of the Lamb that was slain. The Day of Judgment will reveal, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that in the end the will of God will be perfectly done.”

The doctrine of eternal punishment of the wicked has been taught from the beginning of the Christian church. In the eighteenth century a number of Christian theologians began to deny this doctrine. Today this denial takes two forms: universalism and annihilationism. Universalists do not believe eternal punishment is congruent with the concept of a loving and powerful God. Some teach that those people who had been excessively wicked (defined as?) would have to spend some time in punishment but that ultimately all people would be saved from such an eternal punishment. 

Those who believe in annihilationism have two different beliefs. One is that all people are born immortal but those who persist in sin are annihilated forever. The other form is called “conditional immortality” and adherents to this belief state that man was born mortal but believers receive immortality as a gift of grace and will continue to be in a state of blessedness forever. Unbelievers who do not receive this gift will be annihilated at death. Both of these doctrines deny any eternal punishment. Conditional immortality is taught today by Seventh-day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Seventh-Day Adventists teach that there will be a time of punishment for the wicked, Satan, and his demons but that will be followed by annihilation. Jehovah’s Witnesses teach that the same group will immediately face annihilation. Both religions therefore teach against eternal punishment. 

Although the doctrine of eternal punishment is difficult to accept, the Bible clearly teaches this truth. Jesus clearly taught eternal punishment and refers to it in the Sermon on the Mount three times in Matt 5:22-30. The Bible identifies two places of punishment. One is Hades as in Luke 16:23, which is the place of temporary punishment in the intermediate state (the time from physical death until final judgment). The second is Gehenna that is usually translated as hell, which is the place of eternal punishment referred to by Jesus in Matt 5:22-30. We read concerning the final judgment the following:

Rev 20:13-15 And the sea gave up the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds.  (14)  Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire.  (15)  And if anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

We see from these verses that those who had been put into temporary punishment (Hades) are finally transferred into eternal punishment (the lake of fire). 

Some people use Matt 10:28 as proof of annihilation: "Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.”  However the word translated “destroy” is a form of the Greek word apollymi that never means to annihilate. Sometimes the word means “to be lost” as in Luke 15 concerning the lost sheep, coin, and son. It also can mean “to become useless” as in Matt 9:17 concerning the old wineskins. Sometimes the word can mean “to kill” as in Matt 2:13 concerning Herod seeking to kill the child. But even when a body is killed it is not annihilated for the parts of a decaying body change into other forms of matter. The use of this Greek word never means annihilation after death but means everlasting punishment. 

The use of another Greek word, aionios, also needs to be understood. The word is commonly translated as “eternal”, or “everlasting”. It is often used to describe the endless future life of God’s people as in Matt 25:46 and John 10:28. The word is also translated eternal when describing the future punishment of sinners in Matt 25:46 (These will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.) and 2 Thess. 1:9 (These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power,). 

Even though there will be degrees of punishment as discussed in the letter last week, the final state of hell for those who are not God’s children will be eternal judgment. Those who are God’s children will be blessed with eternal joy in the presence of the Lord. The only people who are God’s children is clearly defined by the Apostle John: 

John 1:12-13 “But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.”

The doctrine of an everlasting hell should be of utmost importance to the Christian as God may use this truth to transform someone from eternal darkness to eternal light, which reminds me of: Rom 10:14 “How then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? How will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will they hear without a preacher?”

Everyone is a missionary or witness of the gospel of Jesus Christ to someone, somewhere. We must never forget that fact as we walk in the world. Hopefully an increased understanding of God’s judgment will help all as we witness for Jesus. 
 
