
 

 

 

 

 

 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)  
 
The most famous American theologian is someone of whom most Christians have 
probably never heard. His name is Jonathan Edwards. Johnathon was born in 
1703 at East Windsor, Connecticut, New England, and died at the age of 54 in 
Princeton, New Jersey. At the time of his death, he had just been installed as 
president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University). His death was 
due to complications arising from an innoculation for smallpox. 

 
The Edwards family was part of the Puritan settlement in New England. From an 
early age, Johnathon was a precocious student, and entered Yale in 1716, just 
before his thirteenth birthday. He graduated with the B.A. degree in 1720, and 
the M.A. in 1723. His spiritual life was a struggle until in 1721 he came to a 
personal experience of the glory of the sovereignty of God and rejoiced in a 
personal assurance of faith. 

 
During the 1720s Edwards continued studying, laying the foundations of his later 
preaching and writing. He tutored at Yale, and then pastored two congregations, 
one in New York and the other in Bolton, Connecticut. He began at this time to 
keep notebooks, and wrote in them on philosophy, theology, and the text of the 
Bible. He kept up this practice to the end of his life, and cross-referenced and 
indexed many of his essays. 

 
In 1727 Edwards married Sarah Pierrepont in New Haven. Soon after he was 
ordained in Northhampton, Massachusetts, as an assistant to his ageing 
grandfather, Solomon Stoddard. In his pastorate of fifty-seven years, Stoddard 
had built up his congregation so that it was the most influential one outside of 
Boston. When his grandfather died in 1729, Edwards became the sole pastor. In 
the 1730s, a new theology was increasingly affecting the churches in 
Massachusetts. This theology deviated from the Reformed theology that had 
been preached from the start of the New England settlement, and Edwards 
preached and wrote against it. He preached a series of sermons in 1734 on 

‘Justification by Faith’ that deeply affected many in his congregation, and brought 
them to faith in Christ. His record of the revival, ‘A Faithful Narrative of the 
Surprising Work of God’, was published in New England, and then in England by 
Isaac Watts and John Wesley. 

 
In 1740 a remarkable spiritual awakening began under the itinerant ministries 
of George Whitefield and Gilbert Tennent. Edwards’ preaching in his own and to 
neighbouring congregations, greatly contributed to the revival. However, when 
excesses appeared to mar the work, he wrote about the marks of true conversion 
in his works ‘The Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God’, (1741), 
‘Some Thoughts on the Revival of Religion in New England’, (1742), and his 
masterpiece, ‘A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections’, (1746). 

 
Trouble arose in his own congregation over admission to the Lord’s Supper. His 
grandfather had a far more open mode of admission to the Supper than Edwards 
came to believe was biblical. When he tried to insist on the New Testament 
pattern, the controversy became so heated that his congregation dismissed him. 
In 1751 he moved, with his large family of eleven children, to a frontier 
settlement at Stockbridge, where he ministered to a small congregation, and also 
served as a missionary to the local Indians. Life was not easy for him there for 
various reasons, but he maintained his study habits and produced some of his 
most enduring works, including ‘The Freedom of the Will’ in 1754. 

 
Edwards’ works became very well known in Britain, and he corresponded with 
some of the ecclesiastical leaders there. His publication of the ‘Life and Diary of 
David Brainerd’, a young missionary to native Americans in New Jersey, 
promoted the cause of missions in America and abroad. Brainerd became ill with 
tuberculosis, and died in Edwards’ manse. While Edwards’ daughter, Jerusha, 
helped care for Brainerd, there is no evidence they were betrothed. Brainerd’s 
life was a demonstration of the Calvinistic piety that Edwards encouraged.  
 
Jonathon Edwards’ own life was cut short at the age of fifty-four, just weeks after 
he moved to Princeton, New Jersey. He has left a lasting legacy of brilliant 
thought, profound devotion to the Lord Jesus, and a strong missionary spirit. 
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