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The Sermon as a Literary Device in the Works of Jonathan Edwards

“After theology, Edwards thought most about expression: what is language, how it operates on the mind, and how its resources might be variously exploited” (Kimnach, Sermons and Discourses, 1720–1723: 10, xiii).

“Edwards lived in a time when, despite all the changes that had taken place in New England since the days of the Puritans, the ministry was still the fit place for a man who wished to lead the ‘life of the mind,’ and the sermon was still the common literary vehicle for the best fruits of his thought....Moreover, particularly in country villages such as East Windsor, Connecticut, the sermon held the cultural field of the community, if only by default, as the minister was the voice of authority in most community affairs” (10:3).

1.
The training of Jonathan Edwards as a preacher.

a.
His early education came at home at his mother’s knee and then in his father’s tutoring school. Both his father, Timothy, and his maternal grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, were Harvard graduates (1662 and 1691 respectively). It is assumed that his training was in the Latin classics.

b.
At twelve (1716) he entered Yale College and was again trained under Harvard men, Elisha Williams for example. Evidence of his progress is seen in the delivery of the valedictory address at his graduation. There he studied the Puritan tradition of preaching in such works as William Perkin's Art of Puritan Prophecing and William Chappell’s The Preacher.

c.
His theory of rhetoric, the art of communication, appears to have been formed by reflecting and selectively borrowing from a medley of sources which was typical of his manner.

Like John Smith (1618–52), whom he appears to have read in college, he believed that the New Covenant was essentially an internal phenomena while the Law Covenant was external. The real work of God in this dispensation occurs in the heart, not the hands or the mind.

Redemption then is a work of God on the heart through an immediate impression of God the Holy Spirit. Preaching then relates to the art of psychological persuasion than any form of logic. Reason and logical argument may make theological arguments seem true, but they do not make them seem real!! Said Minkema, “Reason was an indispensable persuasive and polemical tool, but it alone could not bring a sinner to a saving knowledge of the truth. A rational acceptance of God’s sovereignty had to be accompanied by an effective experience of personal unworthiness (Sermons and Discourses, 1723–1727: 14:27).

Edwards defined two seminal concepts through his preaching, “a divine and supernatural light” and “a sense of the heart”. The first is brought through the Word and yet is beyond it. It is a perception of reality beyond the words of Scripture and the adequacies of language; it is a beam of light to the soul. Kimnach describes it this way, “The moment of realization is a moment of the most intense emotion, a shock of recognition so great that the 'direct image' which replaces the old shadow is never erased, and thus the subject of the experience is never again the same” (10:199). The second the realm of man's deepest being and the sphere where regeneration takes place; it transforms the totality of mankind's faculties because it involves the will which predicates choices. Thus, “God supplies the Word immediately through the Scripture and the preaching; he has also provides each person with a faculty of understanding and a sense of the heart. It is the task of the preacher to fill the understanding by clearly expounding the Scripture and to ‘stir up’ the heart by introducing the idea of self into the context of the Word” (10:203). To experience the holy beauty of God without the controlling Word in one’s mind is to be an enthusiast, to suffer vain imaginings. To possess only facts of the work of God without a sense of its true beauty is to be damned.

d.
Further, Edwards heard the two of the most dominant preachers of his day, his father and grandfather.

e.
In the early days of his preaching he read two manuals, John Edwards’ The Preacher (1705) and Cotton Mather’s Manuductio ad Ministerium (1726). Edwards heard that preaching must be affectionate and the appeal must derive from the reasonable; sermons should be like diamonds, clear and solid. Preaching had to be based on a new psychological theory of the complexity of the human being and the affections. “In order to preach persuasively, [John] Edwards insists, the preacher must believe and feel intensely what he preaches; be must communicate personal feelings with the message so that he preaches experiences, as it were” (10:17). The preacher must preach heart-felt experience, but not his own personal experience.

2.
The Sermonic Structure of Jonathan Edwards.

a.
The sermonic structure was tripartite: text, doctrine, and application or improvements.

b.
The doctrine and application sections has numbered subheads.

c.
Every sermon has one central idea which grows out of the central text.

d.
Sermons are topical generally though Edwards did preach progressively through I Corinthians 13; this, however, is the exception.

e.
The difference between a sermon and a lecture is that in the former the application is greater than the doctrine, it n the later you have the reverse.

3.
The Sermon-making of Jonathan Edwards.

a.
He recorded his basic ideas in two types of notebooks. The first was a recording of his thoughts in several large notebooks (“the Mind,” the “Miscellanies,” “Shadow of Divine Things,” “Notes on the Scriptures,” and “Miscellaneous Observations on the holy Scripture,” for example. The second recorded outlines for his projects and plans of execution.

b.
The materials in the notebooks were cross-referenced and Edwards perused through them to find stuff for his sermons.

c.
Materials from the various notebooks were directly entered into the sermons.

d.
His sermons were composed of small sheets of paper, written on both sides of about 5” x 7”, stitched together with threat, and placed in the fold of an opened Bible.

e.
Edwards probably did not merely read his sermons, as indicated.

4.
The Preaching of Jonathan Edwards.

a.
There are three periods of sermon-making in Edwards’ career.

1)
1722–27: A period of apprenticeship. This was the period of beginning including the eight months a pastor in New York City in a small Presbyterian com​munity, interim stints at Bolton and Glastonbury, Connecticut; it was also the era of his tutor ship at Yale. In this period 65 sermons remain that have been fully written in his hand.

2)
1727–42: A period of mastery. This was his most productive and fertile period of sermon making. There are 645 sermons from this period with most fully written out though the last 140 or so outlining appears (meaning Edwards spoke more extempore as his ca​reer matured).

3)
1742–58: A period of permutation. In this period Edwards preached little new material, but generally rearranged older stuff. In this period 510 ser​mons are extant with the majority in more or less outline form.

b.
Of the twelve hundred or so sermons at least four hundred are marked, as having been repreached, at least in part, between one and three times. In some cases a single sermon was preached as many as five, six, or seven times. The greatest number of repreached sermons took place in the Stockbridge years where the most are in outline form. Clearly he was preoccupied with writing the several works of the 1750s.

c.
Most of the sermons from the Northampton era were preached in two parts, morning and afternoon. However, when out of town, he preached them in one unit summarizing or skipping materials.

d.
In the preparation of a sermon Edwards often used portions from pervious sermons (Kimnach calls this “cannibalizing”). In short then, previous sermons became a “notebook” of source material. Edwards often carried more than one sermon into the pulpit and read from portions of several. He used three techniques to get mileage out of his materials: revision, recasting, and cannibalism.

5.
The Literary Theory of Jonathan Edwards.

a.
He seemed to have been interested in persuasion more than mere expression; the bulk of his writing is polemic.

b.
Writing is viewed as a utilitarian engine of psychological power. Edwards crafted images in the hearers mind that was both vivid and personal.

c.
Personal thoughts of Edwards: “Try not only to silence[opposition] but to gain readers”. “Never to dispute for things after that I cannot handsomely retreat upon conviction of the contrary”.

d.
Imagery, fused with abstract concepts, would touch the mind of the hearer. The simple image had a way of sticking in the mind as an indivisible unit.

e.
He relied on logic and rational exposition in great part for what might best be termed aesthetic effects.

f.
The literary power of Edwards can be seen in the use of such devices as im​agery, metaphor, repetition, and allusion. He believed that the primary sphere of religious experience was hidden below the rational surface of the mind in a welter of feeling and impulses. The entry was gained through moving the mind to reflect.

g.
Rational and logical argument can make theological concepts appear to be true, but it requires a special work of God to confirm that they are real. This is the work of the Holy Spirit.

h.
The preacher works in the abstract medium of language while the artist may work in glass, stone, or clay.

