
What about hell?-Part 1 Luke 16:19-21, 25 
Perhaps the most difficult issue for those who follow and those who object to Christianity is the 
question of hell. Objection: How can the concept of judgement in hell possibly be reconciled 
with the idea of a loving God? 
 
Understanding what the Scriptures teach about hell is crucial for understanding: 
 
What Jesus was talking about when he talked about hell. 

1. The condition of our soul. 
2. How to live at peace in the world. 
3. The unfathomable depths of God’s love. 

 
I think our concept of hell has more in common with Dante and Milton than it does with 
Jesus. 

What was Jesus talking about when he talked about hell? 
 
Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One 
who can destroy both soul and body in hell (Gehenna). – Matthew 10:28 
 
It may seem remarkable, but no Bible spokesman places more stress on hell as the final 
consequence of God’s judgment of condemnation than Jesus. To do this, Jesus used vivid 
images and powerful stories to warn of both present and future consequences of disobedience. 
 
IMAGES 
 

• Gehenna – Hinnom Valley outside Jerusalem where garbage and bodies were discarded 
and burned. Previously the place where children were burned in sacrifice to Molech. 
Associated with curse, death, darkness, decay, destruction. Jesus used as two-fold 
warning - both a literal and spiritual meaning – “Do NOT end up here!”  

• Hades – Grave, abode of the dead. Isolation from what is living. Jesus also compared 
hell to a prison and to outer darkness. It was he who likened hell to “a fire” at least 
twenty different times. 
 

Jesus used these images for their cultural/historical familiarity, their graphic reality, and their 
imaginative accessibility, and their powerful spiritual applicability. 
 

• Why the symbolism, metaphor, and parable? Why not just tell it like it is? Sometimes 
reality is better imagined than experienced.  

 
 
 
 
STORIES 
 



Myths are the agents of stability. Parables are on the opposite spectrum from myths.” – Frank 
Kermode 
 
Myth of Jesus’ day – Wealth meant blessing and favor. Poverty and sickness meant sin and 
judgment.  
 
Parable of Jesus’ - Jesus’ parable turned a popular and familiar story on its head. 
 

• Parables bring not peace, but a sword. They give us the opportunity to us see, hear, and 
understand what we don’t want to, in order to be changed where we need to. 

 
What does a belief in hell help us understand? 

 
1. The condition of our soul.  
 
Jesus’ shares this parable in response to Pharisees’ accusing him of violating the law by eating 
with sinners and scoffing at his teachings on generosity and mercy.  
 
What is the source of our identity? - “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine 
linen and lived in luxury every day. 20 At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered 
with sores. 

 
Parable has two characters. Only parable where one has a proper name. Lazarus – “God helps” 
Why not the other character? Dives – Latin for Rich Man, title, not name.  
 
According to the prevailing beliefs - Rich man would have been identified as a God- fearer 
(believed, pray, give) – but is nameless in hell. Why? His actions reveal his true identity and 
desires. 
 
21 and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs came and licked his 
sores.- Luke 16:19-21 
 
Crumbs – used to clean and sop - trash. Not buried. Totally indifferent to Lazarus. Ostentatious 
luxury, consumption and excess. 
 
Keener – “He allowed Lazarus to starve, when he could have prevented it.”  
 
Traditional definition of sin is breaking God’s law – falling short. What about legalists like 
Pharisees, who keep the law, but are, by this parable, still in sin? 
 
Jesus is showing that a right standing with God is not achieved through status, wealth, 
influence, privilege, or even strict religious observance, but in whom one’s identity is found. 
 



• Kierkegaard wrestles with the definition of sin. “Sin is: in despair not wanting to be 
oneself before God.” Building your identity on anything but God.  

   
When the Pharisees seek to earn their salvation through keeping the law. They are building 
their identity not on God, but on their moral performance. 
 
The rich man’s actions revealed where he found his identity – “in his status, his wealth, his 
position, his title.” 
 
What is your highest thing? When everything is gone, what’s left of who you are? 
 
If anything in this life becomes the source of your significance, importance, value. Money, 
career, talent, power, comfort, control, kids, your spouse, your parents, your boyfriend, 
girlfriend, sexuality, cause, politics, title, status – if you make anything more fundamental to 
your safety and security than the love and knowledge of Jesus, then though you may believe, 
though you may go through religious motions, but your faith, the roots  of your identity are 
somewhere else. 
 
What is the true object of our desire? - 25 “But Abraham replied, ‘Son, remember that in your 
lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is 
comforted here and you are in agony. 
 
Identity revealed the object of his desires. – Received verb – “took back” 
Good – intrinsically good. 
 
What’s the problem? When good things become ultimate things, we are consumed by what is 
given rather than the One giving. 
 
Fire/ desire – Good things begin to consume you. - What you REALLY worship is something else. 
That starts a spiritual and cosmic fire in your soul. We are addicted to our own desires.  
 
Consumed by regretful flames of our own desires, or by the refining fires of God’s love.  

• Disintegration – you need more substance to get less satisfaction. Fall apart when 
things don’t go right. 

• Isolation – blaming everyone and everything else – see God and world as against you - 
victim 

• Denial – inability to see what’s real – blind to need for change. Familiar pain better than 
unknown change. 

 
Image of God throwing kicking and screaming people in and pushing back in people climbing 
the walls to get out is inspired not how things are 
 

• “In fact, if Christianity is true, hell is precisely the correct technical term for it. Hell 
begins with a grumbling mood, always complaining, always blaming others, but you are 



still distinct from it. You may even criticize it in yourself and wish you could stop it. But 
there may come a day when you can no longer. Then there will be no you left to criticize 
the mood or to even enjoy it, but just the grumble itself going on and on forever like a 
machine. It is not a question of God ‘sending us’ to hell. In each of us there is something 
growing, which will BE Hell unless it is nipped in the bud.” – C. S. Lewis 
 

v. 25, No disdain from Abraham – “my son” – teknon - child. There is pathos, sadness. It didn’t 
have to be this way. 

 
Hell is a state and condition of being consumed by the sum total of one’s chosen opposition to 
the way of God; a freely chosen identity based on something else besides God, going on as long 
as we exist. The door is truly locked from the inside. 
 

Choose Jesus. Receive identity from him. Make him your desire. 
 

Questions to Ponder 

• What was your concept/understanding of hell growing up? Where did you hear this 
most? 

• How do you respond to the way Jesus’ described hell by pointing to the burning garbage 
dump of Gehenna? How does the history of the worship of Molech help convey the 
cursed, nasty, and utterly devastating nature of hell? 

• Discuss the idea that, “Some realities are better imagined than experienced.” How does 
this help move past the “hell-fire and brimstone” understandings to the truly barren and 
spiritual tragedy of hell? 

• How do you process the idea that the Rich Man would have been assumed to be godly 
and righteous, while Lazarus would have been assumed to be cursed?  

• Discuss the fact that Jesus uses a name here (the only parable where he does). Talk 
about the significance of identity through one’s name versus identity through one’s 
title/role/accomplishment/status. How does this apply to our modern day context? 

• Talk more about identity being found and formed in Christ. How do you understand 
this? Why is this so important in our time when identity is defined in one’s ethnicity, 
occupation, gender, sexuality, social media platform, or even religion? How does being 
“in Christ” exceed any of the previous descriptions? 

• In what ways do you resonate with the Rich man? Why? IN what ways do you resonate 
with Lazarus? Why? 

• Who and where are the “Lazaruses” in our community? 

• Discuss the contrast between the finality of the Rich Man’s fate with Abraham’s 
sadness. Why was this included in the story? 

• Unpack the notion that the things the Rich Man received were “good,” yet they led to 
his fall. How can good things become ultimate things? How can we recognize when this 
is happening? 



• Do you agree with the notion that hell is a chosen condition/destination? Pray for those 
you know are heading in such a direction.  
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