Jonathan Edwards

» Miserable Seeking

“There came into my
soul...an inward
sweet sense.”

(1703-1758)

Jonathan Edwards is known in the history of the
church for the part he played in what is called the
first Great Awakening in America. He succeeded his
well-known grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, a Puritan
minister of Northhampton, Massachusetts. Stoddard was
a man of God whose life was characterized by a deep
desire to win the lost to Christ, a love for the Word, and
a burden to see the church raised out of its lukewarm
state. It was under this kind of atmosphere and influence
that Jonathan Edwards was brought up.

In his early years, Jonathan Edwards was the sub-
ject of much prayer by his parents. He also had several
occasions where he received “strong religious impres-
sions,” but they were only of a temporary nature. His
own testimony reveals that although he was at times
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stirred up to pray, it soon wore off and he returned to his
former ways. He admits to going through a period of
“great and violent inward struggles, till after many
conflicts with wicked inclinations, repeated resolutions
...and self-reflection,” he made seeking salvation the
main business of his life. But he describes his seeking as
a “miserable seeking.”

The contrast between this miserable state and what
Edwards experienced when the Lord came into him is
seen in his repeated use of the words “sweet” and
“sweetness.” If we could pick the one word that de-
scribes his inner experience of the Lord, it would be the
word “sweet.”

The following are a few samples of the expressions
he used to describe the sweetness he found in Christ:
“ Sweetlelightin God ...aninwardweesense .sweetly
conversing with Christ...sweeh sense of the glorious
majesty and grace of God...an awfweetness.the
sweetglory of God ...mangweethours ...thosasweet
and powerful words ...aweetand refreshing season
walking alone in the fields.”

Edwards describes in his own words how he passed
out of a miserable state into a state of sweetness at the
time he found the Lord:

HAD A VARIETY of concerns and exercises about
my soul from my childhood; but | had two more
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remarkable seasons of awakening, before | met with that
change by which | was brought to those new disposi-
tions, and that new sense of things, that | have since had.
The first time was when | was a boy, some years before
| went to college, at a time of remarkable awakening in
my father’s congregation. | was then very much affected
for many months, and concerned about the things of
religion, and my soul’s salvation; and was abundant in
religious duties. | used to pray five times a day in secret,
and to spend much time in religious conversation with
other boys; and used to meet with them to pray together.
I experienced | know not what kind of delight in
religion. My mind was much engaged init,and had much
self-righteous pleasure, and it was my delight to abound
in religious duties. I, with some of my schoolmates,
joined together and built a booth in a swamp, in a very
retired spot, for a place of prayer. And besides, | had
particular secret places of my own in the woods, where
| used to retire by myself; and was from time to time
much affected. My affections seemed to be lively and
easily moved, and | seemed to be in my element when |
engaged in religious duties. And | am ready to think, many
are deceived with such affections, and such a kind of
delight as | then had in religion, and mistake it for grace.
But, in progress of time, my convictions and affec-
tions wore off, and | entirely lost all those affections and
delights, and left off secret prayer, at least as to any
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constant preference of it; and returned like a dog to his
vomit, and went on in the ways of sin. Indeed, | was at
times very uneasy, especially towards the latter part of
my time at college, when it pleased God to seize me with
apleurisy; inwhich He brought me nigh to the grave, and
shook me over the pit of hell. And yet it was not long after
my recovery, before | fell again into my old ways of sin.
But God would not permit me to go on with any
quietness; | had great and violent inward struggles, till
after many conflicts with wicked inclinations, repeated
resolutions, and bonds that I laid myself under by a kind
of vows to God, | was brought wholly to break off all
former wicked ways, and all ways of known outward sin;
and to apply myself to seek salvation, and practice many
religious duties, but without that kind of affection and
delight which | had formerly experienced. My concern
was now wrought more by inward struggles and con-
flicts, and self-reflections. | made seeking my salvation
the main business of my life. But yet, it seems to me, |
sought it after a miserable manner, which has made me
sometimes since to question, whether ever it issued in
that which was saving; being ready to doubt whether
such miserable seeking ever succeeded. | was indeed
brought to seek salvation, in a manner that | never was
before; | felt a spirit to part with all things in the world,
for an interest in Christ. My concern continued, and
prevailed, with many exercising thoughts and inward
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struggles; but yet it never seemed to be proper to express
that concern by the name of terror.

From my childhood up, my mind had been full of
objections against the doctrine of God'’s sovereignty, in
choosing whom He would to eternal life; and rejecting
whom He pleased; leaving them eternally to perish, and
be everlastingly tormented in hell. It used to appear like
a horrible doctrine to me. But | remember the time very
well when | seemed to be convinced, and fully satisfied,
as to this sovereignty of God, and His justice in thus
eternally disposing of men, according to His sovereign
pleasure. But never could give an account how, or by
what means, | was thus convinced, not in the least
imagining atthe time, nor along time after, that there was
any extraordinary influence of God’s Spiritin it; but only
that now | saw further, and my reason apprehended the
justice and reasonableness of it. However, my mind
rested in it; and it put an end to all those complaints and
objections. And there has been a wonderful alteration in
my mind, with respect to the doctrine of God’s sover-
eignty, from that day to this; so that | scarce ever have
found so much as the rising of an objection against it, in
the most absolute sense, in God showing mercy to whom
He will show mercy, and hardening whom He will.

God'’s absolute sovereignty and justice, with respect
to salvation and damnation, is what my mind seems to
rest assured of, as much as of anything that | see with my
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eyes; at least it is so at times. But | have often, since that
first conviction, had quite another kind of sense of God’s
sovereignty than | had then. | have often since had not
only a conviction, but delightfulconviction. The doc-
trine has very often appeared exceedingly pleasant,
bright, and sweet. Absolute sovereignty is what | love to
ascribe to God. But my first conviction was not so.

The first instance, that | remember, of that sort of
inward, sweet delight in God and divine things, that |
have lived much in since, was on reading those words in
1 Timothy 1:17Now unto the King eternal, immortal,
invisible, the only wise God, be honor and glory forever
and ever. Amers | read the words, there came into my
soul, and was as it were diffused through it, a sense of the
glory of the Divine Being; a new sense, quite different
from anything | ever experienced before. Never any
words of Scripture seemed to me as these words did. |
thought with myself, how excellent a Being that was, and
how happy I should be, if | might enjoy that God, and be
rapt up to Him in heaven; and be as it were swallowed up
in Him forever! | kept saying, and as it were singing, over
these words of Scripture to myself; and went to pray to
God that | might enjoy Him; and prayed in a manner
quite different from what | used to do, with a new sort of
affection. But it never came into my thought, that there
was anything spiritual, or of a saving nature, in this.

From about that time | began to have a new kind of
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apprehensions and ideas of Christ, and the work of
redemption, and the glorious way of salvation by Him.
An inward, sweet sense of these things, at times, came
into my heart; and my soul was led away in pleasant
views and contemplations of them. And my mind was
greatly engaged to spend my time in reading and medi-
tating on Christ, on the beauty and excellency of His
person, and the lovely way of salvation by free grace in
Him. | found no books so delightful to me, as those that
treated of these subjects.

Those words in Song of Songs 2:1 used to be abun-
dantly with me] am the rose of Sharon, and the lily of
the valleysThe words seemed to me sweetly to represent
the loveliness and beauty of Jesus Christ. The whole
book of Song of Songs used to be pleasant to me, and |
used to be much in reading it, about that time; and found
from time to time an inward sweetness, that would carry
me away in my contemplations. This | know not how to
express otherwise, than by a calm, sweet abstraction of
soul from all the concerns of this world; and sometimes
akind of vision, or fixed ideas and imaginations, of being
alone in the mountains, or some solitary wilderness, far
from all mankind, sweetly conversing with Christ, and
wrapt and swallowed up in God. The sense | had of
divine things, would often of a sudden kindle up, as it
were, a sweet burning in my heart, an ardor of soul, that
I know not how to express.
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Not long after | first began to experience these
things, | gave an account to my father of some things that
had passed in my mind. | was pretty much affected by the
discourse we had together; and when the discourse was
ended, | walked abroad alone, in a solitary place in my
father’s pasture, for contemplation. And as | was walk-
ing there, and looking upon the sky and clouds, there
came into my mind so sweet a sense of the glorious
majestyandgraceof God, as | know not how to express.
| seemed to see them both in a sweet conjunction; majesty
and meekness joined together: it was a sweet, and gentle,
and holy majesty; and also a majestic meekness; an awful
sweetness; a high, and great, and holy gentleness.

After this my sense of divine things gradually in-
creased, and became more and more lively, and had more
of that inward sweetness. The appearance of everything
was altered; there seemed to be, as it were, a calm, sweet
cast or appearance of divine glory, in almost everything.
God’s excellency, His wisdom, His purity, and love,
seemed to appear in everything; in the sun, moon, and
stars; in the clouds and blue sky; in the grass, flowers,
trees; in the water and all nature; which used greatly to
fix my mind.

| often used to sit and view the moon for a long time;
and inthe day, spentmuch time in viewing the clouds and
sky, to behold the sweet glory of God in these things: in
the meantime singing forth, with a low voice, my con-
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templations of the Creator and Redeemer. And scarce
anything, among all the works of nature, was so sweet to
me as thunder and lightning: formerly nothing had been
so terrible to me. Before, | used to be uncommonly
terrified with thunder, and to be struck with terror when
| saw a thunderstorm rising; but now, on the contrary, it
rejoiced me. | felt God, if | may so speak, at the first
appearance of a thunderstorm; and used to take the
opportunity, at such times, to fix myself in order to view
the clouds, and see the lightnings play, and hear the
majestic and awful voice of God’s thunders, which
oftentimes was exceedingly entertaining, leading me to
sweet contemplations of my great and glorious God.
While thus engaged, it always seemed natural for me to
sing or chant forth my meditations; or, to speak my
thoughts in soliloquies with a singing voice.

| felt then great satisfaction as to my good estate; but
that did not content me. | had vehement longings of soul
after God and Christ, and after more holiness, wherewith
my heart seemed to be full, and ready to break; which
often brought to my mind the words of the Psalmist in
Psalm 119:28My soul breaks for the longing it hds.
often felt a mourning and lamenting in my heart, that |
had not turned to God sooner, that | might have had more
time to grow in grace. My mind was greatly fixed on
divine things; almost perpetually in the contemplation of
them. | spent most of my time in thinking of divine
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things, year after year; often walking alone in the woods,
and solitary places, for meditation, soliloquy, and prayer,
and converse with God; and it was always my manner, at
such times, to sing forth my contemplations. | was
almost constantly in ejaculatory prayer, wherever | was.
Prayer seemed to be natural to me, as the breath by which
the inward burnings of my heart had vent.

The delights which I now feltin the things of religion
were of an exceedingly different kind from those before-
mentioned, that I had when a boy; and what then I had no
more notion of, than one born blind has of pleasant and
beautiful colors. They were of a more inward, pure, soul-
animating, and refreshing nature. Those former delights
never reached the heart; and did not arise from any sight
of the divine excellency of the things of God; or any
taste of the soul-satisfying and life-giving good there is
in them!

-
|-

Jonathan Edwards was transferred from a most mis-
erable state to a state of sweetness. The Bible describes
this transfer in the life of every miserable person who
will let go of their misery and let Christin. Ephesians 2:2-

3 definesthe misery under sirt“In which you once
walked according to the course of this world, according
to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit who now
works in the sons of disobedienéamong whom also
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we all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of our flesh,
fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, just as the others.”
Then verses 4-5 descritiee sweetness in Chridt:But

God, who isrich in mercy, because of His great love with
which He loved us; even when we were dead in tres-
passes, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you
have been saved).”

The sweetness of God’s mercy, love, and grace over
us in our dead and miserable condition is backed up by
the power of His life. He comes in and changes us from
within by giving us a new spirit and a new heart. He will
take away the misery of our “heart of stone” and, as He
did in Jonathan Edwards, give us “a heart of flesh,” that
is, a heart with feeling and love for God in it (Ezek.
36:26). He does it all in us. It is this inner miracle that
God works in the heart that will call forth those same
words — “sweet! Oh, the sweetness of such a Christ!”






