
Born in East Windsor, Connecticut, Jonathan 
Edwards (1703-58) is America’s most significant 

religious figure, meriting a place in the pantheon of great 
Christian thinkers. Educated at Yale College, he ministered 

for nearly 25 years at Northampton, Massachusetts. An inheritor of Puritanism, 
he set out to adapt his beliefs to the Enlightenment. He participated in a 
series of revivals, becoming part of a transatlantic network heralding the mid-
eighteenth-century “Great Awakening.” Edwards became an astute observer 
of revival phenomenon, particularly in his treatise on Religious Affections. 
Nonetheless, he became involved in a bitter controversy with his Northampton 
congregation over the nature of the church and was dismissed in 1750. In his 
later years, while serving as a missionary to the Mahican Indians at Stockbridge, 
he authored some of the most important philosophical works in the Christian 
tradition, treating subjects such as freedom of the will, the nature of virtue, 
God’s purpose in creation, and original sin. He ended his career as the president 
of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University).

Edwards is perhaps best known for his harrowing 1741 sermon, Sinners in 
the Hands of an Angry God—arguably the most famous sermon in American 
history—with its portrayal of a wrathful God holding sinners over the flames as 
one holds a “loathsome” insect. Since Edwards took very seriously the plight of 
souls alien to God, we cannot downplay the importance of such an “awakening” 
sermon. Yet it represents only one facet of his thought. His beginning point was 
God’s glory, in which God “communicates” divine love through creation and 
through the gift of Christ, and in which humans find their true happiness and 
joy. Through the Holy Spirit, believers experience a “new sense,” perceive the 
“beauty of holiness,” and practice “true virtue.” In nature and human experience 
he saw “shadows of divine things.” History was guided by the hand of Providence 
towards the ultimate victory of the church and her Redeemer. 

Viewed as the founder of American evangelicalism, Edwards lived his goal 
of spreading the gospel by his writings on revivals, and by his labors as a 
missionary. His influence endured through the nineteenth century in his 

Jonathan Edwards

works on human agency, sacred history, missiology, and ethics. He inspired a 
movement known as the “New Divinity” that dominated the northern American 
religious scene up until the Civil War and provided the essential underpinnings 
for modern congregationalism through it emphases on education and reform. 
Edwards’ thought also served as a resource for theologians after World War II. 

Today, Edwards’ thought is known and used worldwide. He appeals to a broad 
spectrum of Christians—mainline, pentecostal, and charismatic—for his views 
on Christian living, piety, the nature of conversion, and revivals. Within the 
United States, he has provided inspiration for college revivals, for contemporary 
movements such as the Vineyard, and for the resurgence of mainline ministries 
such as John Piper’s “Desiring God” and the United Church of Christ’s “God Is 
Still Speaking,” campaign. Translations of his writings have appeared on nearly 
every continent, providing a touchstone for church movements old and new. 

Reflections: 

• Edwards spoke rapturously of the “excellency” and “sweetness” of God and 
God’s glory. How can believers today re-appropriate this vision of God? 

• What role, if any, should revivalism have in church growth? 

• Edwards was at once an advocate of Enlightenment science and of religious 
orthodoxy. How can we learn from his example? 
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“Jonathan Edwards” was written by Kenneth P. Minkema,  Executive Director of the 
Jonathan Edwards Center and Assistant Adjunct Professor in American Religious History 
at Yale University.  He edited The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 14, Sermons and 
Discourses: 1723-1729. 
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