Session 4: Are the Stakes Fair?

A study for seekers and the friends who walk with them

Part 1: Leader Preparation Guide

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim: The group discovers that the judgment Scripture actually describes is not a quiz on
belief but a rendering according to works, love, knowledge, and conscience, and that hell, in the
Church's teaching, is not imposed on the honestly mistaken but chosen by definitive self-exclusion.

Catholic Touchstone: God predestines no one to hell; a willful turning away from God, persisted in
until the end, is required, and at the evening of life we will be judged on our love (CCC 1021 to 1022, 1033,
1036 to 1037).

HOSTING YOUR SEEKER FRIEND

This is the session most likely to touch open wounds. Two cautions and one banned move:

Someone in the room may be grieving a person who died outside the faith, and may not say so. If
the room goes quiet in a heavy way, do not fill the silence with theology. Name gently that the
Church entrusts every soul to a God more just and more merciful than we are, and move on
without forcing resolution.

Your seeker friend may raise a specific person: a good atheist friend, a grandparent. Do not
adjudicate individuals, ever. The Church herself has never declared a single person damned.

Banned move: do not soften tonight into everyone is fine. The texts end in real separation, and
the seeker will smell it instantly if you flatten them. Fairness, not comfort, is tonight's promise.

WHAT You NEED TO KNOow

Tonight's objection is the one this study was born from, and it usually has two prongs. First, proportion:
eternal consequences for a finite life's failures seems infinitely disproportionate. Second, grounds: if the
decisive factor is belief, then honest mistake is punished like malice, and an honest seeker who dies
unconvinced is damned for the crime of being unpersuaded. State both prongs at full strength; they are
serious, and the second one rests on a premise this session will test, namely that Scripture describes
judgment as a belief quiz.

What the texts show is different. Romans 2 says God renders to every one according to works, and that
Gentiles without the law are judged by the law written on their hearts, their conscience bearing witness.
Matthew 25 renders the last judgment as a judgment on concrete love, and the judged on both sides are
surprised, which a belief quiz would not produce. Luke 12 scales accountability to knowledge: much
given, much required. And John 3 locates condemnation not in God's eagerness but in a preference: light
has come, and men loved darkness. Judgment, in Scripture's own account, is a rendering of what a
person, knowing what they knew, loved and chose.

On hell, hold the Church's actual position with both hands. On one side: hell is real, its possibility is a
defined and constant teaching, and Christ warns of it more than anyone in Scripture. On the other: the
Church teaches that God predestines no one to hell, that mortal sin requires full knowledge and
deliberate consent, and that a definitive self-exclusion persisted in until the end is what damnation is.
She has never taught that the honestly mistaken are damned for honest mistake, and she has never



named one damned soul. What she has not defined, do not define for her: Scripture's warnings are real,
the Church prays for the salvation of all, and presumption in either direction, universalism or a well-
populated hell announced with confidence, goes beyond what is given. The question of those who never
hear the Gospel at all is planted tonight (CCC 847) and has its own full evening in the deep-dive sessions.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

The judgment according to deeds is not a New Testament innovation: Romans 2:6 directly echoes the
0Old Testament (Psalm 62:12, with Proverbs 24:12 a close parallel: God requites man according to his
work). Ezekiel 18 spends a whole chapter dismantling the idea of inherited or arbitrary condemnation:
the soul that sins shall die, each judged for their own way, and the chapter ends with God pleading that
he has no pleasure in the death of anyone. The Judge of all the earth doing right is Abraham's own
argument (Genesis 18:25). The New Testament sharpens all of it: the criterion is love (Matthew 25), the
measure is knowledge (Luke 12), and the Judge is the same Christ who died for the judged.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

St. Augustine's famous line from his Sermons (Sermon 169): God, who created you without you, will
not justify you without you. Salvation is never imposed and damnation is never arbitrary: the God
who needed no consent to make us awaits our consent to save us. The stakes are real precisely
because the freedom is real.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. JOHN HENRY NEWMAN

In his Letter to the Duke of Norfolk, St. John Henry Newman calls conscience the aboriginal Vicar of
Christ: a witness to God's law already present in every human heart, before any missionary arrives.

Newman is equally insistent that conscience can err and so must be formed as well as obeyed; it is a
voice that binds, not a license. This is Romans 2 in one phrase, and it matters for tonight: no one, on
the Church's account, faces judgment as a stranger to the Judge.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH: ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS

A saying of St. John of the Cross from his Sayings of Light and Love, quoted by the Catechism itself at
CCC 1022: at the evening of life, we shall be judged on our love. The saint of Session 1's hiddenness
returns with the session's whole point: the examination at the end is not a theology exam. It is an
examination in love.

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 1021 to 1022: The particular judgment renders each life its due in reference to Christ, and the
paragraph quotes St. John of the Cross: at the evening of life, we shall be judged on our love.

CCC 1033: Hell is the state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed.
Self-exclusion is the Catechism's own word.

CCC 1036 to 1037: The Church's warnings are a call to responsibility, and God predestines no one to
go to hell; a willful turning away from God, persisted in until the end, is required.

CCC 1861: Mortal sin requires grave matter, full knowledge, and complete consent; unintentional
ignorance can diminish or remove culpability (CCC 1860), and God alone judges a person's
knowledge and consent.



CCC 847: Planted only, for the deep-dive: those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the
Gospel, but seek God with a sincere heart and, moved by grace, strive to do his will as known
through conscience, may achieve eternal salvation.

THREAD WATCH

The main thread develops through Newman's conscience material: conscience joins creation, prophets,
and the Son in the pattern of God's speaking (it is how the Judge has already addressed every person to
be judged). Do not resolve; the pattern completes in Session 6. Plant the deep-dive pointer aloud when
CCC 847 comes up: the question of those who never hear gets its own evening. The unsealed guesses
from Session 3 are not used tonight; do not mention them.

SESSION GOALS

1. State both prongs of the fairness objection, proportion and grounds, at full strength.

2. Let the group discover the biblical texture of judgment: works, love, knowledge, conscience,
alongside the abiding necessity of faith and grace.

3. Present hell as definitive self-exclusion, never imposed on honest mistake, with the Church's real

warnings intact.

4. Correct the framing the study began with: Catholic teaching has never been that a belief quiz
determines heaven and hell, while keeping faith, grace, and repentance integral rather than
optional.

TIME NOTE

Runs 75 to 90 minutes as written. If short: cut the Luke 12:47-48 discovery first, folding its point
(accountability scales to knowledge) into the Romans 2 answer; then move John 3:17-19 into the closing.
Do not cut Matthew 25 or Romans 2.



Part 2: Discussion Guide

OPENING PRAYER

Leader prays: Judge of all the earth, you will do right; that is Abraham's argument and tonight it is ours.
Give us the nerve to look at judgment without flinching and without caricature, and the humility to let
you be more just than our fears and more merciful than our verdicts. Amen.

WIN

5. Tell us about a time you were judged by someone who did not know the whole story. What did the
missing context change?

6. What would a judgment have to account for, for you to call it perfectly fair?

BUILD

Leader, present the objection at full strength, both prongs. Read slowly: First, eternal
consequences for one finite life seems infinitely out of proportion: no crime of seventy years deserves
forever. Second, if belief is the deciding factor, then honest mistake is punished like malice, and the
sincere seeker who dies unconvinced is damned for failing to be persuaded. A God who ran that system
would not be just.

3. Sitwith it before answering: which prong lands harder on you, proportion or grounds? Why?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

Honor both. Then name the premise the second prong rests on: it assumes judgment is a belief quiz.
That assumption, not the seeker's sense of fairness, is what tonight's texts will put on trial. If
Scripture describes a judgment that accounts for what each person knew, loved, and chose, the
objection changes shape.

Live discovery. Find Romans 2:6-8, then keep a finger there and find Romans 2:14-16. Read both aloud.

« 4. According to verse 6, what does God render to every one according to? And in 14-16, on what basis
are people who never received the law judged?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

According to works: “For he will render to every man according to his works” (Romans 2:6), and Paul
is echoing Israel's own Scriptures (Psalm 62:12; cf. Proverbs 24:12). Gentiles without the law show its
work written on their hearts, their conscience bearing witness. Two corrections to the objection
land at once: the criterion is not bare belief, and no one comes to judgment as a stranger, because
conscience already bears witness to God's law in every heart. Judgment, in Paul, is calibrated to what
a person actually had.

Live discovery. Find Matthew 25:31-46, the last judgment. Read it aloud, all of it.

+ 5. What is the criterion in Jesus' most extended direct depiction of the last judgment? And notice:
what surprises both the sheep and the goats?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

Concrete love: food, drink, welcome, clothing, care, presence, and the King's staggering
identification: “as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Matthew
25:40). Both groups are surprised (Lord, when did we see you?), which no belief quiz could produce:



you cannot be surprised by whether you believed. Matthew paints people discovering they had met,
or refused, Christ in the least of these; how far that reaches in any particular life, God alone judges.
The judgment reads the love, not the quiz sheet.

Live discovery. Find Luke 12:47-48. Read it aloud.

6. How does Jesus scale accountability in this passage?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

To knowledge: the servant who knew and did not act is dealt with more severely than the one who
did not know, “Every one to whom much is given, of him will much be required” (Luke 12:48). Jesus
himself teaches graded responsibility, accountability proportioned to knowledge. Pair it with the
Church's precision (CCC 1860, 847) rather than stretching one verse into a theory of every case; but
the honest seeker's fear, that sincere ignorance is simply billed at malice rates, finds no support in
the Judge on record.

Reason, then the Church's teaching. Now put the pieces together with what the Church actually
teaches. Hell is real, and Christ warns of it in earnest; this study will not sell you a heaven with no
stakes. But the Catechism's own definition of hell is definitive self-exclusion from communion with God
(CCC 1033), and the Church teaches flatly that God predestines no one to hell: a willful turning away,
persisted in to the end, is required (CCC 1037). Losing God takes full knowledge and full consent (CCC
1861). And the Church has never once, in twenty centuries of canonizing saints, declared a single human
being damned. One guardrail so the correction does not overcorrect: none of this makes faith optional.
Where the Gospel is known, faith, repentance, and grace-borne charity remain integral to salvation (CCC
161, 1815); judgment according to works is not an alternative to faith but the test of its reality, faith
working through love. What tonight's texts refute is the belief-quiz caricature, not the necessity of
responding to Christ.

+ 7. Self-exclusion is the Catechism's word. How does the fairness question change if hell is not a
sentence imposed for wrong answers but a refusal ratified forever?

ANSWER. SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION.

Draw out: the proportion prong assumed hell is external punishment for finite crimes; Catholic
tradition has commonly understood hell's eternity as the eternity of a definitive choice rather than a
sentence outrunning a crime; the Catechism's own word is self-exclusion (CCC 1033). And the
grounds prong dissolves against the actual criteria: works, love, knowledge, conscience, consent.
Keep two hedges honest. The Church has not defined who or how many are in hell, and she prays for
the salvation of all; do not let the group settle into either confident universalism or a confidently
populated hell. And the person who never hears the Gospel at all is a real question with a real
answer in Church teaching (CCC 847): it gets its own full evening.

Di1G DEEPER

If time allows: John 3:17-19. God's aim is stated flatly: not condemnation but salvation. And the
judgment is located in a preference: “the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness
rather than light” (John 3:19). Also Ezekiel 18, a whole Old Testament chapter against arbitrary
condemnation, ending with God's plea that he has no pleasure in the death of anyone.

SEND



7. If the examination at the end is an examination in love, how does that change what preparing for it
looks like, this week, for you?

8. Which picture of God did you walk in with tonight: eager to condemn, or, as John 3:17 has it, sent not
to condemn? Which did the texts show you?

LIVE IT THIS WEEK

« Do one deliberate, inconvenient act of Matthew 25 love this week: feed, visit, welcome, clothe, or
show up. Do not announce it.

+  Continue the daily honest sentence to God. If tonight raised a fear or a grief, that is this week's
sentence.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

“For God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved
through him.” John 3:17

CLOSING PRAYER

Leader prays: Father, you sent your Son not to condemn the world. For every person we love whose faith
we do not know, we entrust them to a justice better informed than ours and a mercy more determined
than ours. Teach us to prepare for the evening of life the only way you have said it is graded: by love.
Amen.



Part 3: Leader Reference Card
Every passage used in Session 4, in order of appearance. All quotations RSV2CE.

Romans 2:6-8, 14-16 rendered according to works; conscience bears witness (live discovery; do not
cut)

«  Matthew 25:31-46 the last judgment as a judgment on love (live discovery; do not cut)
Luke 12:47-48 accountability scaled to knowledge (live discovery; first cut if short)
John 3:17-19 sent not to condemn; men loved darkness (Dig Deeper; memory verse from v. 17)
+  Psalm 62:12; Proverbs 24:12 the OT echo and parallel behind Romans 2:6 (leader background)

Ezekiel 18; Genesis 18:25 no arbitrary condemnation; the Judge will do right (leader background,
Dig Deeper)

Catechism: CCC 1021 to 1022 (quoting St. John of the Cross, Sayings of Light and Love); 1033; 1036 to
1037; 1861; 847 (planted for the deep-dive).

Voices: St. Augustine, Sermon 169; St. John Henry Newman, Letter to the Duke of Norfolk; St. John of the
Cross, Sayings of Light and Love (as quoted at CCC 1022).



