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Have you interacted with Jonathan Edwards before? What one thing about him do you know? 
Sinners in the hands of an angry God!! He’s been said to be the one of greatest American who 
ever lived! A great Philosopher, Preacher, Writer and Thinker 
 
Jonathan Edwards was born to Timothy & Esther Edwards in 1703 and died aged 54 in 1758. 
Timothy (his father) was a pastor in East Windsor, Connecticut (then a British colony). He had 4 
girls before him & 6 girls after him. He was the only boy. The 10 girls were said to be over 6ft tall 
& so people used to say of his father that he had 60 feet of girls! 
 
He was a religious man. This was evident when he wrote his ‘Resolutions’ where he first 
acknowledges that he’s unable to do anything without God’s help. But one notable resolution 
was ‘I frequently hear persons in old age say how they would live, if they were to live their lives 
over again: Resolved, That I will live just so as I can think I shall wish I had done, supposing I live 
to an old age.’ 
 
But in 1721 (at 17), something extraordinary happened- he was converted. He writes in his 
‘Personal Narrative’ of how he felt a new sense of things especially after reading the words of 1 
Tim. 1:17 “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour & glory 
for ever and ever, Amen.” He’s a sinner saved by grace. 
 
“From about that time, I began to have a new kind of apprehensions and ideas of Christ and the 
work of redemption, and the glorious way of salvation by him… The appearance of every thing 
was altered; there seemed to be, as it were, a calm sweet cast, or appearance of divine glory, in 
almost everything… Prayer seemed to be natural to me, as the breath by which the inward 
burnings of my heart had vent.”  
 
After college in August of 1722, Edwards began a regular preaching ministry in New York. He 
loved writing since his school days and his writing would cover a variety of topics with titles such 
as ‘Of Rainbows’ ‘Of Insects’ ‘Of Atoms’ e.t.c. to which he gave very close attention. But for the 
next 12 months, his interests changed. He also writes of how there was this growing desire for 
holiness.  
 
Later on, in 1724, Edwards took up tutorship at Yale. His subject of interest was natural sciences, 
an interest that had been stimulated by Isaac Newton and William Whiston. Edwards also 
worked in the library, and from his religious catalogue, the names that predominated it are 
those of old authors of Reformed & Puritan persuasion more than his contemporaries. They 
included Calvin, Perkins, Van Mastricht, Sibbes, Manton, Flavel, Owen and Charnnock. 
 
In August 1726, the church of his grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, at Northampton, New 
England, invited him to come with a view to his appointment of assistant minister. Preaching 
was to be his life-work and for next twenty-three years he was to be ‘Mr. Edwards of 
Northampton’. 
 
After arriving in Northampton, Edwards later wrote 
“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.”  
 
His convictions grew and developed as a result of his heartfelt awareness of the power and 
desert of sin. Men must be saved by sovereign mercy or not at all, and the more he saw of this 
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way of salvation – God giving grace to those who had no claim or right – the more was his own 
dependence on it. His convictions would later be heard beyond Northampton when at the age 
of 28, he was invited to give a Public Lecture in Boston on July 8, 1731.  
Short Revival in 1734-35 
 
He was passionate about God’s word and actually within the first year, there were about 300 
conversions. 
In the later part of December 1734, using Edwards’ words: 
“the Spirit begun extraordinarily to set in and there were a number conversions. There was a 
great and earnest concern about the great things of religion and the eternal world in all parts of 
the town and among persons of all degrees and all ages.”  
 
This was the beginning of the revival. In preaching, there was a new degree of earnestness. Their 
understanding of what was required of a preacher was different, they knew their purpose was 
not to induce regeneration in the hearts of the hearers. The work of giving new life to the 
spiritually dead is solely the act of the Spirit of God. None can enter the kingdom of God without 
first being born from above. 
 
But they also believed that it was God’s usual way & manner, in bestowing grace, to work in 
sinners prior to their regeneration in order to reveal their false security and to bring them to 
conscious emptiness and need.  
 
In the words of Robert Bolton: 
“A sinner must feel himself misery, before he will go about to find remedy; be sick before he will 
seek a physician; be in prison before he will seek a pardon. He must be cast down, confounded, 
condemned, a cast away, and lost in himself, before he will look about for a Saviour.” 
 
The preacher’s work then comes in: thoughtless, worldly hearers have to be addressed as Paul 
addressed Felix (Acts 24:25): 
“The pastor’s work is not only to exhort men to a voluntary examination of themselves, but also 
by the sword of the Spirit, he must labour to open the apostums (festering sores or abscesses) 
of proud sinners, discovering unto them as occasion serves, their wickedness, and denouncing 
the wrath of God against them, if possibly the Lord shall give them repentance, as he did to the 
hearers of Peter, Acts 2:37.” (Edwards, quoted by Murray p. 129)  
 
Continued…. 
THE GREAT AWAKENING  
 
During the Great Awakening in the 1740s, it is said that people spoke in a way of what they saw: 
‘God is present in our assemblies’; ‘God’s Spirit came upon the preacher and the people’. In 
places where it was not customary for people to be disturbed by preaching, ‘Men saw hell 
opening before them and themselves ready to fall into it’. Before the end of May 1740, it was 
being said that ‘there was never such a general awakening and concern for the things of God in 
America known before.’  
 
There was also a great gospel influence upon the children and the youths of the town too. By 
summer of 1741, the revival has spread to many other parts like Boston. Churches, which, in 
some cases had been cold and dry at the beginning of the year, were transformed before the 
end. Many people were being converted in hundreds and thousands and added to the churches. 
 
It was during this time that George Whitfield visited Northampton. His friendship with Edwards 
was strengthened during this period. During his visit, Whitfield preached four sermons at 
Edwards’ church and: 



“The congregation was extraordinarily melted by every sermon; almost the whole assembly 
being in tears for a great part of sermon time… One or two persons… were so greatly affected 
with a sense of the greatness and glory of divine things… overcoming their strength, and having 
a very visible effect upon their bodies.” (Edwards, An Account of Revival) 
 
Speaking of the conditions in general, Benjamin Trumbull writes: 
“There was in the minds of people, a general fear of sin, and of the wrath of God denounced 
against it. There seemed to be a general conviction, that all the ways of man were before the 
eyes of the Lord. It was the opinion of men of discernment and sound judgment, who had the 
best opportunities of knowing the feelings and general state of the people at that period, that 
bags of gold and silver and other precious things, might, with safety, have been laid in the 
streets, and that no man would have converted them to his own use.”  
 
The nature of preaching during the Great Awakening was often alarming. There were some 
criticisms against the awakening with some asserting that it was ‘pretended prudence’. Edwards 
‘The Distinguishing Marks’ highlighted the necessity of comparing Scripture with what was 
happening in the land so as to know whether it was genuine or not.  
 
The Spirit’s true work can be from that which is false because we know that He always: 
1. causes a greater esteem for Christ 
2. operates against the interests of Satan’s kingdom ‘which lies in encouraging and 
establishing sin’ 
3. promotes greater regard for the truth and the divinity of the Holy Scriptures 
4. Brings men to the light of the truth 
5. excites love to God and man, making the attributes of God, manifested in Christ, ‘delightful 
objections of contemplation’.  
Although later on Edwards admitted that there might have been some extremes in terms of 
what people experienced during the revival, his question was ‘what would be left of real 
Christianity if all felt spiritual experience was rejected?’ 
 
Now, there were other controversies that arose during his ministry. One of them was that of 
ministers admitting people to take Holy Communion before they would show any true signs of 
conversion. He said that a minister may have ‘suspicions and fears’ about a particular candidate 
for communion and yet have no sufficient ground to bar him from membership. But later on, 
Edwards could write that a lax principle of admission to the Lord’s Table imperils the whole 
nature of the Church, for then the church and the world cease to be distinguished. One of his 
failures as mentioned by later writers was that he ‘did not visit his people in their houses unless 
he was sent for by the sick’.  
 
In 1750, Edwards was dismissed from his role as a minister in Northampton, just after the 
marriage of his daughters. Now, he and his wife, Sarah, were left without an income and the 
question they faced was in times of trials, whether they could cheerfully resign all to God. 
Edwards’ earlier biographers saw his removal from Northampton as a work of providence 
because it was during this period that he concentrated on his writing ministry. Edwards later 
moved to Stockbridge where he had a ministry among the Mohawks. His work as a missionary 
among the American Indians probably showed his connection with David Brainerd.  

 
Lessons for Us Today: 
 

1. That “We are dependent upon God, he argued, not only for redemption itself but for 
our faith in the Redeemer, not only for the gift of His Son but for the Holy Ghost for 
our conversion.” This was the conviction for Edwards & other preachers and should be 
ours too lest we think it’s our effort that brings conversion. 
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2. Edwards would spend long hours in his study. He believed that his public work as a 
calling to speak to men in the name of God was inseparable from his conviction that 
the first demand in such a calling was that his own knowledge of God should be 
personal and first-hand. He sought to make his study itself a sanctuary, and whether 
wrestling with Scripture, preparing sermons or writing in his notebooks, he worked as a 
worshiper. Thought, prayer and writing were all woven together.  We can never 
overemphasise on the need for us to spend time in prayer & the word. 

3. Priority of preaching; Edwards’ was a solid doctrinal preaching addressing both heart & 
mind- Religious Affections. This is something we can learn especially in our context 
where we’ve become less & less being sound in our preaching. 

4. Commitment to mission; his heart beat for the lost 
5. Edwards wasn’t afraid of controversy. He would hold onto truth and be ready to defend 

his stand. He stood with George Whitfield in times when many were criticizing him.  
 
His last words in 1758 in Stockbridge after preaching “Here we have no continuing city but we 
seek one that’s to come.” A month later he died of the effect if inoculation from small pox. 
22/03/1758 
 
You can read more on Edwards at: 
 
A God Entranced Vision of All Things (John Piper, free download) 
Captive to Glory (John Piper, free download) 
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