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If God so loves the World, 
How can Hell Exist? 

  
Dr. Marcellino D'Ambrosio 

  
As the camera pans the crowd at a football 
game, you see a few fans holding up the 
sign.  It simply says “John 3:16.” 
 
For years, evangelical Protestants have extolled this little 
Bible verse as the heart of the Gospel.  In their minds, if you 
only have a moment to tell people something about the 
Christian faith, this is Scripture you should quote: “For God so 
loved the world that he sent his only Son that whosoever 
believes in him may not die but may have eternal life.”  
 

Pope Paul VI, in his landmark letter on evangelization, confirmed that this verse, from 
this Sunday’s gospel, is indeed is the central theme of the entire bible. 
 
So then comes the million dollar question–how could a loving God ever send anyone to 
hell? 
 
The answer is very simple.  He doesn’t. 
 
Oh, hell certainly exists, alright.  We see its crowded 
waiting room here on earth and can, if we observe 
closely, get some insight as to why its occupants are 
sitting there. 
 
War certainly comes close to being hell on earth, 
especially when you happen to be on the losing side.  
Armed conflict is always nasty.  But in the ancient 
world, despite the low level of technology, war was 
often total.  When a city resisted a conquering army, it was made an example to 
neighboring towns.  Jerusalem, for example, was razed to the ground by the 
Babylonians.  The pride and joy of Israel, Solomon’s temple, was reduced to a heap of 
rubble, civilians as well as soldiers put to the sword, and a few lucky ones led into exile. 
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Did God bring this hellish fate upon them?  Not in the least.  He actually sent 
messengers to tell them how to prevent such tragedy.  Jeremiah warned Jerusalem to 
repent and offer no resistance to the invaders.  Their response?  They imprisoned him.  
Through stubborn and foolish arrogance, they brought their fate crashing down upon 
their own heads, much to God’s dismay. 

 
Eternal punishment is exactly the same.  No one is in hell 
except those who choose it.  “The judgment is this–the light 
came into the world, but men loved the darkness instead of the 
light (Jn 3:19).  Why would people walk away from the light?  
Perhaps because they don’t like what they see as they emerge 
from the shadows.  Maybe because they don’t want anyone 
else to see them are they really are.  They’d rather keep up the 
charade that they are good people and can fend for themselves, 
thank you very much.  That they’ve always done what’s right 
and deserve to be appreciated, even applauded, by God and 
everyone else. 

 
At the moment of death, the choice for light or darkness becomes final and irrevocable.  
But before that time, God is waiting for us to turn to him.  He is rich in mercy (Eph 2:4).  
He shines his light on our sins and brokenness not to humiliate us, but to irradiate the 
vermin that infects us and to clear up our blotchy complexion.  All we need is the 
courage to face the truth about ourselves and rejoice in his merciful love which accepts 
us no matter what we’ve done or who we are.  All we need is to be willing to say “sorry” 
and “thanks.”  For we can do nothing to earn his favor–it comes to us as a pure, 
undeserved gift, as Ephesians tells us in Sunday’s second reading. 
 
But God can’t give us his mercy if we don’t ask for it.  
And if we insist on “pulling our own weight,” and getting 
from God what’s coming to us, he’ll do as we say.  Jesus 
offers us a share in what He deserves from our heavenly 
Father.  I think I’d opt for that rather than what I deserve!  
 
Lent is a time to remember that we live by the mercy of 
God, and to renew our determination that the grace that 
he has so generously lavished upon us will not be 
received in vain. 
 
This was originally published in Our Sunday Visitor as a reflection upon the readings for 
the 4th Sunday in Lent, liturgical cycle B (2 Chron 36:14-17, 19-23; Ps 137:1-6; Eph 2:4-10; 
Jn 3:14-21).  It is reproduced here with the permission of the author. 

 

"I Believe" - The Heart of Catholic Faith  
by: Marcellino D'Ambrosio, Ph.D. 

When people ask you to explain your faith, where do 
you start? This Easter Season is the perfect time to 
learn more about our Catholic Faith! 
  
This dynamic, four-part series, Dr. D'Ambrosio 
explains how the very heart of the Christian faith is all 
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about intimate, personal relationships.  It's about a community of love between 
three divine persons, and the powerful, loving way that each of those Divine 
Persons breaks into our world to transform our lives.  This series explains how 
faith is not irrational but the most reasonable response possible to 
God's amazing deeds.  
  

"I Believe" follows the outline of the Nicene Creed, but don't be mistaken--it is 
far from a stodgy or academic presentation of tenets and beliefs!  Full of 
enlightening metaphors and colorful anecdotes, "I Believe" leads its audience not 
only to clearer understanding of the faith, but a deeper love relationship with God 
the Father, Son, and Spirit.  "I Believe," available in either audio or video format, 
is perfect either for teens or adults, for individual study, or use by RCIA/Adult 
Faith sharing groups.  

I Believe - DVD - $49.95     I Believe - Audio Tape - $19.95     
I Believe - CD - $19.95 

  

Early Church Fathers - the Sequel! 

VOL II of the ECF --  If you liked the first volume of Marcellino’s 
EWTN shows on the ECF, you’ll LOVE this one!  19 shows, brief 
and to the point, on some of the most fascinating figures in early 
Church history—the indomitable St. John Chrysostom, the feisty St. 
Jerome, and many others! 
  
  

  
Scriptural Rosary with Luminous Mysteries 
Hardcover Scriptural Rosary devotional book with Luminous Mysteries. 
The Scriptural Rosary makes meditating on the biblical mysteries of 
the rosary so much easier! 
  

Liturgy of the Hours 4 four volume set Leather 
This complete set of THE LITURGY OF THE HOURS in four volumes 
is Leather bound and sold only as a set. This is the perfect way to 
delve deeper into the Church Fathers and the History of the Church. 
FREE SHIPPING -- No TAX! 

  
 


