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Jonathan Edwards
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741)

Edwards (1703-1758), a Massachusetts minster, was one of the most prominent colonial figures
of the Great Awakening. This is his most famous sermon, intended to move its listeners away
from sin and eternal damnation through an intense emotional appeal.

While reading, consider the sermon’s emotional impact and how this inspired listeners to action
—inside and outside their religious lives. Especially consider the last paragraph.

There is no want of power in God to cast wicked men into hell at any moment. Men's hands can't
be strong when God rises up: the strongest have no power to resist him, nor can any deliver out
of his hands. ...

We find it easy to tread on and crush a worm that we see crawling on the earth; so 'tis easy for us
to cut or singe a slender thread that anything hangs by; thus easy is it for God when he pleases to
cast his enemies down to hell. What are we, that we should think to stand before him, at whose
rebuke the earth trembles, and before whom the rocks are thrown down?

They deserve to be cast into hell; so that divine justice never stands in the way, it makes no
objection against God's using his power at any moment to destroy them. Yea, on the contrary,
justice calls aloud for an infinite punishment of their sins. ... The sword of divine justice is every
moment brandished over their heads, and 'tis nothing but the hand of arbitrary mercy, and God's
mere will, that holds it back.

They are already under a sentence of condemnation to hell. They don't only justly deserve to be
cast down thither; but the sentence of the law of God, that eternal and immutable rule of
righteousness that God has fixed between him and mankind, is gone out against them, and stands
against them; so that they are bound over already to hell. ...

They are now the objects of that very same anger and wrath of God that is expressed in the
torments of hell: and the reason why they don't go down to hell at each moment, is not because
God, in whose power they are, is not then very angry with them; as angry as he is with many of
those miserable creatures that he is now tormenting in hell, and do there feel and bear the
fierceness of his wrath. Yea, God is a great deal more angry with great numbers that are now on
earth, yea, doubtless with many that are now in this congregation, that it may be are at ease and
quiet, than he is with many of those that are now in the flames of hell.

So that it is not because God is unmindful of their wickedness, and don't resent it, that he don't
let loose his hand and cut them off. God is not altogether such an one as themselves, though they
may imagine him to be so. The wrath of God burns against them, their damnation don't slumber,
the pit is prepared, the fire is made ready, the furnace is now hot, ready to receive them, the
flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet, and held over them, and the pit hath
opened her mouth under them.
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The devil stands ready to fall upon them and seize them as his own, at what moment God shall
permit him. They belong to him; he has their souls in his possession, and under his dominion. ...
The devils watch them; they are ever by them, at their right hand; they stand waiting for them,
like greedy hungry lions that see their prey, and expect to have it, but are for the present kept
back; if God should withdraw his hand, by which they are restrained, they would in one moment
fly upon their poor souls. The old serpent is gaping for them; hell opens its mouth wide to
receive them; and if God should permit it, they would be hastily swallowed up and lost. ...

All wicked men's pains and contrivance they use to escape hell, while they continue to reject
Christ, and so remain wicked men, don't secure 'em from hell one moment. Almost every natural
man that hears of hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon himself for his
own security; he flatters himself in what he has done, in what he is now doing, or what he
intends to do; everyone lays out matters in his own mind how he shall avoid damnation, and
flatters himself that he contrives well for himself, and that his schemes won't fail. They hear
indeed that there are but few saved, and that the bigger part of men that have died heretofore are
gone to hell; but each one imagines that he lays out matters better for his own escape than others
have done: he don't intend to come to that place of torment; he says within himself, that he
intends to take care that shall be effectual, and to order matters so for himself as not to fail.

But the foolish children of men do miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in
their confidence in their own strength and wisdom; they trust to nothing but a shadow. The
bigger part of those that heretofore have lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead,
are undoubtedly gone to hell: and it was not because they were not as wise as those that are now
alive; it was not because they did not lay out matters as well for themselves to secure their own
escape. If it were so, that we could come to speak with them, and could inquire of them, one by
one, whether they expected when alive, and when they used to hear about hell, ever to be the
subjects of that misery, we doubtless should hear one and another reply, "No, I never intended to
come here; I had laid out matters otherwise in my mind; I thought I should contrive well for
myself; I thought my scheme good; I intended to take effectual care; but it came upon me
unexpected; I did not look for it at that time, and in that manner; it came as a thief; death
outwitted me; God's wrath was too quick for me; O my cursed foolishness! I was flattering
myself, and pleasing myself with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter, and when I was
saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ then sudden destruction came upon me."

God has laid himself under no obligation by any promise to keep any natural man out of hell one
moment. ...

So that thus it is, that natural men are held in the hand of God over the pit of hell; they have
deserved the fiery pit, and are already sentenced to it; and God is dreadfully provoked, his anger
is as great towards them as to those that are actually suffering the executions of the fierceness of
his wrath in hell, and they have done nothing in the least to appease or abate that anger, neither is
God in the least bound by any promise to hold 'em up one moment; the devil is waiting for them,
hell is gaping for them, the flames gather and flash about them, and would fain lay hold on them,
and swallow them up; the fire pent up in their own hearts is struggling to break out; and they
have no interest in any mediator, there are no means within reach that can be any security to
them. ...
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The Use may be of Awakening to unconverted persons in this congregation. This that you have
heard is the case of everyone 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 anything to take hold of: there is nothing between you and hell but the air; 'tis 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 don't 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 hand, 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. ...

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 that
they depended on for peace and safety, were nothing but thin air and empty shadows. ...

If you cry to God to pity you, he will be so far from pitying you in your doleful case, or showing
you the least regard or favor, that instead of that he'll only tread you under foot: and though he
will know that you can't bear the weight of omnipotence treading upon you, yet he won't regard
that, but he will crush you under his feet without mercy; he'll crush out your blood, and make it
fly, and it shall be sprinkled on his garments, so as to stain all his raiment. He will not only hate
you, but he will have you in the utmost contempt; no place shall be thought fit for you, but under
his feet, to be trodden down as the mire of the streets. ...

How dreadful is the state of those that are daily and hourly in 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. ... And it would be a wonder if some that are now present, should not be in hell in a very
short time, before this year is out. And it would be no wonder if some person that now sits here
in some seat of this meeting house in health, and quiet and secure, should be there before
tomorrow 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 don't 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. 'Tis doubtless the case of some that heretofore you have seen and known, that
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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 such
opportunity as you now enjoy!

And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has flung the door of
mercy wide open, and stands in the door calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners; a
day wherein many are flocking to him, and pressing into the kingdom of God; many are daily
coming from the east, west, north and south; many that were very lately in the same miserable
condition that you are in, are in now an happy state, with their hearts filled with love to him that
has loved them and washed them from their sins in his own blood, and rejoicing in hope of the
glory of God. How awful is it to be left behind at such a day! To see so many others feasting,
while you are pining and perishing! To see so many rejoicing and singing for joy of heart, while
you have cause to mourn for sorrow of heart, and howl for vexation of spirit! How can you rest
one moment in such a condition?
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