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Jonathan Edwards is widely regarded as one of the most influential preachers
in American history. His sermons, especially the famous "Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God," are celebrated not only for their theological depth but
also for their compelling use of language. The effectiveness of Edwards's
sermons can largely be attributed to his careful and powerful diction—his
choice of words that evoke emotion, persuade, and inspire his listeners. In
this article, we will explore what makes Edwards's diction so impactful,
analyze specific examples of his word choices, and understand how his
language contributes to the overall effect of his sermons.

Understanding Edwards’s Diction: Why It Matters

The Power of Word Choice in Preaching

Preaching is not merely about presenting theological concepts; it’s about
engaging the listener’s emotions and morals. Edwards’s diction plays a
critical role in this process. His words are deliberate, vivid, and designed
to stir the audience’s conscience. Effective diction in sermons creates a
visceral experience, making abstract concepts like divine wrath or salvation
tangible and urgent.

The Context of Edwards’s Sermons

Jonathan Edwards preached during a time of religious revival known as the
Great Awakening, a period marked by fiery sermons aimed at awakening
spiritual consciousness. His language reflects the seriousness and urgency of
this movement. His choice of words resonates with the fears, hopes, and moral
struggles of his congregation, making his sermons memorable and



transformative.

What Makes Edwards’s Diction So Effective?

1. Use of Vivid and Concrete Imagery

Edwards often employed striking imagery through his diction to paint vivid
pictures of spiritual realities. His words create clear, often startling
mental images that evoke emotional reactions.

Example:
In "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," Edwards states:
_"Their foot shall slide in due time."_

This phrase uses simple, accessible language but paints a powerful image of
impending judgment, emphasizing the precariousness of sinners' positions
before God. The word "slide" conjures a slippery, uncontrollable fall,
evoking fear and urgency.

2. Employing Strong and Emotive Language

Edwards’s choice of strong, emotive words heightens the emotional impact of
his sermons. He doesn’t shy away from harsh or intense vocabulary when
describing divine judgment or human sinfulness.

Examples of powerful words include:
- "Wrath"
- "Destruction"
- "Vial" (as in "vials of divine wrath")
- "Hell"
- "Terror"
- "Anguish"

These words evoke fear and awe, compelling listeners to consider their
spiritual state seriously.

3. Repetition and Parallelism for Emphasis

Edwards’s diction often involves repetition and parallel structures,
reinforcing key ideas and making them memorable.

Example:
He repeatedly uses phrases like:



_"Your destruction is imminent."_
_"Your soul is in danger."_

The rhythmic repetition emphasizes urgency and makes the message stick in the
minds of listeners.

4. Use of Religious and Biblical Language

Edwards’s sermons are heavily rooted in biblical diction, which lends
authority and familiarity to his messages. He uses biblical words and phrases
that his audience would recognize and respect.

Examples include:
- "Repent"
- "Grace"
- "Judgment"
- "Salvation"

By choosing words with deep religious significance, Edwards connects his
message directly to Scripture, reinforcing its divine authority.

Examples of Edwards’s Choice of Words in His
Sermons

Example 1: The Metaphor of Divine Wrath

In "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," Edwards describes divine wrath as
a powerful, almost tangible force. He states:
_"The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present."_

Analysis:
- Words like "wrath," "waters," and "dammed" evoke an image of a powerful,
contained force that could burst forth at any moment.
- The diction emphasizes the potential for destruction if sinners do not
repent, creating a sense of imminent danger.

Example 2: The Use of Fear-Inducing Language

Edwards uses fear as a motivator, employing words that evoke terror and
helplessness.
_"There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell, but
the mere pleasure of God."_



Analysis:
- Words like "wicked men," "hell," and "nothing that keeps" underscore the
fragility and precariousness of sinners’ salvation.
- The diction highlights human vulnerability and divine sovereignty, pushing
listeners toward repentance.

Example 3: The Emphasis on Personal Responsibility

He appeals directly to his audience’s personal morality through pointed
diction:
_"You are the creature of God, made to serve Him, and you stand exposed to
His wrath."_

Analysis:
- Words like "creature," "serve," and "exposed" personalize the message,
making it clear that each individual bears responsibility.
- The diction fosters a sense of immediacy and personal accountability,
compelling listeners to reflect on their actions.

The Impact of Edwards’s Diction on His Audience

Creating a Sense of Urgency

Edwards’s choice of words—particularly those that evoke danger, judgment, and
divine wrath—instills a sense of urgency. His diction pushes listeners to
confront their spiritual condition immediately rather than delay repentance.

Evoking Emotional Responses

His vivid imagery and emotive language evoke feelings of fear, guilt, and
hope, making the message resonate deeply. The emotional engagement fosters a
personal connection between the preacher and his audience.

Enhancing Memorability and Persuasiveness

The repetition, parallelism, and biblical diction make his sermons memorable
and persuasive. His careful word choices ensure that his messages linger long
after the sermon ends, often prompting reflection or change.



Conclusion: The Power of Edwards’s Diction in
His Sermons

Jonathan Edwards’s effectiveness as a preacher can be largely attributed to
his masterful use of diction. His deliberate choice of vivid imagery, strong
emotive words, biblical language, and rhetorical devices creates a
compelling, emotionally charged experience for his listeners. Through
powerful language, Edwards not only communicated theological truths but also
inspired repentance and moral awakening. His sermons remain a testament to
the enduring power of carefully chosen words in oratory and religious
discourse.

By analyzing specific examples, we see that Edwards’s diction works on
multiple levels—evoking fear, awe, hope, and moral responsibility—all of
which contribute to the lasting impact of his sermons. His language continues
to serve as a model for effective preaching and persuasive communication,
demonstrating that words are indeed mighty tools in shaping hearts and minds.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Edwards' diction contribute to the
effectiveness of his sermon?
Edwards' careful selection of powerful and vivid words evokes strong
emotional responses, making his message more impactful and memorable.

What specific examples of Edwards' word choice
highlight his persuasive style?
Edwards uses intense and urgent words like 'wrath,' 'damnation,' and 'fire'
to evoke fear and compel listeners to reflect on their spiritual condition.

In what way does Edwards' diction help create a
sense of immediacy in his sermon?
He employs words such as 'now,' 'immediately,' and 'urgent' to make the
audience feel the necessity of immediate repentance.

How does Edwards' use of biblical language enhance
his sermon’s impact?
By incorporating scriptural diction like 'judgment,' 'wrath,' and
'salvation,' he connects with his audience’s religious beliefs and reinforces
his message.



Can you give an example of Edwards’ choice of words
that appeals to listeners’ emotions?
Yes, phrases like 'fire of hell' and 'lake of burning brimstone' are
deliberately chosen to evoke fear and motivate spiritual urgency.

What role does Edwards' diction play in creating a
tone of seriousness and gravity?
His use of somber and intense words such as 'doom,' 'destruction,' and
'judgment' establish a tone that underscores the seriousness of sin and the
need for repentance.

How does Edwards' diction make his message more
relatable and compelling to his audience?
By using accessible yet powerful language that resonates with common fears
and beliefs, Edwards makes complex spiritual concepts understandable and
emotionally impactful.

Additional Resources
What About Edwards Diction Make This Sermon So Effective?

Jonathan Edwards, often heralded as one of the most influential preachers in
American history, crafted sermons that have stood the test of time—not merely
because of their theological depth but also owing to his masterful use of
diction. His choice of words, phrasing, and rhetorical devices elevated his
sermons from mere religious exhortations to compelling literary and
oratorical masterpieces. This article delves into the intricacies of
Edwards's diction, analyzing how his word choices contribute to the emotional
impact, clarity, and persuasiveness of his sermons, with particular attention
to exemplars from his most renowned works.

---

The Power of Precise and Elevated Language

One of the most striking features of Edwards's diction is his use of precise,
elevated language that conveys both gravity and immediacy. His vocabulary
often includes words that evoke vivid imagery and moral seriousness, setting
a tone that commands attention and reverence.



Elevated Lexicon and Formal Tone

Edwards's diction is characterized by formal, sophisticated word choices that
lend his sermons an air of authority and scholarly gravitas. For example, he
employs words like:

- "Impenitent" instead of simply "unrepentant," emphasizing a hardened
refusal to repent.
- "Destruction" rather than more passive terms, intensifying the sense of
inevitable doom.
- "Wrath" instead of "anger," which carries theological weight and aligns
with scriptural language.

This elevated lexicon not only elevates the sermon’s tone but also aligns his
speech with the biblical tradition, reinforcing the divine authority behind
his message.

Use of Precise and Vivid Descriptors

Edwards often employs carefully chosen adjectives and adverbs to paint
visceral pictures. For instance, in Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, he
describes the sinner’s precarious position with phrases like:

- "The bow of God's wrath is bent"
- "The pit of the bottomless abyss"
- "A flame that burns to the lowest hell"

Each phrase employs specific, evocative words that conjure images of danger,
divine fury, and eternal separation. The precision of these descriptors
heightens the emotional intensity and draws listeners into a vivid mental
landscape.

---

Strategic Word Choices and Their Rhetorical
Impact

Beyond vocabulary, Edwards’s deliberate selection of words functions
strategically to evoke emotional responses, create rhythm, and reinforce
theological points.

Repetition and Parallelism

Edwards’s diction often involves repetition of key words and phrases, which



serve to emphasize critical ideas and evoke a rhythmic cadence that captures
listeners' attention.

Example:

> "The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present."

> "The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present,
they increase more and more, and rise higher and higher, till an outlet is
given."

Here, the repetition of "the wrath of God" and the parallel structure of the
simile deepen the sense of unstoppable divine fury, making the threat more
visceral.

Use of Biblical and Theological Diction

Edwards’s sermons are densely packed with biblical diction, which enhances
their authority. Words like:

- "Judgment"
- "Hell"
- "Eternal"
- "Repentance"
- "Salvation"

are not merely theological terms but are woven seamlessly into his sentences,
creating a scriptural resonance that appeals to the listener’s familiarity
with biblical language.

Intensifying Diction for Emotional Impact

To provoke fear and repentance, Edwards often chooses words with strong
emotional connotations:

- "Terror" rather than "fear"
- "Damnation" rather than "punishment"
- "Wrath" rather than "anger"

These words evoke visceral reactions, stirring the audience’s conscience and
emphasizing the seriousness of their spiritual plight.

---



Examples from Edwards’s Sermons: Analyzing Word
Choice

To understand how Edwards’s diction contributes to the effectiveness of his
sermons, examining specific passages provides insight into his strategic word
choices.

Exemplar 1: "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God"

Passage:

> "The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider,
or some loathsome insect, over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully
provoked."

Analysis:

- The phrase "holds you over the pit of hell" uses the verb "holds," which
suggests a precarious, unstable situation.
- Comparing the sinner to "a spider" or "loathsome insect" employs vivid,
repulsive imagery, elevating the sense of vulnerability and filth.
- The word "abhors" conveys intense divine disgust, intensifying the moral
and emotional weight.

Impact:

This diction creates an immediate, visceral image of danger and divine wrath,
compelling the listener to recognize their peril.

Exemplar 2: "A Divine and Supernatural Light"
(Personal Narrative)

Passage:

> "I saw an incredible, bright, and divine light, which bore the appearance
of a glorious sun, shining into my soul."

Analysis:

- Words like "incredible," "bright," "divine," "glorious" evoke awe and
wonder.
- The phrase "shining into my soul" employs personification and intimacy,
emphasizing the transformative power of divine illumination.

Impact:



The choice of words cultivates a sense of awe and spiritual awakening,
illustrating Edwards’s ability to select language that elevates the mystical
experience.

---

The Role of Diction in Creating Mood and Tone

Edwards’s diction is pivotal in establishing the mood and tone of his
sermons, often oscillating between dire warning and hopeful appeal.

Conveying Urgency and Fear

In passages warning of divine wrath, Edwards employs diction that heightens
tension:

- Words like "damned," "horrible," "dreadful," and "fearful" create a mood of
alarm.
- Phrases such as "wrath that is like great waters" and "the pit of hell"
evoke images of chaos and destruction.

This diction fosters a tone of urgency that compels immediate
action—repentance.

Inspiring Hope and Repentance

Conversely, when Edwards calls for repentance, his diction shifts to words
that suggest possibility and divine mercy:

- "Hope," "mercy," "grace," and "salvation" are carefully chosen to inspire
optimism.
- Phrases like "God is ready to pardon" and "the way of salvation is open"
employ inclusive language that invites engagement.

This strategic diction balances the sermon’s tone, blending warning with hope
to motivate spiritual change.

---

Conclusion: The Art of Edwards’s Diction

Jonathan Edwards’s sermons exemplify the profound power of diction in
religious oratory. His deliberate choice of elevated, precise, and evocative



words enhances emotional impact, clarifies complex theological concepts, and
commands moral authority. From his vivid metaphors to his biblical diction,
each word is carefully selected to evoke visceral responses—fear, awe,
hope—ultimately guiding his audience toward spiritual reflection and
repentance.

In essence, Edwards’s diction is not merely decorative; it is a strategic
tool that amplifies the effectiveness of his sermons. His mastery of language
transforms sermons into compelling moral narratives that resonate deeply with
listeners, ensuring their enduring influence in the history of American
religious rhetoric. Whether invoking divine wrath or divine mercy, Edwards’s
words serve as a testament to the enduring power of language in shaping moral
consciousness and spiritual awakening.
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