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Witherspoon was born in Scotland and completed bis studies at Edinburgh before traveling to America in
1768 to serve as the sixth president of the College of New Jersey (Princeton). He stayed on until 1792, when
blindness forced his retirement. Witherspoon avoided politics in America until 1774, after which point be
Played an increasingly prominent role in the leading events of the day. In 1776 he was elected to the Continental
Congress in time to urge adoption of the Declaration of Independence. He was the only clergyman to sign
it. He served intermittently in Congress until 1782, took a leading part in drawing up the instructions for the
American peace commissioners who concluded the Treaty of Paris, and was a member of the New Jerse state
ratifying convention for the Constitution in 1787. Witherspoon has been called the most influential professor
in American history, not only because of his powerful writing and speaking style, but also because of his long
tenure at Princeton. Nine of the fifty-five participants in the Federal Convention in 1787 were Princeton
gradnates, chief among them James Madison, who spent an extra year studying Hebrew and philosophy with
Witherspoon after bis graduation in 1771. His pupils included a president and a vice-president of the United
States, twenty-one senators, twenty-nine representatives, fifty-six state legislators, and thirty-three judges, three
of whom were appointed to the Supreme Court. During the Revolution, his pupils were everywhere in positions
of command in the American forces. Witherspoon’s The Dominion of Providence Over the Passions
of Men cansed a great stir when it was first preached in Princeton and published in Philadelphia in 1776,
about a month before he was elected to the Continental Congress on June 22. He reminds bis anditors that the
sermon is his first address on political matters from the pulpit: ministers of the Gospel have more important

business to attend to than secular crises, but, of course, liberty is more than a merely secular matter.

“Surely the Wrath of Man shall praise thee; the remainder of Wrath shalt thou restrain.”
Psalpm 1. XX17T. 10.

.... 1 am sensible, my brethren, that the time and occasion of this psalm, may seem to be in
one respect ill suited to the interesting circumstances of this country at present. It was
composed after the victory was obtained; whereas we are now but putting on the harness and
entering upon an important contest, the length of which it is impossible to foresee, and the
issue of which it will perhaps be thought presumption to foretell. But as the truth, with respect
to God’s moral government, is the same and unchangeable; as the issue, in the case of
Sennacherib’s invasion, did but lead the prophet to acknowledge it; our duty and interest
conspire in calling upon us to improve it. And I have chosen to insist upon it on this day of



solemn humiliation, as it will probably help us to a clear and explicit view of what should be
the chief subject of our prayers and endeavors, as well as the great object of our hope and

trust, in our present situation.

The truth, then, asserted in this text, which I propose to illustrate and improve, is, That all the
disorderly passions of men, whether exposing the innocent to private injury, or whether they
are the arrows of divine judgment in public calamity, shall, in the end, be to the praise of God:
Or, to apply it more particularly to the present state of the American colonies, and the plague
of war, The ambition of mistaken princes, the cunning and cruelty of oppressive and corrupt
ministers, and even the inhumanity of brutal soldiers, however dreadful, shall finally promote
the glory of God, and in the mean time, while the storm continues, his mercy and kindness
shall appear in prescribing bounds to their rage and fury . . ..

In the first place, I am to point out to you in some particulars, how the wrath of man praises
God. I say in some instances, because it is far from being in my power, either to mention or
explain the whole. There is an unsearchable depth in the divine counsels, which it is impossible
for us to penetrate. It is the duty of every good man to place the most unlimited confidence
in divine wisdom, and to believe that those measures of providence that are most unintelligible
to him, are yet planned with the same skill, and directed to the same great purposes as others,
the reason and tendency of which he can explain in the clearest manner. But where revelation
and experience enables us to discover the wisdom, equity, or mercy of divine providence,
nothing can be more delightful or profitable to a serious mind, and therefore I beg your
attention to the following remarks.

In the first place, the wrath of man praises God, as it is an example and illustration of divine
truth, and clearly points out the corruption of our nature, which is the foundation stone of the
doctrine of redemption. Nothing can be more absolutely necessary to true religion, than a clear
and full conviction of the sinfulness of our nature and state. Without this there can be neither
repentance in the sinner, nor humility in the believer . . . .

But where can we have a more affecting view of the corruption of our nature, than in the
wrath of man, when exerting itself in oppression, cruelty and blood? . . . All the disorders in
human society, and the greatest part even of the unhappiness we are exposed to, arises from
the envy, malice, covetousness, and other lusts of man. If we and all about us were just what
we ought to be in all respects, we should not need to go any further for heaven, for it would
be upon earth. But war and violence present a spectacle still more awful. How affecting is it
to think, that the lust of domination should be so violent and universal? That men should so
rarely be satisfied with their own possessions and acquisitions, or even with the benefit that
would arise from mutual service, but should look upon the happiness and tranquility of others,
as an obstruction to their own? . . ..



How deeply affecting is it, that those who are the same in complexion, the same in blood, in
language, and in religion, should, notwithstanding, butcher one another with unrelenting rage,
and glory in the deed? That men should lay waste the fields of their fellow subjects, with whose
provision they themselves had been often fed, and consume with devouring fire those houses
in which they had often found a hospitable shelter.

These things are apt to overcome a weak mind with fear, or overwhelm it with sorrow, and in
the greatest number are apt to excite the highest indignation, and kindle up a spirit of revenge.
If this last has no other tendency than to direct and invigorate the measures of self-defence, I
do not take upon me to blame it, on the contrary, I call it necessary and laudable.

But what I mean at this time to prove by the preceding reflections, and wish to impress on
your minds, is the depravity of our nature . . . If I am not mistaken, a cool and candid attention,
either to the past history, or present state of the world, but above all, to the ravages of lawless
power, ought to humble us in the dust. ..

The wrath of man praiseth God, as it is the instrument in his hand for bringing sinners to
repentance, and for the correction and improvement of his own children. Whatever be the
nature of the affliction with which he visits either persons, families, or nations; whatever be
the disposition or intention of those whose malice he employs as a scourge; the design on his
part is, to rebuke men for iniquity, to bring them to repentance, and to promote their holiness
and peace . . . Public calamities, particularly the destroying sword, is so awtful that it cannot
but have a powerful influence in leading men to consider the presence and the power of God.
It threatens them not only in themselves, but touches them in all that is dear to them, whether

relations or possessions . . .

Both nations in general, and private persons, are apt to grow remiss and lax in a time of
prosperity and seeming security; but when their earthly comforts are endangered or
withdrawn, it lays them under a kind of necessity to seek for something better in their place.
Men must have comfort from one quarter or another. When earthly things are in a pleasing
and promising condition, too many are apt to find their rest, and be satistied with them as
their only portion. But when the vanity and passing nature of all created comfort is discovered,
they are compelled to look for something more durable as well as valuable . . .

There is an inexpressible depth and variety in the judgments of God, as in all his other works;
but we may lay down this as a certain principle, that if there were no sin, there could be no
suffering. Therefore they are certainly for the correction of sin, or for the trial, illustration, and
perfecting of the grace and virtue of his own people . . .

There is no part of divine providence in which a greater beauty and majesty appears, than
when the Almighty Ruler turns the counsels of wicked men into confusion, and makes them
militate against themselves . . . The scripture abounds with instances, in which the designs of



oppressors were either wholly disappointed, or in execution fell far short of the malice of their
intention, and in some they turned out to the honor and happiness of the persons or the
people, whom they were intended to destroy.

... The cross hath still been the banner of truth, under which it hath been carried through the
wortld. Persecution has been but as the furnace to the gold, to purge it of its dross, to manifest
its purity, and increase its lustre. It was taken notice of very early, that the blood of the martyrs
was the seed of christianity; the more abundantly it was shed, the more plentifully did the
harvest grow.

. .. the violent persecution which many eminent Christians met with in England from their
brethren, who called themselves Protestants, drove them in great numbers to a distant part of
the world, where the light of the gospel and true religion were unknown. Some of the
American settlements, particularly those in New-England, were chiefly made by them; and as
they carried the knowledge of Christ to the dark places of the earth, so they continue
themselves in as great a degree of purity, of faith, and strictness of practice, or rather a greater,
than is to be found in any protestant church now in the world. Does not the wrath of man in
this instance praise God? Was not the accuser of the brethren, who stirs up their enemies, thus

taken in his own craftiness, and his kingdom shaken by the very means which he employed to
establish it . . .

While we give praise to God the supreme disposer of all events, for his interposition in our
behalf, let us guard against the dangerous error of trusting in, or boasting of an arm of flesh
... Ilook upon ostentation and confidence to be a sort of outrage upon Providence, and when
it becomes general, and infuses itself into the spirit of a people, it is a forerunner of destruction.

... The knowledge of God and his truths have from the beginning of the world been chiefly,
if not entirely, confined to those parts of the earth, where some degree of liberty and political
justice were to be seen, and great were the difficulties with which they had to struggle from
the imperfection of human society, and the unjust decisions of usurped authority. There is not
a single instance in history in which civil liberty was lost, and religious liberty preserved entire.
If therefore we yield up our temporal property, we at the same time deliver the conscience
into bondage.

... If, on account of their distance, and ignorance of our situation, they could not conduct
their own quarrel with propriety for one year, how can they give direction and vigor to every
department of our civil constitutions from age to age? There are fixed bounds to every human
thing. When the branches of a tree grow very large and weighty, they fall off from the trunk.
The sharpest sword will not pierce when it cannot reach. And there is a certain distance from
the seat of government, where an attempt to rule will either produce tyranny and helpless
subjection, or provoke resistance and effect a separation . . .



Once more, if to the justice of your cause, and the purity of your principles, you add prudence
in your conduct, there will be the greatest reason to hope, by the blessing of God, for
prosperity and success. By prudence in conducting this important struggle, I have chiefly in
view union, firmness, and patience. Every body must perceive the absolute necessity of union.
It is indeed in every body’s mouth, and therefore instead of attempting to convince you of its
importance, I will only caution you against the usual causes of division. If persons of every
rank, instead of implicitly complying with the orders of those whom they themselves have
chosen to direct, will needs judge every measure over again, when it comes to be put in
execution; if different classes of men intermix their little private views, or clashing interest with
public affairs, and marshal into parties, the merchant against the landholder, and the
landholder against the merchant; if local provincial pride and jealousy arise, and you allow
yourselves to speak with contempt of the courage, character, manners, or even language of

particular places, you are doing a greater injury to the common cause, than you are aware of.

... extremes often beget one another, the same persons who exult extravagantly on success,
are generally most liable to despondent timidity on every little inconsiderable defeat. Men of
this character are the bane and corruption of every society or party to which they belong, but
they are especially the ruin of an army, if suffered to continue in it. Remember the vicissitude
of human things, and the usual course of providence. How often has a just cause been reduced
to the lowest ebb, and yet when firmly adhered to, has become finally triumphant. I speak this
now while the affairs of the colonies are in so prosperous a state, lest this propriety itself
should render you less able to bear unexpected misfortunes—the sum of the whole is, that the
blessing of God is only to be looked for by those who are not wanting in the discharge of their
own duty. I would neither have you to trust in an arm of flesh, nor sit with folded hands and
expect that miracles should be wrought in your defence—

Suffer me to recommend to you an attention to the public interest of religion, or in other
words, zeal for the glory of God and the good of others. I have already endeavored to exhort
sinners to repentance; what I have here in view is to point out to you the concern which every
good man ought to take in the national character and manners, and the means which he ought
to use for promoting public virtue, and bearing down impiety and vice . . .

What follows from this? That he is the best friend to American liberty, who is most sincere
and active in promoting true and undefiled religion, and who sets himself with the greatest
firmness to bear down profanity and immorality of every kind. Whoever is an avowed enemy
to God, I scruple not to call him an enemy to his country . . . Perhaps there are few surer
marks of the reality of religion, than when a man feels himself more joined in spirit to a true
holy person of a different denomination, than to an irregular liver of his own . . .

We have sometimes taken the liberty to forebode the downfall of the British empire, from the
corruption and degeneracy of the people. Unhappily the British soldiers have been
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distinguished among all the nations in Europe, for the most shocking profanity. Shall we then
pretend to emulate them in this internal distinction, or rob them of the horrid privilege? God
tforbid. Let the officers of the army in every degree remember, that as military subjection, while
it lasts, is the most complete of any, it is in their power greatly to restrain, if not wholly to
banish, this flagrant enormity.

I exhort all who are not called to go into the field, to apply themselves with the utmost
diligence to works of industry. It is in your power by this mean not only to supply the
necessities, but to add to the strength of your country. Habits of industry prevailing in a
society, not only increase its wealth, as their immediate effect, but they prevent the
introduction of many vices, and are intimately connected with sobriety and good morals.
Idleness is the mother or nurse of almost every vice; and want, which is its inseparable
companion, urges men on to the most abandoned and destructive courses. Industry, therefore
is a moral duty of the greatest moment, absolutely necessary to national prosperity, and the
sure way of obtaining the blessing of God. I would also observe, that in this, as in every other
part of God’s government, obedience to his will is as much a natural mean, as a meritorious
cause, of the advantage we wish to reap from it. Industry brings up a firm and hardy race. He
who is inured to the labor of the field, is prepared for the fatigues of a campaign . . .

In the last place, suffer me to recommend to you frugality in your families, and every other
article of expence. This the state of things among us renders absolutely necessary, and it stands
in the most immediate connexion both with virtuous industry, and active public spirit.
Temperance in meals, moderation and decency in dress, furniture and equipage, have, I think,
generally been characteristics of a distinguished patriot. And when the same spirit pervades a
people in general, they are fit for every duty, and able to encounter the most formidable enemy
... “The borrower is servant to the lender.” But the frugal and moderate person, who guides
his affairs with discretion, is able to assist in public counsels by a free and unbiassed judgment,
to supply the wants of his poor brethren, and sometimes, by his estate and substance to give
important aid to a sinking country.

Upon the whole, I beseech you to make a wise improvement of the present threatening aspect
of public affairs, and to remember that your duty to God, to your country, to your families,
and to yourselves, is the same. True religion is nothing else but an inward temper and outward
conduct suited to your state and circumstances in providence at any time. And as peace with
God and conformity to him, adds to the sweetness of created comforts while we possess them,
so in times of difficulty and trial, it is in the man of piety and inward principle, that we may
expect to find the uncorrupted patriot, the useful citizen, and the invincible soldier. God grant
that in America true religion and civil liberty may be inseparable, and that the unjust attempts
to destroy the one, may in the issue tend to the support and establishment of both.



