sinners in the hands of an angry god
jonathan edwards

sinners in the hands of an angry god jonathan edwards is one of the most
famous sermons in American religious history, delivered during the period
known as the Great Awakening. Jonathan Edwards, a prominent preacher and
theologian of the 18th century, crafted this sermon to awaken his listeners
to the severity of sin and the urgent need for repentance. This sermon is
notable for its vivid imagery, intense emotional appeals, and its theological
emphasis on divine wrath and human depravity. The impact of “Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God” extends beyond its historical context, influencing
American evangelicalism and preaching styles to this day. This article
explores the background of Jonathan Edwards, the key themes and rhetorical
strategies of the sermon, and its lasting significance in religious and
literary traditions. The following sections provide a comprehensive analysis
of this landmark sermon.
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Historical Context and Background of Jonathan
Edwards

Jonathan Edwards was a central figure in the First Great Awakening, a
religious revival that spread throughout the American colonies in the 1730s
and 1740s. Born in 1703 in East Windsor, Connecticut, Edwards was a highly
educated theologian and pastor, known for his intellectual rigor and deep
commitment to Calvinist doctrine. His preaching style combined scholarly
depth with emotional intensity, aiming to provoke a profound spiritual
awakening among his listeners. "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" was
delivered in 1741 in Enfield, Connecticut, during a time when Edwards sought
to combat spiritual complacency and revive religious fervor.

Jonathan Edwards’ Theological Foundations

Edwards' theology was deeply rooted in Calvinism, emphasizing the sovereignty
of God, human depravity, and predestination. He believed that humans were
inherently sinful and utterly dependent on God’s mercy for salvation. This
theological framework underpinned the sermon’s message, which stressed the
precariousness of sinners' position before a just and wrathful God. Edwards
viewed the natural state of humanity as one of sin and impending judgment,
with only the elect granted grace and eternal life.



The Great Awakening and Its Influence

The Great Awakening was a widespread religious revival that challenged the
established religious order and encouraged personal conversion experiences.
Edwards’ sermon played a pivotal role in this movement by urging listeners to
recognize their sinful state and the urgent need for repentance. The
revivalist spirit emphasized emotional preaching and personal transformation,
both of which are central to the sermon’s style and content.

Key Themes in "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God"

The sermon is renowned for its exploration of several profound religious
themes, many of which continue to resonate in theological discussions. These
themes illustrate Edwards’ urgent message about sin, divine judgment, and the
possibility of salvation.

The Wrath of God

One of the most dominant themes is the intense and imminent wrath of God
against sinners. Edwards portrays God as a just judge whose anger is directed
toward those who live in sin without repentance. The sermon uses vivid
metaphors, such as a bow and arrow aimed at the heart of the sinner, to
illustrate the perilous position of the unrepentant. This theme serves to
instill both fear and urgency in the audience.

Human Sinfulness and Helplessness

Edwards emphasizes the total depravity of humanity, asserting that without
divine intervention, all humans are doomed. He describes sinners as hanging
over the pit of hell by a slender thread, sustained only by God’s mercy. This
imagery highlights human vulnerability and the precariousness of life without
salvation.

The Opportunity for Salvation

Despite the grim depiction of divine wrath, the sermon also offers hope
through the possibility of repentance and salvation. Edwards calls for
immediate spiritual awakening, stressing that God’s mercy is available but
can be withdrawn at any moment. The message encourages listeners to seek
conversion and embrace God’s grace to avoid eternal damnation.

Rhetorical Techniques and Style

Jonathan Edwards’ sermon is a masterclass in persuasive religious oratory,
utilizing a range of rhetorical devices to engage and move his audience. His
style is marked by vivid imagery, emotional appeals, and logical
argumentation designed to provoke a spiritual crisis.



Use of Vivid Imagery

Edwards employs striking metaphors and similes to create powerful mental
pictures. Examples include the image of sinners as “spiders held over the
fire” or “a bow bent, ready to shoot arrows of death.” These evocative images
make abstract theological concepts tangible and terrifying, intensifying the
sermon’s emotional impact.

Appeals to Fear and Urgency

The sermon’s tone is urgent and solemn, with repeated warnings about the
immediacy of divine judgment. Edwards uses fear as a tool to break through
complacency, urging listeners to recognize the danger of their spiritual
condition and act promptly to seek salvation.

Logical Structure and Biblical References

While emotionally charged, the sermon is also logically structured, with
Edwards systematically building his argument using Scripture. He quotes
extensively from the Bible to support his points, reinforcing the authority
of his message and appealing to the religious convictions of his audience.

Impact and Legacy of the Sermon

"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" has had a lasting influence on
American religious history, literature, and preaching. Its vivid portrayal of
divine wrath and human sinfulness continues to be studied as a key example of
revivalist preaching and early American theology.

Role in the Great Awakening

The sermon contributed significantly to the revivalist movement by inspiring
widespread conversions and renewed religious fervor. It exemplified the
emotional intensity and theological focus that characterized the Great
Awakening and helped to establish Edwards as one of the era’s foremost
preachers.

Influence on American Evangelicalism

Edwards’ style and themes have influenced generations of evangelical
preachers, who often adopt similar techniques of emotional appeal and vivid
imagery to convey the urgency of salvation. The sermon remains a foundational
text in the study of American religious rhetoric.

Literary and Educational Significance

Beyond its theological impact, the sermon is frequently analyzed in
literature and rhetoric courses for its stylistic mastery. Its compelling use
of language and persuasive techniques make it an enduring subject of academic
study.



e Historical context of Jonathan Edwards and the Great Awakening

Theological themes: wrath, sinfulness, and salvation

Rhetorical strategies: imagery, emotional appeals, and scriptural
authority

Enduring impact on religion, culture, and literature

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Jonathan Edwards' sermon
'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?

The main theme of the sermon is the absolute sovereignty of God and the
imminent danger of damnation for sinners who have not repented, emphasizing
God's wrath and the precariousness of human life without divine grace.

When and where was 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God' first delivered?

The sermon was first delivered by Jonathan Edwards in Enfield, Connecticut,
during the Great Awakening in 1741.

How does Jonathan Edwards use imagery in 'Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God'?

Edwards uses vivid and terrifying imagery, such as sinners being held over
the pit of hell by a slender thread, to evoke fear and urgency about the
perilous state of unrepentant souls.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God'?

Prominent literary devices include metaphor, simile, repetition, and vivid
imagery, all employed to persuade the audience of the seriousness of sin and
the need for salvation.

How did 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'
influence the Great Awakening?

The sermon played a significant role in the Great Awakening by inspiring
emotional religious revival, encouraging repentance, and reaffirming the
importance of personal faith and conversion.

What is Jonathan Edwards' wview of human nature in



'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?

Edwards views human nature as inherently sinful and deserving of God's wrath,
emphasizing that only through God's mercy can individuals avoid eternal
damnation.

Why is 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'
considered a classic example of Puritan sermon style?

It is considered a classic example because it combines intense emotional
appeal, theological rigor, and vivid imagery to urge repentance, reflecting
the Puritan focus on sin, salvation, and God's Jjustice.

How does Jonathan Edwards convey the concept of God's
wrath in the sermon?

Edwards conveys God's wrath as a powerful, imminent force that menaces
sinners constantly, using metaphors like a bow and arrow aimed at the heart
and a fire ready to consume, highlighting the urgency of repentance.

Additional Resources

1. The Great Awakening: Revival and Religion in the Colonial American South
This book explores the religious revival known as the Great Awakening, of
which Jonathan Edwards was a central figure. It delves into the social and
theological impact of revivalist preachers and their fiery sermons, including
Edwards' famous "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God." The narrative
highlights how these sermons influenced American religious and cultural life
in the 18th century.

2. Jonathan Edwards: A Life

A comprehensive biography that examines the life, ministry, and theological
contributions of Jonathan Edwards. The book provides insights into his famous
sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," contextualizing it within his
broader religious philosophy. It also discusses Edwards' role in the Great
Awakening and his lasting legacy in American Protestantism.

3. Fire and Fury: The Great Awakening and the Making of a Nation

This work focuses on the emotional and spiritual intensity of the Great
Awakening, with special attention to sermons like "Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God." It explores how the movement challenged established religious
authorities and helped shape the emerging American identity. Readers gain an
understanding of the social upheaval and personal transformations sparked by
revivalist preaching.

4. Puritanism and the Pursuit of Happiness

Examining the Puritan worldview that underpinned Edwards' sermons, this book
discusses the tension between the fear of damnation and the hope for
salvation. It provides background on the theological concepts central to
"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," such as original sin and divine
wrath. The text also addresses how Puritan beliefs influenced American
culture and ethics.

5. The Theology of Jonathan Edwards
An in-depth analysis of Edwards' theological ideas, including predestination,
human depravity, and God's sovereignty. The book breaks down the doctrinal



foundations of "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," explaining how Edwards
used vivid imagery to convey spiritual truths. It serves as an essential
resource for understanding the intellectual context of Edwards' preaching.

6. American Sermons: The Pilgrims to Martin Luther King, Jr.

This anthology includes "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" alongside
other significant American sermons. Through curated selections, readers can
compare Edwards' style and message with those of other influential preachers.
The collection highlights the evolution of American religious rhetoric and
its impact on society.

7. Religion and the American Revolution

The book explores the intersection of religious revivalism and revolutionary
ideals in colonial America. It discusses how sermons like Edwards' inspired
both spiritual awakening and political change. The text argues that the
fervor of the Great Awakening helped lay the groundwork for the quest for
independence.

8. Fear and Faith: The Role of Emotion in Religious Experience

This work investigates how emotions such as fear and awe are employed in
religious contexts to inspire devotion and repentance. Using "Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God" as a case study, the book analyzes the psychological
effects of fiery preaching. It also considers the balance between fear and
hope in religious motivation.

9. Preaching in Colonial America: Voices from the Pulpit

A collection of sermons and essays that sheds light on the religious climate
of colonial America. The book features Edwards' "Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God" alongside other influential sermons, illustrating the power of
oratory in shaping early American communities. It offers historical
commentary on the role of preaching in social and spiritual life.
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