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CHAPTER SEVEN

An Exposition of Whether the Punishment 
of Hellfire is Eternal

If it is asked, ‘What pleasure or good emanates from a severe, eter-
nal and everlasting punishment that never ends or lets up? [For in 
the punishment of Hellfire] every time their skin is burnt off it is 
exchanged [with fresh skin]; and they are never allowed to expire 
such that they die, nor does [the punishment] ease up for even a 
moment.’

We respond: By God, this is a question that shakes the moun-
tains let alone the hearts of men. Due to this question some who 
initially affirmed the wisdom of the Almighty and Most Wise subse-
quently denied [His wisdom] and causality, denied that matters have 
[wise] purposes, and instead [claimed that they are solely a result 
of His will]. This group [which includes some of the Ashʿariyya] 
also deemed it permissible for God to punish those who obey Him 
and are His saints in the lowest levels of Hellfire; and to reward His 
enemies who associate others with Him, raising them to the high-
est levels of blissful Paradise eternally. [This group further claimed] 
that He could punish those whom He wills in Hellfire without any 
reason, cause or [evil] deed. [They then claimed] that He could vary 
[the punishment for Hell’s] denizens even if their [evil] deeds are 
equivalent, that He could punish them in an equal fashion even if 
their deeds are disparate, and that He could punish a person with the 
sins of another; or that He could annul all the righteous deeds of a 
person, not reward him, and instead reward another for those [same 
deeds]. They deemed all of those things permissible to Him [claim-
ing] that it cannot be known that He does not do these unless there is 
an authentic tradition [that states otherwise]. [They claim that] God 
doing those or their opposites is all the same to Him.
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They also claimed that there is no way to escape from this ques-
tion except by using this principle. Yet they may just be holding 
on to this principle superficially, without really understanding its 
deeper implications. Nonetheless, they did not reconcile between 
[this principle] and the proofs indicating [His] justice and wisdom, 
or the connections of [effects] with their causes and that the former 
follow suit, balance and compensate for them. They misunder-
stood the Qurʾān just like they erred in describing the Lord with 
what is not befitting to Him—instead characterizing Him with 
impossibilities.

Some of the Qadariyya (who affirm causality and [His] wisdom) 
claimed that they could escape from this repugnant principle because 
of their affirmation of [His] wisdom and causality. But they fell into 
something similar or even worse, since they obligated God (Glory 
be to Him) to eternally punish a Muslim—who spent his whole life 
obeying Him, but then perpetrated one major sin and died without 
[repenting]—in Hellfire along with His enemies. 

Again, the doctrine [of this subgroup of Qadariyya] is even more 
evil than the Jabriyya as the latter did not obligate God to judge in 
that manner. Rather, the Jabriyya declared that it was permissible 
for Him to judge either way. Due to the [Qadariyya’s] mistaken 
interpretation of the Qurʾān and the Sunna and what they deemed 
permissible or impermissible for the Lord, they succumbed just like 
the Jabriyya.

Others [like Ibn Sīnā] speculated and investigated, and thereaf-
ter supposed that the Resurrection [and the sending of a faction to 
Hellfire]—which the messengers informed us of—contradicts wis-
dom, mercy, justice and advantage. Therefore, they [claimed] that 
the [warning of Hellfire] is only to make us fearful, that it is only 
imaginary and not real, and that it is to restrain those whose nature is 
animalistic and beastly from perpetrating their temptations. Hence, 
they claimed that this [warning] is advantageous for existence, [but 
is not true].1

One of the greatest reasons for falling into heresy and disbe-
lief in God and the Hereafter is the attribution of false doctrines 
and corrupt viewpoints to the messengers. Other groups similar-
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ly succumbed in the question of the temporal origination of this 
world.2 They claimed that the messengers notified us that God had 
been pre-eternally stripped of acting, and that [His creative ability] 
transformed from being essentially impossible to becoming possible 
(inqalaba min al-iḥāla al-dhātiya ilā’l-imkān al-dhātī) at the initiation 
[of His creation] without a renewed cause or event (bi-lā tajaddud 
sabab wa-lā amr) which subsists in the Agent’s [Essence]3 (qām bi’l-
fāʿ il).4 They claimed that whoever does not have faith in that is not a 
believer nor does he believe in the messengers. Therefore, the latter 
[heresy] concerns the origin [of this world] while the former regards 
the Resurrection.

Then another group came along and denied [His] creation and 
commandments altogether. They claimed that all of that is not true, 
but is instead deceitful. Then they claimed that there is only one 
existence:5 there is no Creator and created being, no Lord and crea-
tures submissive to His lordship, and no obedience or disobedience; 
rather, everything is one order. [In addition, they argued that] disas-
sociating these represents only imagination and fantasy. [For them], 
the heavens and the earth, this world and the Hereafter, pre-eternity 
and eternity, and the good and the repugnant are all one and the 
same. Later, they revised [their inconsistency] and claimed that they 
are instead one essence.

People—knowing nothing other than these viewpoints and doc-
trines—were initiated into these four groups, except those whom 
God willed. Their harm became rampant and the calamity was great. 
Some of the smartest scholars became atheists. Only those who were 
dull and simple-minded were able to avoid this, but these people 
were also far away from rational thought and transmitted evidence.

We state after asking God for success, depending on God, and 
relying on Him: The Qurʾān, the Sunna, innate disposition and 
rational proofs all prove that God (Glory be to Him) created the 
heavens and the earth, and what is in between them with the truth. 
He did not create anything aimlessly, nor in vain and falsehood. 
The Truth is an Attribute and Name of His, and His statements 
and actions are also [the truth]. God (Glory be to Him) is the Clear 
Truth, and thus nothing proceeds from Him except the truth. He 
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does not say anything but the truth, nor does He carry out anything 
but the truth. He does not command anything but the truth, nor 
does He recompense anyone except with the truth. 

Falsehood cannot be attributed to Him. Moreover, falsehood is 
anything that is not attributable to Him; for example, a false judg-
ment; a false religion that He did not permit nor prescribe, as it was 
not conveyed by His messengers; a false deity who is not deserving 
or suitable to be worshipped, and therefore worship or supplicating 
to it is falsehood; false speech that consists of lies and slander; and 
statements which are impossible and are not connected to any exist-
ent, but instead are attached to something false, which is not real.

God (Glory be to Him) originated the creation only so that they 
may worship and know Him. Worshipping Him is predicated on 
loving Him for His favours and blessings, and for His perfection 
and glory. God made His creation with this innate disposition; and, 
therefore, they were created affirming His [existence]. The messen-
gers (may God bless them all) said to their nations, Can there be doubt 
concerning God, the Originator of the heavens and the earth?6 

The creation is innately disposed to acknowledge Him and wor-
ship Him alone. If they were left alone to this innate disposition 
they would have grown up knowing Him and worshipping Him 
alone. This innate disposition is a created entity that they were orig-
inated upon—there is no altering His creation. People lived upon 
this innate disposition for many generations, but then succumbed to 
the consequences of their corruption and dissented from righteous-
ness and uprightness. It is similar to what occurs to a healthy body 
and nature that results in them becoming diseased. Therefore, God 
sent His messengers to return people back to their original innate 
disposition. 

Nonetheless, people divided into three groups after [the messen-
gers conveyed their message]. Some of them responded completely 
and followed [the messengers] totally, and thus their innate disposi-
tion returned to its original perfection. That resulted in complete 
knowledge and righteous deeds. Thus, their innate disposition 
became even more perfect than before. This group will not need 
reformation or chastisement in the Hereafter nor Hellfire to remove 
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from them their wickedness or purify them from their dirt or filth. 
Their submission to the messengers eliminated the need for all that.

The [second] group complied in some respects but not in others, 
and therefore they retained some dirt and filth that were in contrast 
to the truth that they were created to pursue. Hence, the Omniscient 
and Most Wise prepared medications for them consisting of tribula-
tion and trials [to cure] the diseases that had taken hold of them. If 
they are able to completely purify themselves in this abode [then 
that is good], but if not then they are [punished] in the grave. If 
this [latter punishment] is not sufficient then standing on the Day 
of Judgment and [enduring] its shocks may absolve some of them 
from their remaining [sins]. If this is not sufficient then they inevi-
tably must be cured with the greatest type of remedy, which is by 
being burned. They will therefore enter the bellows [of Hellfire] 
to be purified and absolved until they are completely reformed and 
there is no further benefit [or need] for it. At that point, they will be 
removed from the infirmary to the abode of those who are healthy. 
This has been indicated in multiple ḥadīths narrated from the Prophet 
(may God bless him and grant him peace). He said it explicitly in his 
statement, ‘After they are cleansed and purified, they will be admit-
ted into Paradise.’7 The Exalted said, Peace be unto you! Ye are good, so 
enter ye (the Garden of delight), to dwell therein.8 Therefore, God did not 
permit them to enter [Paradise] until after they became pure—it is 
only the abode of the pious, in which there is no wickedness what-
soever. They will only remain in Hellfire in accordance with their 
need to become purified and absolved of their wickedness.

The third group are those who did not submit to nor follow 
the messengers. Instead, they continued to deviate away from their 
innate disposition, and they never returned to it. Corruption con-
solidated itself within them completely, such that they could never 
become righteous. This world, the afflictions of death and what fol-
lows it, and the shocks of the [Day of ] Resurrection are insufficient 
to dissipate away their filth and dirt. So it is not befitting according 
to the wisdom of the Omniscient and Most Wise to settle them next 
to the righteous in the abode [of Paradise]. And since they were not 
created to be annihilated, they will go to the abode of afflictions and 
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suffering. They will remain in it as long as their filth [composed] of 
disbelief and polytheism remains with them. Hellfire was fired up to 
the degree of their wicked deeds; therefore, their punishment within 
it is to the same degree as their evil sins. Their punishment will con-
tinue as long as the consequences of those [evil] deeds remain, as well 
as what was instigated by them. As long as the requisites remain, the 
punishment also remains.

Now [some maintain that] we should investigate [the follow-
ing]: ‘Did the original innate disposition vanish completely [in such 
people] so that its effect became non-existent and completely null? 
If yes, then it is their evil that obliterated their innate disposition 
and became all that remained. In that case there is no way that they 
can be saved from the punishment. Or can it be said that their innate 
disposition did not become [completely] anulled, but instead the ill-
ness and corruption due to [their evilness] took hold of them, just 
like a disease of the body that afflicts a person yet he remains alive 
(even though it may not be a life he derives benefit from)? However, 
if a medication becomes available that can rid him of this disease 
and return him to his health—even though it is bitter, difficult to 
swallow, and must be taken over and over—then the original innate 
disposition can become manifest once again. At that point no fur-
ther treatment is needed. This is the secret of this question.’ Those 
who argue this second proposition say that rational thought does not 
prove the impossibility of such [an argument], as [reason] does not 
deem it to be inherently impossible [for the innate disposition to be 
the only entity left after a disbeliever is absolved of all of his evilness 
and wickedness through the punishment of Hellfire].

They then state, ‘Rational thought, transmitted evidence and 
the innate disposition have instead all proven that the Exalted Lord 
is wise and merciful. God’s wisdom and mercy rejects maintaining 
these [evil] souls in the punishment forever (sarmad) and eternally 
(abad), such that this punishment remains existent alongside God’s 
Eternal [existence]. This [eternal punishment] is inconsistent with 
[God’s] wisdom and mercy.’

They also said: ‘Many textual or contemplative proofs have indi-
cated that the punishments and penalties, which God has prescribed 
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and determined in this abode, are only to chastise souls and purify 
them from the evil that they have within them, to attain the benefit 
of restraining and warning them, to make them abstain from return-
ing back [to sins], in addition to many other wise purposes. Once 
these [wise purposes] occur then punishing them becomes devoid of 
any further wisdom or advantage; and therefore, [that punishment] 
no longer remains necessary. [Do not forget that] this is the punish-
ment of One Who is knowledgeable, most wise and merciful—He 
does not punish in vain or due to any benefit that He will gain, as that 
is impossible. Hence, [His] punishment only occurs to accrue some 
advantage to either the one being punished or someone else. It is 
well known that He derives no advantage—nor does anyone else—
in keeping a [disbeliever] in the punishment forever and eternally.’

They maintained that the Qurʾān and the Sunna have proven 
that the types of pains [that exist] are for humankind’s benefit. The 
Exalted said, That is because neither thirst nor toil nor hunger afflicteth them 
in the way of God, nor step they any step that angereth the disbelievers, nor 
gain they from the enemy a gain, but a good deed is recorded for them therefore;9 
And that God may prove those who believe, and may blight the disbelievers.10 
Thus, God notified us that the pain from death and wounds incurred 
in His path is a tamḥīṣ, i.e. as purification and cleansing for the believ-
ers. He gave glad tidings to those who are patient [in the face] of the 
pain from hunger, fear, poverty, losing beloved ones and others by 
[reminding them] that He will bless them, have mercy on them and 
guide them. 

The Exalted also said, He who doeth wrong will have the recompense 
thereof.11 Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq said, ‘O Messenger of God, we have 
sustained a mortal blow—who amongst us has not done evil?’ The 
Prophet said, ‘O Abū Bakr, do you not become fatigued? Do you not 
become grieved? Do you not encounter harm?’ He replied yes. The 
Prophet then said, ‘This is what you are recompensed and expiated 
(tujzawna) with.’12

Furthermore, the Exalted has said, Whatever of misfortune striketh 
you, it is what your hands have earned.13 There are glad tidings as well as 
a warning [in this verse], since He has informed us that the misfor-
tunes of this world represent punishments for our sins. In addition, 
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He is too merciful to repeat a punishment upon His servant [in the 
next world] for a sin after having already done so in this world. The 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘Whoever 
perpetrates some filthy [sins], but God conceals it, then his matter 
returns back to God. If He wills, He punishes him; and if He wills, 
He forgives him. Whoever is punished for them in this world, then 
[know that] God is too beneficent to punish His servant again.’14 
In another ḥadīth, [we read], ‘[I do not know if (wa-mā adrī)] legal 
punishments expiate those who perpetrated [major sins].’15 ʿUbāda 
narrated the following ḥadīth: ‘Whoever among you falls into any 
[sins] and is punished for them in this world, then that represents an 
expiation for him.’16

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘No 
suffering, fatigue, sorrow, sadness or harm befalls a Muslim—even 
the prick of a thorn—but that God expiates some of his sins for 
that.’17 He also said, ‘Tribulations will continue to afflict the believ-
er, whether in his family, wealth or children, until he meets God 
absolved of all his sins.’18 In another ḥadīth, ‘After the believer is 
cured of his illness he becomes pure, just like hail is clear and colour-
less.’19 In another ḥadīth, ‘Fever erases sins just like the bellows of fire 
remove the impurities of iron.’20 In another ḥadīth, ‘Do not revile 
fever, for it removes away the sins of the offspring of Adam.’21 In 
fact, one of the names of fever is ‘the expiator of sins’.

In an authentic ḥadīth, ‘God (Almighty and Most Glorious is He) 
will say on the Day of Judgment, “O son of Adam, I fell ill and you 
did not visit Me.” He will say, “O Lord, how could I visit You when 
You are the Lord of the Worlds?” God will say, “Did you not know 
that My servant so-and-so was ill, but you did not visit him? Do you 
not know that if you had visited him you would have found Me at 
his side?”’22 This last expression is more profound than His state-
ment [earlier in the same ḥadīth regarding those who were hungry or 
thirsty] who asked for food or drink: ‘You would find that [reward] 
with Me.’ God (Glory be to Him) is at the ‘side’ of one afflicted by 
disease out of His mercy and goodness. It is also to console him due 
to his heart being broken as a result of his disease. God is always with 
those whose hearts are broken. 
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