How Can a Loving God Send People to Hell?

By Pastor Kelly Sensenig

How can a loving God send people to hell? This is a question that is asked by many people today. If God is an all-loving God, then He will not allow someone to suffer in the Lake of Fire for all eternity. Because of this conclusion some teach the doctrine of annihilationism which says that the lost will be eliminated or cease to exist. Others teach universalism, which says that in the end, a God of love will save everybody and we will all become one bunch of happy survivors on the shore of heaven. 

People have a problem reconciling God’s love with the eternal punishment of the lost. If God judges people then He would seem to be a monstrous God without any feelings, sympathy or expressions of love. People will use this argument to try and oppose Christianity and teach their own philosophies that run contrary to biblical revelation.     

We must understand that those people who ask this question have a distorted picture of God. They only view God’s character as being one-sided. Furthermore, they see God acting in an irrational way if He were to send people to Hell for all eternity, since He is to be a God of love. They assume that if God sends people to hell, He is acting like a schoolboy on the playground, who irrationally punches another boy in the stomach. In other words, the boy acts without reason. The point is this. Those who disbelieve that God would send people to hell have created a one-sided and even lopsided God of love in their own minds, which never would bring eternal harm upon any person. They reason that if God is a God of love then He could never act irrationally against His character of love and damn people to a hell that was filled with fire, brimstone and suffering. 

This human reasoning is illogical because God’s character is actually two-fold. God’s character is not only love but also one of holiness and justice. The liberals with their universalistic teaching always forget this. In their funeral eulogies they always talk about God’s love and inevitably place every person in heaven, even if the fellow was a drunkard who beat his wife all his life and lived like the devil himself. The old evangelist Oliver B. Green used to say that it is a shame to bring these kind of people in the church, before God’s sacred desk, who have cursed God all of their lives and sinned to the highest heaven. He said that you might as well tie Budweiser cans on the bird and bury him in the ground! My friend, God is not only a God of love but He is also a God of holiness and righteousness that must judge sin. This is the other side of God that the liberal or modernistic preacher forgets.

Psalm 145:17 says:

“The Lord is righteous in all his ways, and holy in all his works.” 

Righteousness and holiness are part of God’s being and inevitably become part or His actions. And God must act in righteousness and holiness against sinners who have offended Him and His holy ways. This means that God’s character is not only love but also absolute righteousness and holiness. Furthermore, God acts not only as a God of love but also as a God of holiness and righteousness. 

The end-time vision of Revelation 20:11says:

“And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them.”

The final judgment scene, when the lost are sentenced for their eternal punishment in the Lake of Fire, depicts Christ sitting on a Great White Throne. White is the color that represents purity or holiness and suggests that Jesus Christ will judge sinners because He is a holy and righteous God. Jesus will also judge lost sinners by His own holy standards and perfection. A holy God cannot condone sin! He must judge sin! And the white throne, representing the holiness of God’s judgment, will be unleashed upon the wicked in their final sentencing to an everlasting hell. Mark it down my friend. God’s judgments are always holy and right. 

Revelation 16:5-7 

“And I heard the angel of the waters say, Thou art righteous, O Lord, which art, and wast, and shalt be, because thou hast judged thus. For they have shed the blood of saints and prophets, and thou hast given them blood to drink; for they are worthy. And I heard another out of the altar say, Even so, Lord God Almighty, true and righteous are thy judgments.” 

How can God’s judgments be true and righteous? It’s because He is absolutely righteous and holy in all that He does! This is what many people forget or blindly ignore when they ask this question, “How can a loving God can send people to hell.” They frame the question in such a way so that it completely ignores the other side of God’s character. Let’s ask this question in a different way. Why must God send people to hell? It’s because He is absolutely holy and righteous in His being and must judge sin in order to vindicate or uphold His own character. God cannot overlook sin without bringing judgment against that sin.

The principle behind Habakkuk 1:13 cannot go unnoticed:

“Thou art of purer eyes than to behold evil, and canst not look on iniquity …”

People who ask this question about a loving God sending people to hell have forgotten that God is also a God of wrath who must eventually act upon sin because of His holiness and righteous character. 

Romans 2:5 

“But after thy hardness and impenitent heart treasurest up unto thyself wrath against the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.” 

God is a God of wrath. Lost mankind is piling up sins and creating a record of sins before a holy God that cannot go unchecked. Because of all these sins a holy God must bring judgment upon the lost in the future. The unsaved will experience the wrath and righteous judgment of God because of the record of their own sins before God. 

The Bible also says that lost mankind is presently under the wrath of God because of their sin. God’s wrath hovers over the lost and is waiting to be unleashed upon them when they die the sinner’s death without Jesus Christ. 

John 3:36 

“He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life: and he that believeth not the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God abideth on him.” 

A holy God must bring His wrath against people because of the sin that these people have committed against Him and His holy nature. God’s wrath has a stimulus or is aroused by something. It is called sin or the unrighteous acts of mankind. God’s wrath is even being meted out against ungodly sinners in some measure today. God’s wrath is presently being revealed in some measure in our world of sin and ungodliness.  

Romans 1:18 says:

“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness.” 

The tense of the verb means that God’s wrath “is being” revealed even today. But how is God’s wrath revealed today? One answer is given in the context. God gives men over to uncleanness (1:24), to vile affections (1:26), and to a reprobate mind (1:28). But it is also true that God occasionally breaks through into human history to show His extreme displeasure at man’s sin. The flood (Gen. 7) and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19) serve as fitting examples of God’s wrath. And I’m apt to believe that the whole aids epidemic is part of God’s wrath being revealed upon the world today because of the despicable sin of homosexuality.                                                                                                                                     
People who ask how a loving God can send people to hell have forgotten about the nature of those people who God is sending to hell. They are sinners who have offended the holiness of God! 

Romans 3:23 

“For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.”

When those who ask this question talk about “people” going to hell they have the humanistic idea that man is basically good and that he is not responsible for his actions. “How could God send people to hell?” They conclude by saying, “After all, it’s not our fault we are the way that we are and do what we do.” They conclude that people are born with genetic deficiencies or certain physical drives and as a result, they are not responsible for their own actions. After all, we are just a higher animal in the evolutionary chain. We are still progressing into a more sophisticated existence. There is a little bit of monkey in all of us. Somehow many people excuse themselves from being sinners. Mankind also concludes that when he is put on the scales he is basically a good person and does not deserve eternal punishment in hell. Somehow God will weigh it all out and find out that “people” are basically good people.  

Many want to think that God is like our own humanitarian and tolerant society in which we live today where punishment is frowned upon and the “greater good” of people is always seen. But we must remember that God does not view mankind in this way. God does not see the greater good in people. This is because there is no greater good in people to look at! When viewed from God’s standard of perfection and absolute holiness there is no righteous person on earth. 

Romans 3:10-12 

“As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one.” 

My friend, God does not send good people to hell as so many suggest or imply by this question because of their humanistic background. God sends sinners to hell! They are sinners who have offended His holiness and deserve every bit of their punishment. Many today will try and put God on the spot or hot seat by asking such a question as this – “How can a loving God send people to hell?” And they do so thinking that man is basically good and should not be punished for his sin. But man is not good. He is absolutely bad and totally depraved in all of his life and actions. 

Another point that people forget about God, when they ask this sarcastic question, is that God has already shown His love to the world of mankind. He is a God of love! Why would you even question the fact that God might not love people? 

John 3:16 

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” 

Those who question God’s love because He punishes the lost have forgotten that God has already expressed His love to the lost human race by providing a way to escape His righteous wrath and holy actions against sin. As we bring God’s complete character together we can arrive at this biblical conclusion. A loving God will not send any person to Hell. But a righteous and holy God, whose wrath is aroused by sin, will send people to hell. A loving God has provided a way to escape eternal punishment in hell. But when the way of salvation is refused a righteous and holy God will send people to hell. 
In addition, since love and righteousness are part of God’s eternal character the two cannot be separated. God cannot be split in half. Both the love and righteousness of God are welded together into one beautiful harmonious expression of what God is like in His existence. Since love always rejoices in the truth (1 Cor. 13:6) then it only makes sense that true love, as it is expressed by the perfect God, must also respond to what is right and do what is right. That’s why a loving God can also judge sinners in hell. It’s because the character of love is such that it must respond to what is right. And this love is inseparably tied to the righteous and truthful character of God. 

On the other hand, the side of love, which is sacrificial and giving, is also expressed in the gracious provision and sacrifice of Christ for lost sinners. So the action of sacrifice and the action of judgment all stem from the true meaning and expression of love. Simply stated, love has two sides. One side is truth and the other side is sacrificial grace and mercy. And both aspects of love are expressed by the God of true love. One side of God’s love demands truth, purity and justice. The other side of God’s love expresses grace and sacrifice. And together the God of love expresses both sacrificial grace, as seen upon the cross, and the righteous action of judgment, which responds to the truth that sin cannot be dismissed. Therefore, a God who is love must punish wicked sinners in hell for all eternity. 

So how can a loving God send people to hell? This question that people ask about God is framed in such a way that presupposes mankind might be good and not deserve hell. It is framed in such a way to paint the picture that man is not so bad and deserving of hell’s judgment. It also blindly forgets that God is not one-sided in His character or being. He is not only a God of gracious love but also a God of holiness and righteousness and must judge sin to uphold His own character and status as an absolutely perfect God. In fact, this is the other side of God’s love, which must respond to what is right and holy. People also forget that God’s wrath and love were seen in the cross of Christ where Jesus became the mediator between sinful mankind and a holy God. On the cross Jesus suffered the wrath of God that required punishment for sin because of God’s holiness. There on the cross Jesus became a satisfying sacrifice offered up to God – a sacrifice that could satisfy God’s holiness and appease His wrath toward those lost sinners who would accept His provision of salvation.

1 John 2:1-2 

“My little children, these things write I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: And he is the propitiation (satisfying sacrifice) for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world.” 

But Jesus also suffered upon the cross displaying the love of God for lost souls even while God’s justice and holiness were being satisfied. 

1 John 4:10 

“Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation (satisfying sacrifice) for our sins.” 

The cross was the meeting place where God’s entire character of love and holy wrath could be fully displayed. While Jesus hung on the cross, as the perfect sacrifice for sin, the holiness and righteousness of God could be vindicated or upheld and His love could also be displayed by providing the way of salvation for lost humanity. God’s love and His perfect righteous standard were joined together while Jesus hung on the cross. God’s loving mercy and righteousness kissed each other when Jesus died for you and me upon the cross.

Psalm 85:10 

“Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each other.” 
People ask many questions as they try to malign or slander the character and works of God among the human race. For instance, they might ask, “Why would a loving God even allow sin to come into the human race if He was going to end up judging those who sin?” This question infers that God is responsible for man sinning. The Bible does teach that God is in control but it does not teach that He has created man as a machine so that man is not responsible for his actions. The Bible does not teach the theology of determinism or fatalism. God’s knowledge of what will take place does not presuppose that He makes man sin and that God becomes responsible for sin. This is a heresy of the worst sort. Man is responsible for his own sin. Adam and Eve took the fruit and ate it. God did not take the fruit and give it to them or force it down their throats. Man has a free will and God makes man responsible for his own sin. 

Isaiah 53:6 

“All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

Then people will ask the question, “Why doesn’t God just let all of us off the hook? The answer to this question is obvious. It’s because we are responsible for our own sins and God is always committed to doing what is right. 

Genesis 18:25 

“… Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 

God loves what is right. And He will always do what is right. In fact, God will do everything that He can to save us, which is consistent with His righteous character. But God cannot let us off the hook simply because He cannot do anything that is inconsistent with His justice. God cannot overlook sin. He is holy and righteous in His being and cannot overlook sin.   

John Benton once said:

“There is something far worse than sinners going to hell and that is a God who is no longer committed to justice.” 

To imply that God should not punish sin is to say that sin does not matter. And to say that sin does not matter is to say that God’s holiness does not matter. It gives the notion that God’s holiness is not important. It is saying that God must no longer be committed to right and can now condone wrong. Logically, this notion asks God to become an evil God and become like Satan who is not committed to doing what is absolutely right. Of course, this is something that God cannot do. The punishment of sinners is terrible. But there is something far more terrible then all of this. It is the prospect of an evil God! 
My friend, the God of love has done everything that He can to save us apart from throwing away His justice! But sinful mankind wants to wreck God by making Him an evil God who can forget about His holiness by overlooking sin and not judging it. But God will not change in His character or eternal being for any person or for any reason. 

Hebrews 13:8 

“Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and for ever.” 

Don’t you question God’s character of love just because He sends people to hell! God has bent over backward to save your soul from hell! He sent His Son to die for you so His love and justice could meet together on the cross. And then He waits for you to repent in this life so that you might be saved. 

2 Peter 3:9 says:

“The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” 

Jesus said in Luke 13:34: 

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, which killest the prophets, and stonest 

them that are sent unto thee; how often would I have gathered thy children together, as a hen doth gather her brood under her wings, and ye would not!” 

Jesus is pictured as a mother hen trying to gather her young under her wing. If this is not an expression of love then I have never seen one. Jesus loved the souls in Jerusalem and wanted them to be saved and placed under the saving wing of His loving care and safety. But the people spurned the love of the Savior. They went their own way and refused to accept His offer of salvation. The love of Jesus was expressed to them but they refused to receive the gift of His love and amazing grace, which was salvation. 

Jesus also wept over the lost condition of Jerusalem. Jesus wept as He saw the city given to sin and how they had missed the Messiah and His offer of salvation. He wept because of their rejection and lost opportunity to be saved. 

Luke 19:41 says:

“And when he was come near, he beheld the city, and wept over it.”

The tears of Jesus assure of several things. First, they suggest that Jesus loves everybody and wants everybody to be saved even as He wept over the entire city of Jerusalem wanting every person to be saved. Second, the tears of Jesus teach us that He has deep sympathy and sincerity over lost souls. Third, the tears of Jesus suggest that if you persist in your rejection of His salvation, then you will suffer the consequences for your sin, which is hell. You will be without remedy. You will be lost forever. Jesus weeps because He foresees the future of those who reject Him. He sees them burning in hell for all eternity. Jesus is not crying over their annihilation. He is crying over their damnation in hell for all eternity. Jesus forsees people in hell and weeps for them. As He contemplates the scene of judgment the tears flowed down his cheeks. I wonder if we have this kind of burden for the lost today who are all around us. It would do us well to shed some tears for souls who are going to hell for all eternity! Lord of the harvest, send me that I might weep for some poor lost sinner and see him saved from hell. 

“Going forth with weeping,

Sowing for the Master,

Tho’ the loss sustained our spirit often grieves;

When our weeping’s over,

He will bid us welcome,

We shall come rejoicing,

Bringing in the sheaves.”

Yes, Jesus was crying over the lost souls of men. Yes, God was crying! Do you know why? It’s because He wants to save your soul. He wants to see you accept the salvation that He freely offers to you!  To miss the salvation that Christ offers to you breaks the very heart of God. Don’t tell me that God does not love you or that God is not a loving God just because He sends people to hell. God sheds tears over poor lost sinners doomed to an everlasting hell! There was no greater love displayed in all the world than that love which God expressed to a lost human race when He left Jesus die on the cross for those who were actually His enemies. 

Romans 5:6-8 

“For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous man will one die: yet peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die. But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” 

Imagine the love that God has demonstrated toward a lost human race who was the enemy of God, going their own way in sin, and who had offended His holy nature and righteous being. My friend, God loved you in spite of your sin! He loved His enemies! And He died for you upon a tree taking all of your sin and judgment upon Himself. That is love. It is amazing love! The hymnwriter said, “Amazing love! How can it be? That thou, my God, shouldst die for me!”

Don’t come to me with your questions designed to attack God’s character of love just because He sends people to hell. If you go to hell and suffer for all eternity it’s not because a loving God will send you there. It’s because a righteous God must send you there to uphold his own holy and righteous character. God would become an evil God if He would fail to respond to sin with His righteous judgment. 

The point is this. God’s love is not in question. What is in question is your rejection of God’s love! Someone once remarked that it would be no surprise to find the entranceway leading into hell in the shape of a cross. My friend, if you die and go to hell you will have to jump over the love of God to get there. And you will be thrust into an eternal Lake of Fire someday all because you turned your back on God’s amazing love. The Lord Jesus is trying to gather you under His wing of salvation and protection. He wants to save you today. Like David’s tears, the tears of our loving Savior, shed for lost people, have been recorded in God’s bottle of remembrance (Psalm 56:8). Jesus loves poor lost sinners! Jesus is the friend of sinners (Luke 7:34). So don’t bring your theories to me that suggest God is not a God of love. People will be burning in hell for all eternity and God will be the same in His character as He always was - a God of love but also a God of holiness and righteousness. 

Malachi 3:6

“For I am the Lord, I change not…”

How can a loving God send people to hell? The answer to this question is simple. A God of sacrificial love cannot send you to hell and will not send you to hell. But a God of absolute holiness, righteousness and justice will send you to hell. This is the other side of God’s character and is really the other side of God’s love, which must respond to truth and purity. And this is the other side of God’s character that man forgets. Man can’t deal with God. He cannot understand God. This is why He rejects the fact that God will send people to hell. But that still does not change the fact that God will send you to hell if you reject His gracious and loving provision of salvation in this life. And you will be in hell quicker then you can blink your eye if you die without accepting the loving offer and provision of salvation through Jesus Christ. And then it will be too late to be saved. It will be too late! Think what it means to be lost forever! Don’t bypass the love of God! The love of God is reaching out to you. 

John 6:37

“… him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out.”

“Wonderful love that rescued me,

Sunk deep in sin,

Guilty and vile as I could be,

No hope within;

When every ray of light had fled,

O glorious day!

Raising my soul from out the dead,

Love found a way.

Love bro’t my Savior here to die,

On Calvary,

For such a sinful wretch as I,

How can it be?

Love bridged the gulf twixt me and heav’n,

Taught me to pray;

I am redeemed, set free, forgiv’n,

Love found a way.

Love found a way to redeem my soul,

Love found a way that could make me whole;

Love sent my Lord to the cross of shame,

Love found a way,

O praise His holy name!”
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