
THE FORK
What is Hell?

Afterlife Series (Part 4)

Text: Matt 3:12; 10:28; Luke 16:19-31; Rev 22:12-15

The Jerusalem Fork

Outside the walls of Jerusalem, there once ran a cart path that encircled the 
city.  If you traveled along that path on the city’s southwest side, sooner or 
later you came to a fork in the road.  In one direction the path continued on 
around the wall, eventually giving you access back into the city through the 
Water Gate.  If you took the fork to the right, however, the path led instead 
down into the Valley of Hinnom below.

The Valley of Hinnom was an historically storied one.  The northernmost area 
was sometimes referred to as “Topheth,” coming from a Persian root word 
meaning “burning place.”  It was there that the ancient Canaanites had 
sacrificed by fire many of their infants to win the favor of the god of pleasure, 
Moloch. As 2 Chronicles reports, the idolatrous Israelite kings, Ahaz and 
Manasseh, also burned some of their own children there in violation of God’s 
express condemnation of such “detestable ways” (2 Chron 28:3; 33:6).

By the time of Jesus, the Valley of Hinnom also had another association.  The 
city of Jerusalem had grown up significantly since the time of the Canaanites, 
Ahaz, or Manasseh.  A massive place was needed to hold the city’s refuse and 
this abominable valley seemed an appropriate location.  As still goes on in 
places like this dump in modern Cairo, perpetual fires burned there to consume 
the waste.  Desperate people picked through the trash.  Packs of wild dogs 
fought one another over scraps of food. Their snarls and their gnashing of 
teeth were chillingly audible above.

People of the ancient world had long posited the existence of an Underworld to 
which the souls of the dead went after life.  The Canaanites had actually 
performed their sacrifices in valleys like Hinnom because they thought such 
ravines especially close to what lay beyond.   The Greeks called this place 
“Hades,” while the Hebrews used the word “Sheol.”  Both traditions sometimes 
referred to the Underworld as the “Abyss,” the “Pit,” or the “Grave.”  We find all 
of these terms used in the Bible at various places.  Neither the Greeks nor the 
Hebrews were united, however, on what actually happened in this dark 
afterplace.  Some saw it as the rather neutral abode of the dead, others as as a 
place of judgment; but both agreed that it was somewhere you wanted to stay 
out of as long as possible.  

The problem, however, was that just as “Heaven” was a dimension whose 



beauty seemed to break into human life in various ways, the Underworld was 
also a realm that didn’t stay entirely separate from this life.  It kept sending 
tendrils into this present time and space, dragging people toward death, 
destruction, and the darkness of the grave even before one died.  Thus the 
Psalmist writes: “The cords of death entangled me; the torrents of 
destruction overwhelmed me. The cords of the grave [Sheol or Hades] 
coiled around me.” (Psa 18:4-5).

Hell Is Like Gehenna

It was Jesus who brought all of these ideas together in a particular vision of the 
Afterlife that has inspired much fear, furor, and faithfulness ever since the first 
century.  Just as Jesus as he had taken the diffuse notions people had about 
HEAVEN and crystallized them into concrete images of restored relationships, 
and renewed cities, and a replanted garden, now Jesus did this with the other 
dimension of the Afterlife.  He wanted to describe for people the character and 
consequences of living a life apart from God.  To make this clear he needed a 
human construct.  So he took the rather abstract notions of an Underworld 
circulating in his day and fused them with a very specific and vivid image. 

The word “Hell” we use today (some of us more than others) is an old Anglo-
Saxon word that dates back to about 700 AD.  It was used to translate the 
actual Hebrew-Aramaic word chosen by Jesus to make his point.  That word is 
“Gehenna.”  It is a contraction of two other words – “Ge” meaning “Valley” and 
“Henna” meaning “Hinnom.”  If you choose to live your life apart from and 
contrary to the way of God, you are going straight into a condition like the 
Valley of Hinnom over there.

In other words, Gehenna is that place where the servants of Moloch go – those 
who sacrifice children or women to the gods of pleasure. Oh, don’t put your 
body’s members into his service, says Jesus.  “If your hand or your foot 
causes you to sin cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to 
enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and 
be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it 
out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye 
than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell” (Matt 
18:8-9). 

Gehenna is also the destination of those who have treasures in their hands but 
insist on trashing them.  God gave you talents to use for the service of his 
kingdom but some of you are disposing of them selfishly, said Jesus.  To you, 
the Master will say "'Take the talent from him [who buried it] and give it 

to the one who [invested his talent well] and throw that worthless 
servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth'” (Matt 25:28-30).



Gehenna is that place for people who apparently like perpetual burning.  Some 
of you regularly allow your passions to flame out of control.  You routinely 
torch your brother or sister without caring for the consequences.  “I tell you 
that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to 
judgment… Anyone who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire 
of hell” (Matt 5:22).

Gehenna is the outcome for people who behave like wild dogs.  Some of you 
are spending your energies gnashing your teeth and fighting with others over 
scraps when you should be meeting the needs of others, says Jesus.  If you 
keep it up, "then [God] will say… 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, 
into the eternal fire… For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to 
eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger 
and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe 
me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me'” (Matt 
25:41-43).

Gehenna is also for religious people who ought to know and represent the 
character of God well, but whose form of piety is to sink their fangs into others. 
Jesus said to the Pharisees: "You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will 
you escape being condemned to hell?” (Matt 23:33).

Gehenna is the destination for all who expect to feast at the banquet of heaven, 
but who are actually unwilling to make any substantial change in their attitude 
and attire in order to better blend in there. Thus Jesus said: “But when the 
king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not 

wearing wedding clothes.  'Friend,' he asked, 'how did you get in here 
without wedding clothes?' The man was speechless. "Then the king 
told the attendants, 'Tie him hand and foot, and throw him outside, 
into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth.'" (Matt 22:8-14).

The Hellish Fork

This is the portrait Jesus gives us of Gehenna and its residents.  Hell is the 
present spiritual condition and future home of those who sacrifice others for 
their pleasure; who treat the treasures and talents God has given them as 
disposable in any way they like; who let their passions burn unchecked and 
injure others; who scrap for self while ignoring the needs of the least; who 
claim to know God but sink their fangs into others; who expect a heavenly feast 
without changing in any way to fit themselves for it; in short, who turn away 
from God and his kingdom.  Can you see the common theme here?

Nowhere is it clearer than in the parable Jesus tells in Luke 16. “There was a 



rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury 
every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with 
sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table.”  He’d 
have taken crumbs, but was given nothing.  “Even the dogs came and 

licked his sores.”  But the rich man did nothing.   

“The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to 

Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried.  In hell, 
where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, 
with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, ‘Father Abraham,’” he 
says, “I am so sorry I lived with so little humility and love in my life.  No 
wonder I’m in hell now.  I spent my life hellishly, instead of aligning my heart 
with God’s heart and the way of his heaven.  What was I thinking?

But this is not the conversation that Jesus recounts, is it?  No, here’s how the 
story actually goes: “Father Abraham,” said the rich man, “have pity on ME 
and SEND Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my 
tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.”    Abraham says, “No,” and 
the rich man counters by saying, OK, then, “SEND Lazarus to my father's 
house, for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will 
not also come to this place of torment.”  Do you see how deep this man’s 
problem is?  Even in hell, he sits there expecting service for himself and his 
own.  

Listen carefully now: Those who wind up in Gehenna may travel toward it on 
different cart paths, but they all take the same fork.  Every day they have 
opportunities to choose the path of self-giving love that is the way of heaven.  
They have almost endless chances to show they know that they depend upon 
the grace of God for life right here and in the hereafter.  The evidence that they 
know this will be the grace they naturally show toward others.  But those who 
are hell-bound – whether human beings or Satan and his demons don’t get 
this.

An artist once depicted Hell as a magnificent table set with a mouth-watering 
feast.  Around the table, however, sit people with sunken faces, hollow eye-
sockets, bloated bellies -– the unmistakable signs of starvation. To the arm of 
each of these people is splinted a very long fork -- so long in fact that it is 
impossible for any of the diners to get the resplendent food before them into 
their own mouths. There they sit, perpetually entranced by the sight and smell 
of a wonderful banquet.  There they sit, eternally starving, because it never 
occurs to any of them, that if they would only reach across the table and feed 
their neighbor, everyone could be full.

"Blessed is the one who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God" 
said Jesus (Luke 14:15).    It’s really not hard to get in.  You just have to know 



that you can’t save yourself, that you’re lost without grace.  You have to be 
humbly thankful that God has extended his long fork toward you – the one 
whose handle is shaped like a cross.  And the sign that you do actually know 
this is in the way you use your fork.

The Final Fork

Jesus tells us that the kingdoms of both heaven and hell begin right here.  The 
way of Grace or Gehenna are choices we are making every day.  We must 
choose the right fork now, because there is another kind of fork that still lies 
ahead:  “God’s winnowing fork is in his hand,” says the Bible. “He will 
clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn and 
burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire" (Mat 3:12). “Blessed are 
those who… may go through the gates into the city, [for] for outside 
are the dogs” (Rev 22:12-15).

What does that mean for those who never heard of Jesus?  What about people 
raised in some other system or some of our family and friends who died too 
young or who may have lost their way?  Could a loving God purposely send 
people like this to an everlasting hell?  It’s a very good question, I think. And 
it’s the one we’ll focus on when we gather here next week.  
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