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Luke 15:11–24 And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12And the 

younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is 

coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them. 13Not many days later, 

the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there 

he squandered his property in reckless living. 14And when he had spent everything, 

a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and 

hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields 

to feed pigs. 16And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no 

one gave him anything. 17“But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of 

my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with 

hunger! 18I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have 

sinned against heaven and before you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your 

son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.” ’ 20And he arose and came to his 

father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt 

compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21And the son said to him, 

‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son.’ 22But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, 

and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23And bring the 

fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24For this my son was dead, 

and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate.  

 

Luke 22:41–44 And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt 

down and prayed, 42saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. 

Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” 43And there appeared to him an 

angel from heaven, strengthening him. 44And being in agony he prayed more 

earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the 

ground. 
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How Could a Loving God Send People to Hell? 

Luke 15:11-24 
 

The parable of the prodigal son is one of the most profound short stories in all of 

literature. It teaches important truths about God, about human nature and 

redemption. But did you ever think of it as teaching profound truths about 

hell? I believe it does, and I’d like to explore that possibility together today. 

First, we need to recognize that the question “How could a loving God send 

people to hell?” is one of the hardest Christianity wrestles with. Rebecca 

McLaughlin says “Every other question pales in comparison. This one is 

about the end of the story, and is the most difficult thing Christians are called 

to believe.” One reason this is hard is our claim that God is a God of love and 

mercy. Both in the Old Testament with its hesed, its steadfast love as the key 

character of God, and in the New Testament with its agape, its God so loved 

the world, we see a God who would go to any length to reach fallen and evil 

people. How can we claim the same God is so angry over sin that he condemns 

similar fallen evil people to eternal torment? How can we ourselves stomach 

the thought of friends, neighbors and strangers condemned to that torment?  

Yet there is another reason this is a hard question: our own sense of right and wrong 

cries out for justice. We are torn between compassion and justice. This is 

where McLaughlin starts. “On April 15, 2013, two brothers from our local 

high school attended the Boston marathon. Others had come to run or cheer, 

but these boys came to kill. They detonated two homemade explosives near 

the finish line. Three people died. Sixteen lost limbs. Hundreds were injured. 

During the manhunt, Dzhokhar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev killed two policemen. 

Tamerlan died when his brother ran him over scrambling to escape. Dzhokhar 

was eventually discovered hiding under a boat cover in nearby Watertown. As 

the helicopters circled and the infrared outline of his body was revealed, I 

wondered what we would make of this young man.”  

Our culture has come to hate judgment. We fear being judgmental and blame horrific 

crimes on mental health issues, religious extremism, or educational deficits. 

Yet, when we hear of callous murders, planned terrorism, or systematic abuse, 

part of us still yearns for justice. McLaughlin describes the opening of Sam 

Harris’ book Free Will. He begins “by recounting a set of callous crimes 

committed by two men against an innocent family, including rape, child 

sexual abuse, robbery and murder. The account,” she says, “is hard to read: it 

turned my stomach and brought tears to my eyes.” Harris recognizes that our 

natural response when we hear of such crimes is to demand justice.  
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But he argues that these criminals in fact had no real choice in the matter. Their 

actions were entirely determined by past experiences and neurological states. 

While we may seek to prevent them from committing other crimes, we cannot 

hold them morally accountable. Indeed, Harris says, “The idea that we, as 

conscious beings, are deeply responsible for the character of our mental lives 

and subsequent behavior is simply impossible to map onto reality.”  

Thus, according to Harris, we can invoke science to untie the noose of judgment 

from the worst criminal's neck and go back to believing that humans are 

fundamentally good. “But there's a catch.” McLaughlin says “If Dzhokhar 

Tsarnaev had no free will in his actions, if he did not in any meaningful sense 

decide to do what he did, then no act of moral courage is real either. Sophie 

Scholl, whose anti-Nazi pamphlets fluttered down from the top of the Munich 

university atrium, did not decide to resist—just as the janitor who reported her 

and the Nazi guards who beheaded her cannot be judged for their crimes. If 

Larry Nassar, the USA gymnastics team doctor who is serving multiple life 

sentences for sexually abusing more than 250 young girls, cannot be held 

accountable for his callous crimes, neither can Harriet Tubman be lauded for 

her courage as she risked her life night after night to help black slaves go free. 

If there is no real evil, because there is no real choice in a deterministic world, 

then there is also no real love. But if both evil and love are real, then justice 

must not entirely be dismissed. Evil that is truly evil should be condemned.  

There is one more element, though, in this line of reasoning. If people like Dzhokhar 

Tsarnaev and Larry Nassar can do the things they did, isn’t any human being, 

under the right circumstances, capable of greater or lesser evils? Yes, we are. 

We need to recognize that we are not only capable of evil, but have committed 

evil by hating and hurting others and by rebelling against just commands of 

God. As Alexander Solzhenitsyn said “If only there were evil people 

somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to 

separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line separating 

good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between 

political parties – but right through every human heart.” Justice demands that 

this evil be separated out and destroyed. Yet the evil is lodged in the heart. 

How do you meet the demands of justice and mercy at the same time?  

You know the answer. It’s the message of the Cross – and also the message of the 

prodigal son. Luke 15:11-16. Jesus says “There was a man who had two sons. 
12And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of 

property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them.  
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13Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into 

a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living. 14And 

when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he 

began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens 

of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16And he was longing 

to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. 

The younger son shakes his fist in his father’s face by rebelling and requesting his 

share early. Kenneth Bailey, in his study of Luke’s parables, says that in the 

Middle East he asked people in each village about this request for inheritance. 

They'd never heard of such a thing. “Has anyone ever made such a request in 

your village?” “Never!” “If anyone ever did, what would happen?” “The 

father would beat him.” “Why?” “He wants his father to die!” The request is 

a picture of rebellion, the rebellion of Adam and Eve when Satan said “you 

will not surely die,” the rebellion every son and daughter of Adam when we 

choose not to be under the authority of a sovereign God, but under our own 

authority to pursue not his good but our own glory. Each one of us can say “I 

am,” or hopefully “I was,” the prodigal son, or “I was” the prodigal daughter. 

What is the consequence of this choice? Inevitably, distance. “Not many days later, 

the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country.” 

Notice who moved: the son distanced himself from the Father. If the presence 

of the Father is heaven, the son went to hell. But hell isn’t just the consequence 

of distance, it is also the consequence of continued sin. “He went into a far 

country and there squandered his wealth in reckless [or wild] living.” We’re  

made in the image of God, but we squander that image, we become less and 

less like God when we live for self. Our sin dehumanizes others. Our sin often 

destroys our own body, whether through stress or substances or bitterness.  

The result is hell, not yet the literal hell of eternity, but the hell we make for ourselves 

on earth. Verse 14 “And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose 

in that country, and he began to be in need.” When we invest in sin, we find 

that the return on investment is not just low, but negative. Sin does not make 

us rich or happy, it makes us impoverished, miserable, bitter and friendless. 

Verse 15 “So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that 

country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs.” For a Jew the humiliation 

and pure insult to God of feeding pigs was incredible. Pigs were the animal 

most identified with kosher food laws, with uncleanness of body and soul. We 

have nothing to compare to this in our culture, very little that makes us feel 

dirty and sinful at the same time. But this son sold himself into that misery.  
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He “was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him 

anything.” The pods would be carob pods, which provide little nutrition, but 

he didn’t even have those. He was reduced to a state of continual starvation.  

Do you see what I’m saying? In the downward spiral of our sin we get further from 

God and further from happiness. This is the nature of judgment. God allows 

us to receive what we want, independence and sinfulness, rather than what we 

need, Him. We then find this independence to be the hell we dread. Eternal 

hell as described in Scripture is nothing less than this hell of self-choice made 

clear to our eyes. As C. S. Lewis famously said in The Great Divorce, “There 

are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be 

done,’ and those to whom God says . . . ‘Thy will be done.’” As another 

commentator wrote recently “It’s doubtless true that the people in hell neither 

love God nor wish to be with him. But that doesn’t mean they want to be in 

hell—it simply means that the option they would prefer (personal autonomy 

and fulfillment apart from God) doesn’t exist.” There are only two choices. 

Rebecca McLaughlin transparently reveals the evil she finds in her own heart, and 

helps us see that if even one day of our thoughts were fully revealed, we would 

be fully ashamed. She says “Christianity acts like a searchlight. On the one 

hand, it confronts us with a God who sees our thoughts. The parts we work so 

hard to hide are laid bare before him, and the one person with the right to 

judge has all the evidence. Like the infrared sensors that revealed Dzhokhar 

Tsarnaev under the boat cover, we cannot hide from “the God who sees.” Yet 

the searchlight that could expose us as fugitive criminals is trained on us as 

lost children. This God is looking for us, longing for us, calling to us to come 

home.” She tells a story of looking for her young daughter, who had disobeyed 

by wandering out of the park into the street. “When I saw her at last, I could 

not stop holding her. I cried and hugged her and kissed her and told her never, 

never, never to leave a park alone again. I searched for her because I loved 

her. And that is how God searches for us.” 

Yet God is still a God of justice and hell is still a reality. McLaughlin reconciles the 

two truths with “the logic of the cross,” and she does such a good job that I 

want to paraphrase her answer at length She begins with Jesus praying on the 

Mount of Olives. Luke 22:41-44 And he withdrew from them about a stone’s 

throw, and knelt down and prayed, 42saying, “Father, if you are willing, 

remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” 43And 

there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him. 44And being 

in agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of 

blood falling down to the ground.  
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Why was Jesus terrified? Some speculate he was afraid to die. Crucifixion depended 

on torture and humiliation to warn onlookers against offending mighty Rome. 

This would be quite enough for you or me to fall on our faces and beg to be 

spared. But for Jesus there was more. Just as human marriage is an illustration 

of a deeper love, the physical agony of the cross was an illustration of a deeper 

pain—a pain Jesus packaged in a metaphor, “remove this cup from me.”  The 

image of the cup is common in the Old Testament. Job, the Psalms, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Obadiah, Habakkuk, and Zechariah all use 

this metaphor to communicate God's judgment. Some passages proclaim 

destruction for those about to drink the cup. Others herald salvation for those 

from whom the cup is being removed. This cup of God's wrath is served up to 

whole nations whose sinful abuses, child sacrifices, rejection of God, and 

exploitation of the poor have incurred the Lord's judgment. And here is Jesus, 

kneeling on the ground, begging for "this cup" to pass him by. To the first 

Gospel readers, the meaning would have been clear: Jesus faced drinking 

down the righteous anger and judgment of God against sin on an epic scale.  

God’s love and judgment cannot be separated, the one embraced, the other rejected. 

This is true in Scripture but also in human nature. Think of the anger you feel 

when you see school children shot, believers beheaded, people killed because 

of the color of their skin. Think of your anger at the slave trade, the Holocaust, 

or sex trafficking. The root of that anger is love. No one who dehumanizes 

other races cares about racial violence. No one who thinks women or children 

are property cares about sexual abuse. Imagine that this love-motivated anger 

is so deeply entrenched in the heart of God that your own commitment to 

justice is like a candle against the sun. God's anger at the Holocaust, God's 

anger at the slave trade, God's anger at abuse and murder, cruelty and neglect, 

God’s anger at our daily unkindness and selfishness, all this was poured out 

on Jesus on the cross. That was what he dreaded: not the nails in his hands.  

But this alone does not explain the logic of the cross. Even if there is a world of sin 

to pay for, why would an outpouring of anger against a totally innocent man 

make a difference? Before we can grasp the cross, we must understand who 

Jesus is in relation to God and in relation to us. First, Jesus is not the passive 

victim of God's wrath. He is God himself. Thus, on the cross, Jesus is both 

executioner and condemned. People sometimes associate God the Father with 

the Old Testament, angry and vengeful, and Jesus with the New Testament, 

preaching love, mercy and forgiveness. But while God certainly acts in 

judgment in the Old Testament, he is also ‘merciful and gracious, slow to 

anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness”  
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Conversely, while Jesus expounds God's love and mercy again and again, he also 

teaches God's judgment like an Old Testament prophet. Revelation describes 

a time when people will say to the mountains, "Fall on us and hide us from 

the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, 

for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?" Jesus can justly 

pour out that wrath because as the Lamb, he himself has already offered and 

paid for our rescue. On the cross, the one perfectly righteous, perfectly loving, 

perfectly innocent man who ever lived faced the full force of God's judgment, 

received the cup and drank it down. He went through hell for us. 

Second, just as Jesus is not separable from the God whose wrath he faces on the 

cross, so he is not separable from us, if we but put our trust in him. Weeks ago   

we explored the stunning biblical metaphor of the church as Jesus's body and 

what that means for Christian manhood and womanhood. A yet more vital 

implication of this truth is that if we trust in Jesus, we are as inseparable from 

him as our bodies are from our heads. If we have put our trust in him, he is 

our Head: every evil of our hearts has been laid on him, paid for by his death.  

The choice we have is this: to face hell by ourselves or to hide ourselves in Christ. 

We tend to think of heaven and hell primarily as places to be sent. But Heaven, 

in biblical terms, is not a specific place, it is wherever God is. It is shorthand 

for the full blessing of relationship with God. It is the prodigal son come home. 

It is the bride being embraced by her husband with tears of joy. It is the new 

heavens and new earth, where God's people in resurrected bodies will enjoy 

eternity with him at a level of intimacy into which the best of human marriage 

gives us no more than a glimpse. Heaven is home: an embodied experience of 

deep relationship with God and his people on a recreated earth.  

Hell is the opposite. It is the wasted son who refuses to come to his senses, the 

criminal without remorse, the addict fleeing rehab. If Jesus is the Bread of 

Life, loss of Jesus means starving. If Jesus is the Light of the World, loss of 

Jesus means darkness. If Jesus is the Good Shepherd, loss of Jesus means 

wandering alone and lost. If Jesus is the resurrection and the life, loss of Jesus 

is eternal death. And if Jesus is the Lamb of God, sacrificed for our sins, loss 

of Jesus means paying that price for ourselves. Which is hell.  

But if we turn to him in trust, we receive heaven. This looks like the parable of the 

prodigal son. This first half of this all too true-to-life story gives a glimpse of 

the hell we choose when we remain in rebellion against God. The cross shows 

how we’re rescued in Christ. The last half of the parable shows the celebration 

we receive when we are in Christ. In other words, it is a picture of heaven.  
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Luke 15:17-24 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s 

hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 
18I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son. 

Treat me as one of your hired servants.” ’ 20And he arose and came to his 

father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt 

compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21And the son said to 

him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer 

worthy to be called your son.’ 22But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring 

quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes 

on his feet. 23And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and 

celebrate. 24For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is 

found.’ And they began to celebrate. 

Heaven begins when we come to our senses. We recognize that we’re starving here, 

that we’re dying, that this rebellion has led us, or at least is leading us, to hell. 

Heaven begins when we remember, or see for the first time, that there is a 

place and a person that offers abundance to even the lowest of people. Verse 

17 “How many of my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, 

but I perish here with hunger!” He recognizes that his father provides good 

things. He knows, as we need to know, the history of his father’s provision. 

He’s seen the good even the least of his father’s servants have received. 

Heaven continues to begin when we face our sin clearly and plainly. Verse 18 

“I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you.’” This is confession of sin, admission that we 

are sinners and deserve no good from our Heavenly Father.  

The logic of the cross must be applied as we think about the parable. Jesus bore our 

sins in his body on the tree that we might die to sin and live for righteousness, 

to die to hell and live in heaven. We will not trust in Christ for rescue until we 

see our need, that we have sinned against God and deserve punishment. So 

heaven begins when we turn and return. Verse 20 “He arose and came to [or 

returned to] his father.” The beauty of the Gospel is that because of the work 

of the cross, we can experience what Jesus depicts in this parable. The rest of 

verse 20 says “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and 

felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.” Heaven begins 

when God accepts us in Christ,  as we trust in the Father and the Son. John 

5:24 “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who 

sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from 

death to life.” Nothing could be plainer – this is the rescue. This eternal life is  

heaven for those condemned to death and hell. 
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Heaven begins when we trust in Jesus and go from isolation and starvation to 

celebration in the presence of God. Verse 21 “And the son said to him, ‘Father, 

I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son.’ 22But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best 

robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23And 

bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24For this my 

son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began 

to celebrate.” God is not miserly in his gifts. Heaven is as wonderful as hell is 

horrible. But the focus is God himself. Notice how the father calls the servants 

and sets them at work on the celebration, but he remains at his son’s side. He 

can’t let go. This is heaven, a continuous celebration in the presence of God. 

So what have we said? Sam Harris argued that our recognition that human beings do 

not have free will should make us more compassionate for murderers. They 

were just unlucky in their circumstances, not morally culpable. Christianity 

also demands we identify with the worst criminals, but on different grounds: 

not because they (like us) are innocent but because we (like them) are guilty. 

In a moving speech at the trial of Larry Nassar, Rachael Denhollander, the 

first woman to file sex-abuse charges against Nassar, faced the man who took 

her innocence and pleaded with him to turn to Christ. “The Bible you carry 

says it is better for a millstone to be thrown around your neck and you thrown 

into a lake than to make even one child stumble and you have damaged 

hundreds. The Bible you see carries a final judgment where all of God's wrath 

and his eternal terror is poured out on men like you. Should you ever reach 

the point of truly facing what you have done the guilt will be crushing and that 

is what makes the gospel of Christ so sweet because it extends grace and hope 

and mercy where none should be found and it will be there for you.”  

Denhollander, a victim of abuse, knows she ultimately stands in the same place as 

her abuser. But the cross of Christ brings justice: through Jesus, Nassar's sin 

could be expunged, paid for. The crushing weight could be lifted. He is 

serving multiple life sentences for his crimes, as he should. He is going to hell, 

as he should. But he could find freedom, love, and life in Christ. This is the 

scandal of the cross. The worst criminal can be welcomed. This is good news 

for us, because we are more sinful than we realize. In Christ we can be more 

known, more loved, and more truly alive than we have dreamed. Jesus then is 

the answer to hell. Yes, there is condemnation and separation for those in 

rebellion and sin. And it is sad, grievously sad. But no one needs to remain in 

sin. There is forgiveness and eternal life for all who will come to their senses, 

recognize and confess their sinfulness and rebellion and trust in Jesus for 

forgiveness, new life, and an eternal relationship with the Father.  


