        SOMETHING TO THINK & PRAY ABOUT!  
                                                                  ("I think, therefore I pray!")
 
In Scripture: "So it will be at the end of the age; the angels shall come forth, and take out the wicked from among the righteous, and will cast them into the furnace of fire; there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 13:49-50).  
How Important is Hell? “In Mark 9 from verse 43 to verse 49, this fire is five times said to be unquenchable--as if the Lord could never speak enough of it. Beloved, the Holy Spirit is never guilty of idle repetitions; but by these frequent repetitions, the Holy Spirit would awaken men, and teach them to look upon hell as a real thing, and as a serious thing, and not sport with unquenchable flames.” (Puritan Thomas Brooks) 

“The damned in hell would gladly die--but they cannot. They shall be always a-dying--yet never dead. They shall be always a-consuming--yet never consumed.” (Thomas Brooks) "The smoke of their torment rises forever and ever!" (Revelation 14:11)

“I know of no one who has overstated the terrors of hell. We can scarcely surpass the horrid images Jesus used. "Weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 13:50;25:30; Luke 13:28); "their worm shall not die" (Mark 9:48); "unquenchable fire" (Matthew 3:12; Mark 9:43); "eternal fire" (Matthew 25:41); "the hell of fire" (Matthew 18:9); "eternal punishment" (Matthew 25:46); "anguish in the flame" (Luke 16:24). The point of all these is that we are meant to shudder. We are meant to tremble and feel dread. We are meant to recoil from the reality. Not by denying it but by fleeing from it into the arms of Jesus, who died to save us from it.” (John Piper)

                                             ___________________________________________________________

       
"To Hell with Hell?"  PART 2
On August 11th I preached my 90th time over the last eight years at the homeless shelter here in St. Louis. When I first “interviewed” with those running the shelter, making sure I met their conditions to preach the chapel service they said; “Ed, many of these men have learned Christianese. They know how to talk a good story and get things from people at churches. Many have made ‘professions of faith’ but their lives have never ever changed.”

At some point they also said; “not everyone needs to be preaching ‘fire and brimstone’.” I said; “that’s fine, I’ll cover that part”, knowing very, very few if any would in reality mention anything about hell.

Before I started preaching there I went and listened to others preach and though we all give inadequate presentations of the Gospel, many said just raise your hand or say this prayer if you want to receive Jesus Christ and go to heaven. Never any mention about ‘counting the cost’, not even hinting at the need for repentance and what it is, or how you have to deny yourself take up your cross and follow Christ or you cannot be His disciple - just raise your hand or say this prayer. 

I tell the men there that the Bible talks as much about how genuine salvation changes someone (along with fruit-bearing), as what’s necessary to “receive it”, and that any faith that is strong enough to save someone is strong enough to change their character so if their life has never ever changed they have good reason to question whether they were ever saved. That’s what the Bible teaches, and God has seemed to use it.

Shortly after I started preaching there, the guy who they recruited from Los Angeles at a homeless shelter to be over the shelter in St. Louis told me; “You’re the only one who comes down here and ever talks about sin or hell”. Well, because of the faithful prayers of countless of God’s children, and proclaiming the “whole counsel of God”, I’ve seen the Lord work mightily over these last eight years. I’ve become convinced like Charles Spurgeon and other “heroes of the faith” in past generations, that when we deal with the so-called hard passages of scripture, not fearing the reaction or approval of men but seeking rather the glory of God -- God will work in surprising ways.

Though I certainly do speak on the “God of second chances”, the mercy, love, and grace of God, I do not shy away from equally true things like the wrath of God and the reality of hell. And so let me pick up from last time to see what else might be very helpful for us to know about hell. I certainly believe the Scriptures must have an important reason that it is dealt with so much, even by our beloved Lord Jesus.

Once again it was William Nichols message titled; The Terrors of Hell that really got me thinking about this important subject. But far more and much better, it got me thinking --- then praying!

Nichols went on to say, “In hell there will be different degrees of torment appointed to men as indicated by a number of Scriptures. Luke 12:47-48 says; ‘And that slave who knew his master’s will and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, shall receive many lashes, but the one who did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few.’ Christ says in Matthew 11:24: ‘Nevertheless I say to you that it shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for you.’ The verses in Matthew indicate that the people in Capernaum will receive a greater punishment on judgment day than those who had lived in Sodom. The verses in Luke speak of a differentiation in judgment based on the amount of light received: some will receive many stripes and others will receive few.”

 

“Those who commit greater sins than others or more sins than others will receive a greater punishment in hell (John 19:11). Religious hypocrites, those who profess Christianity but are not real Christians, will be punished more severely than others (Matt. 23:14-15). The Lord said of Judas Iscariot, ‘It would have been good for that man if he had not been born’ (Matt. 26:24). How could any of these things be said to be true if annihilation were what awaited men after death? The presence of different degrees of punishment only makes sense in light of the ability to sensibly feel the torment.”

“Every time the unbeliever sins he is adding to his torment in hell. Every day that sinners continue to live and breathe here on earth without repenting, they are adding to their torments in hell. Romans 2:5 tells us: ‘But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.’ The Lord Jesus encouraged the righteous to lay up treasures in heaven rather than on earth. The wicked are increasing their future wrath and torment in hell every day by their continued sinning. In hell men will wish they had never been born.”

Application to Unbelievers and Believers

“The Old Testament prophets warn us repeatedly of the dangers of hell: ‘Who among us can dwell with everlasting burnings?’ (Isaiah 33:14) ‘Who can stand before His indignation? And who can endure the burning of His anger? His wrath is poured out like fire’. (Nahum 1:6) Sinner, are you so arrogant as to think you can bear the wrath of God poured out in full measure upon you? The terrors of hell cause the devils to tremble and are you so foolish as to be unmoved by them or make light of them?”

“Do not think that simply because you go to church, or believe in God, or believe intellectually in the truths of Christianity that you will escape hell. The majority of those who regularly attend churches every week, all over the world, will go to hell. Thomas Shepard, pastor and founder of Harvard, wrote: ‘Formal professors and carnal gospelers have a thing like faith, and like sorrow, and like true repentance, and like good desires, but yet they be pictures; they deceive others and themselves too … most of them that live in the church shall perish’.”

“You who profess to be Christians, but do not read your Bible much and pray little: how shall you escape the damnation of hell? You who are not especially bothered by little sins or troubled by the vain and filthy thoughts which you have: are you ready to go to hell? You who think the kingdom of God consists in a verbal profession of Christ or intellectually believe that Jesus died for your sins, but who are not concerned with living a holy, godly life and give little or no thought to God during the week: are you prepared to endure the torments of hell, day and night, forever and ever? You had better be, because if these things are true of you, you are headed straight for hell, unless you repent.”

“Christianity does not consist in words, or pious statements, or mere intellectual belief, but in a new heart and a new life dedicated to not sinning and living for the glory of God. If your heart and life have not been changed by God, you are still in your sins. If you are living in known disobedience to the word of God and are unconcerned about it, you have no right to assume you are going to heaven: you are on your way to hell! Repent of all your sins and turn to Jesus Christ and surrender to Him as Lord. Listen to the words of Christ: ‘If your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out, and throw it from you. It is better for you to enter life with one eye, than having two eyes, to be cast into the fiery hell’. (Matthew 18:9)” “Nothing short of the complete denying of self, the abandoning of the dearest idol, the forsaking of the most cherished sinful course --- figuratively represented under the cutting off of a right hand and the plucking out of a right eye -- is what He claims from every one who would have true communion with Him” (A. W. Pink).

“Men stand on the brink of the pit of hell and are ready to fall headlong into it yet they are completely unaware they are in any danger. If hearing about hell can cause otherwise senseless men to consider eternal truths, then preaching about hell is valuable indeed. It is better to view hell now, while you are living, and be terrified by it, than to have to endure hell forever when you die.”

“I would not have you to be more afraid of hell than of sin. Sin is your real enemy. Sin is worse than hell because sin gave birth to hell.”

“This doctrine is useful to the godly as well as the ungodly. The doctrine of hell should stir up within the righteous a fear of God. A godly fear is useful in many ways. The one who has a fear of God in his heart has a greater respect for the commandments of God. He who truly fears God will not fear men and would rather displease men than God (Isaiah 8:12-13).” 

“This doctrine should increase your faithfulness and joy in Christ that you have been delivered from the torments of hell and should likewise increase your love for Christ who endured the wrath of God upon the cross for you”.

“The doctrine of hell should stir up within you a fear of sin. It should cause us to fear even little sins and be careful to confess and forsake sins of the heart and thought life also.”

“The doctrine of hell should help the godly to be patient under all outward, temporary afflictions which come to them. No matter how great your afflictions are in this world, they are far less than the torments of hell from which the Lord has freed the godly.”

“This doctrine is useful to motivate you to tell others of the message of Christ. Eryl Davies wrote in his book The Wrath of God: ‘The eternity of hell’s sufferings should make us the more zealous and eager to tell people of the only One who is able to rescue them. Do we shrink from declaring these solemn truths? Does the thought of hell displease us? Remember that God will be glorified even through the eternal sufferings of unbelievers in hell. His injured majesty will be vindicated. In the meantime it is our responsibility to pray and work for the salvation of sinners before such awful punishment overtakes them.”

Though we will end here with William Nichols treatment of The Terrors of Hell, I’d like to close with the way John Bunyan ended his classic allegory of the Christian life, Pilgrim’s Progress. The reason will soon become apparent. 
 

Pilgrim’s Progress is regarded as one of the most significant works of English literature, and has been translated into more than 100 languages. It was published in 1678 and today it is still widely read in translation around the world. It ends with these words: “Now while I was gazing upon all these things, I turned my head to look back and I saw Ignorance come up to the river (death); but he soon got across without half the difficulty which the other two men had encountered (Christian and Hopeful). For it happened that there was then in that place one called Vain-hope, a ferryman, who helped him over with his boat. (Warren Wiersbe who provided some footnotes to this version says; Ignorance has an easy time getting over the river simply because he is ignorant. Vain-hope helped him get over. Ease in death is no assurance of entrance into the city - heaven). So Ignorance ascended the hill to the gate, only he came alone, for no one met him with the least encouragement.”

 

“When he arrived at the gate, he looked up at the writing above it, and then he began to knock, assuming that he would quickly gain entrance. But the men who looked over the top of the gate asked, ‘Where did you come from?’ and ‘What do you want?’ He answered, ‘I have eaten and have drunk in the presence of the King, and He has taught in our streets” (see Luke 13:26). Then they asked him for his certificate, so that they might show it to the King; so he fumbled in his coat for one, and found none.”

“Then they said, ‘Have you none?’ And the man answered not a word. So they told the King, but He would not come down to see the man. Instead, He commanded the two Shining Ones, who had conducted Christian and Hopeful to the city, to go out and bind Ignorance hand and foot and take him away. Then they carried him through the air to the door that I had seen in the side of the hill and put him in there.”

 

“Then I realized that there was a way to hell even from the gates of heaven, as well as from the City of Destruction. And I awoke, and behold it was a dream.” 

Why end here with these words of Bunyan? Wiersbe gave me some helpful insights into this years ago that I have never forgotten. Before the last scene begins with Christian, Hopeful, and Ignorance, Wiersbe makes these comments; “And so we reach the last segment of the pilgrim’s journey. In this section is found one of the best analyses of spiritual decline you will ever read, when Christian cites the nine reasons to Hopeful. Bunyan, like most Puritan ministers, was a master at examining his own heart and the hearts of others. Note in this discourse that secret failures always precede public sins.”

“Before Christian and Hopeful reach the gate, they must cross a river. Bunyan borrows this image from Israel crossing the Jordan and entering the Promised Land (Josh. 3).”

“From the City of Destruction to the gates of heaven, this is the scope of The Pilgrim’s Progress, and Christian has made the journey. But Bunyan closes with a dramatic warning that a person may be near and yet so far from God’s salvation. Ignorance is self-deluded, and at the end of the journey he is bound hand and foot and cast into hell -- at the very gate of heaven.” 

“May this not be true of us.” This too is my prayer -- for myself, and all who read this. 

We must at all times, in all ways, with all people, point them to Christ (especially in light of hell)!

Ed D. Kleiman

P.S. "It is a grand thing to be driven to think, but it is a grander thing to be driven to pray through having been made to think."

                                                                                                                                                          (Charles Spurgeon)
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