
THE DIFFICULT WORDS OF JESUS 
A  BE GINN ER ’S  GUID E  TO  HI S  MO S T P ER P LE XIN G TE A CH IN GS  

Session 5 Questions 

Matthew 5:27-30, Luke 13:22-30, Matthew 18:25-35 
 

1. In chapter 5, AJ cites a Pew Research statistic: “58 percent of Americans believe in a literal hell.” 

Are you in that majority? Why or why not? 

 

2. How, if at all, have your ideas about hell changed during your life? 

 

3. Can one believe in heaven without believing in hell? Why or why not? 

 

4. How would you respond if a non-Christian were to ask, “Why do Christians talk so much about 

hell? 

 

Brief History of Hell (needed for questions that follow, not part of your reading). 

• Most of the Tanakh (the books Christians call the Old Testament), when it mentions an afterlife 

at all, describes Sheol, or “the Pit” as “a shadowy type of half-life dark, away from God, away 

from either pain or pleasure.” Every living thing went to Sheol after death, including all people, 

righteous or unrighteous. Originally, “Abaddon” was a synonym for Sheol. (See Psalm 88:3-13.)  

 

• In the centuries before Jesus, Jews lived under a series of foreign rulers and faced persecution. 

These experiences, especially the efforts of Syrian-Greek ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes in the 

second century BC to erase Jewish identity, led to the development of apocalyptic Jewish 

literature written “to give readers hope for their vindication and for the eradication of evil. 

Apocalyptic texts assure us that God is in control, that our persecutions have meaning, and that 

justice will prevail.” The idea of God delivering justice in the future, after death, emerged. (See 

Daniel 12:1-3). 

 

• “By the time of Jesus, the idea that the righteous would be rewarded and the wicked punished 

was a view firmly entrenched” in much of Judaism, but beliefs about the details differed.  

 

• The apostle Paul writes about God’s future wrath and final judgment, but not about “a dreadful 

afterlife for sinners and/or nonbelievers.” The Revelation to John (an early Christian apocalyptic 

book) mentions both endless torture for the unrighteous (Revelation 14:11) and their “second 

death” in a fiery, sulfurous Lake (Revelation 21:8).  

 



• Starting in the church’s second and third centuries, Christians began talking more and more 

about heaven and hell, “a concern imported in part from Greek and Roman stories” of tortures 

or rewards after death. Christians emphasized Jesus’s death as the penalty paid for human sin. 

“The more Christians spoke about salvation and damnation, the more Rabbinic Jews spoke 

about sanctification in this world,” emphasizing the importance of individual and communal 

repentance and the ongoing mercy and grace of God. 

 

• Although Christian and Jewish beliefs about hell vary today, much modern Judaism lacks “any 

robust sense of hell,” indicating that “Jews in general do not follow Torah in order to earn a 

sentence of eternal life or to avoid a sentence of eternal damnation.” 

 

5. What interests or surprises you most about this brief “history of hell”? 

 

6. Does the Bible’s diversity of ideas about and images for hell make you think any differently about 

it? Why or why not? 

 

7. How do you understand hell? 

 

8. The ‘history of hell” illustrates how historical circumstances and cultural influences can cause 

faith traditions to evolve and change over time. Do you think this process of change 

compromises or confirms faith’s truth and trustworthiness? Why? 

 

• Jesus spoke several times of Gehenna, a valley near Jerusalem where, centuries before, some 

Israelites had burned their children as offerings to foreign deities, in violation of God’s 

commandments. English Bibles translate “Gehenna” as “hell.” (Read Matthew 5:27-30.) 

 

9. Why might Gehenna have been remembered as a “hell” in Jesus’s day? 

 

10. AJ says these sayings about hell “function as verbal cold showers,” intended to make Jesus’s 

hearers stop and think before they commit sinful actions. If Jesus doesn’t literally intend for us to 

rip out our eyes or cut off our hands, how literally should we take his references to hell? 

 

11. AJ notes another of Jesus’s mentions of hell as a place of complete obliteration. Do you find 

thinking of hell this way more, less, or as acceptable as thinking of it as eternal torture? Why? 

 

• Jesus does not always use the word hell when speaking of punishment in the afterlife. Another 

image he uses to describe the fate of the unrighteous was “wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 

Although it is most often found in Matthew, Jesus also uses it in Luke 13:24-30. (Read Luke 

13:24-30.) 

 



12. When, if ever, have you wondered whether few or many will be saved? How do you react to 

Jesus’s answer to this question in this Scripture? 

 

13. Why might the homeowner in Jesus’s “partial parable” not recognize the people knocking at his 

door, seeking entrance? What shocking surprise awaits them? 

 

14. AJ suggests the place of weeping in this Scripture is “not hell” but “the back of the line where 

those who thought they were the ‘first’ …. Now find themselves.” She reads Jesus’s words as 

both “a marvelous warning” to complacent insiders and “an equally marvelous encouragement” 

to those whom the insiders wrong exclude. Do you find yourself discouraged or encouraged by 

the story Jesus tells? Why? 

 

• According to AJ, Jesus in Matthew speaks about “an endless sentence of torture and pain” in 

four parables. (Read Matthew 18:23-35 for one of the four and the one we will discuss.)  

 

15. When, if ever, have you been able to identify with the first slave’s desperation in the face of a 

debt? What did you do? What happened? 

 

16. When, if ever, have you been able to identify with the first slave’s impatience with someone who 

owes a debt to you? What did you do? What happened? 

 

17. What might the implications of the great difference in the size of debts owed in this story mean? 

 

18. What does it mean, in practical terms, to forgive someone “from your heart” (verse 35)? Can you 

think of a time you saw such forgiveness in practice? 

 

19. “The view of the divine as one approving eternal torture is not a view I hold,” writes AJ. Do 

you? Why or why not? 

 

20. Why might Jesus have said that failure to forgive others is deserving of extended or even eternal 

torture? 


