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Lecture on Jonathan Edwards 
 
Martin Lloyd-Jones, the great British preacher of the twentieth century wrote: 
 
I am tempted, perhaps foolish, to compare the Puritans to the Alps, Luther and Calvin to 
the Himalayas, and Jonathan Edwards to Mount Everest! He has always seemed to me 
the man most like the Apostle Paul. 
 
Why would Lloyd-Jones say such a thing? 
 
Some call Edwards a great philosopher, some the greatest American Theologian 
(although I am compelled to remind you that when Edwards lived he would have thought 
of himself as British). Both can are probably true, but ultimately, and what I want to 
leave you with this evening, is that Edwards was a passionate follower of Jesus Christ 
wholly committed to the truths of scripture not just intellectually but practically, day by 
day. He was theocentric in EVERYTHING, in everyway and it is in this way that 
Edwards should be for us today a witness. 
 
Iain Murray writes, “The key to understanding Jonathan Edwards is that he was a man 
who put faithfulness to the Word of God before every other consideration.” 
 
You can see a bit of this when Edwards wrote: 
 
I have loved the doctrines of the gospel; they have been to my soul like green pastures. 
The gospel has seemed to me the richest treasure; the treasure that I have most desired, 
and longed that it might dwell richly in me. The way of salvation by Christ has appeared, 
in a general way, glorious and excellent, most pleasant and most beautiful. It has often 
seemed to me, that it would, in a great measure, spoil heaven, to receive it in any other 
way. That text has often been affecting and delightful to me, Isa. xxxii. 2. 'A man shall be 
an hiding place from the wind, and a covert from the tempest,' &c. It has often appeared 
to me delightful, to be united to Christ; to have him for my Head, and to be a member of 
his body; also to have Christ for my Teacher and Prophet. I very often think with 
sweetness, and longings, and pantings of soul, of being a little child, taking hold of 
Christ, to be led by him through the wilderness of this world. 
 
This illustrates clearly what makes Edwards so remarkable. He loved God. He knew 
exactly what the grace of God WAS and what it FELT like. He loved God’s word and 
knew its power. Edwards sought to glorify God in everything, and in the everyday of life.  
 
Steven Lawson, in his book, The Unwavering Resolve of Jonathan Edwards, writes: 
Jonathan Edwards lived with one driving passion: soli Deo gloria—for the glory of God 
alone. His master purpose in all things, his overarching aim in all of life, was to bring 
honor and majesty to the name of God. He desired to exalt the greatness of God with 
every breath he drew and with every step he took. Every thought, every attitude, every 
choice, and every undertaking must be for the glory of God. 
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As much as Edwards may have secretly longed to have had a quiet life spent in study, 
meditation and writing this was impossible for two reasons: the passion he had to obey 
God’s call on his life and his determination to put his theology into practice. 
 
It was the former that eventually sent Edwards to Northampton in 1726 as a 23 year old 
to become the Assistant to his famous grandfather Solomon Stoddard, and it was the 
latter that caused him to be fired from his pastorate in 1750. Even in the midst of being 
dismissed from the church he had pastored for 24 years he wrote these words in a letter 
to: 
 
But I am now as it were thrown upon the wide ocean of the world, and know 
not what will become of me and my numerous and chargeable family; nor have 
I any particular door in view, that I depend upon to be opened for my future 
serviceableness. Most places in New England that want a minister 
would not be forward to invite one with so chargeable a family, nor 
one so far advanced in years, being forty-six the fifth day of last 
October. I am fitted for no other business but study: I should make a 
poor hand of getting a living by any secular employment. We are in 
the hands of God, and I bless him. I am not anxious concerning his 
disposal of us. I hope I shall not distrust him, nor be unwilling to 
submit to his will. And I have cause of thankfulness, that there seems 
also to be such a disposition in my family. 

Even during this time, one of the hardest times of his life, his unfailing trust in God’s 
sovereignty, his love of Jesus Christ and his beliefs in the doctrines of grace shine 
through. Quite simply, Edwards is soundly reformed. The same driving forces that forged 
the doctrines of Calvin are to be found in Edwards. 

Edwards grew up in the Puritan Heritage. Puritanism was simply the name given to a 
more radical group of Calvinist protestants who wished to carry the Reformation further 
by ‘purifying’ the Church of England. They wanted to eliminate any catholic-like forms, 
images and practices and set up a church in which the bible alone would be the guide for 
faith, life and worship.  

Edwards father, Timothy, a minister, was a strict proponent of the old puritan ways. One 
example of this was that Timothy Edwards demanded that prospective communicants of 
the church i.e. those who would take communion, should be able to give an account of 
their spiritual walk from rebellion to regeneration. This did not mean necessarily a 
sudden conversion experience but a slow and steady progress resulting in a transformed 
life.  Ironically, Timothy’s father in law, Solomon Stoddard, was more liberal did not 
demand this. His habit was to allow all who professed Christ (not necessarily saving 
faith) to come for communion. But to this we will return later. 

George Marsden writes: 

For Timothy Edwards, telling the difference between imperfect saints who recognized the 
need for total dependence o God and self-deluded hypocrites who professed religion but 
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followed their own desires was a science that demanded his expertise. 

It was into such a family that Jonathan Edwards was born in October 1703 in Windsor 
Connecticut  – the only boy of 11 children; of his ten sisters, four were older and six 
younger and all of whom were at least 6 ft tall!!  

His mother, Esther, was the daughter of Solomon Stoddard the most influential man in 
Western New England and was a formbidable presence in Edwards up-bringing. He grew 
up surrounded by women and throughout his life he admired female piety. His father was 
loving, but strict. As part of his income he ran a school which prepared children for 
college and so Edwards was very well educated.  

This was, however, a puritan home, and therefore one thing was even more paramount 
than education. Your eternal destiny. Death was a common occurrence , parents had lost 
children, children have lost playmates – death was close and very visible and so from an 
early age children were taught the bible in the hope that they might come to true saving 
faith in Christ 

And so by the time Edwards was a teenager he had agonized over his soul for many 
years. In 1716, at the age of 13  he was sent to college, young even by 18th century’s 
standards. He went to the Connecticut Collegiate School at Wethersfield (which 
eventually becomes Yale College). During his senior year (1719-1720) he becomes 
seriously ill with pleurisy and he believed he was going to die. Later, writing about this 
event, he said that God shook me over the pit of hell.  

Although Edwards had predictably made a ‘promise’ to live a godly life while he was 
seriously ill, soon after his recovery he fell into his old ways although it seems that God 
was now on his case. He writes that 

he had "great and violent inward struggles: till after  many conflicts with wicked 
inclinations, and repeated resolutions,  and bonds that I laid myself under by a kind of 
vow to God, I was  brought wholly to break off all my wicked ways, and all ways of  
known outward sin; and to apply myself to seek my salvation." 
 
In 1721, in his senior year at College, Edwards has an intense spiritual experience. It is in 
line with his father’s puritan heritage – no sudden transformation, but a gradual progress, 
with much agonizing. Edwards writes in his Personal Narrative; 

"The first that I remember that ever I found any thing of that sort of inward, sweet delight 
in God and divine things, that I have lived much in since, was on reading those words, 1 
Tim. 1:17, 'Now unto the king eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honor 
and glory for ever and ever, Amen.' As I read the words, there came into my soul, and 
was as it were diffused thro' it, a sense of the glory of the Divine Being; a new sense, 
quite different from any thing I ever experienced before. Never any words of scripture 
seemed to me as these words did. I thought with myself, how excellent a being that was; 
and how happy I should be, if I might enjoy that God, and be wrapt up to God in Heaven, 
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and be as it were swallowed up in Him. I kept saying, and as it were singing over these 
words of scripture to myself; and went to prayer, to pray to God that I might enjoy him; 
and prayed in a manner quite different from what I used to do; with a new sort of 
affection” 

Notice the words, “that I might enjoy him..” Glorifying God AND enjoying Him was a 
foundation stone in Edwards thinking and theology – incorporating the mind AND the 
heart of the believer. 

Edward’s ministry began shortly after he graduated a Valedictorian in 1722. He spent 8 
months in New York City as a supply preacher in  small Presbyterian Church and it was 
here that Edwards began to write his famous ‘70 Resolutions’.  
 
At the very beginning of his Christian journey, Edwards asked himself: How do I want to 
live? What is my purpose in life? What type of person do I want to be? His answers to 
these questions were framed in his “Resolutions.” 
 
They begin: 
 
Being sensible that I am unable to do anything without God's help, I do humbly entreat 
him by his grace to enable me to keep these Resolutions, so far as they are agreeable to 
his will, for Christ's sake. 
 
Remember to read over these Resolutions once a week. 
 
1. Resolved, that I will do whatsoever I think to be most to God's glory, and my own 
good, profit and pleasure, in the whole of my duration, without any consideration of the 
time, whether now, or never so many myriad's of ages hence. Resolved to do whatever I 
think to be my duty and most for the good and advantage of mankind in general. Resolved 
to do this, whatever difficulties I meet with, how many and how great soever. 
 
Some more snippets from the resolutions: 

Resolved, never to lose one moment of time, but to improve it in the most profitable way.. 

Resolved, to love with all my might, while I do live… 

Resolved, to strive every week to be brought higher in religion, and to a higher exercise 
of grace, than I was a week before… 

Resolved, never to say anything at all against any body, but when it is perfectly agreeable 
to the highest  degree of Christian honor, and love to mankind, agreeable to the lowest 
humility, and sense of my own faults and failings, and agreeable to the golden rule… 

Resolved, to inquire every night, as I am going to bed, wherein I have been negligent – 
what sin I have committed – and wherein I have denied myself; also, at the end of every 
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week, month and year… 

Resolved, never to give over, nor in the least to slacken, my fight with my corruptions, 
however unsuccessful I may be… 

Some, reading today, we may look at the resolutions and question whether this was in 
reality salvation by works. We need to be careful not to look back into 18th century 
puritan belief with 21st century glasses. For Jonathan Edwards, the 70 Resolutions are not 
ways of doing works, but his passion and desire to follow this Lord whom he has fallen in 
love with and desires to completely obey, serve & glorify in every aspect his life  
Edward’s believed that salvation was a sovereign work of the Holy Spirit alone and that 
you are saved by grace alone. However, Piety and holiness for Edwards was a natural 
response to the glory of God.  
 
The Resolutions also show how seriously Edward’s took sin. As Lawson observes, 
Edwards fought as  a tireless warrior in the fight against sin. He knew that, with all 
believers, sin must be refused, even put to death, through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Iain Murray, in his wonderful biography of Edwards, writes: 

[Edwards] no longer ‘resolves’ as he once did, dependent upon his own efforts. His 
endeavors after holiness are no more the self-conscious strivings of a moralist; rather 
they are a response of love to the God who had made him a new creature in Jesus Christ. 
In his diary he can write; ‘I think I find in my heart to be glad from the hopes I have that 
my eternity is to be spent in spiritual and holy joys, arising from the manifestation of 
God’s love, and the exercise of holiness and burning love to him. Pg 44 

The temporary position in New York ended and sadly for Edwards, he had to  return to 
Connecticut. Leaving New York was hard for him writing that “I came away from New 
York in the month of April, 1723 and had a most bitter parting with Madam Smith and 
her son. My heart seemed to sink within me at leaving the family and city where I had 
enjoyed so many sweet and pleasant days.” 

He returned home longing for a calling back to New York. At this point we have a little 
confusion in Edwards life. He spent time at home, traveling to preach at various 
churches. It would appear one of these churches, in Bolton, a few miles from his home, 
extended a call to Edwards to be their pastor. But for unkown reasons, while Edwards 
appears to have accepted the call,  he never takes up the position. One possibilty is that 
Edwards decided to complete his MA over the summer of 1723. Also, it would appear 
there were efforts to place him as a tutor at Yale in 1723, possibily with the blessing of 
Edwards father who thought it in Edwards best interests. 

 Edwards eventually takes up a position as a Tutor at Yale.  If he was to enter the 
academia and spend his life is study, this was the time. But the three years he spent at 
Yale were not the happiest of his life and it probably served to underline his calling to the 
ministry. Possibly the only lasting effect of his time at Yale was Sarah Pierrepont, who he 
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had got to know in the 8 months he pastored in New York. She was, at this time, only 13 
years old at the time. Probably during the time of his tutoring at Yale, Edwards wrote a 
love song on the front cover of his Greek Grammer book:  

They say there is a young lady in [New Haven] who is loved of that Great Being who 
made and rules the world and that there are certain seasons in which this Great Being, in 
some way or other invisible, comes to her and fills her mind with exceeding sweet 
delight; and that she hardly cares for anything except to meditate on him. . . . She is of a 
wonderful sweetness, calmness and universal benevolence of mind, especially after this 
great God has manifested himself to her. She will sometimes go about from place to 
place, singing sweetly, and seems to be always full of joy and pleasure; and no one knows 
for what. She loves to be alone walking in the fields and groves, and seems to have some-
one invisible always conversing with her. 

She was to become Edwards wife 4 years later when he was assistant to his Grandfather 
Solomon Stoddard in Northampton. 

The church in Northampton, when Edwards arrived, had around 620 members. The past 
60 years had been under the iron grip of Solomon Stoddard, who was knwn as the Pope 
of Northampton. The community had revolved around Stoddard. But as edwards began 
his ministry in Northampton, things were beginning to change.  

The once mighty Solomon Stoddard was now frail and nearly blind, and the unthinkable 
was happening - the young people would ridicule him, even during the church service. In 
fact, many of the youth, in their twenties, would stay out late after Sunday services, long 
into the night, keeping company with those of the oposite sex and ‘profaning the 
sabbath.’  

This is one of things I love about Edwards was that he ministered on the front line. He 
was never in an easy situation, closeted from the reality of life. 

And yet his method of ministry would be heavily crticised today. It was customary for 
Edwards to spend 13 hours a day in his study preparing two major sermons for Sundays 
and a Thursday night lecture. He was not a visiting pastor. But this by no ways made his 
a recluse or unapproachable. He was always available to his family and congregation and 
would welcome them into his study for counsel and prayer at any time.  

Primarily, Edward’s ministry in Northampton was dominated by the two revivals which 
he experienced.  

In fact, J.I. Packer argues that Edwards’s greatest theological contribution was his 
theology of revival.  

The first awakening came in 1734, 8 years after arriving in Northampton and 5 years after 
his grandfather has passed away leaving him as sole minister.  
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In June 1734, one of the young men in the town suddenly fell ill and within two days had 
died. Edwards, who had been battling the youth culture in Northampton saw an 
opportunity and did not hold back. To a congregation reeling with shock Edwards 
preaches from Ps 90:5-6 In the morning they are like grass which groweth up. In the 
morning it flourisheth and groweth up. In the evening it is cut down and withereth. 
Youth, Edwards said, can be vibrant and beautiful in the morning and yet cut down by the 
evening. What matters is not this world, but the next. 

The youth listened. By the fall of 1734 instead of staying out late on Sunday nightd and 
Thursday evenings after the midweek lecturer sermons they began to meet in homes 
throughout the town to worship, study the Bible, prayer and fellowship. Soon, the adults 
were doing the same. An awakening had begun 

As the awakening in Northamptopn started to pick up pace Edwards preached a sermon 
entitled A Divine and Supernatural Light.  

In this sermon Edwards answers the question What does it mean to have ones heart 
changed in a true conversion experience.. A true conversion experience is not about 
knowledge alone. Far from it. Sinful men have knowledge about sin, about God and even 
that their actions are wrong. He writes: 

Men in a natural condition may have convictions of the guilt that lies upon them, and of 
the anger of God, and their danger of divine vengeance. Such convictions are from light 
or sensibleness of truth. That some sinners have a greater conviction of their guilt and 
misery than others, is because some have more light, or more of an apprehension of truth 
than others. And this light and conviction may be from the Spirit of God; the Spirit 
convinces men of sin: but yet nature is much more concerned in it than in the 
communication of that spiritual and divine light that is spoken of in the doctrine; it is 
from the Spirit of God only as assisting natural principles, and not as infusing any new 
principles. 

For Edwards, True conversion is about the change of the heart – the experience of God 
changing the heart. Edwards says: 

A true sense of the divine and superlative excellency of the things of religion; a real sense 
of the excellency of God and Jesus Christ, and of the work of redemption, and the ways 
and works of God revealed in the gospel. There is a divine and superlative glory in these 
things; an excellency that is of a vastly higher kind, and more sublime nature than in 
other things; a glory greatly distinguishing them from all that is earthly and temporal….  

He that is spiritually enlightened truly apprehends and sees it, or has a sense of it. He 
does not merely rationally believe that God is glorious, but he has a sense of the 
gloriousness of God in his heart. There is not only a rational belief that God is holy, and 
that holiness is a good thing, but there is a sense of the loveliness of God's holiness… 
This knowledge is that which is above all others sweet and joyful. Men have a great deal 
of pleasure in human knowledge, in studies of natural things; but this is nothing to that 
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joy which arises from this divine light shining into the soul. This light gives a view of 
those things that are immensely the most exquisitely beautiful, and capable of delighting 
the eye of the understanding. This spiritual light is the dawning of the light of glory in the 
heart. There is nothing so powerful as this to support persons in affliction, and to give the 
mind peace and brightness in this stormy and dark world. 
 
Such preaching started to have an effect.  In December of 1734 one of the most notorious 
young women of the town – known as one of the greatest company keepers – came to 
Edwards saying she now believed in Christ and had given her life to him. She was now 
testifying to everyone of her new faith and it was an incredible shock to the other young 
people. But soon, many of her friends were standing at the door of Edwards study asking 
for help. Edwards estimated that probably 300 people had made a profession of faith. 
 
It was at this time that Edwards decided that he would write down what had happened in 
this revival -  an account for other ministers to read and learn from. He wrote A faithful 
Narrative of this Surprising Work Of God. This account was eventually published in 
England and read by the Wesley brothers and George Whitefield. 
 
Sadly the revival came to an abrupt halt in June 1735. One of the towns leading citizens, 
a man named Joseph Hawley, known to be often depressed, slit his own throat and died. 
 
The town, and especially Edwards was devastated. Edwards, not shying from the 
situation, preached about it, explaining what had happened on two levels – firstly, 
Hawley was known for his despondency. It ran in the family. Edwards has counseled 
Hawley (who was also his uncle) about his inability to find sufficient signs of grace in his 
life. Secondly, there is a spiritual battle taking place and, Edwards said, “Satan seemed to 
be more let loose and raged in a dreadful manner” in order to stop the awakening. 
 
Now-where is Edwards passion for connecting theology to experience seen than in the 
way he responded to the awakenings which happened while he was in ministry. Edwards 
formed his theology both from an intense study and meditation of scripture AND from 
experience.  

Martin Lloyd-Jones is so right when he says that the element of the Holy Spirit is more 
prominent in Edwards than in any other of the puritans. 

Edwards held in equal balance that which has become in our modern Christianity a battle 
ground – theology and experience. Edwards was an intensely experiential theologian. He 
knew that the sovereignty of God, his divine light, the holy spirit is experienced – that the 
work of salvation, the new nature which we receive, transforms us supernaturally, 
changing our desires, our wills, our loves. He was also, painfully, aware of the cosmic 
battle, the spiritual warefare that takes place in the heavenlies – an enemy who is out to 
destroy the work of God. For course God has the victory, but the battles is still going on 
and there are times when the enemy seems to advance. Edwards, for all his intellectual 
brilliance, did not rely just on the cerebral, but knew the experiential powerfully. Again, I 
think Martin Lloyd-Jones has said it best when he wrote: 
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What then was the secret of this man? I have no hesitation in saying this: the spiritual 
always controlled the intellectual in him. 
 
This is seen in especially in the awakening which began in 1740. During this period the 
physical manifestations of revival were very common. When Edwards preached what is 
probably hi most famous sermon, Sinners In The Hands Of An Angry God in Enfield 
Connecticut, an eye witness wrote:  
 
“Before the sermon was done, there was a great moaning and crying out throughout the 
whole house. What shall I do to be saved? Oh, I am going to hell! Oh, what shall I do for 
Christ?”  
 
It was also reported that people were holding onto the pews and to tree trucks to stop 
themselves slipping into hell. 
 
Such ‘enthusiasm’ was heavily criticized, and the revival denounced by some prominent 
church leaders. In light of this  Edwards felt compelled to defend the spirit’s authentic 
work. 
 
In 1741 he published The Distinguishing Marks Of A Work Of The Holy Spirit. 
 
His argument was that these manifestations neither proved nor disproved whether this 
was of God. What could you judge such manifestations against. Edwards, using 1 John 4 
gave five distinguishing marks of the work of the Holy Spirit. I first came across these in 
seminary, and they made such a mark on me that I wrote them down inside my Bible and 
have written them on every Bible I have used since. I think every Christian needs to read 
this work from Edwards. In summary, the five points are: 
 

1. Does it increase faith in Jesus Christ? Edwards writes: [If it] raise the esteem of 
that Jesus who was born of the virgin and was crucified…and seems more to 
confirm and establish their minds in the truth of what the gospel declares to us of 
hi being the Son of God and the savior of men, it is a sure sign of that it is from 
the spirit of God. 

2. Does it free people from the world? When the spirit is at work it operates against 
the interests of satan’s kingdom; this is a sure sign that it is a true and not a false 
spirit. The spirit that is at work among a people after such a manner, as to lessen 
men’s self esteem of the pleasures, profits and honors of the world and to take off 
their hearts from an eager pursuit after these things and to engage them in deep 
concern about a future state and eternal happiness… and the spirit that convinces 
them of the dreadfulness of sin, the guilt it brings and the misery to which it 
exposes, must needs be the spirit of God. 

3. Does it bring about a greater regard for Holy Scripture? The spirit operates in 
such a manner as to cause in men a greater regard to the H.S and establishes 
them more in truth and divinity is certainly the spirit of God 
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4. Does it lead to truth and oppose error?  If by observing the manner of operation of 
a spirit that is at work among a people we see that it operates as  spirit of truth 
leading persons to truth; convincing them of those things that are true; for 
instance if we observe that the spirit at work makes men more sensible than they 
used to be; that there is a God and that he is a great and sin hating God; that life 
is short and very uncertain and that there is another world…. Therefore we may 
conclude that it is not the spirit of darkness that doth this discover and make 
manifest the truth. 

5. Does it promote love for God and man? If the spirit that is at work among a 
people operates as a spirit of love to God and man it is a sure sign that it is the 
spirit of God. 

 
By 1746 the controversy about the revival still continued. One of the greatest opponents 
of the revival, Charles Chauncy wrote a published a book denouncing ‘affections’ as 
carnal passions and necessarily profane. This led Edwards to publish one of his greatest 
works Treatise Concerning Religious Affections. 
 
This book clarifies the puritan conception of experiential religion against simple 
moralism. Edwards writes: 
 
As the affections not only necessarily belong to the human nature, but are a very great 
part of it, so (inasmuch as by regeneration persons are renewed in the whole man) holy 
affections not only necessarily belong to true religion but are a very great part of such 
religion. And as true religion is practical, and God hath so constituted the human nature, 
that the affections are very much the springs of men’s actions, this also shows, that true 
religion must consist very much in the affections. 
 
Simply, Edwards argues that Christianity is a religion of the heart as well as the head. To 
meet the living God will manifest it self inwardly and outwardly. And this means that 
revival will bring problems. While true revival delivers the church from the problems 
created by apathy and deadness it also plunges the church into new problems created by 
the torrential overflow of disordered and undisciplined spiritual vitality. In a revival 
believers are suddenly aroused from a state of lethargy by a new and overwhelming 
awareness of the reality of spiritual things. 
 
It’s disruptive. 
 
But Edwards warns us not to summarily dismiss the things we seem to be weird, but to 
seek the fruit. 
 
By 1748, relations between Edwards and his congregation had deteriorated. One of the 
main reasons is that Edwards, unlike his grandfather, believed that only those who had 
made a profession of faith in Christ should take communion. Solomon Stoddard had 
allowed those who were baptized but not made full profession of faith communion. Also, 
Edwards did not baptize infants of members who could not profess saving faith. In 1748, 
only one person in the past four years had come forward seeking membership of the 
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church. And when one did, he was met with Edwards formal but mild and gentle tests as 
expressed in the Distinguishing Marks and Qualifications For Full Communion (which 
insisted that genuine conversion bears visible fruit and is essential for sacramental 
privileges) the candidate refused to submit to them. 
 
This, combined with some other issues, led the church to vote Edwards out of the 
pastorate by 200 votes to 23. 
 
Edwards was now jobless with a large family of 11 children. to keep. All because 
Edwards  believed that his theology should and must reflect his practice. He stood up for 
what he believed to be biblical and did not back down despite the conflict or the cost. 
What an example for us today! 
 
Edwards farewell sermon to the congregation was not a bitter one, but he does lay out a 
warning for them to seek the Lord. He ends with these words: 
 
Now I must bid you farewell. I must leave you in the hands of God. I can do no more for 
you than to pray for you. Only I desire you not to forget, but often think of the counsels and 
warnings I have given you, and the endeavors I have used, that your souls might be saved 
from everlasting destruction. 

Dear children, I leave you in an evil world, that is full of snares and temptations. God only 
knows what will become of you. This the Scripture has told us that there are but few saved, 
and we have abundant confirmation of it from what we see. This we see, that children die 
as well as others. Multitudes die before they grow up, and of those that grow up, 
comparatively few ever give good evidence of saving conversion to God. I pray God to pity 
you, and take care of you, and provide for you the best means for the good of your souls, 
and that God himself would undertake for you to be your heavenly Father, and the mighty 
Redeemer of your immortal souls. Do not neglect to pray for yourselves. Take heed you be 
not of the number of those who cast off fear, and restrain prayer before God. Constantly 
pray to God in secret, and often remember that great day when you must appear before 
the judgment seat of Christ, and meet your minister there, who has so often counseled and 
warned you. 
 
Edwards next move is truly remarkable. As we have already stated, the two reasons why 
Edwards did not spend his life in quite study, writing and contemplation was his passion 
to follow God’s will and call on his life, and his passion to live o his theological 
convictions. His move to Stockbridge, a western border of Massachusetts to a mission 
station to minister to the Indians shows this in action. A t 46 years old he does not shy 
away from such a difficult and dangerous call. This was frontier country were Indians 
raided homes and killed people. The Edwards new home was fortified against attack. Yet 
here is one of the brightest theologians of his age, through a translator, preaching the 
gospel to Indians.  
 
However, it is also in this wilderness and isolation, where the vast majority of Edwards 
writings came at this time.  
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We will briefly look at what is described as his most important work from this period, 
‘Freedom of the Will’. Many have criticized it as being to philosophical. For sure, there is 
a strong element of Edwards philosophical reasoning in this book. This book is not a 
work of biblical theology but an attack against rationalistic arminianism. i.e. that divine 
control of human action is incompatible  with mans moral responsibility and therefore 
cannot be a fact. Edwards response, that man’s will is bound by sin so that sin affects his 
decisions, is completely in line with Luther, Calvin Zwingli, Bucer and Knox, but none 
articulated as well as Jonathan Edwards. 
 
Briefly, Edwards defines the will as ‘the mind choosing”. Our choices, according to 
Edwards, are not determined by the will itself but by the mind. Our choices are 
determined by what we think is most desirable at any given moment. But why does the 
mind choose one thing over another? This is where Edwards introduces the idea of 
motives. We choose one thing over another because our mind chooses what it thinks best. 
We choose according to that which we desire most. The issue is that because of the fall 
we are all dead in our trespasses and sins desiring only sin by nature. But what makes 
Edwards unique in his theology of the will is the distinction he makes between what he 
referred to as ‘natural inability’ and ‘moral inability.’  
 
Edwards’s writes: We are said to be naturally unable to do a thing, when we can’t do it if 
we will, because what is most commonly called nature doesn’t allow it… Moral inability 
consists in the opposition or want of inclination.  
 
What Edwards is saying is that I am naturally unable to do a thing, no matter how hard I 
desire it, if nature doesn’t allow it, such as flying or walking on water. In this sense we 
are all naturally able to do what is right. After all, we all have of the natural capacities to 
understand the law of God. We have a mouth capable of praising him. We have a will 
that enables us to choose to do what we want to do. Original sin does not eradicate our 
humanity or ability to make choices. The natural ability remains in tact. What we LACK 
is the moral inability. What was lost in the fall is the want or inclination to do that which 
is righteous. We have no desire to obey God. We have in fact no desire for God at all. 
 
Fallen man has the natural ability to choose God but he lacks the moral ability to do so.  
 
For this reason, God can justly command our obedience (because we have the necessary 
faculties of choice) and at the same time hold us responsible for the choices we make.  
 
So, for Edwards, man is free in that he can and does choose according to his strongest 
inclinations – his desires. But because of original sin and the resulting corruption of 
humanity no one is naturally inclined godward. In fact we hate God by nature. We have 
the natural ability to please him but lack the moral ability. 
 
Our nature has to be changed if we are to seek God and do what he pleases. And only 
God can liberate the sinner from his captivity. 
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Edwards move to become the President of Princeton was not an easy decision for him. 
His daughter, Esther had married Aaron Burr, who became President at Princeton. When 
Burr died, the trustees called Edwards to come and take the post. Edwards responded 
with two reasons why he should not. First he was prone to lengthy illnesses andan 
accompanying ‘low tide of spirits’. Second, he hoped to complete two great works A 
History Of the Work of Redemption and The Harmony Of The old and New Testament. 
 
Sadly, it was not to be. Edwards went to Princeton, and in order to protect himself against 
an outbreak of smallpox, was inoculated. Shortly afterwards Jonathan Edwards, pastor, 
evangelist, apologist and missionary died from complications, March 22 1758. 
 
However you may regard Edwards – profound theologian, philosopher, minister of the 
gospel or missionary, he was a man whose heart was utterly captured by the grace and 
love of God and he undertook to glorify God in everything he did and to abandon his life 
to the word of God, his doctrines and his Gospel. For me Edwards exemplifies Romans 
12:1-2, I appeal to you therefore, brothers, [1] by the mercies of God, a to present your 
bodies b as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship. [2] 2 c Do not be conformed to this world, [3] but be transformed by d the 
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may e discern what is the will of God, what is 
good and acceptable and perfect. 
 
He did present his body as a living sacrifice to the Lord, not being conformed to this 
world, but being transformed by the renewal of his mind. 
 
I want to close with two quotes. The first is from Steven Lawson. He writes: 
 
There is a desperate need for a new generation to arise onto the scene of history that will 
prize and promote the glory of our awesome God. Beholding the soul-capturing vision of 
this all-supreme, all-sovereign, and all-sufficient God transforms individuals in life-
altering ways. This is what we learn from Edwards, and this is what we must experience 
in our own lives. Our lofty theology, centered on God Himself, must be translated into 
daily Christian living in practical ways. May God raise up a growing host in this day that 
will be consumed with striving to be holy just as He is holy. May God give to His church 
an army of followers of Christ who are radically surrendered and fully devoted to Him. 
May such a righteous remnant come in due season for the cause of another Great 
Awakening. 
 
The second quote are the words of his wife Sarah, who, having heard of her beloved 
husbands death, wrote to her daughter Esther: 
 

"What shall I say: A holy and good God has covered us with a dark cloud. 
O that we may kiss the rod, and lay our hands on our mouths! The Lord 
has done it. He has made me adore his goodness that we had him so long. 
But my God lives; and he has my heart. O what a legacy my husband, and 
your father, has left to us! We are all given to God: and there I am and 
love to be. Your ever affectionate mother, Sarah Edwards."  
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