THE END: WHAT HAPPENS WHEN IT’S OVER? 
Week 1 – Hell

The weekend was awesome. I’m pumped to be back up here we’re starting a brand-new series called The End. We’re going to answer questions about what happens when we die.

I also want to give you this little disclaimer. I finished the outline on Friday, but I’ve changed my message a little bit. So I’m going to have you do fill-ins, like the fourth fill-in first, then go back to the three. Just roll with me. If you’re new and you think I’m just an idiot-head, you’re partially right. I screwed up with the program this week, but I’m excited about what I think God has to say to you tonight.

You know what’s ending this week? Tomorrow night? There’s an episode of Lost, two and a half hours. I am mourning the death of my third-favorite show. I love Lost. Lost is ending. The episode that airs this Sunday night is called “The End.” They’re going to wake up and it’s all been a dream—I’ve just spoiled it for you. Sorry. Lost ending tomorrow night.

Monday night, you know what else ends? 24. It’s ending. The last episode. Jack Bauer is going to die of old age and that will be the end of 24.

But what about real life? I understand these shows do their run, they wrap things up, and it’s over. But what happens when we die? Is there an afterlife? Will we be playing harps on clouds wearing nothing more than a bedsheet and floating around on clouds? It doesn’t sound too exciting to me. There’s got to be some answers to this question of what happens after it all ends.
To be honest, the Bible talks a lot about what happens when we die. I want to explore it over this week and the next.

Heaven for me here on earth, heaven for me on earth is watching football. Football is the greatest sport ever invented. I will sit in my La-Z-Boy recliner, watching a large flat-screen television, and I am in heaven. I probably won’t have my shirt on—just to throw that visual in there for you. I probably have a cheeseburger in one hand and maybe some fries in the other hand. I don’t have a place for ketchup so I just put it in my belly button and dip it. That’s the picture.

But heaven for me is a La-Z-Boy and football and shirtless.

Hell for me is equally clear. Hell on earth is shopping. I hate shopping more than anything in the world. I don’t mind going to the store, pick up some milk and eggs, fine. But when you start doing comparison shopping, I want to poke out my own eye. If you say, “I’m on the quest for the perfect pair of boots and I will not go to sleep until then,” then I will be as far away from you as humanly possible. I am not interested in shopping. If you have to do returns at a store, oh no. I’m running the other way.

I saw this commercial this week that really illustrated my personal hell on earth.

When we think about hell on earth and heaven on earth and all that—I wanted to just start off by giving you a simple and basic truth. You are going to die. You are. You’re going to die. I realize that might be a shock to some of you. You’re going to die. Death has a 100 percent track record. Some day you are going to croak. Some day you’re going to kick the bucket, bite the dust, buy the farm, push up daises, cash in your chips, drop dead, meet your maker. Somewhere in a few years there will be a fat lady singing at your funeral. That’s just how things will end.

I think that you know that already, but I want it to become a profound truth in our life. Because the Bible really for thousands of years has been saying this. You get one shot at life. The Bible has been saying this from the very beginning. In fact, if you were to open your Bible, just three pages in—creation, heaven, earth, Adam, boom! Death is introduced. Three pages into this book. Genesis 3:19. “By the sweat of your brow you’ll have food to eat until you return to the ground from which you are made. For you are made from dust and to dust you will return.” If you know the creation story, God created all these things and he took some of the dust and formed a man. Then after sin entered the Garden of Eden, he said this life that was designed to live forever is going to abruptly end. And just like—I made you out of dust, at some point in your life, you will return to dust as well.

I see a really painful poetry in God’s creation.

The second half of the Bible, you flip forward and it says in the New Testament, it says the same thing. Hebrews 9:27, “Each person is destined to die once.” We’re going to die. That’s the first fill-in in your notes—actually it’s the fourth. You skip three and go to the fourth. Work with me. I am going to die.

I realize this is a little morbid. I realize that this is a tough way to start a talk. But I also think it’s pretty important to stare this truth in the eye.

I’ve been a pastor for 15 years. In the course of 15 years I’ve done funerals of people of every age. I’ve done funerals of students your age. I would encourage you to take a good look at this because death doesn’t miss. It always hits its mark. When your time comes, it’s over.

It could be tomorrow. It could be the next century. I don’t know. But it’s certain.

I’ve actually been a little bit fixated on death this week thinking about what happens when we die and how do I explain this in 30 minutes to a group of high school students. I found this website. It’s called DeathClock.com. Pretty amazing stuff. All you have to do is put in a few vital stats about yourself and it kicks out the day you’re going to die. I want to know. This is incredible. Obviously it’s true because everything on the Internet is true. So definitely you’re going to die on this day.

So I put in a few numbers—age 35, I don’t smoke, I don’t drink, I don’t date girls that smoke or drink, I’m a good dad. This is awesome. Like how many times do you go to McDonald’s in a week? Thirteen… I’ve got to be honest.

So it kicked out the answer to me. I will tell you that I am going to die on December 23, 2066. Two days before Christmas! That sucks! I can’t. My birthday is the 28th. I’d be 93. But no, I die two days before Christmas. The death clock never lies. There it is.

The minute you’re born you start to die. From the minute you were brought into this world, you began a painful ride toward death. Some of you actually are a little sober right now, and I appreciate that. You’ve experienced death in your family, with a friend, in your school. You realize that while we can have some fun with this, this is an absolutely serous topic as well.

It isn’t an easy subject to talk about either. It’s hard to be definitive about what happens when you die because people don’t come back from the dead and tell you about it. A couple people have actually been declared dead and then written books about their experience.

One’s called 90 Minutes in Heaven. This guy’s in a terrible car collision, he’s pronounced dead, and 90 minutes later wakes up as if nothing has gone wrong, and he writes a book about his first few steps toward heaven and what he saw and what he experienced. Pretty fascinating stuff. I’m not going to lie to you; it was incredible.

Same thing. I looked up on Amazon.com. A guy writes a book called 23 Minutes in Hell. His experience of being dead for 23 minutes and what he saw. Then I guess it was like, 23 minutes. I’m getting out of here! So he ran out. Interesting books.
But students, to me there’s a book that contains truth that we have to rely on. People have been declared dead then write a book about it—cool read! This book talks a lot about heaven. It talks lot about hell. Talks a lot about what happens when we die. I want to share with you a few truths from this book, which I would say is the authority on the afterlife. If you don’t have a Bible we’d love to give you one for free as you leave so you could explore these topics and so much more on your own.

According to the Bible we are made to live forever. You’re going to get 60, 70, 92 years on this earth. Then you’re going to spend all the rest of your eternity, your infinite number of years beyond that, in heaven or in hell. According to Scripture there’s this infinite amount of time that exists after we die on this earth. We call that eternity.

The Bible is clear on where we go. One of two places. Is it going to be heaven or hell? No in-between. No purgatory. No 10,000 virgins when we die. No planets for you to rule over. You’re not coming back as a ghost to haunt the haunted mansion at Disneyland. You’re not coming back as a spirit to hang out with Yoda and cheer on the Jedi to victory. It’s over. Heaven or hell.

Hell is firmly planted in our pop culture. We sang a song about hell. AC/DC, Highway to Hell. The new game for Xbox is about Dante’s Inferno. You fight through the nine circles of hell. The Simpsons actually have talked a little bit about hell and the devil.

The Bible says in Romans 6:23, “The wages of sin is death.” Each one of us since Adam, God’s first creation, has been plagued by this sin. It’s been passed down from generation to generation, all the way to you and to me. Really, everyone who refuses God’s love will essentially get what they deserve. We deserve to go to hell. When we stand on the edge of life, when we come to the end of our death clock, really our eternity is supposed to be hell. That’s how it was designed. The wages of sin, the payment for our sin is death.

Here’s what hell is: Hell is this, according to the Bible.

Hell is separation from God. Eternal separation from God. The absence of God is hell. Secondly, hell is the absence of all good. There is nothing good outside God. So hell is separation from God, the absence of all good. And finally, three, it is forever.

Hell is eternal isolation from God. No hope, no life, no joy.

The Bible uses some vivid imagery to describe what hell is like. The Bible uses words like eternal fire, damnation, darkness. Those are used to kind of give you a picture of what hell would be like using our finite language.
You might be saying where did hell even come from? Why would God create a place like that? What I know of God, it doesn’t seem consistent.

I’ll tell you a little bit of the back story of hell. There was an angel in heaven named Lucifer. He was an angel who led a rebellion in heaven against God. He thought that he should be God. So this angel became a fallen angel who came to earth and took his demons with him. God created a place for him called Hades, or the lake of fire.

But the problem was Lucifer wasn’t satisfied with just taking himself, an angel, and a few more angels with him. He wanted to take down God’s creation as well. So Satan came down in the form of a snake and deceived mankind. And ever since that first day in the Garden of Eden we have been bound by our sin. And that sin has created this gulf from the edge of our life to an eternity in heaven. There is a place for hell and his angels. It wasn’t intended for us to go there. But it now becomes part of our consequence. It becomes part of our payment because we have all sinned.

Another great question that comes up is, is hell a literal place? Is it real? Is hell literally a lake of fire? And to be honest, the way Jesus describes it, it sure seems like it. I love you too much to pretend that I don’t think hell is real or that it’s an elaborate metaphor and when we die we just end. I don’t think I could say that with credibility to you. I love you too much to pretend that it isn’t real.

Jesus, when he was walking on the earth, actually tried to describe hell to his followers and the people he was teaching. He used an example of a trash dump outside the walls of Jerusalem. He’s teaching in Jerusalem. He’s trying to give us an image of what it would be like. He said hell is eternal separation from God. It is eternal. It’s the consequence for your sins. It’s like Gehenna. I’m not sure where he was standing when he said that, but I’m sure he would be gesturing toward the general area of Gehenna, which was this trash pit. It was where the refuse of the city and all the waste, it was burning fires throughout. It stunk. It was essentially the city dump thousands of years ago. If you could imagine what that place would have been like. Jesus said hell would be like staying in Gehenna forever.

I was trying to think how I could describe hell to you. I reflected back to my childhood. There was this guy, a traveling preacher. He went from church to church. I was 6 years old. He’s telling us all about heaven and he tells us about hell. This is what he said, “Kids, how many of you like s’mores?” And we’re like, “Yeah! S’mores!” “Don’t they taste good?” “They taste awesome.” Then he goes, “Have you ever seen when you have a marshmallow over the fire and it catches on fire, that is what your skin will be like in hell!” I wet myself and I got saved—72 times before I was 16 years old. I got baptized a couple of extra times so I would be soaking wet in case the fires of hell were creeping up my leg and going to drag me down to hell.

I’m not telling you about hell to threaten you or to guilt you or to scare you into heaven. I just want to tell you that Jesus said it’s real. Jesus says it was created for fallen angels and for the evil ruler of the world—Satan, Lucifer. It wasn’t our destination but because of our sin we’re on a path. And that path ends on a cliff and the next step after death is hell.

It’s interesting that pastors would talk about hell like marshmallows and s’mores. If you want to read more of Jesus’ words, Luke 16. He told the story of a rich man and a guy named Lazarus. Lazarus is in heaven. For just a brief moment of time Lazarus gets a look into hell. The scene is pretty incredible. I’d love you to read that on your own. If you don’t have a Bible we would give one to you. It’s a tough description and it’s definitely a warning of the afterlife that may be to come.
After you die, the Bible teaches us there will be a final judgment. We will be revealed to God in all of his glory. When you are dead you will be before him at the judgment. You will finally see God. Whether you believed in him or not. Whether you placed your trust and faith in him. You will someday stand before him. The Bible says that you will be so compelled that every single person will bow their knee to God because you’ll finally see him in all of his glory. The Bible says that Jesus then will separate the sheep and the goats—the people who believed in Jesus and followed his ways and the people who have chosen their own path. These people are destined for heaven. These people are destined for hell. You will see the greatness of God and get a glimpse of heaven and then be cast into hell. It’s an unbelievable moment to even try to visualize mankind standing before God.

I started to wrestle with this. Why did hell exist? Yes for Satan. Why did God make hell? If God is love then this does not add up. If he’s love why not just save everyone? That was one of the options that some of you texted. It doesn’t seem consistent.

I would just say this. People try to spend their whole life trying to answer questions like this. I’m going to try to summarize it in a couple sentences. God loves us—God loves you and God loves me so much that he lets us choose. God didn’t create robots. He didn’t create people who had to worship and had to follow and had to give their lives to him. He said you get to choose. When death comes, you’ve made your choice. And your whole life has been spent following your ways and the ways apart from me. And I’m going to make that permanent. This will be the end. You chose this so I will give you what you want.

For people who follow Jesus, he says, “Come on in. I will give you what you want as well.”
The second thing I’d like you to write down is we’re all going to die. Hell is a real place. I love you too much to pretend that it’s not. I think that’s what the Bible says and I believe the Bible. But it would be mistake to talk about hell and not also talk about hope.

That verse that I told you earlier, I only told you half of it because the second half is pretty awesome. It says, “The wages of sin is death [separation from God] but the gift of God is eternal life.” That’s a verse asking us to choose. It’s saying, “Do you want to choose to live separate from God on earth? You’ll be separate from him in eternity.” You want to live a life that is aligned with God and his ways and put your faith in him now. You’ll be with him for all of eternity. Just choose now. Because there will come a time after we die that the choice has been made.

We can’t earn our way to heaven. It’s interesting that one of the writers in the Bible would realize that we would think you’ve just got to be good enough. You’ve got to be a good person and do good things and be good. Good people go to heaven. But in Ephesians 2, the Bible says you can’t be good enough. You can’t get there on your own. You can’t leap across the chasm that separates you from heaven. There’s no way that we will be good enough. But God sent a rescuer to save the broken and fallen world. He sent a rescuer to save me and to save you.

The most famous verse in the Bible, what is it? Everyone knows it. John 3:16. It’s famous for a reason. It’s famous because it’s a message of hope. “For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son [who’s Jesus] that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life.” It is a call to change your eternal destination. A few verses later, John 3:36 says, “Anyone who believes in God’s Son has eternal life. Anyone who doesn’t obey the son will never experience eternal life but remains under God’s angry judgment.” Everyone has been given an invitation to heaven. Everyone is welcome to enter.

Let’s say you got a Facebook invitation. And it is to the hottest event. You’ve been dying to get into this club. It’s VIP, premier access. You’re just hanging out after school, you log in, and there it is. The moment you’ve been waiting for THE invitation. You get dressed up, you head down to the club, and guess what? The bouncer at the front says, “Your name is not on the list. I cannot let you in.” You hear the party going on inside and you’re like, I’ve got to get in there!” You remember, “I’ll just tell him the name of the person who invited me.” And so you do and sure enough the door opens up and out comes the person who invited you and you say, “I’m with them.” And they let you inside and you have a great time. Otherwise you’d be left out in the cold.

Jesus has essentially sent everyone in the world a Facebook invitation to heaven. Jesus has said, “I love you. I’m the one who created you. You weren’t an accident. Hell is real. I don’t want you to go there.” He doesn’t want anyone in this room to go to hell. But he’s willing to let you go there if that’s the destination you choose. But you’re standing at the door potentially. You’ve got the invitation. You just have to say, “I’m with Jesus. I’m with him. I love him. I follow his ways.” And the door will open and it will be an eternal party forever. The VIP section? Forget about that. God says there will be mansions in heaven waiting for you. But we have to accept the invitation and make that commitment to Jesus.

Two passages of Scripture. Hebrew 9:27. It talks about the scope of this gift in Jesus. “Christ died once for all time as a sacrifice to take away the sins of many people. He will come again, not to deal with our sins—he’s already done that—but to bring salvation to all those who are eagerly awaiting him.” Jesus is someday going to come back and those who have accepted him as their savior, he will round up and the eternal party will begin. That will be a day that will never be forgotten in history.

Romans 5. If you want to study another chapter this week on heaven and hell and get ready for what we’re going to talk about next week, Romans 5 would be incredible. “So death, this huge abyss separating us from God, dominated the landscape from Adam, the first human, to Moses [one of the leaders that’s mentioned in the Bible; here it is in a nutshell]. Just as one person did wrong and got us all in trouble with sin and death, another person who is Jesus did it right and got us all out of it.” The one man, more than getting us out of trouble, he got us into life. One man said no to God and put many people in the wrong. One man said yes to God and put many in the right.

The third fill-in—the last one in your notes: There is hope in Jesus. I’m going to die. Hell is a real place. But there is hope.

This verse is interesting. I like the way it says that you’re standing in front of an abyss. I can’t get there on my own. That makes sense to me. But the rescue plan came into place where Jesus would come down to the earth and he would live a perfect life. He was the very Son of God. One day he would carry a cross to the top of a hill, and for all mankind, for everyone, his blood was shed and he died. The Bible teaches us that that was the most perfect gift. It was the substitution.

You don’t have to die and go to hell anymore. Hell is real. But you don’t have to go there. You don’t have to worry about it anymore. Those that will bow before God and give their life and place their faith and trust in him, then there is now a way for them to go to heaven. The cross is the bridge that gets us to heaven. The cross is what allows us to have eternal life with God. We can walk across the bridge to heaven.

Friends, this is what I want for you. I want you to know God’s incredible love for you. Hell is real. I wish I could pretend that it wasn’t. It’s a real place. But so is heaven. And I’m going to tell you all about it next week. This is how you get there.

Prayer:


God, thank you that there is a happy ending to this story. The way that Jesus talked about hell, oh man! But God, more than anything this is a story about loving you. This is a story not about avoiding hell, but placing our faith and our trust in you and the reward for that is heaven. God, I know that there are a ton of students on the fence. I know that there are a ton of students that either didn’t go to hell or lied. They didn’t want to be honest. I understand. As we sing these songs to you, may they be a celebration of the cross and victory over death and hell. God, for those who are still seeking you, may they find you and may they find this is a safe place to continue that journey. Thanks for every student that’s here. We ask those things in your name. Amen.

