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Suppose you had the choice of living in the capital city of one of two countries. You can live in either place but you must live by the prevailing principles of life in the respective city.

We’ll call the first city New City. If you live there you must first give up your autonomy. You are not independent there. You have a person ruling the city who is good through and through, but you have to follow that leader’s guidance to live there. 

Anyone can live in New City. Anyone can have citizenship there. The ruler has opened wide the door to the city to everyone. But to live there it will cost you your independence and your self-rule. But the promise is you will always have everything you need.

You can live there or you can live in the second city. We’ll call it Free City. The rules are different. Everyone who lives there gets to work together to determine how their lives together will be shaped. They get to keep their independence. They get to live for themselves. Instead of having one person who is ruling and is the center of the life of the city, Free City has no one ruler at the center. In fact, everyone living there sees themselves as the center of their life.

Anyone can live in either city. The main difference is if you live in New City you have to trust leadership to one person who is entirely good. Authority rests in the hands of one good ruler. If you live in Free City you have to trust yourself and your neighbors. Authority there rests in the hands of many, many little rulers.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This idea, along with the flow of this sermon, is adapted from the very helpful book by Joshua Ryan Butler, The Skeletons in God’s Closet: The Mercy of Hell, the Surprise of Judgment, the Hope of Holy War (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2014), 88.] 


Which would you choose? 

Whether we realize it or not it is a choice we are making every day. New City is an abbreviated description of life in God’s city, or New Jerusalem. There God is worshiped, others are loved, and we are free to be who God created us to be.  New City is heaven.

Free City is an abridged vision of life apart from God at the center. Here, God is not the center. The individual is. Here, people can live apart from each other. They can go home at the end of the day, drive through their gated entries, and go into their houses where everyone has their own space. And they can be free from who they were created to be. They can put on masks and create social media “faces” that hide who they really are. Free City is hell.

And we choose Hell every day.

That’s why our Believe topic this week is so crucial: “I believe that there is a heaven and a hell and that Jesus will return to judge all people and to establish his eternal kingdom.” It’s fairly safe to say we all agree with that statement. What we believe about heaven and hell…well, not so much. I say that because you’re still hung on the statement a moment ago and wondering, “How do we choose hell every day?”
That’s because on the surface it doesn’t seem to make sense to choose hell over heaven, does it? Who in their right mind would choose hellish things like beatings, child abuse, sex trade abuse, or genocide as part of their world? Who would choose lying, cheating, manipulating, and anger? Why would anyone want to choose hell over heaven?

And why would a “good through and through” ruler put anyone in hell for eternity? That is perhaps the number one question people have of the Christian faith, both people outside the faith and those inside. Hell does not seem to mesh with a good God.

It might help us to take a brief look at what the Bible says about heaven and hell. Let’s begin with where they came from. It’s very important to note that in the beginning God created heaven and earth (Gen. 1:1). There is a relationship throughout Scripture of “heaven and earth.” There are about two hundred verses in the Old and New Testament where “heaven and earth” are found together.[footnoteRef:2] They were created together. And in the beginning all was good. [2:  Ibid, 8.] 


But then heaven and earth were torn apart by sin. All this happens in the first three chapters of Scripture. Sin was not a part of God’s good creation. It is an intruder into his good world. God’s authority has been denied and things change: the ground bears thorns and thistles, Adam blames Eve, Cain kills Abel, and by the time Noah shows up the earth is filled with violence (Gen.6:11). It took six chapters to get from a family filled with violence to the entire earth being filled with violence. 

That would be a hellish world to live in. It didn’t come from God. God did not create hell. We created hell. I’ll pause and let that sink in. Hellish behavior came when we decided to go our own way instead of God’s. Sin separated Adam and Eve. Adam then blamed Eve. 

· Ever been on the end of a pointing finger? It probably felt like hell.
· Ever had someone get angry at you? They stayed that way and you might have even been fearful of them? You might have said they put you through hell.
· Ever seen gossip spread like wildfire? James said it happens. “…the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell” (James 3:6).

These behaviors have no place in God’s kingdom. But they have a place in us. Hell gains an entrance into the world through us.[footnoteRef:3] The problem is we don’t see it. We want to get rid of sex trafficking and genocide and world hunger. We see those things as something other people—bad people—do. But those things exist because of lust and anger and greed. And those things are in us. [3:  ] 


Any discussion about heaven and hell has to start with a realization that we are talking about something close to home. The problems in our world that even non-believers might want to eradicate are problems that can originate in each of us. The playing field is level. “All have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory.” “None is righteous. No, not one.”

Hell is something we don’t want. But we choose it every day when we choose to do what we want to do without asking God what he would want us to do. We choose it every day when we let anger have its way. We choose it when we give into our own greed or gluttony. We choose it every day when lust takes hold of us.

Hell does not belong with heaven even though we often say “heaven and hell” as if they are counterparts. And yet there are zero times in the Old and New Testament where the words “heaven and hell” are used in the same sentence. Zero.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid, 7.] 


God created heaven and earth.
We created hell.

That’s the story of the Bible. But thankfully it does not end there. There is a third act. And in this act we discover there is a city.  There is a New Jerusalem. 

Revelation pictures heaven as the New Jerusalem. It’s a place where God is: “…I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God’” (Rev. 21:2-3).

God dwells inside the city with his people. He is their God, their ruler. He is the center of their worship. “And I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (Rev. 21:22).  It is a city where the inhabitants want to be there. They have come on God’s terms. They have been clothed in Christ, not their own attempts at goodness. They want to worship him and live in his city.

Everyone is invited to live in the New Jerusalem. “…its gates will never be shut by day” (Rev. 21:25). They are always open. Everyone is invited. But not everyone can enter. “But nothing unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone who does what is detestable or false, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (Rev. 21:27).

This is where we ask the question: “What happens to the ones who are not written in the Lamb’s book of life?” The simple answer is they go to live in another place. And that place is hell.

Whereas God dwells inside the city with his people, Hell exists outside the city. We tend to picture heaven as “up there” and hell as “down there.” The Bible does not teach us that. Heaven is actually coming to earth. In Revelation we find that the New Jerusalem is “coming down out of heaven.” God created heaven and earth and is reconnecting them at the end of the story just as they were at the first.

But what separated them cannot be present in his new city. All the evil: the lying, the cheating, the abuse, the murderers, the drug lords, the idolatry, the lust, the violence, the greed or simply the people who want to live on their own terms instead of God’s are left outside the city. And Jesus calls that place hell.
Hell was an actual, physical place to Jesus. The Greek word is Gehenna. “Ge” means “valley” and “henna” is a transliteration of the Hebrew “Hinnom.” The Valley of Hinnom shows up in the Old Testament a number of times. It was known for two things. 

First it was known as a place of idolatry.  Israel would go there and defile themselves with foreign gods and the religious practices of her neighbors. Second, it was known as a place of injustice. Israel would go there to kill her children. The valley was identified as a place of child sacrifice.

The Valley of Hinnom was a place then where people chose to forsake God and who were cruel and unjust to each other. Fires would be lit there by the people themselves in their acts of devotion to other gods.

Fast forward to the New Testament where Gehenna is mentioned twelve times, eleven of those in the gospels. One example is Matthew 18:9. Jesus is teaching about children and receiving them and not treating them well. Then he says “if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire.”

“Hell” in that verse is “Gehenna.” The disciples knew what he was talking about. It was a cruel and unjust place. If someone wanted to be with God this is not the place you’d want to be. They knew about it from their Hebrew background. They knew the prophets warned of it.

But they also knew it as another place: Jerusalem’s city dump. There is a tradition that says the Valley of Hinnom was in Jesus’ day Jerusalem’s city dump. All the refuse of Jerusalem would be taken to this place outside the city and burned there. You could see and smell the smoldering ruins that was never-ending.

Jesus is saying that the sin that keeps us from being with God needs to be burned. It’s worthless. It will hinder our lives. Life was inside Jerusalem. Death was outside the walls.

And so contrary to what we think hell is not “down there.” It is “out there” and it is “in us.” And God wants to get the hell out of earth and us. So he assigns the evil of the world to a place called hell and contains it there.

He contains it there for two reasons. He protects the people who want to live in his city with him as ruler. Evil cannot create as God does. But it can corrupt. It can only corrupt what God has created. It always wants to invade the space of what God has created. Like a parasite it can only live off of something good that God has created.

So God protects his people in the New Jerusalem by not allowing the unclean or detestable or false to enter.

But he also contains evil in hell because of his mercy. C.S. Lewis put it this way in The Pilgrim’s Regress: “It is the Landlord’s last service to those who will let him do nothing better for them.”[footnoteRef:5] It is God’s way of putting a limit on the harm those who refuse to let God heal them can harm themselves. Because they will harm themselves. That’s what sin does. It harms creation. It harms relationships. It is lustful, violent and greedy. On its own it will only get worse. So God contains it out of his mercy. [5:  Ibid, 336.] 


It’s like someone whose arm is cut badly—tendons are shredded and blood is flowing—who will not allow the ER doctor to perform surgery to sew up the wound so it can heal. All he can do is put a bandage around it and let him go. He doesn’t do this because he hates the person. He does this because the person only allows this.

Which brings us back to the two cities. In one is found healing for those who know they need it. In the other are those who need it but don’t want to be healed.

“Delight yourself in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart” says Psalm 37:4. And as a gentleman, God keeps his word. For those whose heart desire is to live apart from him, to not receive his healing touch, and to live with self in the center, he gives them what they desire. He does not torture them. He hands them over to their own desires to live together outside the city. 

But inside the city is life. And those whose desire it is to delight in him will live there forever. You can choose that today. And you can start preparing for life in New Jerusalem today.

That’s what we will learn over the next ten weeks: the practices of those who live with God. For now, you can have hope in your future. You can let the God who can heal you get the hell out of you. 

But for now you have a choice to make. In which city will you live?
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