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49. Eschatology (4): Everlasting Punishment  

John Gerstner on Jonathan Edwards on Hell 

Introduction 

Our study of eschatology continues in session 49 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course with 

the subject of hell. We’re focusing on the thought of Jonathan Edwards, but this time via John 

Gerstner’s outline of Edwards’s teaching on the subject in his book, Jonathan Edwards on Heaven 

and Hell. 

As discussed in the previous session, we’ll retain Edwards’s use of the word “heaven,” even 

though it is not the best term to summarise the future hope of the righteous, since Edwards 

himself evidently does not fall prey to the modern misunderstandings associated with the term. 

Gerstner’s article is helpfully divided into short sections, which are reflected in the headings 

below. Page numbers refer to the document supplied to students formally enrolled on the Guided 

Reading Course. 

Introductory questions 

a. “In heaven, God blesses people; in hell, the devil tortures people.” Discuss. 

b. “I’m not looking forward to heaven, because my nice old Uncle Joe won’t be there.” Discuss. 

c. “Hell is the absence of everything good that we presently enjoy in this life.” Discuss. 

Study questions 

The Nature of Hell 

1. How does Gerstner describe Edwards’s “overall view of hell” (p. 1)? How do you react to this 

description? 

2. What is the image that Gerstner calls “a common and most apt biblical representation of future 

punishment” (p. 1)? Is this image “spiritual or material” (p. 1)? What does this image imply (p. 1)? 

3. What is “the reason the great furnace is material and spiritual” (p. 2)? 

4. “All the interesting people will be in hell” (p. 3, paraphrasing George Bernard Shaw). How do 

you think Edwards might reply (p. 3)? 

5. Who inflicts the torture of hell (p. 3)? 

The Locality of Hell 

6. Where do the damned go after death until judgment day? Where do they go after judgment 

day? 

For reflection: How can everlasting life in the New Heavens and New Earth be perfectly good if the 

lost will also exist in hell for ever? 
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The Degrees of Torment 

7. Does Edwards believe there will be “degrees of torment” in hell (p. 4)? Do you agree? What 

biblical texts would you cite to support your view? 

8. What factors in this life intensify the torment of hell (pp. 4-6)? 

Growth in Misery 

9. What reasons does Edwards give for believing that sinners in hell “[grow] in misery” (pp. 6-7)? 

Hell Beholding This World 

10. Why does Edwards believe that “wicked men will remember how things were with them in this 

world” (pp. 7-8)? What will be the effect of the particular things the wicked remember? 

Hell Beholding Heaven 

11. “The Scriptures seem to speak as though the world of misery would be in the sight of the world 

of happiness” (p. 8). Do you agree? 

The Eternality of Hell 

12. Why does Edwards reject “annihilation” (the doctrine that the damned eventually cease to 

exist, pp. 10-11)? What do you think of his arguments? 

The Rationale of Hell 

This section is rather longer than the others, and the logic is a little harder to follow. Here’s a 

rough outline to help you. 

The section begins with a discussion of “the rationale of hell” – that is, how the infinite, eternal 

punishment of hell can be morally justified (p. 12 to the middle of p. 13). Gerstner then proceeds 

with an outline of Edwards’s sermon on Romans 3:19, which discusses the subject of hell in some 

detail (middle of p. 13 to the middle of p. 14). This leads to a more general discussion of Edwards’s 

preaching about hell (middle of p. 14 to p. 16). 

13. How many distinct arguments in support of the existence of hell can you identify on pp. 12-13? 

14. “I think it is a reasonable thing to endeavour to fright[en] persons away from hell” (p. 16). Do 

you agree? 

The Objections to Hell 

Here Gerstner draws together Edwards’s responses to three major objections against the doctrine 

of hell: (1) “How could God create men destined for endless suffering?” (p. 16); (2) “Does not the 

extremity of an infinite punishment for finite sinners not violate the elemental principles of 

justice?” (p. 17); and (3) “How can hell consist with the merciful nature of God?” (p. 17). 

15. What do you think of Edwards’s responses to these objections? Would you want to add 

anything to what he says? 

Conclusion 

16. Gerstner claims that A. H. Strong’s view is “the doctrine of hell with hell left out” (p. 19). Do 

you agree? 

 


