
What Happens to Babies When They Die? 

If all people born into this world have inherited Adam’s guilt and corruption, 

where do babies go when they die? 

In his excellent little book, The Five Dilemmas of Calvinism, Craig Brown reminds 

us that this having an answer for this question is extremely important: 

Sometime in your life you will know someone, Christian or non-Christian, 

who had a miscarriage, suffered the death of an infant, or chose to have an 

abortion. What will you tell that person when he or she asks you where that 

baby is spending eternity? What will be the basis for your answer?1 

Brown goes on to list the five possible answers to this question:2 

1. They go to hell. If a person must make a decision to believe in Christ in 

order to get to heaven, all babies who die must be condemned, since 

babies cannot make a decision to believe in Christ. 
 

2. Only those who are baptized go to heaven. This is basically the Roman 

Catholic view. 
 

3. Only covenant babies (children of believers) go to heaven. It is based off of 

YHWH’s promise to Abraham: “I will establish My covenant between Me 

and you and your offspring after you” (Gen. 17:7). Since children are 

included in the covenant, this hints that their eternal destinies are secure. 
 

4. Only those who are elect go to heaven. Those who are not elect go to Hell. 

We have no idea who the elect babies are, but trust God’s goodness and 

grace nonetheless. 
 

5. All babies go to heaven. Because of the special grace of God, all babies who 

die, whether born of Christian or non-Christian parents, go to heaven. This 

is another way of saying that all babies who die are elect. 

                                                           
1Craig Brown, The Five Dilemmas of Calvinism (Orlando: Ligonier Ministries, 2007), 105. 
2 Ibid, 106. 



There are Christians who hold to each of these views, but most Reformed 

believers hold one of the last three positions. All are quick to acknowledge that 

the Bible does not explicitly teach that all infants who die go to heaven. Still, 

many see ample reason to hope, based on the Bible’s teaching about God’s 

character traits of grace and mercy, that He does indeed receive dying infants into 

His presence.  

How do we reconcile this with what we have learned from the doctrines of 

inherited guilt and pollution, namely that all people who are born into this world 

are born guilty, depraved sinners? Though infants may be innocent of personal 

sin, they are not innocent of the imputed sin of Adam. 

Again, Brown writes: 

Since all babies are born depraved, it would be logical to assume that all 

babies who die go to hell. After all, they cannot repent or believe in Jesus. As 

Calvinists, shouldn’t we believe that no babies are elect, since God obviously 

did not choose them to live and become Christians? Reformed theology 

holds that this statement is not correct.3 

Reformed Christians believe that we are saved entirely by God’s grace. Fallen, 

sinful, guilty, depraved children who die have no merit of their own. Like adults, 

they must be saved entirely by God’s sovereign grace. 

As Brown reminds us, “grace is based on no merit of any kind within the sinner.”4 

Warfield explains, 

The destiny of infants who die is determined irrespective of their choice by 

an unconditional decree of God suspended for its execution on no act of 

their own. Their salvation is wrought by an unconditional application of the 

grace of Christ to their souls through the immediate and irresistible 

cooperation of the Holy Spirit prior to and apart from any action of their own 

proper wills. If death in infancy does depend on God’s providence, it is 
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assuredly God in His providence who selects this vast multitude to be made 

participants of His own conditional salvation. This is but to say that they are 

unconditionally predestined to salvation from the foundation of the world…If 

all infants who die in such are saved, not only the majority of the saved but 

that majority of the human race hitherto have entered into life by a non-

Arminian pathway.5 

Again, we must emphasize that there is no explicit teaching on the eternal destiny 

of dying babies.6 Yet Scripture nevertheless gives us much reason to hope that 

they are saved. One strong Scriptural support for the salvation of dying infants is 

God’s attitude toward children. Clearly, He has a special care for them:7 

• Psalm 22:9-10 – “You are He who took me from the womb; You made me 

trust You at my mother’s breasts. On You was I cast from my birth, and 

from my mother’s womb You have been my God.” 
 

• Jer. 1:5 – “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you 

were born I consecrated you.” 
 

• Gal. 1:15 – “[God] set me apart before I was born, and…called me by His 

grace.” 

The very best example of God’s great love for children may be Psalm 139:1-18. 

• Not only had God knitted David together in his mother’s womb (v.13), it is 

clear that God was also intimately concerned with the fetus throughout the 

entire process (vv.15-17).  

In Jesus Christ, we see who God is on full display. Thus, we are not surprised when 

Jesus shows a great fondness for infants8 during His earthly ministry (Matt. 19:13-

15). In fact, our Lord goes so far as to say, “for to such belongs the kingdom of 

                                                           
5 B.B. Warfield,  
6 Perhaps God in His immutable wisdom chose not to mention this, as this may have lent itself for the justification 
of abortion. Again, this too is but speculation. 
7 The following is borrowed from Brown, Five Dilemmas, pp.114-15. 
8 The Greek word (paidi,on, paidion) refers most commonly to “very young children” (BDAG). 



heaven.”9 By laying His hands on them and blessing them, we see His own special 

care for them (in contrast to His disciples, v.13). 

Perhaps the best indication that God saves infants who die is found in 2 Sam. 

12:15-23, which records the sad outcome of the story of David’s sin with 

Bathsheba. 

• Of course, not all interpreters see this section teaching that David’s child 

being ‘saved’ or ‘going to heaven.’10 
 

• However, there is good reason to believe that David indeed was talking 

about being reunited with his child in the resurrection.  
 

- Of what comfort or hope is it to David that his corpse will be reunited to 

rot beside the bones of his child? 
 

 Contrast David’s behavior to the death of his unborn child with that 

of the death of Absalom, his wicked son (see 2 Sam. 18:33). 

Another example, vague as it may be, is found in 1 Kings 14:7-13, where Ahijah 

the prophet tells the wicked king of Israel, Jeroboam, that in his sick child (infant?) 

who is about to die that “in him there is found something pleasing to the Lord.” 

This is contrasted with all the other (grown?) children of Jeroboam, whom the 

Lord promises will be cut off (v.10). 

We close our study with some additional reasons that Craig Brown believes that 

babies who die go to heaven11: 

1. The Scriptural texts that say that it is better to not be born, or to die in 

infancy, than to be born in this fallen world; 
 

• Job 3:11 – “Why did I not die at birth, come out from the womb and 

expire?” 
 

                                                           
9 Of course, “infants” is more than literal here, as the next periscope (section) contrasts the character of childlike 
dependence with the self-sufficient bravado of the rich young ruler. 
10 For example, those who deny that the OT saints had any understanding of the resurrection or afterlife say that 
David is simply referring to him meeting his child in the grave, the inevitable destination for all people. 
11 See Brown, Five Dilemmas, pp. 117-22. 



• Job 3:16 – “Or why was I not as a hidden stillborn child, as infants 

who never see the light?” 
 

• Eccl. 6:3 – “If a man fathers a hundred children and lives many years, 

so that the days of his years are many, but his soul is not satisfied 

with life’s good things, and he also has no burial, I say that a stillborn 

child is better off than he.” 
 

2. Hell is always described in Scripture by a list of abominations that a person 

commits. In His mercy and grace, God sees fit to take some infants before 

they can develop such a list (e.g. Rev. 20:12b). Men are saved by grace, but 

they are damned by works. What works have babies done?12 
 

3. Babies are not innocent of the imputed sin of Adam, but they are innocent 

of personal sin because they have not had the opportunity to personally 

rebel against God. 
 

• In John 8:24, Jesus warned His opponents that unless they repented, 

they would die in their sins. Would this be true of an infant or still 

born who never had the chance to sin? 
 

• This seems to be what Moses was saying in Deut. 1:39, where the 

“little ones” of Israel “have no knowledge of good or evil.” 
 

• Some believe that Jonah 4:11 refers to Gentile children who are 

unable to discern between right and wrong (literally “persons who do 

not know their right hand from their left”). 
 

4. In Revelation 5:9, John says that people from every tribe and language and 

people and nation will sing praises to King Jesus in the new heavens and 

earth. 
 

• If we assume there have been people groups that have died without 

ever hearing about Christ, how can every “tribe” be represented in 
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heaven? This is only possible if children from those tribes died and 

were saved by the special, electing grace of God. 

So far, we’ve only dealt with the death of infants. But what about toddlers? What 

about the mentally handicapped?  

The question that needs to be answered then is this: “When does a someone 

become responsible for his or her own eternal destination?” 

Again, Scripture doesn’t explicitly state this for us. John MacArthur, who has 

written and preached much on this very topic says that people become 

responsible when they cease to be children in God’s eyes, when a person reaches 

sufficient mature understand to comprehend convincingly the issues of law, 

grace, sin, and salvation.13 

• As John Piper notes from Romans 1:21, those who are culpable for 

judgement are those who “knew God,” yet nevertheless refused to “glorify 

Him as God or give thanks to Him.” Those who do this are “without 

excuse.” They are without excuse because they suppress the knowledge 

and revelation of God in their unrighteousness and godlessness. 
 

- Thus, the argument follows that those who do not have this 

“knowledge” are not without excuse. 

As MacArthur notes, this condition is not achieved at a specific age. Until 

someone meets the requirements of biblical understanding, he is considered a 

“child” by God. 

This idea also helps us comprehend the fate of mentally impaired people, as they 

lack the necessary means to express faith. Thus, says Brown, God regards them in 

the same way that He looks at infants and saves them by His grace. 

Other Resources 

“What Happens to Babies Who Die?” (YouTube: Todd Friel, Wretched TV) 
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