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Was Jesus serious 
when He warned  

people about hell?

As you scan the 
Gospel records of 
Jesus’ teachings  

on hell, you come  
to understand that  

it’s nothing to be 
played around with.

The Gospel 
Saves You
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When Jesus spoke about eternity, He was dead serious, unwilling to pull any punches. You get images 

of worms that never die and fiery retribution that goes on eternally. Jesus wasn’t interested in playing 

down the horrible truth.

But in our day, when most Christians (at least in North America) have never been in want for anything 

and rarely have bigger dilemmas than weight gain after the holidays or a downturn in a prosperous 

economy, such language comes across as extreme. Or maybe at least a little mean.

Our failure to realize the gravity of eternity reveals several issues at play in our lives. An underestimation 

of the nature of sin. An overestimation of our own abilities. And a drastic downplay of the extremity of 

God’s grace.

Because we don’t take eternity as seriously as Jesus did, we must return to the core of the explicit 

gospel, realizing once again that the gospel indeed saves us. And we desperately need saving.

 WEEK 2

The Gospel 
Saves You
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2.1

What’s 
Wrong with 
the World?

Take a look around the world. Sure, there’s beauty, but there’s also tragedy at every turn. We all 
recognize that things go wrong in the world of nature. We are firsthand observers of disasters 
like hurricanes, blizzards, tornadoes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. Those things are bad.

Typically, though, we don’t think of these events as anyone’s fault. Insurance adjusters classify 
them as acts of God because the fault can’t be assigned to anyone else. And although an earth-
quake doesn’t happen because you stole a piece of candy from the convenience store, there is 
blame to be assigned. These acts of nature point us to something bigger than ourselves—and  
to the fact that the world as we know it is broken.

Read Romans 8:18-24. What are some terms Paul used to describe the state  
of creation?

What, then, is the ultimate cause of all these disasters?
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Paul wrote that creation is eagerly longing for something; it desires something. Creation has 
been subjected to futility, which means creation has been knocked down from where it was  
to where it is. Further, Paul described this longing and groaning as something like childbirth.

The world is in pain. So not only do the mountains sing and trees clap (see Isa. 55:12), rocks cry 
(see Luke 19:40) and heavens declare (see Ps. 19:1). Creation also longs and groans for release.  
In fact, the natural order of the universe is reacting to the introduction of sin into its midst. If 
we go back to the very beginning of the story, we know it hasn’t always been like this.

Read Genesis 1:1,10,12,18,21,25,31. What refrain is repeated in these verses?

What does the Bible mean when it says, “It was good”?

Sometimes we sell the creative capacity of God short. We acknowledge that He created physical 
objects like a rock and a tree. But let’s not stop there. The classic phrase used to describe God’s 
activity is ex nihilo; that is, He created something from nothing. It’s not as if God had a lump 
of clay and formed it into something else. There was nothing—and then there was everything. 
And everything is pretty far-reaching.

The color pink? God’s idea. The taste of an avocado? That was God. Feelings and emotions? 
God. Everything finds its source in God, and every aspect of creation, from the largest galaxy  
to the tiniest burst of flavor in seasoning, radiates the goodness of God.

How might you honor God’s creative capacity today through an everyday activity  
you take for granted?

In its rightful order the world was made for God’s glory. But when sin entered us, it entered 
the world. Original sin has effects beyond humanity; it affects the world, the cosmos. Rebellion 
against God disrupts the order of everything.
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Read Genesis 3:17-19. What far-reaching implications of sin do you see in this  
passage?

What, then, is the reason behind natural disasters like tsunamis and blizzards?

The harmony Adam and Eve enjoyed with God’s creation, the peaceful dominion they were 
given over it, was broken when they ate a piece of forbidden fruit. Adam and Eve were placed 
as the crowns of God’s good creation, but as the crown goes, so goes creation. Their sin brought 
a curse to us all, and the curse is found as far as the east is from the west.

Work was accomplished without toil; now it’s toilsome. The earth was readily subdued; now it 
yields grudgingly. Adam was bestowed with imperishable flesh; now his sin limits the lifespan 
of the body.

It would be great to live in Genesis 1–2. There’s no subjection to futility there, no bondage to 
corruption, no slavery to death. That would be a dream, but it’s not the world we live in. It’s 
not where our children grow up, it’s not where we work, and it’s not where we live. Here, now, 
things have gone haywire.

What physical evidence of a broken world have you encountered this week?

Are you starting to get the picture? The gospel is about God’s making all things new, not just 
in us but in the entire universe. Because of the great harm sin has wrought on all creation, the 
only solution is something even greater—something on a cosmic scale.

Enter the gospel.

PRAY TODAY FOR THOSE AROUND YOU WHO ARE EXPERIENCING THE EFFECTS OF A 
BROKEN WORLD. PRAY THAT THEY WILL PUT THEIR FULL HOPE AND FAITH IN THE GOSPEL.
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2.2

What’s 
Wrong with 

Me?
In Genesis 3 we observe the tragic fracturing of the universe. Everything was affected, from the 
attitude of the rabbit to the sinful nature of humanity. Just as hurricanes ravage islands in the 
sea, sin tears apart the human heart. We can look at the world around us and acknowledge it’s 
badly broken, and we can turn our eyes inward and see the devastation of sin in our lives.

Do you think Christians take sin seriously enough? Why or why not?

If you boiled it down to one thing, what is the root of sin?
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Sin came into the cosmos through the garden, but that’s not the real root. The root of sin lies 
in the very reason we were created to begin with and our betrayal of that purpose. We are, by 
nature, a worshiping people. We only have to look around our culture to see proof of this.

Grown men paint their bodies and surf an incalculable number of Web sites to follow a sports 
team. People spontaneously lift their hands and clap and close their eyes at concerts. We put 
posters on our walls, stickers on our cars, and ink on our skin. All of this provides evidence 
that we are hardwired for worship. It’s an innate desire, an instinctive impulse in our DNA, 
given to us as a gift from God.

What are some other practices you’ve observed that point to our innate desire  
to worship something?

Why would worship, when directed at God, be a gift from Him to His creation?

Some find it troubling to think God created humanity to worship Him. It sounds selfish and 
egotistical of God, but that’s only because we are viewing Him through the lens of human expe-
rience. When someone in our lives constantly demands our attention and focus, it’s vanity. But 
it’s also deception, because no person deserves that amount of attention.

But God does. As the embodiment of everything good and right and true, He alone deserves the 
praise of the universe. Furthermore, it’s only through worshiping Him alone that we can truly 
find joy and satisfaction. If that’s the case, not only is it right for God to command us to worship 
Him, but it’s also loving. If He failed to do so, He would be withholding His greatest gift from 
humanity—Himself.

But what happens when instead of using the gift of worship from God for God, we invest our 
worship in the stuff God made? What happens when we attempt to hijack God’s story about 
Himself and rewrite it with ourselves at the center? Just take a look around. That’s what 
happens.
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Recall the account of Adam and Eve’s sin in Genesis 3. Where do you see worship  
in this story?

How did their decision betray the worship of God?

When Adam and Eve chose to eat the forbidden fruit, they committed insurrection. Infernal 
mutiny. Though they had an infinitely valuable, infinitely deep, infinitely rich, infinitely 
wise, infinitely loving God, they chose a piece of fruit. Rather than pursuing Him with stead-
fast passion and enthralled fury; instead of loving Him with all their heart, soul, mind, and 
strength; instead of attributing to Him glory and honor and praise and power and wisdom  
and strength, they wanted a snack.

That should sound familiar because we do the same thing every day. What in the world  
is wrong with us?

Read Paul’s description of sin in Romans 1:18-25. Which part of this passage  
is the most vivid to you?

Where specifically do you see the link to worship in this passage?
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How does this passage speak broadly to the human condition of sinfulness?

How does this passage remind you of a way you have chosen to worship something 
besides God?

Reading Paul’s description, you begin to see the lunacy of sin. When our paltry pleasures are 
stacked up against an infinite God, the choosing of the former can be nothing less than crazi-
ness. And yet that’s what we do over and over again. Because we do, we should be very careful 
to do what Paul advocates in Romans 11:22: “Consider God’s kindness and severity.”

TODAY TAKE PAUL’S ADVICE. IN PRAYER CONSIDER GOD’S SEVERITY IN LIGHT OF YOUR 
OWN REBELLION.
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2.3

It Really Is 
That Bad

Paul said to note God’s severity (see Rom. 11:22). Mark it down. Remember it. Consider it.  
But we are disobedient at every turn. Because God’s severity isn’t as warm and fuzzy as  
God’s kindness, we not only fail to study or contemplate it but also refuse to note it.

Why would Paul direct us to consider the severity of God?

What three words immediately come to mind when you consider God’s severity?

1.

2.

3.

Read Jeremiah 2:11-12. What did God command the universe to do when His people 
embraced idolatry?

Make no mistake: whether or not we consider it, God is severe. And the betrayal of His glory  
is a severe action. That’s why in Jeremiah 2 God commanded the universe to shudder in terror  
at the idea of idolatry.
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Jesus certainly considered God’s severity, and He called others to do the same. Jesus used the 
word gehenna 12 times in the four Gospels. We would translate the word hell. It probably refers 
to a ravine on the south side of Jerusalem where, about a hundred years before Jesus was born, 
odd murders were going on. The Jews began to view this area as cursed. It became a trash heap 
or dumping ground for the city. When the pile got too big, the whole thing was set on fire.

Can you picture this? The word gehenna conjures up a very vivid image: a stinking, smoldering 
place of destruction and neglect.

Why would Jesus have chosen this trash dump as an image of hell?

What emotion was He trying to inspire in His audience?

When Jesus talked about hell this way, He wanted people to have a mental image of hell that  
is putrid and repulsive; it’s dead and deadly; it’s smoldering when not blazing. It’s utterly  
desolate, spiritually dark, and endlessly oppressive.

It’s at this point that our sensibilities start to get offended. Maybe the internal monologue 
sounds something like this: I know sin is a big deal, but is it that big? Really? It’s not as though  
I’ve killed anybody. I can understand a fate like that is fitting for some people but not for me.

What are the underlying assumptions of that line of thinking?

Why is hell indeed that bad?
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In your heart do you really believe you deserve that?

I hope you’re beginning to see some of the assumptions that prop up our objections to hell. We 
don’t really think we’re that bad. And we don’t think we’re that bad because we don’t think our 
sin is really that bad.

But the solution isn’t to think about our sin. That’s how we got into this problem in the first 
place. If all we ever do is think about our sin, we’re still living in a state of self-worship. We can 
really begin to see the awful nature of sin only when we behold the wonderful goodness of God.

Because we’re so self-centered, we find it difficult, even for a moment, to pry our eyes away 
from our beloved selves, even if we’re thinking about how bad our sin is. But if we could, we’d 
see the glory and beauty of the Lord. And in response, we’d be absolutely terrified.

Read Romans 3:19. In your own words, what does it mean that “every mouth may  
be shut”?

We might offer up our good works right now, along with our excuses for our sin, but in the  
end every mouth will be closed. When we all behold God as He truly is, there will be no doubt 
about what we truly deserve.

We deserve the worst because God is the best. Sin really is that bad because God is simply  
that good.

ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR SIN AS HONESTLY AS YOU CAN BEFORE GOD TODAY. OFFER  
NO EXCUSES AS YOU CONSIDER HIS SEVERITY.



44       the Explicit Gospel

2.4

The Wisdom 
of God in  
the Cross

Paul admonished us, “Consider God’s kindness and severity: severity toward those who have 
fallen but God’s kindness toward you” (Rom. 11:22). The severity of God is justified. And it’s 
terrifying. But the truth is that we can consider the magnitude of God’s kindness only when  
we also consider His severity.

Reread the previous statement. How can considering God’s severity lead us to truly 
consider His kindness?

How would our consideration of God’s kindness be affected if we didn’t also consider 
His severity?
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Considering God’s severity is good and right. It’s good information to know. But it’s not 
sufficient to move us to praise God. Knowledge of hell alone is unable to create worshipers. 
Contrary to what we might think (and even practice in many cases), we can’t scare the hell out 
of someone. We can scare people into coming to church, trying to be good, giving money, and 
even walking an aisle and praying a certain prayer, but we can’t scare people into loving God.

To highlight only the breadth of the chasm is not to bridge it. So why highlight it at all? Because 
we can’t understand the cross of Christ without understanding the weight of the glory of God, 
the offense of belittling His name, and the just punishment for that offense. What Christ did on 
the cross will not produce transforming love until we see that the cross also reveals the depth  
of the offense of sin.

Enter grace. And consider the kindness of God.

Why do you think Jesus had to die for the sins of humankind?

Read Romans 6:23. In using the word wages, what did Paul imply about the nature  
of the punishment for sin?

God’s innate righteousness demands justice. He can’t let guilt go unpunished. Because  
the transgression is so grievous, the payment must equal the measure of the sin.

Read Hebrews 9:22. Why do you think without blood there is no remission of sin?
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Where do you see the principle of Hebrews 9:22 in action in the Old Testament?

Throughout the Old Testament, blood was always flowing. Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob all worshiped God through blood sacrifices. Then, after the Israelites entered the prom-
ised land, blood constantly flowed from the temple. Can you imagine the stench in Jerusalem? 
Can you imagine hundreds and thousands of people regularly carrying goats, lambs, chickens, 
or doves into the place of sacrifice; cutting their throats; and draining their blood?

Sounds pretty violent, right? It’s supposed to. The blood reminds us of the severity of sin. 
Sin results in death. But the fact that the blood was flowing from sacrifices rather than from 
sinners themselves makes us consider the kindness of God. He loves His children and is there-
fore patient with them, wanting them all to come to repentance. We deserve His wrath, but He 
refuses to give us what we deserve.

Did those Old Testament sacrifices really remove the sin of God’s people?

If not, why did God command such a system to be practiced for hundreds of years?

Let’s be honest. Do we really think the blood of a goat can be enough to pay for sin, in light of 
God’s severity? It’s a goat! The writer of Hebrews said, “It is impossible for the blood of bulls 
and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4). No, all of those sacrifices pointed to the one single  
sacrifice that would satisfy the wrath and justice of God.
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How do people without Christ try to deal with their sin?

Have you ever responded to guilt in your life without taking it to Jesus?  
What was the result?

Read Romans 3:23-26. From God’s perspective, what did the cross do?

The gospel holds out for us a place where God’s kindness and severity meet, where grace and 
wrath intersect. This place is called the cross. We can stand back and marvel at the wisdom of 
God, for it’s at the cross where God in His wisdom provided a way for love and justice to meet 
each other … and kiss.

We like to think love wins out at the cross, and in a sense it does. But love doesn’t win at the 
expense of justice. Rather, the cross shows us both the uncompromising love and the uncom-
promising justice of God. It showcases the awful severity of God as the just wrath of the 
Almighty was poured out on His Son. The cross showcases the beautiful kindness of God as 
His wondrous love releases sinners from their bondage and guilt through the substitutionary 
sacrifice of Jesus.

The cross changes everything.

TODAY THANK GOD FOR THE CROSS. THANK HIM FOR SATISFYING HIS OWN WRATH  
AND IN HIS LOVE PROVIDING FORGIVENESS FOR YOUR SIN.
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2.5

A Whole Life
The cross changes everything. The cross satisfies the justified wrath of God, and God Himself 
is the justifier. On the other side of Calvary—and only then–can we live with purpose and 
meaning. Apart from the cross our lives are utterly and hopelessly lost. Completely meaningless.

Read Ecclesiastes 1:1-2 in as many versions of the Bible as you can. What are some 
words from those different versions that the Teacher used to describe life?

Why do you think this man described life as “absolute futility” (v. 2)?

Ecclesiastes 1:1 tells us this book contains “the words of the Teacher.” Right out of the gate we 
learn that this is more than just a life story; it is the chronicle of a lesson learned. The author 
was Solomon, the king of a prosperous, wealthy, powerful nation. He had more wealth, power, 
and fame than you’ll ever have. And yet he described life as absolute futility.

The word futility in Hebrew conveys a sense of meaningless. Chipper introduction, huh? Now 
we can all look at life and agree that some parts have no purpose—like neckties and cats. But 
Solomon took it a step further to say everything in life is meaningless.
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Marriage? Pleasure? Wealth? Education? All meaningless. Methodically over the course of 12 
chapters he wrote about every aspect of living and then attached worthlessness to it. He used 
the Hebrew word hebel 38 times before he was done.

Have you ever felt that life had no meaning? What were your circumstances?

Why do you think you felt that way?

Read Ecclesiastes 1:4-7. In your own words, how was Solomon describing life?

Solomon described life as if it’s a treadmill. We get caught up in this silly circular pattern, and 
each generation runs with all the vigor of the sweaty guy on the treadmill at the gym. And when 
all is said and done, we don’t go anywhere.

Don’t fool yourself. Until we honestly evaluate this life under the sun, until we are ready to look 
at our lives and see that real meaning lies outside the world’s system, we will be stuck on the 
treadmill. This place is broken. There’s no sense in looking to the world for the fix.

The Bible, however, offers a solution. The word the Bible uses for the opposite of this condition 
is shalom. It means wholeness.
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Why is wholeness the opposite of the life Solomon described?

Where do you most sense the lack of wholeness in your life?

The gospel is the message of wholeness. It’s what Jesus brings to us, thanks to the cross. And 
one of the most vivid accounts of this is found in John 4. Jesus decided to go through Samaria 
despite the fact that nobody went there, especially not Jews. He sat down at a well, and a 
woman who was exchanging sex for rent showed up. She came to the well in the middle of the 
day because if she had gone in the morning, she probably would have been beaten up. She was  
a complete outcast.

What ensued was an exchange about water. Jesus, in essence, asked the woman if she was tired 
of the treadmill. Every day going back and forth for water, then doing it again.
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Read John 4:10-14. How do Jesus’ words counter Solomon’s words from Ecclesiastes?

The woman completely missed the point. She said, “You don’t even have a cup. What are You 
talking about?”

What was Jesus talking about? He was saying, “I am eternal. I fill the void. I fit the groove.” 
Whether or not we realize it, we’re all looking for shalom—real wholeness. In the end nothing 
under the sun brings lasting fulfillment. We have to look beyond the sun. The groove in our 
hearts can’t be filled with the temporal. It demands eternity. Therefore, our very searching for 
more and more, for bigger and bigger, for better and better is our sense that something is off, 
amiss, deformed, and broken in our souls. Only Jesus makes us whole. In Him we have shalom.

PRAY TODAY, EMBRACING THE WHOLENESS JESUS BRINGS. ASK GOD TO WEAN YOU 
OFF THE TEMPORAL IN ORDER TO EMBRACE THE ETERNAL.


