
john edwards sinners in the hands of
an angry god
john edwards sinners in the hands of an angry god is a phrase often
associated with one of the most famous sermons in American religious history,
delivered by Jonathan Edwards during the Great Awakening in the 18th century.
This powerful sermon vividly portrays the precarious position of sinners who
are at the mercy of an angry and just God, emphasizing themes of divine
wrath, human sinfulness, and the urgent need for repentance. The phrase
encapsulates Edwards’ theological perspective on salvation, judgment, and the
human condition, which has had a lasting impact on American evangelicalism
and religious thought. This article explores the historical context, key
themes, rhetorical strategies, and theological implications of john edwards
sinners in the hands of an angry god, while also examining its significance
in modern religious discourse. The following sections will provide a
comprehensive overview of this influential sermon and its enduring legacy.
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Rhetorical Strategies and Literary Devices

Theological Implications and Doctrinal Perspectives

Legacy and Influence on American Religion

Historical Context of John Edwards and the
Great Awakening
John Edwards was a prominent preacher and theologian during the early 18th
century, a period marked by religious revival known as the Great Awakening.
This movement emphasized personal religious experience, revivalism, and a
return to a strict, orthodox Calvinist theology. Edwards delivered the sermon
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God in 1741, during a time when the American
colonies were experiencing significant social and religious transformation.
The sermon was delivered in Enfield, Connecticut, and quickly became a
hallmark of revivalist preaching.

Jonathan Edwards’ Background and Influence
Jonathan Edwards was born in 1703 and became a key figure in the evangelical
revival that swept through colonial America. Educated at Yale, he was deeply



influenced by Puritan theology and sought to awaken his congregation to the
realities of sin and divine judgment. His intellectual rigor combined with
passionate preaching made him a central figure in the Great Awakening.

The Great Awakening’s Impact on Colonial America
The Great Awakening challenged established religious authorities and
emphasized individual piety and emotional involvement in faith. It led to the
growth of new denominations and reshaped American Protestantism. Edwards’
sermon reflected the urgency and intensity that characterized this revivalist
movement.

Key Themes in Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God
The sermon contains several critical themes that articulate Edwards’
theological vision. Central to the message is the idea of human depravity and
the precarious nature of salvation. Edwards portrays sinners as suspended
over the pit of hell, held only by the hand of God’s mercy, emphasizing the
imminent danger of damnation.

Divine Wrath and Human Sinfulness
Edwards vividly describes God’s anger toward sinners, portraying divine wrath
as an inevitable consequence of sin. He argues that humans are inherently
sinful and deserving of eternal punishment, underscoring the severity of
their condition without divine intervention.

The Urgency of Repentance and Salvation
The sermon stresses the necessity of immediate repentance and conversion.
Edwards warns that delay could result in eternal damnation, urging listeners
to seek God’s mercy before it is too late. The call to action is both urgent
and uncompromising.

The Fragility of Human Life and Fate
Edwards uses metaphors such as a spider dangling over a fire to illustrate
the fragile state of sinners’ lives. This imagery highlights the
unpredictability of death and the constant threat of divine judgment,
reinforcing the sermon’s urgent tone.



Rhetorical Strategies and Literary Devices
Jonathan Edwards employed a range of rhetorical techniques and literary
devices in Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God to evoke emotional responses
and persuade his audience. His use of vivid imagery, repetition, and direct
address contributed to the sermon’s powerful impact.

Use of Vivid and Terrifying Imagery
One of the most notable features of the sermon is its graphic depiction of
hell and divine punishment. Edwards’ imagery serves to instill fear and awe,
making abstract theological concepts concrete and immediate for his
listeners.

Repetition and Emphasis
Edwards frequently repeats key phrases and ideas to reinforce his message.
This repetition not only aids memorability but also builds emotional
intensity, driving home the urgency of repentance.

Direct Address and Personal Appeal
The sermon often addresses the audience directly, creating a sense of
immediacy and personal responsibility. This technique engages listeners and
encourages self-reflection regarding their spiritual state.

Theological Implications and Doctrinal
Perspectives
The sermon reflects Edwards’ Calvinist theology, particularly the doctrines
of predestination, total depravity, and irresistible grace. These theological
concepts underpin the sermon’s message and provide a framework for
understanding human salvation and divine judgment.

Calvinism and Total Depravity
Edwards’ emphasis on human sinfulness aligns with the Calvinist doctrine of
total depravity, which asserts that every aspect of humanity is affected by
sin. This belief underscores the need for divine grace in salvation.



Predestination and God’s Sovereignty
The sermon implies that salvation is solely dependent on God’s sovereign
will. Edwards presents God as omnipotent and just, holding sinners
accountable while also offering the opportunity for redemption to the elect.

Grace and Conversion
Despite the harsh tone, Edwards highlights the possibility of salvation
through God’s grace. Conversion is portrayed as a transformative experience
that can save sinners from divine wrath if embraced promptly.

Legacy and Influence on American Religion
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God remains one of the most studied sermons
in American religious history, influencing evangelical preaching and theology
for centuries. Its impact extends beyond religious circles into American
culture and literature.

Influence on Evangelical Preaching
Edwards’ sermon set a precedent for revivalist preaching that combines
emotional appeal with doctrinal rigor. Many later preachers adopted his style
and themes to inspire religious renewal and conversion.

Role in Shaping American Religious Identity
The sermon contributed to the development of a distinctly American
evangelical identity that values personal salvation, moral urgency, and vivid
religious expression. This identity continues to influence American
Protestantism.

Enduring Cultural and Literary Significance
Beyond its religious implications, the sermon is studied for its literary
qualities and historical importance. It serves as a window into colonial
American thought and the interplay between religion and society.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who was John Edwards and how is he related to
'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?
'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God' was actually written by Jonathan
Edwards, not John Edwards. Jonathan Edwards was a prominent preacher during
the Great Awakening, and his sermon is famous for its vivid imagery and
emotional appeal to sinners.

What is the main theme of 'Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God'?
The main theme of 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God' is the idea of God’s
wrath and the precarious position of sinners who are at constant risk of
damnation without repentance and God's mercy.

Why is 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'
considered a classic example of fire-and-brimstone
preaching?
The sermon is considered a classic example of fire-and-brimstone preaching
because Jonathan Edwards used vivid and terrifying imagery to describe hell
and God's anger, aiming to instill fear and encourage immediate repentance
among his listeners.

How did 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'
impact the Great Awakening?
The sermon played a significant role in the Great Awakening by revitalizing
religious fervor and encouraging people to renew their faith, contributing to
widespread revival and changes in American Protestantism.

What literary devices does Jonathan Edwards use in
'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God'?
Jonathan Edwards employs vivid imagery, metaphor, simile, repetition, and
emotional appeal to convey the urgency of repentance and the terrifying
reality of divine judgment.



Is 'Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God' still
relevant today?
Yes, it remains relevant for its powerful rhetorical style, its insight into
early American religious thought, and as a historical example of persuasive
preaching that addresses themes of morality, sin, and redemption.

Additional Resources
1. Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God by Jonathan Edwards
This is the original sermon delivered by Jonathan Edwards in 1741 during the
Great Awakening. It vividly portrays the precarious state of sinners,
emphasizing the wrath of God and the imminent danger of damnation. The sermon
is famous for its fiery imagery and persuasive call to repentance, aiming to
awaken spiritual conviction in its listeners.

2. The Great Awakening: The Roots of Evangelical Christianity in Colonial
America by Thomas S. Kidd
This book explores the religious revival known as the Great Awakening, which
was the historical context for Edwards' sermon. Kidd details the social and
religious transformations of the time, highlighting key figures like Edwards
and their impact on American evangelicalism. It offers a broader
understanding of the movement that shaped early American religious life.

3. Jonathan Edwards: A Life by George M. Marsden
Marsden provides a comprehensive biography of Jonathan Edwards, offering
insights into his theology, personal struggles, and legacy. The book situates
Edwards’ famous sermon within his broader ministry and intellectual life. It
is essential for understanding the man behind the powerful message of
"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God."

4. Fire and Grace: The Theology of Jonathan Edwards by Sang Hyun Lee
This work delves into the theological underpinnings of Edwards’ preaching and
writings. Lee examines how Edwards balanced the themes of divine wrath and
grace in his sermons, including "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God." The
book is valuable for readers interested in the doctrinal aspects of Edwards'
thought.

5. The Puritan Hope: Revival and the Interpretation of Prophecy by Michael S.
Horton
Horton discusses Puritan eschatology and their hope for revival, placing
Edwards' sermon within this theological framework. The book explains how
sermons like Edwards' were intended to provoke spiritual renewal and
anticipation of God's kingdom. It provides context for the emotional
intensity of "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God."

6. American Jeremiad by Sacvan Bercovitch
This book analyzes the tradition of the jeremiad in American literature and
sermons, a form of prophetic lament and call to repentance. Edwards' sermon



is a classic example of this genre, reflecting a deep concern for moral
decline and divine judgment. Bercovitch’s work helps readers understand the
cultural and rhetorical significance of Edwards’ message.

7. Revivals and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American
Evangelicalism, 1750–1858 by William G. McLoughlin
McLoughlin traces the history of religious revivals in America, beginning
with the Great Awakening. He examines how figures like Edwards influenced
revivalist movements and evangelical identity. This book provides historical
background that frames "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" within broader
revivalist trends.

8. The Theology of Jonathan Edwards by Paul Ramsey
Ramsey offers a detailed analysis of Edwards' theological system, including
his views on sin, grace, and divine justice. The book sheds light on the
intellectual foundations of Edwards’ fiery sermons. It is a useful resource
for readers wanting to explore the philosophical and doctrinal dimensions of
Edwards’ preaching.

9. God’s Passion for His Glory: Living the Vision of Jonathan Edwards by John
Piper
Piper draws inspiration from Edwards’ emphasis on the glory of God and the
seriousness of sin. The book encourages contemporary readers to embrace
Edwards’ passion for God’s holiness and the urgency of repentance. It
connects Edwards’ 18th-century message to modern Christian life and worship.
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