
Heaven and hell are real 
four weeks on the counter-cultural claims of Jesus.  

Happy New Year to you all. I hope you’ve had a great week or so 

enjoying time with friends and family and perhaps a break from work. 

More than that though, I hope you’ve had time to reflect on the 

significance of God entering into our history as Jesus – born in 

scandalous circumstances and challenging our expectations of 

greatness. Coming off the back of our celebration of Christmas, through 

January we are considering the radical claims that baby made when he 

grew into a man. We consider some of the biggest claims of human 

history that demand our attention today. 

intro  

And today/tonight we kick off with a cracker – the claim that heaven 

and hell are real. In our present circumstances in Australia this is pretty 

outrageous, or at least considered a bit politically incorrect.  

On the one hand, the idea of hell has been reduced to a description of 

things going wrong – Take Tuesday’s Advertiser that had the headline– 

‘Holiday in Hell: the patients trapped in our failing health system.’ The 

article goes on to describe the difficulties of those experiencing the 

challenges of our public health system. The South Australian Health 

Department may have some problems, but it isn’t hell. 

On the other hand, heaven tends to be little more than the name of an 

ice cream on a stick, or a vague idea of the good life, which is more 

likely referring to the ideal Aussie vacation, and it is surely something 

that all decent people can look forward to, isn’t it? 

Jesus has a lot to say about heaven and hell – more than any one else in 

the Bible in fact. There’s simply too much to consider in 20 minutes, so 

we’re going to focus on this particular passage. I’m also going to assume 

that we think Jesus is worth listening to and is reliable in what he 

teaches. If you’ve got questions about that, they’re really worth asking 

and we’d love to chat more – please let me know with one of the 

welcome cards or come and see me after the service. 

Let’s have a closer look at the passage we read from Matthew 25 just 

now. Please have a bible open so you can see these words that Jesus 

spoke. . 

Matthew 25:31-46 – heaven and hell are real. 

v31 –  

This story that we’ve just read is about Jesus and who he claims to be. 

The ‘Son of Man’ who is the king in this story is Jesus himself. At a 

number of points through the gospel accounts of Jesus’ teaching he 

described himself as the king of God’s kingdom using this title – ‘Son of 

Man’. It is a title of glory and majesty and unequaled power. If you want 

to read the background of the title, jot down Daniel 7 and have a read of 

that when you get home.  

As Jesus is describing himself as God’s appointed king he makes the 

claim that he will come in his glory. At this point in Jesus’ life he is 

approaching Jerusalem for the final time. Jesus’ knew that he would be 

killed, then raised to life and taken to heaven. He would go, but then he 

would come again in his glory. Glory that was hidden when he came as 

a fragile baby will be on full view when he comes as reigning King. His 

glory that was spattered with blood and mud, beaten and nailed to a 

cross will be blazing light as he come to exercise his role as judge of all 

humanity. So there’s a counter-cultural claim – that Jesus is the Lord of 

all – but more on that next week. 

v32-33  

The point that follows in verse 32 and 33 is that his  judgment is 

exercised over all of humanity, separating all the people of the world 

from all of history into just two groups. But this is not a trial to find the 

truth. No shepherd needs to spend long analysing the animal in front of 

him to know if is a sheep or a goat. This is a judge who knows us 

intimately and accurately. He is not trying to find the truth, he is 

declaring what is the truth. 

v34-45  

In what follows in v34-45, Jesus shows that his judgment will be fair, 

for all face the same analysis, it will be definite, for he has the final 



word, and it will ultimately hinge on how we have responded to the 

kingdom of God.  

Nice people go to heaven, right?  

Well, that’s not the measure that Jesus uses. 

The litmus test Jesus uses here is how we have cared for those who 

acknowledge him as king. To be clear, this isn’t about how we care for 

the poor in general.  

What Jesus has on view here is how his disciples are treated. They are 

his representatives in the world – the way they are treated reflects the 

treatment of their king. 

We know this because Jesus refers to those cared for as ‘the least of 

these brothers of mine’ in verse 40. The only other times that Jesus 

refers to people as his brothers or sisters he is describing those who 

follow him as his disciples – earlier in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus said it 

plainly – ‘whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother 

and sister and mother.’  

And so the king says here in verse 40 – ‘whatever you did for one of the 

least of these brothers of mind, you did for me’ 

To be clear: You do not earn your way into heaven by caring for poor 

Christians. The promise of heaven is open to those who honor the king 

of heaven as their Savior and Lord. But Jesus does challenge us here 

that one of the key expressions of your honor of him is your care for his 

representatives in the world – his disciples, and especially those in 

need.  

We might ask, why is it ‘the least of these brothers of mine’? Why is it 

those who are hungry and thirsty and alone and naked and sick and in 

prison? Jesus doesn’t tell us here, but we see again and again in the 

Bible that it is because it runs against our human desire to care for 

those who can care for us – I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine. 

I’ll care for those who will repay the loan or at least give me some 

prestige and respect. And Jesus cuts right across this and calls us to care 

for those who can give us no reward for we know our only reward 

comes from relationship with the king. 

Jesus point: The concern we show for members of the kingdom reflects 

the concern we have for the king. If you respect your king you will be 

concerned for his people.  

Or to put it negatively, as Jesus sums it up, those who disregard the 

plight of the members of his kingdom have demonstrated their 

disregard for the king of the kingdom. 

Jesus sums up the outcome in the final sentence of our reading: ‘they 

will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.’ 

This is the future of every person who has ever walked the earth. It is 

real. It is for ever. 

All of this is an expression of God’s rule.  

You see, the Bible teaches us that Heaven is the kingdom of God 

enjoyed as blessing by those who have accepted his grace to cover their 

sin.  

In contrast, hell is the horror of God’s anger without the protection of 

his grace. Hell is his justice, which we all deserve, apart from the 

protection of his grace. Hell is described here as fire and punishment. 

Earlier in this chapter it is pictured as darkness and exclusion, a place 

of grief and suffering. Hell is the experience of the holiness of God 

without the protection of the grace of God. 

For the great reality that the Bible presents is that we cannot outrun 

God. We cannot delude, confuse or otherwise escape God. As one of the 

poets of the Bible put it in Psalm 139 – there is no where we can go to 

be apart from God. He is everywhere.  

Our shared human condition is one of rebellion against him with a 

desire to create our own little version of reality in which we can ignore 

him and establish our own rule – to be our own gods. That is what the 

Bible calls sin. And for this we face both the natural consequences of 

the futile attempt to live life apart from our creator, and his just 

judgment for such ungratefulness.  

This is just.  



And we are without excuse, for we see the hints of our rebellion all 

around us. All that is broken and painful and perverse in this world is a 

taste of our rejection of God – it is a taste of God’s justice. It is only by 

the grace of God that he restrains his justice so that we do not yet pay 

the full price for our rejection of him. 

In contrast, all that is good and joyful and right in the world is an 

expression of the blessings of his rule. It is God’s grace that we enjoy 

any of that in the present. And all of this is but a taste of what heaven 

will be like when his rule is experienced without the presence and 

consequence of our sin. 

So for now, we live in this world that is in a state of tension – on one 

hand our sin and its consequences and on the other God’s grace in 

restraining those consequences as he patiently withholds judgment. 

And we fool ourselves that this is all there is. This is how it will always 

be. But Jesus peels back this façade of our self deception and shows us 

what is real.  

In this, Jesus is giving us a Matrix moment – as in the blockbuster film of 

1999 – my first year at uni. If you know the movie, well this is the red 

pill moment when the hidden reality of the world is revealed to those 

duped by the virtual reality that they have been convinced of. If you 

don’t know the movie, that’s fine – because the point is simple – We 

claim ignorance of the fact that God is in charge and Jesus is lifting the 

curtain on our attempts to hide behind this unreality. In a film of 

another generation there was a Wizard of Oz who was shown to be a 

phony – the curtain was drawn back and he turned out to be very 

ordinary. We pretend to be our own grand wizards in charge of our 

own kingdoms, but Jesus shows us what is really going on. 

Jesus shows us that heaven and hell are real. He shows us that there is a 

time when he will return in glory and bring this age to an end and 

establish his rule with wonderful finality. And it will be wonderful – for 

the distortion and corruption of our sin will be gone. The pain and 

suffering of our sin will be gone. The loneliness and the fighting of our 

sin will be gone. For God will establish his rule in absolute terms with 

absolute grace for all who trust in his Son. 

Yet for many, it will be a fearful and terrible day. Those who have 

rejected God’s grace will no longer have the benefit of his grace 

restraining the consequences of their sin. They will experience only 

justice.  

After that day there will be no return, no appeal or revision. Heaven 

and hell are real and both are absolute and eternal – eternal 

punishment, eternal life. 

But if heaven and hell are real, what then? – well, four brief points. 

Perseverance 

Friends, because heaven and hell are real, it is without question and 

beyond a doubt worth persevering in Christ. I know that many of you 

struggle in the face of illness or hardship or loneliness in this life. We all 

face the battle of unrestrained sin in our own hearts. Yet Jesus’ teaches 

us that because this life is not all there is, because God offers us the 

blessing of his gracious rule for all eternity, it is worth standing firm in 

Christ.  

Let me encourage you to reflect on the implications that the apostles 

drew from this reality – In your outline I’ve included just a few 

suggestions for you to spend time in this coming week. 

Urgency 

Heaven and Hell are real, and this brings a sense of urgency. Jesus tells 

us elsewhere that when he comes it will be unexpected, like a thief in 

the night, so we need to be prepared that he could come at any 

moment. 

If you’ve been invited along by a friend today/tonight, it is because they 

love you and they recognize the urgency that the reality of heaven and 

hell brings.  

Our musicians asked us the question – can you stand before your 

maker? Have you acknowledged Jesus as your Lord and King? Have you 

put your faith in him as your savior – do not delay, this is real and it is 

urgent. Take hold of his grace even tonight. 



And friends, if he is your king, consider how the reality of heaven and 

hell confronts your priorities with the urgent need for your neighbors 

and friends and the world to hear the news of Jesus. 

Can I ask, what was your greatest concern this Christmas? That the 

turkey and the pudding were cooked right, or that the king’s birth was 

announced and honored?  

9am – Whether you’re retired or not, you know well our culture’s 

dream that retirement is the closest thing to heaven on earth – a time of 

decadence and finally getting what you’ve worked for. The reality of 

heaven and hell totally upends that and drives an urgent concern for 

the suffering children of God and those who do not yet know him as 

King.  

10:30 – As parents, are we more concerned about our children’s quality 

of education or their grasp of the good news? As workers, are we more 

bound up in pursuing our financial security or our confidence before 

your king? With my name against a mortgage myself, I find myself 

constantly asking whether I’m anxious to build by own kingdom His? 

5 – What consumes your focus? Your career progression or the spread 

of the gospel? Relationships that satisfy you now, or your opportunities 

to build relationships that extend into eternity?  

7 – I often wonder at the time we spend either chasing the world 

(through things like career and travel) or escaping the world (through 

things like gaming and TV). The reality of heaven and hell gives an 

urgency to all we do. This life matters. What you do with it matters. 

How you spend your time matters.  

Friends, heaven and hell instill in us a need for urgency, for the king will 

come in his glory and your only hope, the worlds only hope, is in 

knowing and accepting his offer of grace before it is too late. 

Honesty 

Jesus is blunt that there will be many who are surprised at his 

judgment, because we are pretty good at kidding ourselves. Sadly there 

are many who pay lipservice to trusting in the king but actually having 

no regard for him or his kingdom. So the reality of heaven and hell 

challenges us to be honest about where we stand, where our confidence 

lies, whose kingdom we are concerned for and have declared our 

primary allegiance to. 

Relationship 

Yet over all this, Jesus teaches us about heaven and hell in the context of 

teaching us about relationship with him. That’s actually the primary 

question that Jesus asks – what is your regard for him? Are you willing 

– today and every day – to humble yourself and accept his offer of 

forgiveness, freedom, new life and hope? Do you see your great 

depravity and your desperate need for his glory? 

For the reality of heaven and hell reminds us of the nature of Jesus’ 

offer for us. He so desires us to enjoy his rule that out of his love he 

came not to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for 

many. Out of his love, Jesus, who knew no sin, took on the penalty of 

our sin so that we might be made right with God.  

The King of all the Universe loves you. He died that you might know his 

mercy and enjoy his rule forever.  

This is real. 

How then will you live? 


