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Jonathan Edwards’ sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, remains one
of the most powerful and influential pieces of American religious literature.
Delivered during the Great Awakening in the early 18th century, this sermon
exemplifies Edwards’ fiery rhetoric and deep theological insights into human
sinfulness, divine justice, and the urgent need for personal repentance. The
phrase “So that, thus it is that natural men are held” captures the essence
of Edwards’ message: illustrating how unregenerate humans are held in the
grip of divine wrath, unable to free themselves without divine intervention.
This article explores the key themes, historical context, and enduring
significance of Edwards’ sermon, providing a comprehensive understanding of
its impact on American religious history and its relevance today.

---

Historical Context of Jonathan Edwards’ Sermon

The Great Awakening and Religious Revivalism
The sermon was delivered in 1741 during the First Great Awakening, a period
marked by widespread religious revival across the American colonies. This
movement emphasized personal salvation, emotional religious experiences, and
a direct relationship with God, often challenging traditional clergy
authority and established churches.

Jonathan Edwards: The Theologian and Preacher
Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) was a Congregationalist preacher, philosopher,
and theologian. Known for his fiery preaching style and deep theological
insights, Edwards sought to awaken sinners to their peril and inspire genuine
repentance. His sermons, especially Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,
became emblematic of the revivalist movement.

The Cultural and Religious Climate
During this era, colonial society was characterized by religious fervor, a
focus on individual morality, and a desire for spiritual renewal. Edwards’
sermon responded to what he saw as a complacent and unregenerate populace,
warning of divine wrath awaiting the sinful.

---



Core Themes of Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God

The Sinfulness of Humanity
Edwards emphasizes that all humans are inherently sinful and deserving of
divine punishment. His depiction of human nature underscores the idea that
salvation is not automatic but requires divine grace.

The Wrath of God and Divine Justice
A central theme is the portrayal of God's wrath as just and unavoidable for
the wicked. Edwards vividly describes divine anger and the precarious
position of sinners suspended over the pit of eternal damnation.

The Grip of Divine Power
Edwards describes humans as being held by God's hand, with divine power
poised to cast them into hell at any moment. This imagery emphasizes human
helplessness and the necessity of divine mercy.

The Urgency of Repentance
The sermon underscores that salvation is accessible but requires immediate
and sincere repentance. Edwards appeals to listeners’ fears and hopes to
prompt a spiritual awakening.

---

Key Rhetorical Devices and Techniques

Vivid Imagery and Metaphors
Edwards employs striking imagery to evoke emotion and illustrate divine wrath
and human vulnerability, such as:

Humans hanging by a slender thread over the pit of hell1.

The wrath of God as a great flood ready to swallow sinners2.

Divine power as a bowstring ready to snap3.

Emotional Appeal and Persuasion
The sermon is designed to evoke fear, awe, and repentance through powerful
emotional language, making the listener feel the immediacy and severity of
divine judgment.



Use of Repetition and Parallelism
Repetition emphasizes key points, such as the idea that sinners are held by
divine power and that salvation is available only through God's grace.

Direct Address and Personalization
Edwards speaks directly to the congregation, making the message personal and
urgent, thereby increasing its emotional impact.

---

Theological Significance and Message

Human Depravity and Total Inability
Edwards stresses that humans are completely incapable of saving themselves
due to their sinful nature. Divine grace is essential for salvation.

Divine Sovereignty and Justice
God’s sovereignty and justice are emphasized; humans are entirely dependent
on divine mercy, which is both just and merciful.

Necessity of Personal Conversion
The sermon advocates for immediate personal repentance, emphasizing that each
individual is responsible for their spiritual state.

Predestinarian Views
While Edwards’ sermons reflect Puritan predestinarian doctrine, they also
highlight the importance of personal responsibility and the need for revival.

---

Impact and Legacy of the Sermon

Influence on Religious Revivalism
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God played a crucial role in awakening
religious enthusiasm and converting many colonists, fueling the Great
Awakening.



Shaping American Religious Identity
The sermon contributed to a sense of individualism in faith, emphasizing
personal salvation and emotional religious experience, which continue to
influence American Christianity.

Literary and Cultural Significance
Edwards’ vivid imagery and compelling rhetoric have made the sermon a classic
example of American religious literature and oratory.

Contemporary Relevance
Though rooted in 18th-century theology, the themes of divine justice, human
depravity, and the urgency of spiritual awakening remain relevant in modern
religious discourse and discussions on morality and divine justice.

---

How the Sermon Continues to Influence Today

In Religious Education and Preaching
Many preachers and religious educators study Edwards’ techniques and themes
to understand the power of rhetoric in spiritual revival.

In Literature and Cultural Studies
Scholars analyze the sermon for its literary qualities and its role in
shaping American religious and cultural history.

In Moral and Ethical Discussions
The sermon prompts ongoing debates about divine justice, human
responsibility, and the nature of salvation.

In Modern Evangelism
The emotional appeal and vivid imagery used by Edwards continue to inspire
contemporary revivalist movements.

---

Conclusion

Jonathan Edwards’ Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God remains a compelling
testament to the power of rhetoric and theology in shaping religious
consciousness. The phrase “So that, thus it is that natural men are held”



encapsulates the core message: unregenerate humans are held in a fragile,
perilous state, suspended over divine wrath, and in desperate need of divine
grace. Through vivid imagery, emotional appeal, and deep theological insight,
Edwards’ sermon urges believers and sinners alike to recognize their
helplessness before divine justice and seek salvation with urgency. Its
legacy endures not only as a key artifact of the American Great Awakening but
also as a timeless reflection on human sinfulness, divine justice, and the
transformative power of spiritual awakening.

---

Meta Description:
Discover the powerful themes and lasting impact of Jonathan Edwards' Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God, a pivotal sermon of the Great Awakening that
vividly depicts divine wrath and calls for urgent repentance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Jonathan Edwards' sermon
'Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God'?

The main theme is the imminent danger of divine wrath awaiting unrepentant
sinners and the urgent need for personal repentance and faith in God.

How does Jonathan Edwards describe the nature of
God's anger in the sermon?

Edwards portrays God's anger as a righteous and inevitable force that holds
sinners over the pit of destruction, emphasizing the fragility of their
salvation and the power of divine wrath.

What does Edwards mean by the phrase 'Natural Men Are
Held' in the context of his sermon?

He means that unregenerate or sinful individuals are held in a state of peril
and are under God's control, unable to escape His wrath without divine
intervention and repentance.

Why is 'Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God'
considered a pivotal example of Great Awakening
preaching?

Because it vividly communicated the need for personal repentance with
emotional intensity, inspiring conversions and revivals during the Great
Awakening era.

How does Jonathan Edwards use imagery to convey the
danger faced by sinners?

Edwards employs powerful imagery such as sinners hanging by a spider's thread
over the pit of hell, emphasizing their precarious position and the wrath of
God ready to destroy them.



In what ways does the sermon reflect the Puritan
emphasis on divine sovereignty and human sinfulness?

It underscores that salvation is entirely dependent on God's mercy,
highlighting human sinfulness and the necessity of divine grace for
salvation.

What is the relevance of Edwards' message in modern
religious or spiritual contexts?

While rooted in 18th-century theology, the sermon's themes of accountability,
repentance, and the seriousness of spiritual matters continue to resonate,
emphasizing the importance of personal faith and moral responsibility today.

Additional Resources
Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God — An In-Depth Analysis of Jonathan
Edwards’ Classic Sermon

---

Introduction

Jonathan Edwards’s “Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God” is widely regarded
as one of the most powerful and influential sermons in American religious
history. Delivered during the Great Awakening of the early 18th century, this
sermon encapsulates Edwards’s fiery rhetoric and theological fervor, aiming
to awaken sinners to their dire spiritual condition and the wrath awaiting
them if they do not repent. Its vivid imagery, compelling rhetoric, and
profound theological insights have made it a cornerstone of American
religious literature and a subject of scholarly analysis for centuries.

In this article, we will explore the sermon’s core themes, historical
context, rhetorical strategies, and theological implications. We will also
examine how Edwards’s message about the natural state of
humanity—particularly, that “natural men are held”—resonates within the
broader framework of Puritan doctrine and evangelical revivalism. By doing
so, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of this seminal work and
its enduring influence.

---

Historical Context and Background

The Great Awakening and the Religious Climate

The Great Awakening was a series of religious revivals that swept through the
American colonies in the 1730s and 1740s. It was characterized by emotional
preaching, a focus on personal salvation, and a challenge to established
religious authorities. Jonathan Edwards, a Congregationalist preacher and
theologian from Northampton, Massachusetts, was one of the most prominent
figures of this movement.



During this period, many colonies experienced a decline in religious fervor
and moral discipline. Edwards sought to reignite spiritual passion by
emphasizing the urgency of salvation and the peril of divine judgment. His
sermons, especially “Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God,” exemplify this
revivalist spirit, aiming to stir conviction among his listeners and compel
them toward genuine repentance.

Biographical Context of Jonathan Edwards

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) was a highly educated theologian, philosopher,
and preacher. His intellectual rigor and fiery preaching style made him a
formidable figure in American religious life. Edwards’s deep commitment to
Calvinist theology, emphasizing predestination and human depravity, shaped
his sermons and writings profoundly.

“Sinners” was delivered in 1741 at a time when Edwards was actively involved
in the revival movement. Its impact was immediate and profound, reportedly
causing many listeners to tremble, cry, or even faint—a testament to its
visceral power.

---

Core Themes of the Sermon

Human Depravity and Natural State

At the heart of Edwards’s message lies the doctrine of total depravity—the
idea that, due to the Fall, humans are inherently sinful and incapable of
saving themselves without divine intervention. He emphasizes that natural
men—those who have not experienced spiritual rebirth—are under divine
condemnation and are held in a perilous state, suspended over the fires of
divine wrath.

Edwards vividly describes the natural state of humanity as:

- Hanging by a slender thread over the pit of hell
- Held in divine mercy’s temporary restraint, but only by God's sovereign
will
- Completely powerless to escape their doomed condition without divine grace

This portrayal underscores the Calvinist view that salvation is entirely
dependent on God's grace, not human effort.

The Wrath of God and Divine Justice

Edwards’s sermon starkly portrays God’s wrath as an active, just response to
human sin. He depicts divine justice as a righteous fury, ready to unleash
punishment on unrepentant sinners. His imagery often reduces the divine to a
wrathful judge holding sinners over the pit of hell, with no safety net but
divine sovereignty.



Key points include:

- Divine wrath as a fiery, unstoppable force
- Human sinfulness as deserving of eternal punishment
- Sinners as fallen creatures in the grip of divine justice

The Urgency of Repentance and Salvation

Given the perilous state of humanity, Edwards emphasizes the urgency of
repentance. The sermon’s tone is urgent, warning that divine patience is
limited, and that the next moment could be the sinner’s last. He appeals to
listeners’ fears, compelling them to turn from sin and seek salvation before
it is too late.

Edwards advocates for a personal, heartfelt conversion and underscores that
salvation is the only escape from divine wrath.

---

Rhetorical Strategies and Literary Devices

Imagery and Visual Language

Edwards’s use of vivid, often terrifying imagery is central to the sermon’s
impact. He employs metaphors and similes to make abstract theological
concepts visceral and immediate:

- "A great furnace of wrath" — illustrating divine fury
- "Hold you over the pit of hell" — depicting divine power and human
vulnerability
- "Spider or some loathsome insect" — representing human fragility and
helplessness

This language aims to evoke visceral fear and moral urgency.

Persuasive Tone and Emotional Appeal

Edwards’s tone is intense, direct, and emotionally charged. He employs
rhetorical questions, commands, and exclamations to engage listeners:

- “How terrible is the state of those who are now in the hands of an angry
God!”
- “There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell but
the mere pleasure of God.”

This approach seeks to stir listeners’ conscience and motivate immediate
action.



Use of Repetition and Parallelism

Repetition emphasizes key points and enhances the sermon’s rhythmic power:

- “It is only the sovereign mercy of God that holds you up.”
- “You are held in the hand of God, and He can cast you into hell at any
moment.”

Parallel structures serve to reinforce the fragility and peril of the human
condition.

---

Theological Implications and Significance

Calvinist Doctrine and Predestination

The sermon exemplifies Calvinist theology, particularly the doctrines of
total depravity, unconditional election, and irresistible grace. Edwards
underscores that salvation is entirely dependent on God's sovereign choice,
and that humans cannot earn or merit divine favor.

“Sinners” affirms that:

- Humanity is wholly dependent on divine mercy
- The unregenerate are under God's wrath
- Grace is irresistibly applied to the elect

The Concept of Divine Justice and Mercy

While the sermon emphasizes divine wrath, it also implicitly calls for
recognition of God's mercy in providing salvation. Edwards’s tone suggests
that God's justice is righteous, but His mercy is available—though only
through repentance and faith.

Impact on American Religious Thought

Edwards’s sermon helped shape the evangelical emphasis on personal salvation,
emotional experience, and the urgency of conversion. It contributed to a
broader movement that prioritized individual piety and moral accountability.

---

Modern Perspectives and Critical Analysis



Strengths of the Sermon

- Emotional Power: Its vivid imagery and passionate tone remain compelling.
- Theological Clarity: It clearly articulates core Calvinist doctrines.
- Historical Significance: It exemplifies the revivalist spirit of the Great
Awakening.

Critiques and Controversies

- Intense Fear Tactics: Some argue that Edwards’s approach relied heavily on
fear, potentially alienating or traumatizing listeners.
- Limited Inclusivity: Its focus on divine wrath may overshadow messages of
love and grace.
- Modern Reception: Contemporary audiences may find the language harsh or
morally intimidating.

---

Conclusion

Jonathan Edwards’s “Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God” remains a
monumental work in American religious history. Its unflinching portrayal of
human depravity, divine justice, and the urgent need for repentance
exemplifies the fervor of the Great Awakening and Calvinist theology. Through
powerful imagery, emotional rhetoric, and theological depth, Edwards aimed to
awaken his congregation to their perilous spiritual state and motivate them
toward salvation.

While its tone and approach might seem intense by modern standards, the
sermon’s enduring influence underscores its effectiveness in communicating
the seriousness of sin and the sovereignty of divine justice. As a product of
its time, it continues to challenge and inspire discussions on faith,
morality, and the nature of divine wrath and mercy.

In sum, Edwards’s sermon is not merely a historical artifact but a profound
reflection of human vulnerability and divine sovereignty—an enduring call to
recognize the gravity of the human condition and the necessity of divine
grace.

---
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