
1 
 

Clackamas United Church of Christ 
Rev. Adam Ericksen 
4.28.19 
 

The Resurrected Jesus and the Destruction of Hell 
 
Doubting Thomas. 
 
That’s his nickname. That’s what we know him as. We know Thomas for his doubts. 
 
And he’s been used as a negative example throughout much of Christian history. As in, “Don’t 
be a Doubting Thomas.”  
 
But I wonder if there are things that religion teaches that we should doubt. I wonder if some 
doctrines within Christian history have very little to do with Jesus and are actually quite harmful 
to our soul. 
 
I have been through a process of doubting some of those teachings. And in this sense, I love 
Doubting Thomas. And I think he’s actually an excellent example of faith. 
 
Here is what I mean: throughout much of my life, I was given the impression that religion was 
primarily about trying to be a good person. The larger Christian culture taught me this lesson. I 
had to believe the right things and behave the right way and if I didn’t, God’s wrath would 
descend upon me and God would send me to the fiery pit hell. 
 
So, the teaching said, “Don’t be a Doubting Thomas. Squelch all of your doubts. Keep your life in 
order. Obey God and God’s commandments. Because if you turn against God, God will turn 
against you.” 
 
There were times I lived in fear and anxiety about this God of hell. I was not at peace with God. 
God seemed much more like a violent and angry Tyrant to be feared than a patient and 
compassionate Parent to be loved. 
 
Did you notice in our passage today that when the resurrected Jesus appeared to the disciples, 
they were also living in fear? Their master was just killed, and they feared that those who killed 
Jesus might now come after them. And, to make matters worse, suddenly the man that they 
just abandoned and betrayed, the man who was killed on the cross, was somehow standing 
right in front of them. 
 
And then Jesus says what I think are four of the most important words in the entire Bible. The 
resurrected Jesus gently says to the Disciples, “Peace be with you.” 
 
He doesn’t just say those words once. He repeats them three times. “Peace be with you. Peace 
be with you. Peace be with you.” 
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Why did Jesus have to repeat these words three times? I think it’s because the disciples had a 
hard time believing his words of peace. The disciples lived in fear. Fear that other people were 
out to get them. And, more immediately at this time, fear that the resurrected Jesus was out to 
get them for revenge. The disciples acted badly. They all abandoned Jesus. So, they feared that 
they had turned against God and now God would turne against them. 
 
If Jesus followed the script of the wrathful God of hell that I grew up with, he would not have 
offered them peace. According to that script, Jesus should have said something like, “Hey you 
jerks!” And then he would have done his best Arnold Schwarzenegger impersonation and say, 
“I’m back. And I’m sending you all to hell because you lack faith and you abandoned me. Now I 
will abandon you.” 
 
But that’s not at all what he says. He says to them, “Peace be with you.” Jesus doesn’t abandon 
them. In fact, even though the disciples lacked faith in him, Jesus had faith in his disciples. He 
didn’t give up on them. Rather, he sent them on a mission by saying, “As the Father sent me, so 
I send you.”  
 
We should ask, “How did the Father send Jesus?” The Father sent Jesus into the world to offer 
forgiveness, not judgement. To offer healing, not harm. To include those deemed as “other,” 
not exclude them.  
 
Which leads us back to Doubting Thomas. When Jesus came to Thomas, he told Thomas to put 
his hand in his side where the Roman soldier pierced Jesus with a spear as Jesus hung on the 
cross. Have you seen the Caravaggio painting of this moment with Thomas? It’s beautiful. Jesus 
takes Thomas by the hand and places his finger at his side. Jesus says, “See, this is the wound. 
This happened. You had a part to play in it because you abandoned me. But I don’t hold it 
against you. I love you and I believe in you.” 
 
After Thomas put his hand in Jesus side, Thomas responds, “My Lord and my God.” Now, I don’t 
know exactly what that means, but at the very least it means this: The resurrected Jesus reveals 
who God is at the most fundamental level. And there is no hint of wrath within the resurrected 
Jesus. There is no hint of revenge. God is not out to get anyone by sending people to hell. You 
can doubt any of those depictions of God because Jesus reveals that God seeks to restore us 
back to the fullness of life by offering radical forgiveness and love. 
 
I want you to know that I’m not making this up. Doubts about hell are actually really old. We 
often think the idea that God sends people to hell after they die was the only teaching of the 
ancient church. Thus, we tend to think that universal salvation is a modern heresy. 
 
But that’s false. There were countless ancient theologians who taught universal salvation. For 
example, around the year 375 lived a man named Gregory of Nyssa. Gregory was one of the 
most important theologians of early Christianity. He was ultra-Orthodox. You may be surprised 
to know that he claimed that after Jesus was killed on Good Friday, he descended into hell. 
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Gregory essentially tells this story about Jesus and hell: The ruler of hell was the devil. But the 
devil thought the dead Jesus was just another human being and so the devil opened the gates 
of hell and let Jesus into his domain. But Jesus brought the light of God with him as he entered 
hell. The light of God was so bright that it acted as a cleansing and purifying agent. “Incapable 
of enduring the divine presence, [the devil] was overcome and defeated, and hell was 
destroyed.”1 
 
Many ancient Christians believed that the resurrected Jesus conquered hell. And so I am 
convinced that we don’t have to be like the disciples in our story this morning. We don’t have 
to live in fear of hell when we die. 
 
And yet, even though Jesus conquered hell, it’s true that Jesus talks about hell more than 
anyone else in scripture. It’s true that Jesus warns us about hell. 
 
But here’s the point: When Jesus talks about hell he used the word Gehenna. It’s important to 
know that Gehenna was a literal, physical place just outside the city of Jerusalem. Gehenna was 
the place where the ancient Kings of Judah sacrificed their children in ritual pits of fire to the 
god Moloch. 
 
Gehenna was a literal place of fire and death. Gehenna was not a place that God created. It was 
created by people.  
 
And so when Jesus talked about hell, he was not talking about a place we go after we die. He 
was talking about a literal place created by people. He was talking about the countless ways 
that we create hell on earth right her, right now. 
 
The war in Syria is hell. 
 
Racism is hell. 
 
Economic injustice is hell. 
 
Political corruption is hell. 
 
Treating immigrants and refugees as subhuman is hell. 
 
Lack of health-care is hell. 
 
Drone strikes are hell. 
 
Gun violence is hell. 
 

                                                           
1 See Hilarion Alfeyev, Christ the Conqueror of Hell, () page 
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Continued lack of clean drinking water in places like Flint, Michigan is hell. 
 
Abusive clergy is hell. 
 
Abusive parents are hell. 
 
An abusive spouse is hell. 
 
Believing the lie that God has turned against us is hell.  
 
The lack of political will to do anything about climate change will lead us and God’s good earth 
straight into a hell of our own making. 
 
These are all examples of the hells that we create here on earth. I’m sure we could come up 
with many more. But there is Good News. Amid all the hells that we create, we are not alone. 
For Jesus descends with us. Jesus has been to hell and he knows the way out.  
 
My favorite image of Jesus is a tenth century painting. It shows Jesus descending into hell. Jesus 
broke down the gates of hell, conquered it, and he takes the first man Adam by the hand and 
pulls him out. All of humanity follows. 
 
The resurrected Jesus took Doubting Thomas by the hand so that he would believe the real-
flesh-and-blood peace and love of God. In the same way, the resurrected Jesus comes to us. He 
takes us by the hand. Sometimes Jesus might sit with us in our hells and holds our hand. 
Sometimes he takes us by the hand and drags us out of hell. 
 
And sometimes Jesus needs a little help. That’s where we come in. Jesus needs us to be his 
hands and feet for one another. And you have been that for me during the last year and a half. 
I’ve been through my own little hells and you have reminded me that I’m not alone. When I first 
came here, two of my best friends died within 3 months of each other. You entered that hell 
with me. I’ve had family members suffer from physical and mental health issues. You entered 
that hell with me. And extended family members have turned their backs on me, calling me 
blasphemous. You entered that hell by laughing at that comment with me. And I am forever 
grateful for you because you have shown me the love and light of Christ. You have entered into 
my hells, and you have taken me by the hand, and you have brought heaven with you.  
 
And so may we continue to be Christ’s hands and feet for one another. 
 
May we extend a hand to each other when we experience our hells. 
 
And may we bring the light of Christ with us wherever we go. Amen. 

 


