
sinners in the hands of an angry god figurative
language

sinners in the hands of an angry god figurative language plays a crucial role in Jonathan Edwards’ famous
sermon, emphasizing the precarious position of sinners and the immense power of divine wrath. This
sermon, delivered during the Great Awakening, employs vivid and powerful figurative language to evoke
fear, urgency, and reflection among its listeners. By analyzing the figurative elements, such as metaphors,
similes, and imagery, one can gain a deeper understanding of Edwards’ rhetorical strategies and theological
intentions. This article explores the key examples of figurative language in "Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God," their effects on the audience, and how these literary devices enhance the overall message of
the sermon. Additionally, the discussion will highlight the historical context and the significance of such
language in religious oratory of the 18th century. The following sections will guide readers through the
major types of figurative language used and their impact on both the sermon’s tone and its enduring
influence.

Understanding Figurative Language in "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God"

Key Metaphors and Their Significance

Use of Vivid Imagery and Sensory Language

Similes and Analogies that Enhance the Message

The Emotional and Psychological Impact of Figurative Language

Historical and Theological Context of Edwards’ Language

Understanding Figurative Language in "Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God"
Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions with meanings different from their literal
interpretation to convey complex ideas, emotions, or vivid pictures. In Jonathan Edwards’ "Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God," figurative language is employed extensively to dramatize the perilous state of
sinners and the imminent danger of divine judgment. These rhetorical devices serve not only to illustrate
theological concepts but also to provoke a visceral response from the audience, making abstract spiritual
threats tangible and immediate. Understanding these figures of speech is essential for appreciating the
sermon's persuasive power and its role in the revivalist movement. Edwards’ style is marked by his ability



to transform intangible spiritual realities into concrete, often terrifying images through figurative language.

Key Metaphors and Their Significance
Metaphors are central to the sermon’s impact, providing a direct comparison that reveals the severity of the
sinners’ condition and the nature of God’s anger. Edwards famously compares sinners to objects or beings
held precariously over destruction, conveying vulnerability and impending doom.

The Spider and the Web
One of the most notable metaphors is the comparison of sinners to "a spider, or some loathsome insect" held
over the fire by God’s hand. This metaphor evokes a sense of helplessness and insignificance, emphasizing
human frailty and the ease with which God could cast sinners into hell. The imagery of a delicate spider
dangling by a thread highlights the tenuousness of life without divine mercy.

The Bow and Arrow
Another significant metaphor is that of God holding the bow with the arrow drawn, aimed at sinners. This
metaphor vividly portrays the imminent threat of divine wrath, suggesting that God’s anger is like a
weapon ready to be unleashed at any moment. It intensifies the urgency for repentance and underscores
the power imbalance between God and humanity.

Use of Vivid Imagery and Sensory Language
Jonathan Edwards employs vivid imagery and sensory details to create mental pictures that engage the
audience’s senses and emotions. This technique makes the abstract concepts of sin and divine judgment
more concrete and terrifying.

Fire and Wrath Imagery
Fire is a recurring image symbolizing hell and God’s wrath. Edwards describes sinners as hanging over
"the pit of hell" with "the flames of divine wrath" ready to consume them. The sensory language appeals to
the fear of physical pain and eternal suffering, making the threat more relatable and immediate.



Natural Elements as Symbols of Divine Power
Edwards uses natural elements such as storms, floods, and the bow and arrow to symbolize God’s power and
the destructive potential of His anger. For example, he likens sinners to a "loose rock" that could fall at any
moment, emphasizing the instability of their position without God’s protection. These images tap into
common human experiences with nature to illustrate spiritual truths.

Similes and Analogies that Enhance the Message
Similes and analogies are used throughout the sermon to draw parallels between familiar objects or
experiences and the spiritual dangers faced by sinners. These devices help clarify complex theological ideas
in relatable terms.

Simile of the Floodwaters
Edwards compares the wrath of God to great waters that are dammed for a moment but ready to break
forth and sweep sinners away. This simile conveys the overwhelming and unstoppable nature of divine
judgment, creating a sense of impending disaster that cannot be avoided.

Analogy of the Bow and Arrow in God's Hand
This analogy likens God’s control over sinners’ fate to an archer holding a drawn bow, poised to release the
arrow. It illustrates both the precision and power of God’s judgment, as well as the vulnerability of sinners
who have no control over their destiny.

The Emotional and Psychological Impact of Figurative Language
The figurative language used in "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" is not merely decorative; it serves
a strategic purpose in affecting the emotions and mindset of the audience. By employing terrifying and
vivid images, Edwards aims to instill fear, awe, and a sense of urgency.

Fear: The imagery of dangling over a pit of fire and the metaphor of a drawn bow create an
atmosphere of imminent danger.

Urgency: The precarious position of sinners compels immediate repentance to avoid destruction.

Helplessness: The metaphors emphasize human vulnerability and dependence on God's mercy.



Awe: The grandeur and power of God are underscored, inspiring reverence and submission.

These emotional responses are essential for the sermon's persuasive effect, motivating listeners to reconsider
their spiritual state and seek salvation.

Historical and Theological Context of Edwards’ Language
Understanding the historical and theological background of Edwards’ sermon enhances comprehension of
his use of figurative language. Delivered during the Great Awakening, a period of religious revival in
colonial America, the sermon reflects the Puritan belief in predestination and the absolute sovereignty of
God.

Edwards’ figurative language aligns with the Calvinist doctrine that humans are inherently sinful and
subject to God's wrath unless redeemed. The vivid, often frightening images were intended to awaken
listeners from spiritual complacency and to emphasize the urgency of conversion. This rhetorical approach
was common in revivalist preaching, designed to provoke emotional responses that could lead to genuine
religious transformation.

The figurative language also reflects the broader 18th-century style of oratory, which favored dramatic and
evocative speech to move audiences. Edwards’ masterful use of metaphors, similes, and imagery situates
him as a key figure in American religious history and demonstrates the enduring power of figurative
language in persuasive communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some examples of figurative language in 'Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God'?
Jonathan Edwards uses vivid metaphors and similes, such as comparing humans to spiders held over a fire
and God’s wrath to a bow bent and ready to shoot an arrow, to illustrate the precariousness of sinners'
position and the intensity of divine anger.

How does Jonathan Edwards use metaphor to convey the message in
'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?
Edwards employs metaphors like the 'bow of God’s wrath' and sinners being 'held over the pit of hell like
a spider' to create a powerful image of danger and imminent destruction, emphasizing the need for



repentance.

What role does imagery play in 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?
Imagery in the sermon paints terrifying pictures of hell and divine punishment, making abstract spiritual
concepts tangible and urgent, thereby compelling listeners to feel fear and seek salvation.

Why is the use of figurative language important in 'Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God'?
Figurative language makes Edwards’ sermon emotionally impactful and memorable, helping to
communicate the severity of sin and the necessity of redemption in a way that plain language might not
achieve.

Can you identify a simile used by Jonathan Edwards in 'Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God' and explain its significance?
One notable simile is comparing humans to 'loathsome insects' held by God over the fire, which highlights
human vulnerability and the ease with which God could cast sinners into hell, thus urging repentance and
humility.

Additional Resources
1. The Scarlet Letter
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s classic novel explores themes of sin, guilt, and redemption in Puritan New
England. Through rich figurative language and symbolism, the story delves into the consequences of moral
transgressions and societal judgment. The book’s vivid imagery and metaphorical language enhance the
intense emotional and spiritual struggles of its characters, much like the vivid warnings in "Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God."

2. Paradise Lost
John Milton’s epic poem uses elaborate metaphors and vivid imagery to portray the fall of Satan and the
consequences of sin on humanity. The figurative language in the text powerfully conveys themes of
divine justice, wrath, and redemption. Like Edwards’ sermon, it reflects on the precarious position of
sinners under the judgment of a righteous God.

3. The Crucible
Arthur Miller’s play about the Salem witch trials employs allegory and symbolic language to explore
themes of sin, hysteria, and judgment. The characters’ moral struggles and the community’s harsh
punishments echo the intense fear of divine wrath depicted in Edwards’ sermon. Figurative language is
used to heighten the tension and highlight the destructive power of sin.



4. Doctor Faustus
Christopher Marlowe’s tragedy uses metaphor and symbolism to illustrate the consequences of selling one’s
soul to the devil. The figurative language vividly portrays Faustus’s inner turmoil and the terrifying
reality of damnation. The work’s focus on sin, damnation, and divine punishment parallels the themes
found in "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God."

5. Beloved
Toni Morrison’s novel incorporates powerful figurative language and symbolism to explore the haunting
legacy of sin and guilt tied to slavery. The characters grapple with spiritual and emotional torment,
reflecting the sermon’s emphasis on the consequences of sin. Morrison’s use of metaphor deepens the
reader’s understanding of suffering and redemption.

6. Crime and Punishment
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s psychological novel delves into the moral and spiritual consequences of sin through
intense internal conflict and symbolic imagery. The figurative language captures the torment of guilt and
the hope for redemption, much like Edwards’ vivid depiction of sinners facing divine wrath. The novel
examines the complex nature of sin and justice.

7. Inferno
Dante Alighieri’s epic poem uses rich allegory and vivid imagery to depict the journey through Hell and
the punishments awaiting sinners. The figurative language vividly conveys the horrors of divine
judgment and the fate of the damned, resonating with the themes of fear and wrath in Edwards’ sermon. It
remains a powerful exploration of sin and its eternal consequences.

8. Young Goodman Brown
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story employs symbolism and allegory to explore the loss of innocence and
the pervasive presence of sin in human nature. The figurative language creates an eerie, foreboding
atmosphere that reflects the inner spiritual battle of the protagonist. Like Edwards’ sermon, it suggests the
ever-present danger of damnation.

9. Revelation
The final book of the Bible is rich in apocalyptic imagery and symbolic language that depicts the ultimate
judgment of sinners and the wrath of God. Its vivid metaphors and allegories paint a terrifying picture of
divine punishment and the fate of the wicked. The book’s themes closely align with those in "Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God," emphasizing the power and justice of God’s wrath.
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