
A Lesson Plan by Amber Hastings - National Endowment for the Humanities Landmarks 

Workshop - African Americans in the Making of Early New England, Deerfield, MA 

 

Target audience: High School American Literature  

 

Time frame: One 60-minute class period (could be lengthened or shortened depending 

on the depth of analysis and presentation times) 

 

Common Core Connections: 

 

 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1 

Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 

explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text 

leaves matters uncertain. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.2 

Determine two or more themes or central ideas of a text and analyze their development 

over the course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to 

produce a complex account; provide an objective summary of the text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.3 

Analyze the impact of the author's choices regarding how to develop and relate 

elements of a story or drama (e.g., where a story is set, how the action is ordered, how 

the characters are introduced and developed). 

 

Purpose: To analyze Jonathan Edwards’ famous Puritan sermon “Sinners in the Hands 

of an Angry God” for its rhetorical devices condoning or condemning slavery. 

 

Activities: 

 

1. Provide students with 5-7 minutes to search for Biblical passages that relate to 

slavery.  If searching is not plausible, provide students with a list of different 

passages that relate to slavery.  Pose the question: if Puritans wholeheartedly 

believed what the Bible declares, how did they feel about the concept of slavery?  

Allow for a few minutes of discussion. 

 

2. Introduce Jonathan Edwards and his sermon: “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 

God” is a sermon written by American preacher Jonathan Edwards, and 

delivered most famously to a Christian congregation in Enfield, Connecticut in 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/11-12/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/11-12/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/11-12/3/


1741. The sermon exemplifies the “fire and brimstone” language of the Great 

Awakening, a popular religious revival movement of the mid-18th century. As 

evident in the text, adherents invoked the imminent punishment of hell for those 

who strayed from the moral path. 

 

3. Provide students with the excerpt from Edwards’ sermon “Sinners in the Hands 

of an Angry God.”  Instruct them to annotate the text for clarity and by searching 

for meaning regarding Edwards’ purpose in writing and giving this particular 

sermon. Allow for 10-15 minutes to read and annotate with partners. 

 

4. Lead a large group discussion where students search for Edwards’ purpose 

(converting new Christians by using fear tactics, among other specifics). 

 

5. During the discussion, ask students what else they might be able to infer about 

Jonathan Edwards, the man, by reading this particular sermon. 

 

6. Display or provide handouts for the primary source bill of sale by Jonathan 

Edwards of the enslaved person, Venus.  

https://pbs.twimg.com/media/D7x7Op0XoAAVjvi.png 

          Transcription: 

http://edwards.yale.edu/archive?path=aHR0cDovL2Vkd2FyZHMueWFsZS5lZHUvY2dpLWJpbi9

uZXdwaGlsby9nZXRvYmplY3QucGw/Yy4zODoxMy53amVv 

 

7. Explain that five years before Edwards gave this particular sermon, as a Puritan 

minister, he purchased a human being in chattel slavery.  Ask students if this 

action matches the words of his sermon.  Is this bothersome to modern readers?  

How can we make sense of Edwards’ actions and his words?  How do Edwards’ 

words and rhetorical devices either condone or condemn slavery? 

 

8. Utilizing the same excerpt from the sermon, instruct students to create a 

“Blackout Poem” or a “Found Poem” dealing with their ideas regarding Jonathan 

Edwards, slavery, the contradiction between the minister being a slave owner, 

etc.  They may be creative and flexible.  Students should be prepared to share 

their poems with the class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://pbs.twimg.com/media/D7x7Op0XoAAVjvi.png
http://edwards.yale.edu/archive?path=aHR0cDovL2Vkd2FyZHMueWFsZS5lZHUvY2dpLWJpbi9uZXdwaGlsby9nZXRvYmplY3QucGw/Yy4zODoxMy53amVv
http://edwards.yale.edu/archive?path=aHR0cDovL2Vkd2FyZHMueWFsZS5lZHUvY2dpLWJpbi9uZXdwaGlsby9nZXRvYmplY3QucGw/Yy4zODoxMy53amVv


Excerpt from “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” by Jonathan Edwards 

Enfield, Connecticut, July 8, 1741  

 

1 

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 them 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. In short, they have no refuge, nothing to take hold of; all that preserves 

them every moment is the mere arbitrary will, and uncovenanted, unobliged forbearance of an 

incensed God.  

 

 

Application  

 

2 

The use of this awful subject may be for awakening unconverted persons in this congregation. 

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.  

 

3 

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 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.  

 

4 

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.  

 

...  

 

5 

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.  

 

6 

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.  

 

7 

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; and you have no interest in any Mediator, and nothing 

to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, 

nothing that you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one 

moment.  

 

...  

 

8 

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 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 

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!  

 

...  

 

9 

Therefore, let every one that is out of Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come. 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 for your lives, look not behind you, escape to 

the mountain, lest you be consumed." 


