
WARM-UP: 
What it is in your life that “keeps you in 
line”?  Is it a sense of morality, pride, a 

desire or anxiety to please others 
(parents, teachers, etc.), shame, fear of 

consequences for breaking the rules, 
or something else?



TODAY:
Puritanism, 

Jonathan Edwards, 
& Rhetorical Analysis of “Sinners 
in the Hands of an Angry God”



Turn to the person next to you, 
and role-play a conversation 
between an adult and a small 
child who has been stealing. 
Your mission is to persuade the 
child to stop. 

Before you begin, consider how best to keep the child in 
line. For example, will you scare, frighten, or shame the 
child, or appeal to his or her pride? 

ROLE PLAY: 30 seconds each



Common Core Standards

Reading Literature 11-12.4: Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in the text, including figurative and literal 
meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on meaning 
and tone, including words and multiple meanings or language that 
is particularly fresh, engaging, or beautiful.

Reading Literature 11-12.5: Analyze how an author's choices 
concerning text structure contribute to its overall structure and 
meaning as well as the aesthetic impact.



Introducing Puritanism

• English Puritans believed the Church of England was tolerating too 
many practices associated with the Catholic Church of Rome

• hierarchical leadership
• clerical vestments (clothing)
• church rituals

• Desired to PURIFY the church of these influences from within
• Held the Biblical Scriptures as the literal, true law of God
• Believed that each individual was directly responsible to God, rather 

than answering through an intermediary such as a pope, priest, bishop, 
etc.

Source:  Who are the Puritans? And What Do They Teach by Erroll Hulse

https://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?event=AFF&p=1011693&item_no=34444


What did it mean to be “Puritan”?

• The Congregational Church is directly from the early Puritan church

• Congregational rule and individual piety result from Puritan 
teaching. 

• Today, many denominations appreciate the old Puritan works, even 
if the denominations differ in some theories of doctrine.

• Historically, Puritans were viewed and treated in a variety of ways 
by both civil and church authorities. Often, they were grudgingly 
tolerated, and at other times they were severely persecuted.

Source:  Who are the Puritans? And What Do They Teach by Erroll Hulse

https://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?event=AFF&p=1011693&item_no=34444


Puritanism Today
• Puritans laid the foundations of the framework for 

democratic freedoms 

• Individual liberties

• Recognition of the rights of the common man 

• “Yankee work ethic” = belief that a man's work is done 
for God's approval

• The first public school and first college in America 
were founded by Puritans (Roxbury School, 1635; 
Harvard, 1639), so that people could learn to read the 
Bible for themselves.

• The moral foundations of the early United States came 
from the emphasis on godly behavior

Source:  Who are the Puritans? And What Do They Teach by Erroll Hulse

Old Ship Church (1681), the oldest 
Puritan meeting house still in continuous 

ecclesiastical use, 
Hingham, MA

https://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?event=AFF&p=1011693&item_no=34444


The Structure and Delivery of a Puritan Sermon

1. Epigraph: a verse of Biblical scripture, an explanation 
of the sermon’s meaning and its Biblical context.

2. Exposition: demonstration of scriptural evidence, 
reasoning, establishing the validity of the doctrine

3. Application: how the doctrine applies to personal, 
spiritual, and family lives, and the community.

4. Epilogue: call to DO SOMETHING, and the emotional 
appeal (fear, pity, guilt, shame)



A Sermon’s Emotional Appeals
Emotional appeals are messages designed to 
persuade an audience by creating strong feelings. They 
often include sensory language to create vivid imagery 
and loaded words to create these types of feelings:

• fear, which taps into a fear of losing one’s safety or 
security

•pity, which draws on a sympathy or compassion for 
others

•guilt, which relies on one’s sense of ethics or 
morality



What is “Brimstone and Fire?”
• Brimstone is a sulfuric stone that burns when lighted
• An idiomatic expression of the signs of God’s wrath in the Old 

Testament
• Parallel between the Puritans and the Israelites (chosen by God 

to be God’s first followers)
• The fate of the unfaithful – 

“Vengeance of God on the wicked 
and unbelieving”

• A literal and frightening image of a 
forever-burning Hell



Is God a Big, Angry, Mean Kid?

“Bruce Almighty” 
‘God is a Mean Kid’ clip (click photo)

http://www.wingclips.com/movie-clips/bruce-almighty/god-is-a-mean-kid


Jonathan Edwards: What You Know

I asked you to review information about Jonathan Edwards 
from the Edwards Center at Yale University.

● What things did you already know about Edwards?

● What new things did you learn about Edwards?



Jonathan Edwards

1703-1758



Jonathan Edwards

● Well-educated and groomed for ministry
● Known for using his pulpit to call out people and 

shame their behaviors because he believed they were 
relapsing into sin

● Important role in the shaping of The Great Awakening 
(~1730-1755)

● Ironically, died from a vaccination (a modern practice 
that was then considered sinful by many Puritans)



Edwards’ Background

•Grandfather of Aaron Burr, Sr.
•Was the fifth of 11 children
•He was a true student of life and his craft, devoutly 

studying for 13 hours a day.



Beginnings

•Born in 1703 in Connecticut to a devoutly Puritan family.

•As a boy, he preached sermons to his friends from a 
makeshift pulpit he built behind his home.

•Learned to speak Latin, Greek, and Hebrew by 12

•Wrote philosophical and scientific essays as a boy.

•Entered Yale ~ 13 and graduated 4 years later as the 
valedictorian.

•Went on to earn a Master’s degree in theology.



The Great Awakening

•A series of several 

“spiritual” and 

religious revivals 

(awakenings) that swept 

the colonies

•Began in the 1730s

•Ended in the 1750s



Edwards’ Later Life
•Dismissed as Pastor of Northampton in 1750 after members grew 

displeased with his extreme conservative beliefs and for calling 
out church members from the pulpit.

•Moved to Stockbridge, MA and preached to the Native Americans.
•Became president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton 

University) in 1757, but died shortly after taking office of a vaccine 
(possibly smallpox).

•One biographer notes that his family "produced scores of 
clergymen, 13 presidents of higher learning, 65 professors, and 
many other persons of notable achievements."



Edwards’ Works

•Most of his works appealed to reason and logic, except 
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” which is highly 
emotional.

•Most of the Edwards collection of 1,000+ sermons, 
manuscripts, correspondence, and artifacts are housed in the 
Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University.

•Northampton Church meeting minutes are housed in 
Philadelphia, PA.



A Conflicted Man

● Edwards believed in reason and learning, independent 
intellect, and the power of the human will.

BUT ALSO...
● in the lowliness of human beings in relation to God’s 

majesty and the ultimate futility of mere human 
efforts to achieve salvation.

As ‘the last Puritan,’ Edwards stood between Puritan America 
and what was then-modern America, yet he fit into neither.



Our Purpose Today

Without arguing for or against Puritanism or 
the content of Jonathan Edwards' sermon, 
let's take a look at some of the techniques 
(rhetorical devices) and figures of speech he 
used to get his point across and rally action 
from his congregation.



“Sinners…” SOAPSTone
● Speaker: Puritan Minister Jonathan Edwards
● Occasion: July 1741 sermon meant to describe in detail what Hell and 

eternal suffering was like. He used this strategy to scare the Puritans 
into believing they needed to follow God’s will in order to avoid 
damnation and live forever in Heaven.

● Audience: Puritans sitting in his congregation (directly); every Puritan 
church member (indirectly), the newly converted or not-yet converted

● Purpose: To ensure that the audience knows what happens after death, 
and also how they can avoid damnation and live forever in Heaven.

● Subject: The renouncement of the Devil, and the following of God’s will 
allow people to live forever in Heaven. Those who do not follow God’s 
will will face eternal damnation in Hell.

● Tone: condemning, condescending, convicting, cautionary, threatening
NOTE: In the sermon, when Edwards gives his description of Hell, he uses long sentences. He does this so that 
the sentences seem long and perpetual, which extends and increases the suffering of the audience.



Analyzing “Sinners…”
● Get into small groups (3-4 scholars) and assign one person 

as your “scribe” -- make sure all group member names are 
on your paper

● Identify the rhetorical devices and figurative language 
found in the excerpts you have from “Sinners… .”  

● Build off your existing knowledge and the tropes we’ve 
reviewed in class -- devices may include: simile, metaphor, 
imagery, personification, repetition, parallelism, allusion, 
alliteration, anaphora, rhetorical question, hyperbole, 
homonym, metonymy, synecdoche, polysyndeton



"...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… AND they 
have done nothing in the least to appease or abate 
that anger..."



"...they increase more and more, 
and rise higher and higher..."



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



“…it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless 
pit, full of the fire of wrath…”

 “The bow of God’s wrath is bent, and the arrow made 
ready on the string, and justice bends the arrow of your 

heart, and strains the bow…”



"...and nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, 
nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of 

your own, nothing that you have ever done, nothing 
that you can do..."



“The God that holds you over the pit of Hell, much as one 
holds a spider, or some loathsome insect over the fire, …” 

“…you are ten thousand times more abominable in His eyes, 
than the most hateful venomous serpent is in ours...”



"But alas!... how many is it likely will 
remember this [discussion] in Hell?"



“…if God should let you go, you would immediately sink 
and swiftly descend and plunge into a bottomless gulf…”

“The Devil is waiting for them, Hell is gaping for them, 
the flames gather and flash about them…”



“…if your strength were ten thousand times greater than it 
is, yea, ten thousand times greater that the strength of the 

stoutest, sturdiest devil in Hell, it would be nothing to 
withstand or endure it...”



“...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…”



“That world of misery, that lake of burning brimstone, is 
extended abroad under you...”

“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…”



"The floods of God's wrath have been withheld."

“The wrath of almighty God is now undoubtedly 
hanging over a great part of this congregation. Let 
every one fly out of Sodom. Haste, and escape with 

your lives, look not behind you, escape to the 
mountain, lest you be consumed.” 



“Your wickedness makes you as it were, heavy as lead...”

“…your own care and prudence, …would have no more 
influence to uphold you and keep you out of Hell, than a 

spider’s web would have to stop a fallen rock...”



“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…”



 “You have offended Him infinitely more than ever a 
stubborn rebel did his prince…”

“…His wrath towards you burns like fire...”

“…they would avail no more to keep you from falling 
than the thin air to hold a person that is suspended in 

it...”


