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Deva,dūta Sutta 
The Discourse on the Divine Messengers  |  M 130/3:178-187 

Chinese Āgama MĀ 64 = T1.503; T42 =T1.826; T43 = T1.828; T86 = T1.907;  

EĀ 32.4 = T2.674; T741 = T17.543 

Theme: The four sights and their meanings 

Translated by Piya Tan ©2003; rev 2010 

1 Two kinds of teachings 
 1.1 TWO KINDS OF TEACHINGS. This Sutta forms a sequel to the preceding Bāla,paṇḍita Sutta (M 

129), which repeats §10-16
1
  but the Deva,dūta Sutta elaborates on §17 of the Bāla,paṇḍita Sutta giving 

the classic description of the hells (§16-27). The statement here, put into the Buddha’s mouth,  

 

Bhikshus, I tell you this not as something I heard from another recluse or brahmin. I tell you this 

as something that I have actually known, seen and discovered by myself [§29]  

 

may induce the pious to take all the descriptions here literally without giving heed to the Buddha’s advice 

on the two kinds of teachings: those whose meaning is direct, that is “drawn out” or apparent (nt’attha) 

and those whose meaning is indirect, that is, needs to be drawn out (neyy’attha), that is, referential or 

figurative (D 3:127 f; A 1:60). 

 The hell stories are a graphic means of conveying the notion that worldly suffering is very real and 

painful indeed. Yama, as the mythical god of the underworld, passes judgement on the dead and assigns 

them to their future destiny.
2
 According to some accounts, Yama does this by holding up a mirror that 

reflects their karma, good and bad. 

 1.2 THE YAMA MYTH is a powerful neyy’attha narrative where Yama, the wardens of hell and the 

hells themselves are graphic depictions of our evil karma or what they can bring upon. In questioning the 

evil-doers or holding up the mirror of karma before them, Yama is intimating to them that they have been 

responsible for their own actions and as such have brought suffering upon themselves. 

 This is not to say that the accounts here are “mythical” in the sense of being fairy tales and stories 

used by desperate teachers and followers to scare the frivolous and the pious towards spirituality (or, by 

the less scrupulous, to extort donations). Despite the culture-bound and earthy depictions of the hells, the 

pains described here are very real. Yet we must keep in mind the pervading subtle humour of the Buddha 

in all his teachings. 

 

2 The divine messengers 
 2.1 YAMA AND MĀRA. The divine messengers (deva,dūta) are apparently sent by Yama to warn the 

world against doing evil, by which they would fall onto his realm. In this sense, he is a samsaric anti-

thesis of Māra, who encourages worldlings to remain in the world so that they continue to be under his 

power. Yama, on the other hand, does not really have such power over those whom he judges. 

In fact, the Deva,dūta Sutta, shows that it is almost with some regret that Yama questions those 

brought before him by the warden of hell: “Did you not seen such and such a divine messenger appear 

in the world?” Indeed, Yama himself in due course tire of seeing worldly frailties and aspires to meet the 

Buddha to understand the Dharma [§28]. 

 2.2 THE THREEFOLD PRIDE. The Devadūta Sutta mentions five “divine messengers”: a young tender 

infant [§4], an aged person [§5], a diseased person [§6], a criminal being tortured [§7], and a festering 

corpse [§8]. The psychological sources of three of these messengers—an aged person, a sick person and a 

corpse —are found in the Sukhumāla Sutta (A 3.38/1:145 f), when the Buddha recounts how he reflect-

ed on the three great evils of life—decay, disease and death—and how he would himself be subject to 

                                                 
1
 M 129.10-16, also at A 1:141 f and J 1:174. 

2
 A number of similar celestial beings are called Yama: see DPPN: Yama. 
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them. Through this reflection, his pride or intoxication (mada) with youth (yobbana,mada), with health 

(ārogya,mada) and with life (jīvita,mada) respectively, all dissolved away. 

 The threefold pride is the subject of the following Mada Sutta (A 3.39), where the monks, intoxicat-

ed with youth, with health and with life, “give up the training and return to the low life,” but these intoxi-

cations lead one to be reborn in suffering states.
3
 

 Earlier on, in the same Aguttara Book of Threes, the (Yama) Deva,dūta Sutta (A 3.35/1:138-142) 

contains an abridged account of same three messengers of the Deva,dūta Sutta [§§5, 6, 8], the sutta verse 

on the Great Hell [§16] and the closing verses [§30]. 

 It is possible that the three reflections on decay, disease and death in the Sukhumāla Sutta (A 3.38) 

and the Mada Sutta (A 3.39) form the oldest account, followed by their imageries (A 3.35). The five div-

ine messengers are likely to be the latest stage in the evolution of the teaching, with the final stage occur-

ring in the Commentaries with Prince Siddhattha himself encountering these “three signs” (nimitta) as a 

human being (DhA 1:107; AA 1:36; J 1:59). 

 2.3 THE 4 SIGHTS. Not all the Reciters (bhāṇaka) agree on this episode of the Buddha life. The 

Dīgha Reciters, it is said (BA 280; J 1:59), claim that the Bodhisattva saw all four signs on the same day. 

In the Dīgha story of Vipassī Buddha told in the Mahâpadāna Sutta (D 14), however, the Bodhisattva 

sees all the four signs on four different days
4
—according to the Buddha,vasa Commentary, once every 

four months (BA 280).  

All the other Commentarial accounts generally follow or quote the Mahâpadāna Sutta account (eg 

BA 279 f; J 1:59, 31 f). The Jātaka Commentary says that they are visions seen only by the Bodhisattva 

and his charioteer (J 1:59). 

 

3 Are the hells real places? 
3.1 TWO LEVELS OF RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE.  In the Neyy’attha Nīt’attha Sutta (A 2.3.5-6) the 

Buddha makes a clear statement on religious language in general, and in how to read his teachings in 

particular, thus: 

 

 Bhikshus, there are these two who misrepresent the Tathagata. What are the two? 

 (1) Those who explain a sutta whose sense has been drawn out (nīt’attha) as that whose 

sense is to be drawn out [whose sense is direct as being indirect]. 

 (2) Those who explain a sutta whose sense needs to be drawn out (neyy’attha) as that whose 

sense has drawn out [whose sense is indirect as being direct]. 

These, bhikshus, are the two who misrepresent the Tathagata.    (A 2.3.5/1:60) = SD 2.6b 

 

In the second (and closing) part of the same Sutta, the Buddha says that he is not misrepresented when we 

understand accordingly whether the teaching whose meaning “needs to be drawn out,” that is, an implicit 

teaching, or whose teaching is already “drawn out,” that is, an explicit teachings. 

 Let us look at the second case first. This is the “drawn out” or explicit teaching, which refers directly 

to true reality. Most of the Dhamma,cakka-p,pavattana Sutta (S 56.11), for example, is given as an expli-

cit teaching or in Dharma language. These teachings refer directly to true reality (such as suffering and 

awakening).
5
  

The first, the implicit teaching, usually  makes use of stories, figures, skillful means or other means 

pointing to the true reality. This is a more common approach for the unawakened beings who still lack the 

right conditions to see the true reality directly. Such examples would be discourses that use stories, de-

                                                 
3
 A 3.39/1:146 f = SD 42.13. 

4
 D 14.2.1-15/2:21-29. 

5
 S 56.11/5:420-424 = SD 1.1. 
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scribe ritual acts, or use words like “beings,” “gods,” “hells,” etc, all whose meanings “need to be drawn 

out” (neyy’attha), as they do not directly refer to true reality: they are provisional teachings.
6
  

 3.2 THE HELLS ARE ALLEGORICAL.  The Deva,dūta Sutta (M 130) is one of the discourses that gives 

a full-length description of the hells. Its descriptions of pain and suffering [§§16-27] are graphic and easi-

ly grasped by the motley crowd, even if they lack the wisdom for higher teachings. The message is that 

suffering is very real, and this is perhaps the best way we can understanding suffering, even when we are 

not in pain or misfortune, but others are. This is of course not a very popular teaching—people do not like 

hearing about pain and suffering—hence, we do not see many discourses dealing with the subject using 

such graphic imageries. 

 Many of the imageries of suffering depicted in the Deva,dūta Sutta reflect the kinds of torture that the 

ancient Indian kings and authorities inflict on their prisoners and criminals.
7
 The Mahā Dukkha-k,khan-

dha Sutta (M 13) and the Cūḷa Dukkha-k,khandha Sutta (M 14), for example, explain how, on ac-

count of sense-desires, people commit crimes, for which the authorities inflict various kinds of painful 

hell-like tortures.
8
  

The Cūḷa Dukkha-k,khandha Sutta (M 14) also uses images of suffering and destruction incurred by 

warfare to describe the nature of pain, and as clear from the purpose of the Sutta, the Buddha is trying to 

impress on Mahānāma the fact that sense-desire is at the root of activities that bring about such unneces-

sary suffering, and that there is a higher kind of bliss than sense-pleasure.
9
 

 The Deva,dūta Sutta (M 130) tells us how the lord of the hells, king Yama, regularly questions those 

who have fallen into the hells why they did not heed the five divine messengers (rebirth, old age, disease, 

suffering, and death)
10

 and turn away from evil. In due course, it is said, even king Yama himself seeks to 

hear the Buddha’s teaching so that he is liberated from samsara itself.
 11

 

3.3 HELLISH SUFFERINGS ARE REAL AND PHYSICAL MENTAL SUFFERINGS.  The Pātāla Sutta (S 

36.4) is instructive in telling us not to locate “hell” anywhere, even as an abyss beneath the sea. The Bud-

dha declares that such things are merely ideas and stories:  

 

This “bottomless abyss,” bhikshus, is rather a designation (adhivacana) for painful bodily 

feelings.               (S 36.4/4:206 f) = SD 2.25 

 

 Even if the hells are not geographical places into which the evil fall and are tortured, the pains and 

sufferings that are described are real indeed. For the evil bring upon themselves the sufferings of those 

very things they fear the most: they create their own suffering in their own minds in due course. As the 

Sall’atthena Sutta (S 36.6) says that while the awakened (the noble disciple) feels only the one “dart” of 

bodily pain, but not the second dart of mental pain; but the foolish unawakened suffering from both the 

                                                 
6
 See Language and discourse = SD 26.11(1) & Pariyāya nippariyāya = SD 30.16. 

7
 For a similar development in Chinese Buddhism, see eg Stephen F Teiser, The Scripture on the Ten Kings, Ho-

nolulu, 1994, esp pt 2. 
8
 M 13.14/1:87 = SD 6.9 & M 14.13/1:92 = SD 4.7 (verbatim passages). These same tortures—such as the cutting 

off of limbs and live flaying—are also given in Bāla Paita S (M 129.4/3:164 = SD 2.22) & Kamma,kraa (or 

Vajja) S (A 2.1/1:47-49). For other details of such tortures, see AA 2:88-90 (for tr, see nn in A:WH 1:42 f).  
9
 M 14.15-22/1:92-94 = SD 4.7. 

10
 A better known set is that of the 3 divine messengers (an old man, a sick man, and an aged man: allegories of 

decay, disease and death) described in (Yama) Deva,dūta S (A 3.35) by king Yama himself, and the Sutta closes 

with Yama himself aspiring to hear the Buddha’s teaching for the sake of his own liberation (A 3.35/1:138-142), an 

account found also in Cūḷa Dukkha-k,khandha S (M 130.28-30/1:186 f) = SD 2.23. The “3 messengers” account is 

prob older. This triad evolved into the first 3 three sights, of the 4 sights of prince Siddhattha, which arouse samvega 

in him. On seeing the 4
th

 sight, that of a pleasant-looking recluse, Siddhattha feels joyful faith (pasāda), and is mov-

ed to renounce the world (J 1:59; cf AA 1:36; DhA 1:84 f). Siddhattha, in other words, heeds the warnings of the 

divine messengers.  
11

 See (Yama) Deva,dūta S (A 3.35/1:138-142) & Cūḷa Dukkha-k,khandha S (M 130.28-30/1:186 f) = SD 2.23.  
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darts of bodily pain and mental suffering.
12

 In short, we create our own suffering, and as such we can 

remove such sufferings ourselves.
13 

The Discourse on the Divine Messengers 
M 130/3:178-187 

 

1 Thus have I heard.  

At one time the Blessed One was staying in Anāthapiṇḍika’s park in Jeta’s grove near Sāvatth. There 

the Blessed One addressed the monks thus, 

“Bhikshus!” 

“Bhante!” they replied in assent to the Blessed One. 

 

Parable of the two houses 
The Blessed One said this: 

2a “Bhikshus, suppose there were two houses with doors and a man with good eyesight standing 

there between them were to see people going in and out, and passing to and fro between them. 

2b DOERS OF GOOD.  Even so do I, bhikshus, with the divine eye that is purified and surpassing the 

human eye, see beings passing away and reappearing, inferior and superior, fair and ugly, fortunate and 

unfortunate. I understand how these beings fare according to their karma, thus: 

‘Indeed, these worthy beings who were accomplished in good conduct in body, in speech, and in 

mind, not revilers of the holy saints [aryas], holding right views, effecting their right views in their act-

ions. With the body’s breaking up, after death,
14

 they reappeared in a happy destination, in heaven. 

‘Or, these worthy beings who were accomplished in good conduct in body, in speech, and in mind, 

[179] not revilers of the holy saints [aryas], holding right views, effecting their right views in their act-

ions. With the body’s breaking up, after death, they reappeared as human beings. 

2c EVIL DOERS.  ‘But these worthy beings who were accomplished in bad conduct in body, in speech, 

and in mind, revilers of the holy saints [aryas], holding wrong views, effecting their wrong views in their 

actions. With the body’s breaking up, after death, reappeared in realm of departed beings [ghosts]. 

‘Or, these worthy beings who were accomplished in bad conduct in body, in speech, and in mind,  

revilers of the holy saints [aryas], holding wrong views, effecting their wrong views in their actions. With 

the body’s breaking up, after death, reappeared in the animal womb. 

‘Or, these worthy beings who were accomplished in bad conduct in body, in speech, and in mind, 

revilers of the holy saints [aryas], holding wrong views, effecting their wrong views in their actions. With 

the body’s breaking up, after death, reappeared in a state of misery, an evil destination, a lower realm, in 

hell. 

 

THE 5 DIVINE MESSENGERS
15

 

Yama’s Hell 
 3 Now, bhikshus, the wardens of hell seize such a being by the arms and present him to king 

Yama,
16

 saying, 

                                                 
12

 S 36.6/4:207-210 = SD 5.5. 
13

 See further Myth in Buddhism = SD 36.1(4.3). 
14

 “With the body’s breaking up, after death,” kāyassa bhedā param,maraṇā. Buddhaghosa explains this phrase 

as foll: “With the body’s breaking up” (kāyassa bhedā) means on abandoning the aggregates that are clung to; “after 

death” (param,maraṇā) means that in-between state (tad-antaraṃ), in the grasping of the aggregates that have been 

generated (abhinibbatta-k,khandha,gahaṇe). Or, “with the body’s breaking up” means the interruption of the life-

faculty, and “after death” means after the death-consciousness (cuti,cittato uddhaṁ). (Vism 13.91/427; cf NcA 69) 
15

 For what is prob an older set of 3 messengers, see (Yama) Deva,dūta S (A 3.35/1:138-142): see [3.2]. 
16

 Yama is the personification of the god of the dead who also fares according to his karma. 
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 ‘Sire, this man has ill treated his mother, ill treated his father, ill treated recluses, ill treated brahmins. 

He has no respect for the elders of his clan. Let the king order his punishment!’ 

 

 

The first divine messenger 
4a (1) Then, bhikshus, king Yama presses and questions and cross-question him about the first 

divine messenger: 

‘My good man, did you not see the first divine messenger appear amongst humans [in the human 

world]?’
17

 

He says, ‘I did not, bhante.’ 

 4b Then, bhikshus, king Yama says: ‘My good man, have you never seen amongst humans a young 

tender infant, lying prone, fouled in his own excrement and urine?’ 

 He says, ‘Yes, I have, bhante.’ 

 4c Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, did it never occur to you—an intelligent and 

mature man—“I too am subject to birth. I am not free from birth. Surely I had better do good through 

body, speech and mind”?’ 

He says, ‘I was unable to, bhante, I was negligent.’ 

4d Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, through negligence you have failed to do good 

deeds through body, speech and mind. Certainly they will deal with you according to your negligence. 

This evil deed was not done by your mother or your father, [180] or by your brother or your sister, or by 

your friends and companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and brahmins, or by gods 

—this evil deed was done by you yourself, and you yourself will feel its result.’
18

 

 

The second divine messenger 
5a (2) Then, bhikshus,  after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him about the first div-

ine messenger, king Yama presses and questions and cross-questions him about the second divine mes-

senger: 

‘My good man, did you not see the second divine messenger appear amongst humans?’ 

5b He says, ‘I did not, bhante.’ 

Then, bhikshus, king Yama says: ‘My good man, have you never seen amongst humans an old man 

or old woman, eighty, ninety or a hundred years old, crooked as a rafter, bent double, leaning on a stick, 

trembling as he goes, wretched, youth long gone, with broken teeth, with grey hair, with scanty hair or 

bald-headed, with blotches all over the body?’
19

 

 5c He says, ‘Yes, I have, bhante.’ 

 Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, did it never occur to you—an intelligent and mature 

man—“I too am subject to decay [old age]. I am not free from decay. Surely I had better do good through 

body, speech and mind”?’ 

He says, ‘I was unable to, bhante, I was negligent.’ 

5d Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, through negligence you have failed to do good 

through body, speech and mind. Certainly they will deal with you according to your negligence. This evil 

deed was not done by your mother or your father, or by your brother or your sister, or by your friends and 

                                                 
17

 Three of these messengers—an old man, a sick man, a dead man—appeared to the Bodhisattva when he was 

still living in the palaces, leading him to renounce the household life for the recluse’s life to seek liberation. The 

source of this legend is found in Sukhumāla S (A 3.38/1:145 f).  (Cf A 1:138 ff where there are only 3 divine mes-

sengers.) Such accounts later developed into the legend of the four sights (an old man, a sick man, a dead man, a 

holy man). 
18

 See Dh 161, 165. 
19

 As in (Yama) Deva,dūta  S (A 3.35.1/ 1:138). 
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companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and brahmins, or by gods—this evil deed 

was done by you yourself, and you yourself will feel its result.’ 

 

 

 

The third divine messenger 
6a (3) Then, after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him about the second divine mes-

senger, king Yama presses and questions and cross-questions him about the third divine messenger: 

[181] ‘My good man, did you not see the third divine messenger appear amongst humans?’ 

He says, ‘I did not, bhante.’ 

6b Then, bhikshus, king Yama says: ‘My good man, have you never seen amongst humans a sick 

man or sick woman, afflicted, suffering and gravely ill, lying fouled in their own excrement and urine, 

lifted up by some and set down by others?’ 

 6c He says, ‘Yes, I have, bhante.’ 

 Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, did it never occur to you—an intelligent and mature 

man—“I too am subject to disease. I am not free from disease. Surely I had better do good through body, 

speech and mind”?’ 

He says, ‘I was unable to, bhante, I was negligent.’ 

6d Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, through negligence you have failed to do good 

through body, speech and mind. Certainly they will deal with you according to your negligence. This evil 

deed was not done by your mother or your father, or by your brother or your sister, or by your friends and 

companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and brahmins, or by gods—this evil deed 

was done by you yourself, and you yourself will feel its result.’ 

 

The fourth divine messenger 
7a (4) Then, bhikshus, after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him about the third div-

ine messenger, king Yama presses and questions and cross-questions him about the fourth divine mes-

senger: 

‘My good man, did you not see the fourth divine messenger appear amongst humans?’ 

He says, ‘I did not, bhante.’ 

7b Then, bhikshus, king Yama says: ‘My good man,
20

 have you never seen amongst humans
21

 when a 

robber, a criminal, the fool sees kings inflicting various kinds of torture on him:  

having him whipped, caned, clubbed,  

his hands cut off, his feet cut off, his limbs cut off, his ears cut off, his nose cut off, his ears and 

nose cut off;  

having him subjected to ‘the porridge pot,’ to ‘the polished-shell shave,’ to ‘Rāhu’s mouth,’ to 

‘the fiery garland,’ to ‘the flaming hand,’ to ‘the blades of grass’, to ‘the bark dress,’  

to ‘the black antelope’ [being strapped to the ground by an iron ring around each limb, beaten 

with iron spikes and then surrounded by fire],
22

  

to ‘the meat hooks’ [having pieces of his flesh cut and hung on them], to ‘the coins’ [disc-slice], 

to ‘the lye pickling’ [immersed in strong alkaline solution],  

to ‘the pivoting pin [where a spike is driven in his skull from ear to ear],  

to ‘the rolled-up straw mat’ [beating him up until his body is like straw]; and 

having him splashed with boiling oil, and  

                                                 
20

 Hereon in this verse, as in Bāla Paṇḍita S (M 129.4/3:164) = SD 2.22. 
21

 Hereafter up to “having his head cut off with a sword,” as at Mah Dukkha-k,khandha S (M 13.14/1:87), 

Deva,dūta S (M 129.4a/3:163 f) & Kamma Kraa (or Vajja) S (A 2.1/1:47-49). For other details (Comy) of the 

tortures, see nn in A:WH 1:42 f. 
22

 NmA 278 ad Nm 154 = M 13.14 (1:87,15). 
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having him thrown to the dogs to be devoured,  

having him impaled alive on stakes, and  

having his head cut off with a sword?’ 

 7c  He says, ‘Yes, I have, bhante.’ 

 Then, bhikshus, king Yāma says, ‘My good man, did it never occur to you—an intelligent and mature 

man—”Those who do evil deeds have such diverse tortures inflicted on them here and now. [182] So 

what about in the hereafter? Surely I had better do good through body, speech and mind”?’ 

He says, ‘I was unable to, bhante, I was negligent.’ 

7d Then, bhikshus, king Yāma says, ‘My good man, through negligence you have failed to do good 

through body, speech and mind. Certainly they will deal with you according to your negligence. This evil 

deed was not done by your mother or your father, or by your brother or your sister, or by your friends and 

companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and brahmins, or by gods—this evil deed 

was done by you yourself, and you yourself will feel its result.’ 

 

The fifth divine messenger 
8a (5) Then, after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him about the fourth divine mes-

senger, king Yama, presses and questions and cross-questions  him about the fifth divine messenger: 

‘My good man, did you not see the fifth divine messenger appear amongst humans?’ 

He says, ‘I did not, bhante.’ 

8b Then, bhikshus, king Yama says: ‘My good man, have you never seen amongst humans a dead 

man or dead woman, dead for a day, dead for two days, dead for three days, bloated up, livid, and ooz-

ing with impurities?’ 

 8c He says, ‘Yes, I have, bhante.’ 

 Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, did it never occur to you—an intelligent and mature 

man—“I too am subject to death. I am not free from death. Surely I had better do good through body, 

speech and mind”?’ 

He says, ‘I was unable to, bhante, I was negligent.’ 

8d Then, bhikshus, king Yama says, ‘My good man, through negligence you have failed to do good 

through body, speech and mind. Certainly they will deal with you according to your negligence. This evil 

deed was not done by your mother or your father, or by your brother or your sister, or by your friends and 

companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and brahmins, or by gods—this evil deed 

was done by you yourself, and you yourself will feel its result.’ 

 

King Yama’s silence 
9 Then, after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him about the fifth divine messenger, 

king Yama is silent. 

10 Now the wardens of hell [183] torture him with the fivefold pinion.
23

 They drive a red-hot iron 

rod through one hand and then another red-hot iron rod through the other hand. They drive (another) red-

hot iron rod through one foot and then another red-hot iron rod through the other foot. They drive (an-

other) red-hot iron rod through his belly. 

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

11 Next the wardens of hell throw him down and pare him with axes.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

12 Next the wardens of hell set him upside down and pare him with adzes.   

                                                 
23

 The following description of hell (§10-16) is found in Bāla,paṇḍita S (M 129.10-16) & A 1:141 f.; also men-

tioned at J 1:174. 
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There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

13 Next the wardens of hell harness him with to a chariot and drive him back and forth across fiery, 

blazing, glowing ground.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

14 Next the wardens of hell make him climb up and down a great mound of fiery, blazing, glowing 

coals.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted.  

15 Next the wardens of hell seize him upside down and plunge him into a fiery, blazing, glowing 

metal cauldron. He is cooked there in a swirl of froth. And as he is being there in a swirl of froth, he is 

swept now up, now down, now across.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

THE HELLS 

The Great Hell 
16 Next the wardens of hell thrown him down into the Great Hell. Now as regards that Great Hell, 

monks: 

     It has four corners and four doors, 

     one on each side, equally proportioned, 

     walled up all around with iron 

     and shut in with an iron roof. 

     Its floor is made of iron. 

     glowing through burning heat. 

     spreading all around a hundred leagues, 

     staying there all the time. 

 

17 
24

Now bhikshus, the flames that surge out from the Great Hell’s eastern wall dash against the 

western wall. The flames that surge out from its western wall dash against [184] the eastern wall. The 

flames that surge out from its northern wall dash against the southern wall. The flames that surge out from 

its southern wall dash against the northern wall. The flames that dash out from the bottom dash against 

the top. And the flames that dash out from the top dash down against the bottom.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

18 Bhikshus, some time or other, at the end of a long period of time, there comes a time when the 

Great Hell’s eastern door is opened. He runs towards it, treading quickly. As he does so, his outer skin 

burns, his inner skin burns, his flesh burns, his sinews burn, his bones turn into smoke.  

It is the same when his foot is lifted up. At long last,
25

 bhikshus, he reaches the door, but it is shut.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

Bhikshus, some time or other, at the end of a long period of time, there comes a time when the Great 

Hell’s western door is opened….when its northern door is opened….when its southern door is opened. He 

                                                 
24

 From here on right to the end (§17-39), the sutta elaborates on the Buddha’s statement in the preceding Bāla 

Paṇḍita S (M 129.17/3:167) = SD 2.22. 
25

 Bahu,sampatta, lit. “having attained much.” MA 4:235 explains that it takes many hundred thousand years in 

Avīci to work of the results of his evil deed. The crucifixion of Devadatta is then described in the midst of the six 

fires of Avīci (a name that suggests there is no interval in the suffering). 
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runs towards it, treading quickly….  As he does so, his outer skin burns, his inner skin burns, his flesh 

burns, his sinews burn, his bones turn into smoke. 

It is the same when his foot is lifted up. At long last, he reaches the door, but it is shut.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

19 Bhikshus, some time or other, at the end of a long period of time, there comes a time when the 

Great Hell’s eastern door is opened. He runs towards it, treading quickly. As he does so, he outer skin 

burns, his inner skin burns, his flesh burns, his sinews burn, his bones turn into smoke.  

He goes out through that door. 

 

The Hell of Excrement 
20 Bhikshus, immediately next to the Great Hell [185] is the vast Hell of Excrement (gūha,niraya). 

He falls into that. In that Hell of Excrement needle-mouthed creatures bore through his outer skin and 

bore through his inner skin and bore through his flesh and bore through his sinews and bore through his 

bones and devour his marrow.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

The Hell of Hot Embers 
21 Bhikshus, immediately next to the Hell of Excrement is the vast Hell of Burning Embers (kuk-

kua,niraya). He falls into that.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

The Wood of Simbali Trees 
22 Bhikshus, immediately next to the Hell of Burning Embers is the vast Wood of Simbali Trees 

(simbala,vana), a league high, bristling with thorns sixteen finger-breadths long, burning, blazing and 

glowing. They make him climb up and down these trees.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

The Wood of Sword-leaf Trees 
23 Bhikshus, immediately next to the Wood of Simbali Trees is the vast Wood of Sword-leaf Trees 

(asi,patta,vana). He enters that. The leaves, stirred by the wind, cut his hands and cut his feet, and cut his 

hands and cut his feet. They cut his ears and cut his nose, and cut his ears and cut his nose.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

The river of caustic waters 
24 Bhikshus, immediately next to the Wood of Sword-leaf Trees is a great river of caustic waters.

26
 

He falls into that. There he is swept with the current and against the current and both with and against the 

current.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

The red-hot metal ball 
25 Bhikshus, next the wardens of hell pull him out with a fish-hook, [186] and placing him on the 

ground, they ask him, 

                                                 
26

 Khār’odaka nadī called Vetaraṇī at MA 4:237. See Mahv:G 1:6 n1. 
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‘My good man, what do you want?’ 

‘I am hungry, bhantes,” he says. 

Then, bhikshus,  the wardens of hell prise open his mouth with red-hot iron tongs, burning, blazing 

and glowing, and they throw into his mouth a red-hot metal ball, burning, blazing and glowing.  

It burns his lips, it burns his mouth, it burns his throat, it burns his chest, and it passes out below 

taking with it his intestines and mesentery.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 

The red-hot molten copper 
26 Bhikshus, next the wardens of hell ask him, 

‘My good man, what do you want?’ 

‘I am thirsty, bhantes,” he says. 

Then, bhikshus, next the wardens of hell prise open his mouth with red-hot iron tongs, burning, 

blazing and glowing, and they pour into his mouth molten copper, burning, blazing and glowing.  

It burns his lips, it burns his mouth, it burns his throat, it burns his chest, and it passes out below 

taking with it his intestines and mesentery.  

There he suffers sharp, piercing, racking pains. Yet he does not die so long as the result of that evil 

action is not exhausted. 

 27 Then the wardens of hell throw him back again into the Great Hell. 

 

Yama reborn as a human 
 28 Once in the past, bhikshus, it occurred to king Yama:  

‘Those amongst humans who do evil unwholesome deeds indeed have all these diverse kinds of tor-

tures inflicted on them. Oh, that I might attain the human state, that a Tathāgata [Thus Come], worthy and 

fully self-awakened, might appear amongst humans, that I might wait on that Blessed One, that the Bless-

ed One might teach me the Dharma, and that I might come to understand that Blessed One’s Dharma!’  

29 Bhikshus, I tell you this not as something I heard from another recluse or brahmin. I tell you this 

as something that I have actually known, seen and discovered by myself.” [187] 

30 The Blessed One said this. Having said this, the Sugata [Well-farer], the Teacher, added: 

  

    Though warned by the divine messengers, 

    human beings are still negligent— 

    long do they grieve 

    as men fallen into lowly crowds [inferior worlds]. 

 

    When warned by the divine messengers, 

the good people at peace here,  

    are not heedless, but 

    practise well the noble Dharma. 

 

    Seeing danger in clinging 

    For the birth and death it brings. 

    By not clinging, they are freed 

    Through the end of birth and death. 

 

    They dwell happy in security [that is nirvana], 

    Perfectly cooled here and now, 

    Beyond all hate and fear, 
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    Having overcome all pain.
27

 

 

 

—   evaṁ   — 
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 These verses occur at A 1:142; the last four lines also at A 3:311. 
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