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INTRODUCTION

There is a temptation of my part to treat the topic of today as a lectureship. The subject lends itself to an academic seminar in a professional society with the reading of a paper. 

The topic is a figure that lived seventeen hundred years after the Christ and three hundred years before us. He certainly is not as insightful as the Lord, yet I think he is far more insightful than most creatures I have read. Insight is the product of mental perception and reflection on materials available to the mind. In this respect, the collective memory of the past, what we call history, can be employed usefully.

The subject is Jonathan Edwards; six years ago we celebrted his three hundredth birthday. Who is he? He was an American puritan pastor of Northampton, Massachusetts, part of the Stoddard dynasty of famous influential clerics in the Connecticut River Valley. He was an American gospel preacher/revivalist who literally wrote the book on the subject, a preacher of renowned for his powerful abilities even to this day. A missionary among the River Indians during the French and Indian War who had an impact on the favorable British outcome of the conflict in North America. His voluminous writings have been translated into several languages and remain in print to this day. A promoter of the great nineteenth century missions movement, a philosophical and theological genius who tackled such knotty questions as Free Will, theodicy, trinity, and divine omnipotence. 

In early nineteenth century Edwards was an evangelical icon: revered, distorted, misunderstood, but consulted by every scholar. He was thought to be hopelessly irrelevant at century’s end and remained so until after World War II. He was seen as a pathetic figure that wasted his genius defending tired, discredited, worn out pre-critical notions of life and death, hell and heaven.  Of late (after the emergence of the Stalin’s, Hitler’s, Po Pot’s, and Alqueda Brigades), he seems less archaic and his ideas are being revisited with feverish favor. Perry Miller was the first to see his value in the growth of discontent, disillusionment with the progressive idealism and vaulted optimism of the Enlightenment. Today, he is lionized and iconized by the likes of Iain Murray, more holistically treated by George Marsden.

QUESTIONS

All that be as it may, what relevance does he have for you as you go out to live and minister in a world that has changed from his day? What about for me as I find myself seeking a greater understanding of the Lord to help people living in this post-everything-we-once-thought-trustworthy world? Are there some timeless aspects to his thoughts? 

As I read him as a lens to sort out the meaning of a living faith in God and Jesus Christ, I found two unexpected insights quite, two things that defined and delineated the uniqueness of Edwards. (1) The insight relentlessly pursued throughout his lifetime of the omnipotence and sovereignty  of God. He is the original; he alone is the ultimate cause of everything; He alone the end of all things. All things begin from God and return to Him. (2) The second shock was not so much about his thought as it was about Edwards himself. It was his aesthetical interpretation of theology. God is love; redemption is about harmony, beauty, and love.

Let me become personal and hopefully practical. Where has Edwards helped me in religious understanding and the way I perceive ministry? He has helped me with three questions.

1) What does it mean to experience the wonder of redeeming grace in the soul? What is the experience of the experience of it? Here he took me into the immaterial nature of man. He taught me that the heart and mind are never to be separated. Redemption comes to us trough the gateway of perception but it is never real until it reaches into the deepest recesses of the soul, the heart. Affections transform behavior that in turn is the litmus  test of affections. I Peter 1:8

2) What do we mean by the experience of the indwelling of the spirit of God? How does God indwell us? Is it in a compartment or is it an infusion? The Spirit of God is the life of God in our souls. It is what we call eternal life. What is it? Love, joy, peace, longsuffering…. Ephesians 1:13-14

3) What does it mean to glorify God? If God is all-sufficient, complete needing nothing, what does it mean to glorify Him? If I can neither add to His fullness, advance it, nor deplete from it, what does it mean to glorify God? Rom. 11:32 (from-origin, of-sustainer, to-end). 

If God out of His magnificent omnipotence does something like create, and it adds nothing to His completeness, why would He do it? God delights in His own reflection, in seeing Himself? Does He see Himself in you? If He saw Himself in you what would he see? Love, joy, peace, longsuffering…

CONCLUSIONS

I find myself exhilarated by Edwards’ majestic exaltations of God and humbled, even humiliated, by my own shortcomings. Let me close with three applications.

1) I find from Edwards a clue to my ministry. It should be intellectually rigorous and heart affecting. People are touched truly when they are touched wholly. The dichotomy of mind and heart, the departmentalization of the soul, leads to profound ministerial breakdown. It is not about mental accurateness alone. Preaching must be heart-felt, the affections must be moved by a vision of God.

2) I find from Edwards a challenge to my own spiritual comfort. Am I child of God? Do I have the life of God in my deepest being? Love, joy, peace, longsuffering…that is what the indwelling presence of the Spirit is. Do you have it?

3) Do I glorify God? Is it about an impressive coterie of credentials expressed with flair? Is it about doing things for God that most impresses Him or is it seeing Himself (love, joy, peace, longsuffering…) in us each day?
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