Jonathan Edwards:
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God” (1741)
The Great Awakening swept through the colonies during the 1740s. It was an emotional
religious trend that started several years earlier in the Middle Colonies. The movement is
significant because it marked the first time in history the distinct sections of New England, the
Middle Colonies, and the South began to intersect in a meaningful way. Anglican minister
George Whitefield is usually credited with providing the impetus for the Great Awakening.
The early decades of the 18th century saw declines in church memberships. Very simply,
people seemed to be paying more attention to this world than the next. Certain ministers tried
to promote “revivals” in their congregations. The individual and his personal religious wellbeing became the focus of feverish religious activity in a way unparalleled in history.
Jonathan Edwards, a Puritan minister, was the most eminent native-born revivalist of the
Great Awakening. In 1727, he became the pastor of a church in Northampton, Massachusetts.
Best known for his emotional and vivid imagery of eternal damnation, his fire-and-brimstone
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” sermon, delivered on July 8, 1741 at Enfield,
Connecticut, is arguably the most famous sermon ever preached in America.
It was not uncommon for Edwards’s powerfully dramatic messages to create a frenzied anxiety
among listeners concerned about their salvation. One especially distraught parishioner even
slit his throat rather than face the torment of his soul! After refusing to relax his rigid stance,
Edwards was ousted by the congregation in 1749, whereupon he became a missionary among
the Indians. Highly devoted to intellectual endeavors, he later served as president of the
College of New Jersey (Princeton). Edwards is considered by many scholars to be the most
profound philosopher and theologian to ever live in America.
Several Protestant denominations gained momentum during the Great Awakening. The
Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians experienced significant growth in their numbers, so
much, in fact, that they began to overshadow the Anglican Church in some areas, especially
Virginia. This widened religious choice fostered spiritual tolerance and increased personal
responsibility for one’s salvation. By the early 1760s, the Great Awakening had run its course.











. . .This that you have heard is the case of every one of you that are out of Christ. That
world of misery, that lake of burning brimstone, is extended abroad under you. There is
the dreadful pit of the glowing flames of the wrath of God; there is hell’s wide gaping
mouth open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor any thing to take hold of, there is

nothing between you and hell but the air; it is only the power and mere pleasure of God
that holds you up.
You probably are not sensible of this; you find you are kept out of hell, but do not see
the hand of God in it; but look at other things, as the good state of your bodily
constitution, your care of your own life, and the means you use for your own
preservation. But indeed these things are nothing; if God should withdraw his band,
they would avail no more to keep you from falling, than the thin air to hold up a person
that is suspended in it.
Your wickedness makes you as it were heavy as lead, and to tend downwards with great
weight and pressure towards hell; and if God should let you go, you would immediately
sink and swiftly descend and plunge into the bottomless gulf, and your healthy
constitution, and your own care and prudence, and best contrivance, and all your
righteousness, would have no more influence to uphold you and keep you out of hell,
than a spider’s web would have to stop a falling rock. Were it not for the sovereign
pleasure of God, the earth would not bear you one moment; for you are a burden to it;
the creation groans with you; the creature is made subject to the bondage of your
corruption, not willingly; the sun does not willingly shine upon you to give you light to
serve sin and Satan; the earth does not willingly yield her increase to satisfy your lusts;
nor is it willingly a stage for your wickedness to be acted upon; the air does not
willingly serve you for breath to maintain the flame of life in your vitals, while you
spend your life in the service of God’s enemies. God’s creatures are good, and were
made for men to serve God with, and do not willingly subserve to any other purpose,
and groan when they are abused to purposes so directly contrary to their nature and end.
And the world would spew you out, were it not for the sovereign hand of him who hath
subjected it in hope. There are black clouds of God’s wrath now hanging directly over
your heads, full of the dreadful storm, and big with thunder; and were it not for the
restraining hand of God, it would immediately burst forth upon you. The sovereign
pleasure of God, for the present, stays his rough wind; otherwise it would come with

fury, and your destruction would come like a whirlwind, and you would be like the
chaff of the summer threshing floor.
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; and the longer the
stream is stopped, the more rapid and mighty is its course, when once it is let loose. It is
true, that judgment against your evil works has not been executed hitherto; the floods of
God’s vengeance have been withheld; but your guilt in the mean time is constantly
increasing, and you are every day treasuring up more wrath; the waters are constantly
rising, and waxing more and more mighty; and there is nothing but the mere pleasure of
God, that holds the waters back, that are unwilling to be stopped, and press hard to go
forward. If God should only withdraw his hand from the flood-gate, it would
immediately fly open, and the fiery floods of the fierceness and wrath of God, would
rush forth with inconceivable fury, and would come upon you with omnipotent power;
and if your strength were ten thousand times greater than it is, yea, ten thousand times
greater than the strength of the stoutest, sturdiest devil in hell, it would be nothing to
withstand or endure it.
The bow of God’s wrath is bent, and the arrow made ready on the string, and justice
bends the arrow at your heart, and strains the bow, and it is nothing but the mere
pleasure of God, and that of an angry God, without any promise or obligation at all, that
keeps the arrow one moment from being made drunk with your blood. Thus all you that
never passed under a great change of heart, by the mighty power of the Spirit of God
upon your souls; all you that were never born again, and made new creatures, and raised
from being dead in sin, to a state of new, and before altogether unexperienced light and
life, are in the hands of an angry God. However you may have reformed your life in
many things, and may have had religious affections, and may keep up a form of religion
in your families and closets, and in the house of God, it is nothing but his mere pleasure
that keeps you from being this moment swallowed up in everlasting destruction.
However unconvinced you may now be of the truth of what you hear, by and by you

will be fully convinced of it. Those that are gone from being in the like circumstances
with you, see that it was so with them; for destruction came suddenly upon most of
them; when they expected nothing of it, and while they were saying, Peace and safety:
now they see, that those things on which they depended for peace and safety, were
nothing but thin air and empty shadows.
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: his wrath
towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of nothing else, but to be cast
into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight; you are ten
thousand times more abominable in his eyes, than the most hateful venomous serpent is
in ours. You have offended him infinitely more than ever a stubborn rebel did his
prince; and yet it is nothing but his hand that holds you from falling into the fire every
moment. It is to be ascribed to nothing else, that you did not go to hell the last night;
that you was suffered to awake again in this world, after you closed your eyes to sleep.
And there is no other reason to be given, why you have not dropped into hell since you
arose in the morning, but that God’s hand has held you up. There is no other reason to
be given why you have not gone to hell, since you have sat here in the house of God,
provoking his pure eyes by your sinful wicked manner of attending his solemn worship.
Yea, there is nothing else that is to be given as a reason why you do not this very
moment drop down into hell.
O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide
and bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that
God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of
the damned in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath
flashing about it, and ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder. . . .
It would be dreadful to suffer this fierceness and wrath of Almighty God one moment;
but you must suffer it to all eternity. There will be no end to this exquisite horrible
misery. . . .

How dreadful is the state of those that are daily and hourly in the danger of this great
wrath and infinite misery! But this is the dismal case of every soul in this congregation
that has not been born again, however moral and strict, sober and religious, they may
otherwise be. Oh that you would consider it, whether you be young or old!
There is reason to think, that there are many in this congregation now hearing this
discourse, that will actually be the subjects of this very misery to all eternity. We know
not who they are, or in what seats they sit, or what thoughts they now have. It may be
they are now at ease, and hear all these things without much disturbance, and are now
flattering themselves that they are not the persons, promising themselves that they shall
escape.
If we knew that there was one person, and but one, in the whole congregation, that was
to be the subject of this misery, what an awful thing would it be to think of! If we knew
who it was, what an awful sight would it be to see such a person! How might all the rest
of the congregation lift up a lamentable and bitter cry over him!
But, alas! instead of one, how many is it likely will remember this discourse in hell?
And it would be a wonder, if some that are now present should not be in hell in a very
short time, even before this year is out. And it would be no wonder if some persons, that
now sit here, in some seats of this meeting-house, in health, quiet and secure, should be
there before to-morrow morning. Those of you that finally continue in a natural
condition, that shall keep out of hell longest will be there in a little time! your
damnation does not slumber; it will come swiftly, and, in all probability, very suddenly
upon many of you. You have reason to wonder that you are not already in hell. It is
doubtless the case of some whom you have seen and known, that never deserved hell
more than you, and that heretofore appeared as likely to have been now alive as you.
Their case is past all hope; they are crying in extreme misery and perfect despair; but
here you are in the land of the living and in the house of God, and have an opportunity
to obtain salvation. What would not those poor damned hopeless souls give for one
day’s opportunity such as you now enjoy! . . .



Briefly describe the Great Awakening. Why did it come about? Where did it
originate? What colonies did it influence the most? When did it peak? Who are its
two most memorable ministers? What were some of the lasting effects of the Great
Awakening? Aside from its religious impact, why is it so significant in American
history?



Imagine you are among the parishioners of Jonathan Edwards. What words would
you use to describe Edwards’s sermon?



According to Jonathan Edwards, what fate awaits upright and moral churchgoers
who have not been “born again”?



What phrase does Jonathan Edwards use to describe the force that stays God’s
hand from smiting people in his wrath?



How does Jonathan Edwards explain God’s wrath toward the Puritan people of New
England?



Why does Jonathan Edwards give his sermon at all if people are in such mortal peril
from God’s fury?



If God is so wrathful, why doesn’t God punish the wicked now instead of waiting
until some later time?

