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Our choices separate us from God
MONDAY 1.31.22 Isaiah 59:1-2, Deuteronomy 30:19-20, Revelation 16:9-11
Over the centuries, the way many Christians understand the idea behind the word “hell” has morphed
into a very different picture from what Jesus and the Bible writers taught. One negative change, which
makes faith much harder for many people, is the belief that God arbitrarily, angrily chooses to “send”
some people to hell. As in today’s texts, the Bible time and again said if people end up apart from
God, it’s because of their choices, not God’s.

• Isaiah 59 went on to say, in verse 4, that the “misdeeds” that cause separation from God in verse
2 were “trusting in emptiness.” That meant they were “placing their faith in what is (in Hebrew)
tohu’, that is, the very chaos that preceded God’s original creation; see Genesis 1:2.” * What are
some ways in which you have seen refusing to follow God’s path sow chaos in people’s lives?

• Revelation 16 used images drawn from the plagues on Egypt in the Exodus story. Like Egypt’s
Pharaoh, or Israel’s wicked King Ahab (cf. 1 Kings 18:17-18), in Revelation the issue was not that
God had arbitrarily picked out some people to suffer bad consequences. It was that “they didn’t
turn away from what they had done.” Have you ever realized that some action or attitude was out
of harmony with God, and had to struggle with whether you are willing to “turn away” from it?

Prayer: Lord God, you do not lack the power to save, not even to save me. You keep setting the
choice between life and death before me. Give me the wisdom to choose life. Amen.
* Patricia K. Tull, study note on Isaiah 59:4 in The CEB Study Bible. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013, p. 1191OT.

The God of “faithful love” doesn’t want anyone to perish
TUESDAY 2.1.22 Psalm 136:1-4, 2 Peter 3:8-9
Today’s reading is just a sampling from the great Hebrew poem we call Psalm 136. All 26 stanzas of
the poem or hymn ended with “God’s faithful love (Hebrew hesed) lasts forever.” The apostle Peter,
raised in the Hebrew faith and with additional insight from following Jesus, was convinced that God
doesn’t want anyone to perish. That’s very different from the eager-to-condemn, sadistic God that
some ideas about hell lead people to imagine.

• Hesed is “one of the most important words in the Old Testament…a Hebrew word translated as
‘faithful love’….the word occurs twice in God’s self-revelation to Moses (see ‘loyalty’ in Exodus
34:6-7). It’s a one-word summary of God’s character.” * Does what you believe about “hell” fit with
thinking of “faithful love” as a “one word summary of God’s character”?

• Writing in Greek, the New Testament writers didn’t have a single word like hesed. But as today’s
passage from Peter showed, they held the same belief about God. Peter said God is patient, “not
wanting anyone to perish.” The apostle Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 2:4 that God “wants all people to
be saved.” Does that sound like the kind of God who would be pleased to lock even bad people up
for eternal torture?



Prayer: Lord Jesus, at times people demanded that you support stoning “sinners” to death—but you
never did. Thank you for showing, in actions as well as words, how “faithful love” defines God’s
character. Amen.
* J. Clinton McCann, Jr., sidebar note “God’s Faithful Love” in The CEB Study Bible. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013,
p. 845OT.

A pointed parable—about how to live now
WEDNESDAY 2.2.22 Luke 16:14, 19-31
Some Christians read this story Jesus told as telling us what literally happens in the afterlife. But this
was a parable (like “sheep” and “goats” meeting before God’s judgment seat, which was clearly about
people, not livestock). The parable’s point was not to teach us details about the afterlife, but to
challenge a flawed view about the values we follow on this earth as Luke made plain in 16:14.

• Jesus told about “a certain rich man” and Lazarus, a beggar. (In his culture, it was unusual that
the poor man, not the rich, got the dignity of a personal name.) The rich man shared nothing with
Lazarus “at his gate.” Jesus’ story used ideas about the afterlife common in his day. The “place of
the dead” was hades in Greek; the fire imagery came from Gehenna, Jerusalem’s garbage dump
where things were always burning. How did those images teach that this life’s choices have
eternal results?

• Luke said Jesus told this story mostly for a sneering group of “the Pharisees, who were 
moneylovers.” He said Moses and the prophets could show the rich man’s brothers (or, in real life, the
self-enriching religious leaders) a better way to live (16:27-31). What helps you build your social,
financial and spiritual values on the teachings of Moses, the prophets—and Jesus? What forces
resist those values?

Prayer: Lord Jesus, give me a heart receptive to the life-giving principles found in the Bible. Help me
to always read its messages in the light of your loving, generous life, death and resurrection. Amen.

A final end, not ongoing torture
THURSDAY 2.3.22 Romans 6:23, Revelation 18:7-8
The aspect of “hell” that makes it hardest for some people to believe in God is the idea that a loving
God would supernaturally keep humans alive for all eternity just to torture them. And that idea owes
more to Greek philosophy than to Biblical teaching when we take it as a whole. To the Romans, the
apostle Paul was quite clear: humans do not have “eternal life” on our own. It is a gift from God, and
the result of refusing that gift is death rather than eternal torture.

• Paul’s great life mission, and his focus in Romans, was to preach God’s saving love and grace. As
scholar William Barclay wrote, “The Christian gospel does not in the first place offer men an
intellectual creed or a moral code; it offers them life, the very life of God.” * In what ways have you
experienced God’s gift of a hope-filled quality of life as you have chosen to follow Jesus?

• Revelation, chapter 18 said the wicked Roman Empire’s judgment came “in a single day,” and she
was “consumed.” Pastor Adam Hamilton wrote that “the…real point of Revelation…is not aimed at 
telling us when the end will happen. It is aimed at telling us that in the end, none of these [human] 
gods will be left standing, and that Christians are called to give our hearts and our allegiance only to
one God, who is worthy of our praise.” ** How do Revelation’s images suggest that the result of
God’s judgment, but not necessarily the process, is eternal?



Prayer: Lord Jesus, remind me that your great heart of love reaches out yearningly, persistently for
me and all my human brothers and sisters. Keep me focused on your gift of eternal life. Amen.
* William Barclay, Daily Study Bible Series: The Letters to Timothy, Titus and Philemon (Revised Edition). Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1975, pp. 228.
** Hamilton, Adam. Making Sense of the Bible: Rediscovering the Power of Scripture Today (p. 290). HarperCollins.
Kindle Edition.

Darkness: a different image from flames
FRIDAY 2.4.22 Matthew 25:30 , Jude 1:12-13
When we read from the prologue to the gospel of John, we read, “The lights shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light” (John 1:5). “Darkness” is a major Biblical image for evil  
and its results: “Darkness is in principle associated with evil, opposed to God’s purposes of order and 
goodness in the universe and in human society.” * Today’s readings are only two of several dozen 
passages that name “darkness” as God’s judgment on evil and evildoers.

• As we seek to understand the Bible’s teaching about “hell,” one question that challenges the
common cultural image of hell is how anyone could describe a place literally filled with ever burning
flames as “darkness.” In what ways is “darkness” an apt way of describing the spiritual
state of a person who has chosen to separate from God? Have there been times when you have
felt as though you were walking in darkness?

• If God’s presence is life, then it makes sense for Bible writers to write about God’s absence as
death. If God’s presence is light, it makes sense to write about God’s absence as darkness. Could
it be that all these physical images are less concerned with giving us a physical description of the
fate of those who reject God, and aimed instead at helping us picture the terrible spiritual reality of
a life devoid of God?

Prayer: O God, John later wrote about the tragedy that some people “loved darkness more than the
light.” Hold and guide me so that I will always choose to walk in your life-giving light. Amen.
* Article “Darkness” in Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit and Tremper Longman III, general editors, Dictionary of Biblical
Imagery. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998, p. 193.

With God forever or separated from God forever
SATURDAY 2.5.22 Exodus 34:5-7, Revelation 21:3-8
Israel’s Canaanite neighbors, and their later Greek and Roman masters, didn’t think their gods loved
them. But Israel’s faith tradition said when God showed Moses his character, “compassionate and
merciful” were central traits. But adding “by no means clearing the guilty” can feel like canceling all
the good news—aren’t we all guilty at times? The complete formula, from the second commandment,
offered clarity: “I punish…sins even to the third and fourth generations of those who hate me”
(Exodus 20:5). Hating God, wanting no part of God’s kingdom, means rejecting his compassion and
mercy. How is that punished? Revelation didn’t say the reward for choosing God is “benefits”—golden
streets, “mansions,” even no death. The great reward will be “God’s dwelling is here with humankind.”
It would seem to follow that the worst fate for those who hate God is for God to honor their wish—to
let them cut themselves off from God’s presence forever.

• Professor C. S. Lewis wrote, “I willingly believe that the damned are, in one sense, successful,
rebels to the end; that the doors of hell are locked on the inside.” * Author Rob Bell spoke to the
idea that since Gandhi (arguably one of the most moral, peace-making men to ever live) did not
profess the Christian faith, he must be in hell: “Jesus, the Son of God, was sacrificed for the sins
of humanity…the prospect of a place of eternal torment seems irreconcilable with the God of
love.” ** Does being a Christian require you to believe in the literal reality of a tortuous, fiery hell?
The exiled seer of Revelation made it plain that anyone who chooses to can be in God’s eternal



kingdom. “Let the one who is thirsty come! Let the one who wishes receive life-giving water as a
gift” (22:17). Have you said “yes” to that invitation? Why or why not? How do you develop a
friendship that makes the promise of being with Jesus forever appealing to you?
Prayer: Lord Jesus, the Bible says that, because of you, my life and the world’s history are moving
toward a definite end—an ultimately good outcome. I want to be with you—not as “fire insurance,” but
to enjoy your love and goodness forever. Amen.
* C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2009), 77.
** From http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2065289-2,00.html.


