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Sheol/Hades, Hell, Tartarus and Gehenna 
Sheol/Hades 

Sheol is the Hebrew word and Hades is the equivalent Greek word for the place of the dead.  In 
the Old Testament the word Sheol has been translated into English as "the grave", "hell", "pit" or 
"death".  The literal meaning is "the unseen world of the departed souls of the dead."  Sheol and 
Hades are not really hell.  Both words refer to a temporary place, but hell is a permanent place of 
punishment that lasts forever. 

Sheol/Hades is a physical place located in the heart of the earth and consists of three 
compartments:  "Abraham's Bosom" or "Paradise", "the Great Gulf Fixed" and, "the Place of 
Torment."  The story of Lazarus and the Rich Man as related in Luke 16: 19-31 tells us about 
these three compartments. 

Abraham's Bosom or Paradise 

This is the place where the souls of the righteous dead before Christ's death 
went immediately after their death.  It was a place of comfort.  Scripture tells 
us that Lazarus was carried there by angels. 

Great Gulf Fixed 

This is an expanse that separates Paradise from the Place of Torment.  One 
can not cross over this gulf from one side to the other, although one may see 
across this gulf or speak across it.  It is a chasm that separates the believers 
from the unbelievers.  It is possible that this leads down to both Tartarus and 
on to the Abyss or Bottomless Pit. 

Place of Torment 

This is the place where the souls of the wicked dead reside awaiting their 
final judgment.  The unbeliever goes immediately to this place after death.  It 
is a real physical place and a place of torment.  The Rich Man sought relief 
from the flames. 

The Empty Compartment 

In the present age, the church age or the age of grace, believers do not go to Sheol/Hades after 
death.  Instead, they go directly up to heaven.  Psalm 16:10, a prophecy concerning Jesus Christ, 
says, "For You will not leave my soul in Sheol..."  Acts 1:9 tells us that Jesus "was taken up, and 
a cloud received Him out of their sight." 

Sheol/Hades is located "down" 

Deuteronomy 32:22  "For a fire is kindled in My anger and shall burn to the lowest hell 
(Sheol)..."  Job 11:8 "...deeper than Sheol..."   Isaiah 14:9  "Hell (Sheol) from beneath is excited 
about you..."  Isaiah 14: 15  "Yet you shall be brought down to Sheol, to the lowest depths of the 
Pit..."  Job 21:13  "They spend their days in wealth, and in a moment go down to the grave 
(Sheol)." 

Absent from the body, present with the Lord 

2 Corinthians 5:8  "We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and be 
present with the Lord."  Since the resurrection, the believer in Jesus Christ, does not go to 
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Sheol/Hades, but rather to heaven to be present with the Lord Jesus Christ.   When Stephen was 
being made a martyr, Acts 7:55 says "But he being full of the Holy spirit, gazed into heaven and 
saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God." 

We know that Jesus went to Paradise. In Luke 23:43, the thief on a cross next to Jesus' cross, 
cried out in believing faith for Jesus to "remember me when You come into Your kingdom." 
Jesus answered him saying "today you will be with Me in Paradise." This verse reveals that Jesus 
went into the Paradise compartment of Hades directly from the cross 

Ephesians 4:8,9 "Therefore He says: 'When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and 
gave gifts to men.' (Now this, 'He ascended'--- what does it mean but that He also first descended 
into the lowest parts of the earth?  He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all 
the heavens, that He might fill all things.)"  These verses tell us that the Paradise section of 
Hades was taken by Christ up into heaven.  The Paradise compartment of Hades is now empty.  
Believers now go directly into heaven upon their death. 

Why did the Old Testament saints go first to the Paradise section of Sheol? 

In the Old Testament, sins were temporarily atoned for by the shed blood of a lamb.  But in 
Hebrews 9:4 we learn that "it is not possible that the blood of bulls and goats could take away 
sins."  These sacrifices under the law were but "a shadow of the good things to come, and not the 
image of the things."  These sacrifices could never "make those who approach perfect."  Hebrews 
10:1.  Christ's death on the cross completed their atonement.  Just before giving up His spirit 
while hanging on His cross, Jesus Christ called out, "It is finished!"  Jesus was saying that the 
final sacrifice for their sins was paid.  Immediately after releasing His spirit, Jesus descended into 
Hades and led all the Old Testament believers, whom had been held captive until their sin was 
finally atoned for, up into heaven where they live with Him until this day.  Now heaven holds 
both Old Testament believers and Church Age believers. 

Tartarus 

"Tartarus" appears only once in the whole Bible.  It is the present abode of some very sinful and 
vile demons.  2 Peter: 2:4:  "For if God did not spare the angels who sinned, but cast them down 
to hell (Tartarus) and delivered them into chains of darkness, to be reserved for judgment;"   

It has been suggested that "the angels who sinned" may refer to the "sons of God" in Genesis 6:1-
5.  "Now it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters 
were born to them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men, that they were beautiful; and 
they took wives for themselves of all whom they chose.  And the Lord said, 'My Spirit shall not 
strive with man forever, for he is indeed flesh; yet his days shall be one hundred and twenty 
years.' There were giants on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God 
came in to the daughters of men and they bore children to them.  Those were the mighty men 
who were of old, men of renown.  Then the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the 
earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually." 

Another reference to these sinning angels is found in Jude 6.  "And the angels who did not keep 
their proper domain, but left their own abode, He has reserved in everlasting chains under 
darkness for the judgment of the great day." 

Apparently, Jesus also preached to the fallen angels while He was in Hades.  I Peter 3:19 "by 
whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison (20) who formerly were disobedient..."  
He was not "preaching repentance for salvation" to them.  These fallen angels were incorrigible 
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and not eligible for salvation.  Jesus was more likely declaring His victory over sin and death to 
them. 

Some scholars say that Jesus took the keys to Hades and Death with him from Hades, because we 
read in Revelation 1:18 that He now possesses them.  Romans 6:9 tells us that death now has no 
power over Jesus.  "Knowing that Christ having been raised from the dead, dies no more.  Death 
no longer has dominion over Him." 

The Abyss or Bottomless Pit 

The "bottomless pit" or "pit of the abyss" is deep in the center of the earth.  The word "abyss" 
comes from roots that means "without depth" and so is translated "bottomless pit".  It may be the 
lowest compartment of Hades.  It must be a particularly fearsome and horrible place because in 
Luke 8:31, the legion of demons that Jesus commanded to leave the man of the Gadarenes, 
begged Jesus that He not send them to the abyss. Instead, Jesus sent them into a herd of pigs. 

However, it is the abode of hordes of fearsome creatures called "locusts" in Revelation 9:1-12.  
They will be released during the Great Tribulation by a "star fallen from heaven who had the key 
to the bottomless pit."  The angel of the bottomless pit and king over these creatures has the 
name Abaddon in Hebrew or Apollyon in Greek. 

During the Millennium, Satan will be bound and cast into the bottomless pit (Revelation 20:1-3). 

Dr. Henry Morris says, "It is apparently at the very core of the earth and so, in truth, has no 
bottom.  Its boundaries in all directions are all ceilings; one cannot go 'down' in any direction.  
The pit of this abyss of Hades is apparently one of its imprisoning cells, and it is only this one to 
which Satan actually receives the key." 

The Lake of Fire or Gehenna 

"Gehenna" is the word in the New Testament for the permanent place for the wicked dead.  Its 
name comes from the words valley and Hinnom.  The Valley of Hinnom was a place just outside 
the walls of Jerusalem where the residents dumped their garbage.  There was a fire continually 
burning there.  In Mark chapter 9, Jesus warns of certain offenses that would cause one to go to 
Gehenna, "into the fire that shall never be quenched.:  He is referring to "hell" or the "lake of 
fire."  Revelation 19:20 tells us that at the end of the Great Tribulation, the beast (antichrist) and 
the false prophet will be "cast alive into the lake of fire burning with brimstone."  Revelation 
20:15 tells us that following the Great White Throne Judgment, "anyone not found written in the 
Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire." 

The location of the Lake of Fire is unknown.  Someone has suggested that it is perhaps one of the 
stars.  A star after all, is a lake of burning gas that burns continually.  A black hole is another 
possibility – it is a star that has collapsed into itself by excessive gravity.  We don't know what 
the inside of a black hole is like, because nothing can escape its interior, not even light.  Thus it 
is the ideal place for permanent garbage disposal, or an eternal prison. 

 


