God’s sovereignty as viewed by Jonathon Edwards: Hope for the Hopeless

It is impossible to talk about American Protestantism without mentioning the name of Jonathon Edwards.  Jonathon Edwards has been considered by many commentaries as one of the leaders, if not the leader, of the “Great Awakening.”  Edward’s sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” is considered to be his most influential sermon, and perhaps the most influential sermon of the “Great Awakening.”  What was the focus of Edward’s sermon?  What was the main thought that he was trying to convey?  In this paper I argue that God’s sovereign power over people (as seen by Edwards), is primarily a tool used by Edwards to convey a message of hope rather than one of condemnation.  We will explore this theory under two main headings:  peoples’ predicament under God’s sovereign right to be angry with people as seen by Edwards, and Edward’s view of God’s message of hope in response to man’s predicament under His sovereignty.  


First we must consider what Edwards thought about the problem that people had before a sovereign God.  “They deserve to be cast into hell (page 13).”  It appears that Edwards thought of everyone in the world as being terrible sinners, who had done nothing right at all by God’s standards.  Furthermore, Edwards reiterated the point that all people deserved nothing more than fiery pits of hell.  The question is, what does this have to do with God?  What does it matter that people have sinned?


Edwards viewed God as an almighty, sovereign creator and controller of the universe.  How Edwards viewed God is vital in understanding the predicament that he thought people were in.  He thought of God as being in complete control over everything.   It would appear that along with that idea, he included the thought that God is in complete control over the position of people in regards to their relationship to Himself.  In Edward’s mind, God was angry with people because they had all sinned against Him all their earthly existence.  Why does it matter if people sin against God?  Who is this God that has the right to send people to hell?  Edwards thought of God as the creator of everything that exists.  He also thought that since God had created everything, that He had done it all for His good pleasure, and for His own glorification.  The word sovereignty encompasses all those things in one word.  

Therefore, if people sin against this God who created them for His own glory, then God is not happy at all according to Edwards.  As a matter of fact, He is infuriated at every member of the human race.  God would not send people to hell if He were not very angry with them.  The question could be raised, what is the big deal about it?  Why is God mad over a few little sins?  Edwards thought of God as perfect.  If God is perfect like Edwards thought, then He would demand perfect justice for any wrong that people commit.  “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 (page 13).”  Edwards uses a passage from the Gospel of Luke to illustrate his point of what should happen to the “tree that bears no fruit.”  “Cut it down, why cumbereth it the ground (Luke 13:7)?”  He thought that if God did not have perfect justice, then He could not be a perfect God.  It seems in some form, that he thought God would in fact be sinning if he did not have justice served.  After considering how Edwards thought of God and His sovereignty, and if God is in complete control over people, what is God doing with those people while they are still living? 

 We know already that Edwards thought that people deserved to go to hell; but what about people who are still alive?  At this point we get a vivid picture drawn by Edwards, of people dangling over the pit of hell held by the hands of God.  This puts a horrifying image in the mind of the listener.  They can imagine the flames of hell nipping at their feet.  They can feel themselves slipping from God’s grasp and they picture themselves falling into eternal punishment.  This is a terrible image to the human mind.  Even worse, it seems Edwards resounds the note that they cannot do anything to get themselves out of this terrible predicament.  He makes it very clear that God has complete control over the entire situation.  Once again it reiterates the point of Edwards view of God’s sovereign power over people.  If Edwards stopped at this point in the sermon and said “that is all I can say about this subject; you are all doomed and so am I,” I imagine their would be quite a few upset people leaving the message.  People would be depressed perhaps unto the point of not wanting to live anymore.  However, Edwards did not stop at that point of the sermon.  Rather, he went on to begin is vision of the merciful aspect of God’s sovereignty.


He first uses God’s sovereign power to display hope through the fact that people are still living and are not in hell yet.  It must be inferred that if God is angry with people for their sins, and if he can “drop” them into hell at any moment, then He must be showing mercy to them by keeping them alive and out of hell for the present moment.  Edwards thought that it would be entirely right for God in His sovereignty (if He so chose to) to cast all the sinners into hell.  However, he rather insisted that God was showing mercy by allowing people to live longer.  “There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell, but the mere pleasure of God.  –By the mere pleasure of God, I mean his sovereign pleasure, his arbitrary will, restrained by no obligation…(page 27)” The reference to God’s sovereign power is quite clear.  The previous quote to me seems to point to a great and merciful God.  If God can cast me into hell at any moment, and He has chosen to let me stay alive, then He has been very merciful to me.  That is what I would take out of that particular portion of Edward’s message if I had been one of his listeners.  However, at this point, as a listener to this sermon, I am still very sad.  I may not be in hell right now, but I am going to die eventually and then it is all over.  With an audience bent over in tears and wailing for some message of hope, Jonathon Edwards brought forth a very comforting solution to his listeners.  “But here you are in the land of the living and in the house of God, and have an opportunity to obtain salvation.”  It is at this point where the congregation says, “what can we do to be saved.”  Now Edwards jumps into the message that he has been getting to the whole sermon.


“And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has thrown the door of mercy wide open, and stands in calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners (page 30).”  The message of hope that Edwards put forth to the listeners of his sermon, was that the same God who held the sinners over hell, had provided a way for them to be saved from their damnation.  Edward’s solution to peoples’ problem, was that God had provided a sacrifice for the sinners’ sins that would completely cover over their own transgressions.  How does that relate to God’s sovereignty?  It appears to me that God’s sovereignty is the most comforting part of Edward’s proposal.  If this God can cast me into hell, and has provided a way for me to get out of that damnation, He must be a loving and awesome God.  Furthermore, in His sovereign will, He sent His own Son to die for my sins.  The picture that is painted is not a God of wrath so much as is the picture of love.  If God is perfect, then He has no choice but to be angry with the sins of His creation.  If He was not angry, then He would not be a holy and just God.  But God chose to have mercy and provide His creation with hope, through a Savior who could cover all the transgressions committed against Himself.  He even sent His own Son according to Edwards; and if the people would fall down before Him as their only hope for salvation then they would be spared the torments of hell.  People’s sins would be covered, and God’s wrath would be pleased by His Sons sacrifice.  It is no wonder that so many people were converted following this sermon.  The audience had never heard such words before in such a powerful manner.  They were convinced that their only hope was through Jesus Christ as their Savior.  It is the message of a Savior and hope for eternal life that is the main point of Edward’s sermon. 


After I considered Edward’s sermon, I wondered why Edwards did not just come out and say that there is a sovereign God who wants you to run to Him for salvation rather than to perish in hell.  I am convinced that the main thrust of his sermon was a message of hope, but why did he not state that from the beginning.  I think that Edward’s wanted the people listening to understand that God was in complete control and that they had no power to help themselves.  Edwards knew that in order for people to understand what he was trying to convey, they needed a right view of who they were as the creation, and who God was as the creator.  In Edward’s mind, the people needed to know they were terminally sick in order to know they needed medication.  I have attempted to make the argument that Edward’s view of God’s sovereignty was primarily a message of hope and not one of condemnation.  I conclude with a quote from E. H. Cady; “the purpose of this sermon was chiefly evangelistic --- an attempt to present the true condition of fallen men, their precarious position in the world, and their need for the salvific work of Christ (Cady 63).”  

