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Going to the Good Place 

September 26, 2021 

 

In the middle of last year, the midst of the pandemic, Becca and I found ourselves watching a 

show called “The Good Place.”  The premise of the show is that a young woman finds herself in 

an office, where a man behind a desk tells her that she has died and has now come to “The Good 

Place,” what we might call “heaven.”  This man shows her around this paradise, where life is 

perfect and people are kind and selfless. 

 

As part of their orientation, this woman and her cohort of new arrivals watch a welcome video, 

in which the score-keeping system of earthly lives is explained.  Every kind or good or faithful or 

selfless act you do on earth earns you a certain number of points.  Every selfish or mean act you 

do loses you points.  And as part of this welcome video, some of the acts and their corresponding 

point-counts are displayed. 

 

So for example: 

• End slavery: +814,000 points 

• Purify a village’s water source: +295 points 

• Carefully step over someone’s flower bed: +2 points 

 

On the other hand: 

• Poison a river: -4,010 points 

• Stiff a waitress: -7 points 

 

And you can tell the writers of this show had some fun putting this list together.  There are items  

like: 

• Tel a woman to “smile”: -54 

• Rev a motorcycle: -65 points (which I have to admit, living on Old Airport Rd, there is a 

sort of vindictive, evil satisfaction I get from saying that) 

• Root for the New York Yankees: -99 

• Favorite: Remain loyal to the Cleveland Browns: +54 

 

Of course, the idea is that if you earn enough points in your life, you get into “The Good Place.”  

If you don’t, you find yourself in “The Bad Place.” 
Michael Schur, “Pilot,” The Good Place. NBC, Universal City, CA, September 19, 2016. 

 

It’s a wonderful show.  I’d highly recommend watching it, if you haven’t.  It’s entertaining and 

funny, and yet also manages to explore death in a very real and honest way.  Wonderful show.  

Terrible theology. 

 

That is, I think, a prevalent way we think about heaven and hell today.  Our society says that if 

are you a “good” person and you do enough good deeds, you earn your way into heaven.  If you 

are a “bad” person and you don’t do enough good deeds, you go to hell. 
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Not only is that a false dichotomy of “good” and “bad” people (since we know that our 

childhood and upbringing largely shape our actions), but this system also perpetuates the idea 

that we earn salvation or grace or God’s favor. 

 

So today, I’d like to talk about heaven and hell.  Jesus really gets into it today.  After a short 

exchange with his disciples (we’ll get back to that in a minute), Jesus starts talking about hell.  If 

this gruesome lesson, he says it’s better to lop off a hand or a foot or an eye than it is to be 

thrown into hell, to the unquenchable fire, “where the worm never dies and the fire is never 

quenched.” 

 

And so we picture hell as a fiery pit under the earth, like Dante describes for us in his Inferno, 

and we go there after we die as a place of punishment if we are evil and rev our motorcycles too 

much. 

 

But there are a few issues with this picture of hell as a fiery, underground cavern for evil people.  

First and foremost, Jesus isn’t talking about where we go after we die.  Our choice, Jesus says, 

isn’t heaven or hell; it’s either life or this hell (or in one instance, the Kingdom of God vs. hell; 

and the Kingdom of God was on earth, as Jesus said so many times).  This is a choice for the 

here and now, not a choice that will affect your afterlife. 

 

Second, the word for “hell” is Gehenna.  This is a physical place outside the walls of Jerusalem.  

It was a terrible place; in the Old Testament days, it was the site of idol worship and child 

sacrifice.  It was also the site of a terrible battle in the book of Isaiah.   

 

And archaeological evidence tells us that in Jesus’ day, Gehenna was still not a nice place; it was 

the garbage dump of Jerusalem, where the trash from the city was burned.  And in that garbage, 

there would be worms and bugs crawling around. 

 

So that is the image Jesus is giving us, of this terrible place, a place of death and garbage and fire 

and, in ancient times, unfaithfulness to God. 

 

So here’s your choice, Jesus says, for your life.  This life, not the eternal hereafter.  Either, you 

cut out of your life those things that hurt you, or you will find yourself miserable.  You create a 

hell for yourself.  And not only that, you’ll make the world more miserable for everyone around 

you. 

 

Jesus is saying this to his disciples because they have just been arguing about who is the greatest 

follower of Jesus.  And then they tried to silence someone who was working miracles in Jesus’ 

name.  The disciples don’t get it.  They are still full of pride and conceit and competition and fear 

that someone else might get the glory besides them. 

 

It’s to these disciples that Jesus offers this teaching.  Stop being competitive.  Stop restricting 

grace and goodness that this other person is giving in my name.  Stop arguing about who is the 

best among you.  Cut out those actions and those selfish qualities.  Because if you don’t cut them 

out, you will live in a hell you have created.  And the others around you will be drawn into this 

hell. 
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Author Daniel Migliore puts it this way:  

“Hell is simply to be oneself apart from God’s grace and in isolation from others. Hell is that 

self-chosen condition in which, in opposition to God’s agapic love and the call to a life of 

mutual friendship and service, individuals barricade themselves from others. It is the hellish 

weariness and boredom of a life focused entirely on itself. Hell is not an arbitrary divine 

punishment at the end of history. It is not the final retaliation of a vindictive deity. Hell is 

self-destructive resistance to the eternal love of God.  
Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991) p. 347 

 

One example of this destructive cycle happening today is the hell of addiction.  When someone 

is deep in the throes of addiction, life is awful, for themselves and for the people around them.  

The only way to end that pain and misery is to cut off that part of themselves that is causing them 

to stumble – the source of that addiction (alcohol or drugs or overeating). 

 

And the only way to cut out that part is surrender.  Is grace.  Is giving up our own selfish wills. 

 

The result then, is heavenly.  It is life, as Jesus says. 

 

So I don’t think Jesus is talking about the afterlife here.  I think Jesus is describing life in this 

world: either you help create a world that is full of life and peace and honesty, a world that is of 

God.  Or you make this world more hellish. 

 

Well, that’s all well and good.  But the lingering question is, So what about when we die?  Is 

there a heaven?  Is there a hell (one that presumably doesn’t have fire and caverns and devils)? 

 

I believe that there is a heaven and there is a hell.  Heaven is the close presence of God, where 

love and peace are overwhelming.  Hell is the (only) place where God is not. 

 

One of the more compelling books on heaven and hell is C. S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce, which 

offers an image of hell as a grubby, run-down city where it’s always dusk.  The entrance to 

heaven is a beautiful paradise with fields and rivers and animals.  The compelling piece of the 

book is that anyone can choose to go to heaven, but it means letting go of selfish ideas that we 

cling to.  And many people choose to hold on to these selfish and familiar ways of operating, 

rather than enter heaven. 

 

C. S. Lewis is careful to say that his idea of the afterlife is just a metaphor.  An idea.  The point 

Jesus makes today is not about our afterlife.  It is a call, a demand of his followers, to create a 

world of peace and selflessness, even if it means cutting out parts of ourselves that we have 

grown dependent on.  Better to rip off the Band-aid and be free and loving and happy, than hold 

onto the familiar and create a hell on earth. 

 

I’ll close with a story about how the choices we make affect our outlook. 

 

One day, a boy and a girl were playing together. The boy had a collection of marbles. The girl 

had some candy with her. The boy told the girl that he will give her all his marbles in exchange 

for all her sweets. The girl agreed. 

https://amzn.to/2NpDKRN
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The boy secretly snuck his biggest and the most beautiful marble into his pocket and gave the 

rest to the girl. The girl gave him all her candy as she had promised. 

 

That night, the girl slept peacefully. But the boy couldn’t sleep as he kept wondering if the girl 

had hidden some sweets from him, the way he had hidden his best marble. 

 

It is our choices, our actions, that determine whether we live life abundantly, or we live in a hell 

of our own making. 

 

Amen. 
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