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Introductory Considerations 

In researching for this paper, it has been a joy to learn more about Jonathan Edwards, 

who is still considered to be the greatest theological and philosophical mind ever produced by 

North America. I have long been aware of Edwards’ importance as a theologian and philosopher, 

and yet I had not had much personal exposure to his actual work. I started the project with 

something of a blank slate, but soon the research question emerged, “What does Jonathan 

Edwards have to offer those of us doing apologetics today?” What might an Edwardsian defense 

of the truth of the Christian message look like in our time? 

Apologetics is the theological discipline that defends the truth of the Christian message.  1

To answer my research question, I researched two key works from Edwards and two books 

detailing the impact of his life and work. My goal, as I studied, was to determine what principles 

Edwards discussed that may serve as correctives to potential blind spots in today’s apologetics 

work, as well as how Edwards’ work had contributed positively to Christian faith and practice, 

both in the years immediately after he lived as well as into the current era.   2

My thesis will be, an Edwardsian apologetic will (1) hold forth the biblical truth about 

God and man, (2) directly appeal to the will of the unbeliever in a contextualized way and (3) be 

carried out in a humble spirit and with a consistent lifestyle. 

My approach will be as follows: I will begin by defining some relevant concepts and 

discuss the continuing impact of Edwards’ work. After this, I will go into detail about the three 

1 Cf. John Frame, “Apoogetics,” Triperspectival Theology for the Church, originally published in Kevin Vanhoozer, 
ed., Dictionary for the Theological Interpretation of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 57-58, 
frame-poythress.org. 
2 This was prompted by Dr. Sweeney’s suggested research question, “In what ways did Edwards' teaching on the 
affections contribute to the promotion of "true religion" in the world?” in an email message to the author, 29 March, 
2017.  
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components of an Edwardsian approach to apologetics. Finally, I will conclude with some 

considerations, cautions and next steps in applying these ideas.. 

Rationale: Why Study Jonathan Edwards? 

Jonathan Edwards is a fitting subject of study for the contemporary apologete. This is 

because of his stature and important contributions in theology and philosophy (the two fields 

most pertinent to apologetics), as well as the immediate and ongoing influence his work enjoys, 

to the present day. Additionally, I have encountered enough of Edwards’ work and legacy to 

make me admire the man and want to know more about him. As a student of apologetics, it 

personally interests me to see what America’s greatest mind has to say about it. 

Pursuing an Edwardsian Apologetic 

Defining Key Concepts 

Let us turn to some of the key concepts and terms Edwards Addressed in the works being 

considered. Then I will relate some of their impact in the promotion of true religion in the world.  

Arminianism  

Arminianism, strictly speaking, is the body of theology given by Jacob Arminius. However, by 

the 18th Century, the work had become “but a loose term for all forms of the complaint of the 

aggrieved moral nature against the harsh tenets of Calvinism.”  Indeed, the theologians against 3

3 Paul Ramsey, introduction to Freedom of the Will, ed. Paul Ramsey (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), 3. 
(Hereafter FOTW). 
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whom Edwards wrote ranged from orthodox Arminians all the way to Arians and Deists, yet he 

for the purposes of his argumentation, he primarily had in mind those holding to a belief in 

freedom of indifference for the will, which is sometimes called today, libertarian free will.   4

Arminians put forth the idea of freedom of indifference, in which volition is completely 

contingent, that is, free of necessity. For any act of the will to be truly meaningful, it must be 

able to be said (truthfully) that it might not have happened.  

However, this brings about the question, in a world of pure contingency, how could God 

truly be sovereign (e.g. in his electing of those whom he saves)? To maintain a doctrine of God’s 

sovereignty, Arminians appropriate from Roman Catholicism the “Molinistic” belief in middle 

knowledge. According to Doug Sweeney, Molinism asserts that God conditions His 

predestinating election of his people based on, “His foreknowledge of their genuinely free 

responses to the gospel--and for the Molinists and Arminians, this is a way to maintain a 

commitment to predestination while also affirming human free will and a significant role for 

human beings in their salvation.”  Edwards goes after the Arminians because, holding to 5

Molinism, they presented the most clear and present threat to the crucial, biblical (and therefore 

true) understanding of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. 

It is this author’s view that Edwards argued persuasively against Molinism and 

Arminian-style, libertarian, free will. As an example, Edwards offered the evidence of God’s 

4 In an email message to the author, Douglas A. Sweeney reminded the author that the Arminians against which 
Edwards wrote were “theological liberals and inconsistent Calvinists” and not conservative, Wesleyan Arminians, 
nor were they classical Arminians. For the purposes of this paper (and for Edwards’ argumentation), what is most 
important is their belief in the libertarian freedom of the will. However, I am grateful for the reminder, and I have 
included the caveat here in the hope of mitigating any confusion for the contemporary reader from the use of the 
term. 
5 Douglas A. Sweeney, “JE, Freedom of the Will (1754) Contextual Benchmarks” (study handout, Deerfield, 
Illinois). 
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certain foreknowledge of the volitions of moral Agents.  God’s foreknowledge of such events, 6

said Edwards, indicates that, “the acts of the wills of moral agents are not contingent events, in 

that sense, as to be without all necessity.”  In Scripture, God foretells events. God must therefore 7

foreknow, or else he could not  foretell events, nor could he know in advance “those events 

which are consequent and dependent on these volitions.”  In other words, God knows what moral 8

agents will choose to do in advance. 

God's certain foreknowledge of the future volitions of moral agents is inconsistent with 

the Arminian concept of free will. Arminians would have volition--the “willing” of the will--be 

contingent (free from all necessity). Edwards therefore made it his goal to demonstrate that 

God’s foreknowledge of moral volitions eliminates the possibility of the Arminian position being 

true: “‘Tis very evident, with regard to a thing whose existence is infallibly and indissolubly 

connected with something which already hath, or has had existence, the existence of that thing is 

necessary.”  Because future events are connected to God’s (infallible) foreknowledge, they are 9

infallibly fixed--they will happen necessarily. So goes Edwards’ argument against libertarian free 

will. Because God knows it, he says, “...it is now utterly impossible to be otherwise, than that 

this foreknowledge should be, or should have been.”  10

6  FOTW, 239.  
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9  Ibid., 257 
10  Ibid. 
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It is not that foreknowledge itself makes a future event more certain, (as opponents such 

as Daniel Whitby, the Arminian Anglican pastor, pointed out)  Contra Whitby, however, there is 11

an effect of the future event, in the present (or past, as it were), and that effect is prescience. That 

effect “exists already; and as the effect supposes the cause, is connected with the cause, and 

depends entirely upon it, therefore it is as if the future event, which is the cause, had existed 

already.”  In short, because God knows the future, future volitional actions are therefore not free 12

from necessity, and therefore Arminian-style libertarian free will is impossible. 

In Freedom of the Will, Edwards goes on to prove that, not only does the Arminian 

concept of pure contingency (in which volition would be free from any necessity) not actually 

obtain, but moreover there would be no dignity in it, if it did obtain. There would be no benefit to 

volitional agents in being “given up to such a wild contingence as this, to be perfectly and 

constantly liable to act unintelligently and unreasonably, and as much without the guidance of 

understanding, as if we had none, or were as destitute of perception as the smoke that is driven 

by the wind!”  13

The will 

Edwards wrote his opus on this subject, the full title of which is, A Careful and Strict Enquiry 

into the Modern Prevailing Notions of that Freedom of the Will, Which Is Supposed to be 

Essential to Moral Agency, Vertue and Vice, Reward and Punishment, Praise and Blame, to go 

after Arminianism’s greatest perceived strength: the importance of real human responsibility for 

11 Douglas A. Sweeney, “Study Guide to Jonathan Edwards’s Freedom of the Will (1754)” (study handout, 
Deerfield, Illinois); cf. Douglas A. Sweeney, Jonathan Edwards and the Ministry of the Word (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2009), 262; 265. (Hereafter, JEMW). 
12 FOTW, 265.  
13  Ibid., 273. 
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the existence of meaningful ethics.   14

The issue was simple: “either contingency and the liberty of self-determination must be 

run out of this world, or God will be shut out.”  Edwards could see, and he explained, that under 15

the Arminian concept of the will, as being free from necessity, meant that it was also free from 

causation--and that meant millions upon millions of uncaused events must happen all the time.  16

This could not be. 

Edwards defines the will simply as, “that by which the soul either chooses or refuses.” 

The will is a faculty of the soul,  and it automatically chooses what it desires.  What the will 17 18

desires is what is the greatest perceived good.   19

Is the will free? Not in the libertarian sense--which Edwards calls the freedom of 

indifference--and this is the thrust of Edwards message in Freedom of the Will. As volitional 

agents, humans are free, though their choices are determined.   The choices of the will are 20

determined by the will’s inclination. It would make no sense to say that someone decided, 

without inclination, to have an inclination. The strongest inclination of the will, according to the 

“last dictate of the understanding,”  will always determine the choices of the will.  21 22

There are entailments for Edwards’ view of the will on the concepts of praiseworthiness 

and blameworthiness. In what sense can an act of volition be called vicious or virtuous, if the 

14  Ibid., 2. 
15  Ibid., 9. 
16  Ibid., 9. 
17  Sweeney, “Study Guide.” 
18  Allen Guelzo, “After Edwards: Original Sin and Freedom of the Will,” in After Jonathan Edwards: The Courses 
of the New England Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney, (New York: Oxford University, 2012), 
55. (Hereafter AJE). 
19  Ibid.  
20  James P. Byrd, “We Can If We Will: Regeneration and Benevolence,” in AJE, 64.  
21 FOTW, 17.  
22  Cf. Ibid. 
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action were determined? Edwards combats the notion that “praise for the goodness and blame for 

the badness of an action are appropriate only if the will be free with a freedom of indifference.”   23

Edwards: an action arising from pure indifference is no more morally significant than a tree is 

morally significant for having a bird in it more frequently than another tree.  The Arminian 24

concept of the will, which makes volition come down to a product of blind chance, must be 

dismissed, or else we must get rid of all notions of vice and virtue.  

Liberty or Freedom 

Edwards defines liberty or freedom as pertaining to, “to those acts of volition in which a man is 

‘free from hindrance or impediment in the way of doing, or conducting in any respect, as he 

wills.’”  In other words, volitional liberty is about being at liberty to choose what one desires. 25

Edwards emphasizes, “The plain and obvious meaning of the words ‘freedom’ and ‘liberty,’ in 

common speech, is power, opportunity, or advantage, that anyone has, to do as he pleases.”  26

Paul Ramsay, editor of the Yale edition of Freedom of the Will, summarizes:  “In other words, a 

man is free to do what he wills, but not to do what he does not will.”   27

Edwards also points out that what is actually free is not the will but the man or the soul 

doing the willing.  “If a person is able to do what he wills or chooses, he is free, no matter how 28

he came to make this choice.”  Even if volition is determined, and according to Edwards it is, 29

the volitional agent (the individual making the choice or “willing) is free. In agreement with 

23  Ibid., 20.  
24 Ibid., 21.  
25  Ibid., 13.  
26  Ibid., 163. 
27  Ibid., 13.  
28  Ibid., 163-164. 
29  Ibid., 15 . 
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Enlightenment thinker John Locke, Edwards maintains, “that it is the agent, and not his will, that 

has the power or liberty of doing according to his will.”   30

As it concerns virtue, is the soul that desires to live virtuously actually at liberty to do so? 

There can be no virtue unless it finds its origin in the Lord first. Otherwise, if it were not there to 

begin with, how could it create itself?  An un-virtuous person is not at liberty to choose 31

virtuously, because he or she does not desire to do so. So for Edwards, liberty or freedom does 

not obtain when the will may choose against its own inclinations (a contradiction), but when it 

may choose according to what it desires (more on this below, in the sections on moral ability and 

inability). Edwards conveys the absurdity of trying to find a foundation for virtue in a scheme in 

which the Arminian view of liberty obtains when he writes,  

“And if we pursue these principles, we shall find that virtue and vice are wholly excluded                

out of the world; and that there never was, nor ever can be any such thing as one or the                    

other; either in God, angels or men. No propensity, disposition, or habit can be virtuous               

or vicious, as has been shown; because they, so far as they take place, destroy the                

freedom of the will, the foundation of all moral agency, and exclude all capacity of either                

virtue or vice. And if habits and dispositions themselves be not virtuous nor vicious,              

neither can the exercise of these dispositions beso: for the exercise of bias is not the                

exercise of free self-determining will, and so there is no exercise of liberty in it.”   3233

30  Ibid., 48.  
31  Ibid., 33.  
32  Ibid., 326. 
33  ( 
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Virtue is only possible when the soul may will virtuously, for which a virtuous inclination  is 

required, thereby negating the Arminian notion of volition free from (causative) inclination.  

Affections 

Affections are the more vigorous and sensible exercises of the inclinations and will of the 

soul.  From the affections springs action.  Affections are located in the same faculty of the soul 34 35

as the will. Religious affections are synonymous with the fruit of the Spirit, and they make up the 

content of the Christian life and practice.  True religion, consists in holy affections.   36 37

To distinguish true religion from the counterfeit, Edwards identified 12 so-called 

“negative” signs, which are irrelevant to determining a gracious work of the Holy Spirit in a 

person, and 12 positive signs, which are manifested in the affections.  In short, a person 38

experiencing the saving work of the Holy Spirit in his life will find his behavior conforming to 

Christian rules, will discover himself to be putting religious practice as the first priority in life, 

and will practice true Christian piety until death--indicating a permanent transformation has 

occurred.  True religion is a change of heart, manifested in outward conduct.  To follow Christ 39 40

more closely, Christians ought to pursue means of growing in our religions affections.   41

34  Jonathan Edwards, A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections, in Three Parts, ed. John E. Smith (New 
Haven: Yale University, 1959), 96. (Hereafter RA).  
35  Ibid., 100.  
36  Cf. Ibid., 11-12. 
37  Ibid., 95.  
38  It is outside the scope of this paper to go into great depth about Edwards’ 12 negative and 12 positive 
signs. However, the curious reader may learn more about them in ibid., pp. 127 - 191.  
39  Ibid., 387-388. 
40  Ibid., 41.  
41  Ibid., 119-124. 
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Ability 

We discussed liberty above, but closely related to liberty is ability. Some have misunderstood 

Edwards’ (and Calvinists’ in general) strong emphasis on the sovereignty of God to mean that, 

because God predestines, individuals are not able to make meaningful choices--for example, able 

to choose salvation for themselves. Edwards tackles the argument that Calvinistic belief in God’s 

sovereignty does not create situations in which people who genuinely want to trust in Christ for 

salvation, cannot do so. In fact, such would be a contradictory situation.  

Salvific faith in Christ is a volitional action. So if a person truly wants to repent and trust 

in Christ alone for salvation, it would be nonsensical to say that he were not able to do so. Truly 

wanting to repent and trust Christ is equivalent to actually trusting Christ. So Edwards 

distinguishes between two kinds of ability: natural and moral. This distinction is absolutely 

crucial for the apologete to keep in mind when reasoning with unbelievers, because it is 

incumbent upon the apologete to remove any natural barriers (e.g. to the understanding, through 

the clear conveyance of the Gospel message) in order to create the best opportunity for the Holy 

Spirit to grant moral ability to repent and trust Christ (cf. Romans 10:17). 

So what are moral ability and natural ability? 

Moral ability 

Edwards believed that God endowed man with both his natural imago Dei, which made 

him capable of moral agency, and the spiritual imago Dei, which, “endowed him with moral 

excellence in the exercise of that agency.”  After the Fall introduced sin, humanity retains the 42

42  FOTW, 166, N3. 
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faculties for godly living, but man does not have the moral ability to carry it out. It is naturally 

possible for a man to obey God, and therefore God is not immoral in commanding obedience, yet 

man is not morally able to do so.   43

Moral ability is the ability to will a thing, based on the will’s being sufficiently motivated 

by that thing. 

Moral inability, then, “consists… either in the want of inclination; or the strength of a 

contrary inclination, or the want of sufficient motives in view, to induce and excite the act of the 

will, or the strength of apparent motives to the contrary.”  44

An unrepentant sinner cannot please God (Romans 8:8). However, what prevents him is 

not physical but moral inability, because, “...nothing is wanting but a will.”   45

Contingence  

Contingence, so important to the Arminian conception of the will, is used “not for that 

whose connection with the series of things we can’t discern… but for something which has 

absolutely no previous ground or reason, with which its existence has any fixed and certain 

connection.”   46

Volition that is contingent is volition that is arbitrary. The apologete may be thankful that 

the human will is not contingent, because this means choices are meaningful, and arguments may 

actually persuade (given the Holy Spirit’s intervention to remove moral inability).  

43  JEMW, 148. 
44  FOTW, 159.  
45  Ibid., 162.  
46  Ibid., 156. 
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Necessity 

To describe something as necessary, “is the same thing as to say, that it is impossible it 

should not be....”  Things are necessary “in general,”  when they, “are or will be 47 48

notwithstanding any supposable opposition from us or others, or from whatever quarter. 

When God decrees something, it becomes necessary. Actions of the will can become 

necessary in two ways. Either God could manipulate a person, or a person could already have a 

psychological inclination toward something.  That inclination of the will is bound up with 49

necessity: the will necessarily acts upon that toward which it is inclined. The question posed by 

Arminians, which Edwards addressed in Freedom of the Will, is whether God’s sovereignty 

creates a natural barrier to meaningful human choice.  Edwards explains that there are two types 

of necessity, and this answers the question. Let us look briefly at the distinction between natural 

necessity and moral necessity. 

Natural necessity 

This is necessity that is, “prior to the will from without the will, superior to supposable opposite 

endeavor of the will, and does not at all consist in the will.”  Natural necessity is the necessity 50

that people are under through the force of natural causes--forces beyond their control. Natural 

necessity has to do with coercion; this is not the necessity associated with morally significant 

choices. Being external to the moral agent, natural necessity does not account for sin.  

47  Ibid., 149. 
48  Ibid. 
49  Guelzo, “After Edwards: Original Sin and Freedom of the Will,” in AJE, 56.  
50  FOTW, 40. 
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Moral necessity 

On the other hand, moral necessity is internal. It is, “a connection lying in the will that 

also exists in some sense prior to the will and endeavor, and so is in some respect superior, 

though not superior to any supposable opposition from the will with which it consists.”  Moral 51

necessity, which may be as absolute as natural necessity, supersedes (or at least, precedes) the 

will, but not in a way that coerces volition. Moral necessity is the cause-and-effect connection 

between the character of an individual’s will and the individual’s volitional actions. Whereas 

natural necessity has nothing to do with sin or immorality, moral necessity leaves us morally 

culpable, because it flows from within.   52

God does not cause anyone to sin. That is, he does not coerce sin, which would take away 

our moral accountability. Sin entered humanity from Adam, but it is imputed by God and 

actually realized in each human heart since Adam. Sinners sin, because they are morally 

depraved, or corrupted.  That internal, moral corruption leads inevitably (necessarily) to sinful 53

action.  That God causes everyone to die indicates that total depravity is real; the default 54

“preponderation” of humanity is a state of sin.  (AJE, 59). I will discuss Dordtian (five-point) 55

Calvinism more below, but Total Depravity is key to understanding Edwards’ positions on 

necessity and ability. What ought to reassure Arminians is that moral necessity is not the same as 

natural necessity, and it is certainly not the same as constraint. Both moral necessity and human 

51  Ibid.  
52  Guelzo, “After Edwards: Original Sin and Freedom of the Will, in AJE, 56. 
53  As a Calvinist, Edwards believed in the Doctrine of Total Depravity. 
54  Cf. the example of the “malicious man” in Guelzo, “After Edwards: Original Sin and Freedom of The 
Will,” in AJE, 57.  
55  Ibid, 59.  
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responsibility exist. Sin is not coerced, and moral volition is not an uncaused phenomenon ; it is 56

not naturally necessary but morally necessary. Human beings are morally responsible for every 

morally significant choice they make. 

The Life and Impact of Edwards’ Ideas 

Edwards believed revival started in Northampton because of his faithful teaching of 

Reformation theology.  The revival waned, but was followed later by the Great Awakening. 57

Inquiries into the Great Awakening prompted Edwards to write Religious Affections, the “most 

important  body of literature in all of Christian history on the challenge of discerning a genuine 

work of the Holy Spirit.”  In that work, he distinguished between positive signs and negative 58

signs. Negative signs neither point toward or away from a work of the Holy Spirit. Edwards’ 

concern for discerning the true working of the Spirit of God is relevant for Christian apologists 

today, whose work ought to be aimed at actual, spiritual transformation.  

Edwards’ ideas spread quickly throughout New England. The Great Awakening he 

helped spark launched Evangelicalism in the 1730s. His ideas were influential through men like 

Bellamy and Hopkins. His work became the headwaters for the New England School of 

theology, and it was also formative to many of the people involved in the Second Great 

Awakening in the following century--even those who departed from many of his positions.  His 59

56  In FOTW, Edwards demonstrates that disconnecting the will from necessity actually severs it from all 
causation, which makes the will completely arbitrary.  
57  JEMW, 15. 
58  JEMW, 120 
59 A thorough summary of Edwards’ influence in the 18th and 19th Centuries can be found in chapters 9 and 10 of 
AJE. More on the ideological departure of some of his followers can be found in chapter 3 of the same work. 
Edwards’ emphasis on the necessity of regeneration for true virtue, and the relevance of virtue to regeneration had a 
lasting impact on social reformers who followed him. The fact that the theology of Edwards’, who was a 
slaveowner, was used to combat slavery in the 19th Century, is noted on AJE, 73.  
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ideas was influential in Europe (where he was seen as a kind of North American eccentricity ) 60

and as far as Japan and South Korea.  His theology has continuing relevance today, both for the 61

everyday Christian and those who would take up the Edwardsian pursuits of theology and 

philosophy.  Indeed, it has seen a resurgence in the days of John Piper and the so-called Young, 62

Restless and Reformed movement. 

Laying Out an Edwardsian Approach to Apologetics 

Having defined some of the key concepts necessary to understand Jonathan Edwards’ 

work, I will now turn to what an apologetic based on his work would actually look like. Again, it 

is my position that an Edwardsian approach to apologetics will hold forth biblical truth, in a 

contextualized way, with a humble and prayerful attitude.  

Uncompromisingly Holding to Biblical Truth 

 It is difficult to say whether Edwards ought to be considered a “biblicist,” in the sense 

that word is sometimes used today. He did make appeals to both Scripture and common sense.63

However, there is no question that Edwards held Scripture in the highest regard. In his writings 

(and certainly no less in his polemical writings such as Freedom of the Will), he presented the 

biblical message uncompromisingly. He instructs the modern apologist in how he discussed the 

biblical categories of God, the Gospel, the human condition, and the need for repentance and 

faith. We will now look at each of these themes in turn, along with their relevance for defending 

60  Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney, introduction to AJE, 11. 
61  Ibid., 11.  
62  Which, of course, is the central theme of this paper on Edwardsian apologetics. 
63  That being said, what was considered “common sense” in 18th Century New England was quite 
different from today. Being so thoroughly shaped by Scripture, 18th Century common sense may seem to 
the modern eye to be something very close to biblicism.  
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the Christian message today. 

God  

The God revealed in Scripture is sovereign. God’s sovereignty means, “he is able to do what he 

pleases, without control, without any confinement of that power, without any subjection in the 

least measure to any other power and so without any hindrance or restraint, that it should be 

either impossible, or at all difficult, for him to accomplish his will; and without any dependence 

of his power on any other power, from whence it should be derived, or which it should stand in 

any need of….”  What God wills necessarily comes to pass.  64

It is vital for the apologist to represent God as he truly is. Apologetics is the defense of 

the Christian message, and the Christian message must be defined by the Scripture that contains 

it. Anything less would not be a defense of Christianity, but a defense of the apologist’s own 

opinion; it would not be apologetics in any meaningful sense at all.  

God being sovereign, and God’s will being necessary, human beings do not have 

libertarian free will, as the Arminians of Edwards’ day maintained (and maintain today). The 

apologist must remember that he is presenting truth to an unbeliever who is naturally able to 

repent and believe, but who is morally unable to do so. God must sovereignly transform the 

unbeliever’s heart, so that he or she may be saved through faith. Because human beings do not 

64  FOTW, 379. 
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have “freedom of indifference,” and because God is sovereign, the apologist may reason with the 

unbeliever in hope--that the arguments presented may actually have a meaningful effect.   65

The biblical picture of God presented by Edwards (and by the apologist using an 

Edwardsian approach) is unchanging. This has two implications. First, it means he is the reliable 

standard of morality and epistemology---two subjects that are at the center of countless 

apologetical encounters. It also provides further proof that the concept of Arminian-style 

freedom of indifference is false. If freedom of indifference (that is, libertarian free will) were a 

good thing (as Arminians certainly posit), then God, being the ultimate good, would possess it to 

the utmost degree.  However, the biblical truth is that God does not change “like the shifting 66

shadows” (James 1:17). God’s character is necessarily unchanging. This truth is incompatible 

with libertarian freedom of indifference. Considered in conjunction with God’s sovereignty, this 

means that God can always, and will always, do what is best--the outcomes are never left open to 

chance. Further, God’s sovereignty is not subject to the dictates of the libertarian autonomy of 

his creatures (which autonomy does not exist).  

The apologist, outwardly presenting the biblical notion of God as absolutely sovereign 

and unchanging, can inwardly feel confident that the sovereign God is also working in the 

situation to bring about the greatest possible good.  

65  If libertarian free will obtained, ultimately God would not be sovereign, but neither would the individual, 
whose choices would be the product of random chance alone. In such a world, there could be no 
expectation that arguments could have any meaningful effect on the unbeliever. 
66  FOTW, 380.  
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Edwards’ adherence to the biblical view of God as sovereign accords well with his 

Calvinist view of the Gospel, and we will examine that next.  

The Gospel 

Today’s apologete should take note of how Edwards holds forth the biblical Gospel 

uncompromisingly. Indeed, given the Calvinist presuppositions behind Edwards’ theology, there 

is no sense in watering down the Gospel. After all, in doing so, if the Gospel were not 

completely compromised, would still not make it any more appealing to the unbeliever, whose 

inclinations would still be toward unbelief and sin.  

Edwards believed revival started because of his faithful teaching of uncompromised, 

Reformation theology.  Nothing less than full, biblical Gospel would effect real change (cf. 67

Romans 1:16-17), and he believed that he would give an account to the Lord on the last day for 

the way he shepherded his flock. So he preached in order to be faithful to the word rather than 

please his congregation, over whom God had placed him as a “watchman.”   68

For Edwards, the biblical Gospel was inseparable from Dordtian Calvinism.   69

Total depravity does not obviate moral responsibility; because of the distinction between 

natural and moral ability, there is no problem with it.  70

Unconditional election does not obviate moral responsibility by eliminating freewill; 

commands of Scripture only make sense when viewed as means and motives for volitional 

goodness. Also, to make election conditional is the subjugate God to the whims of His creatures, 

67  JEMW, 115.  
68  Ibid., 134-135. 
69  This is also known as “five-point” Calvinism. 
70 FOTW, 432. Edwards doesn’t so much prove it as obviate the Arminian objection against it.  
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which is unthinkable.  71

Atonement is particular, because it is impossible for God to pursue a design that He 

doesn’t have.  72

Grace is efficacious and irresistible, because there is no such thing as Arminian-style 

contingency. If anyone is saved, it is because of the necessity that they be saved.  As Edwards 73

puts it, “God does decisively, in his providence, order all the volitions of moral agents, either by 

positive influence or permission....”  74

Perseverance of the saints may be “repugnant” to Arminians because they suppose that a 

man’s will must be left contingent. But the moral inability of a saint to fall away is perfectly 

congruent with moral responsibility.  

Today’s apologete can learn much from the role Calvinism played in Edwards’ work. It is 

not that every apologetic encounter needs to contain a fully-orbed defense of all five points. Yet 

the apologete can defend the Christian message in a confident way with the biblical, Calvinist 

Gospel running in the background, as it were. God is sovereign and will accomplish his purpose 

in his world and the hearts of his elect. 

This brings us to a discussion of Edwards’ presentation of the human condition. 

The Condition of Man, Especially the Human Will 

Edwards was adamant that the Arminian notion of a self-determining power of the will is 

nonsense.   The will is not an agent but a faculty. Faculties do not have self-determining 75

71  Ibid., 434. 
72  Ibid., 435. 
73  Ibid., 433. 
74  Ibid. 
75  Ibid, 171. 
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capabilities. The will therefore cannot be self-determining. A self-determining human will would 

require either an infinite regress of “antecedent volitions”  76

If the will determines its own actions (as it does the actions of the body), then it 

“doubtless determines them the same way, even by antecedent volitions” or the 

self-contradictory concept of a volition prior to the first volition. The will must be free in its first 

act--but this is impossible--or else there is no freedom on the Arminian view. Yet it makes no 

sense to say the will wills before it first wills.  So the Arminian view is impossible.  77

The apologist must keep in mind the biblical truth about the human soul: the unbeliever’s 

will is not self-determining. Sinners sin, because they are sinners. Unbelievers cannot (morally 

speaking) believe, and the gracious work of the Holy Spirit is required for change to happen. 

Moreover, Edwards demonstrates that Arminian-style liberty would actually mean that 

the will is arbitrary (because uncaused). This would eliminate any meaningful connection 

between cause and effect. On Edwards’ view, this would eliminate all argumentation for God’s 

existence--and even all knowledge of everything else: “all our means of ascending in our arguing 

from the creature to the Creator, and all our evidence of the being of God, is cut off at one blow.”

 Today there are arguments for God’s existence (such as T.A.G. ) which do not rely on 78 79

causation. However, it is certainly relevant for apologetics that libertarian free will would 

eliminate all notions of causation! 

76  Ibid., 173. 
77  Ibid, 175.  
78  Ibid., 181-182. 
79  The Transcendental Argument for God’s existence, which indirectly proves that God must exist 
because of the impossibility of the contrary. 
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When it comes to the condition of the human will, Arminian-style free will does not help. 

Today’s apologist, adopting an Edwardsian-style apologetic, must not give in to the temptation 

of using libertarian free will to explain sin or virtue. At the end of the day, the Arminian 

explanation of the will has no content. It turns out to be, “that a man has power to will, as he 

does will; because what he wills, he wills; and therefore has power to will what he has the power 

to will.”  80

For Edwards, the holding forth of the biblical picture of the human condition (especially 

regarding the will) was not merely about orthodoxy, it was about logic and sense. The Arminian 

position, centered on libertarian free will, turns out to be untenable, and therefore useless in 

defending the faith.   81

Calvinist apologists may and must preach to unbelievers to repent, because they have the 

natural ability, and the Holy Spirit provides the moral ability in the moment, for the elect.  82

So an Edwardsian apologete will uncompromisingly defend the biblical truth about God, 

the Gospel, and the human condition. It follows, then, that there would also be an 

uncompromising call to repentance. 

The Need for Repentance and Faith in Christ 

It is sometimes objected that the Calvinist emphasis on God’s sovereignty, along with the 

necessity of moral action, makes people robots. However, Edwards explains that, not only is this 

80  FOTW, 193. 
81  Cf. Ibid., 212. 
82  Ibid., 153-154. 
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not the case (again, because of the distinction between natural and moral necessity), but that 

things would be much worse if the Arminian position were true.  

Whereas the Arminian view of human beings makes them subject to purposeless chance, 

the biblical message is that people are designed with a purpose--to know and glorify God. The 

apologist is able to, and indeed ought to be expected to point this out--and to point out that the 

unbeliever is failing to fulfill that purpose, and therefore to call the unbeliever to repentance.   83

As I stated above, Edwards saw himself as a watchman. As a watchman, he preached on 

the reality and dangers of hell.   84

Edwards believed,  

as he proclaimed at one of his colleagues’ ordinations, that ‘ministers of the gospel have               

the precious and immortal souls of men committed to their care and trust by the Lord                

Jesus Christ.’ He believed that he would give an account on Judgment Day for his               

ministry. He believed in the words of Hebrews… that his ‘God is a consuming fire that                

will burn up all that resist him.’ So he preached from time to time on the dangers of                  

damnation.”   85

An apologete that does not present to the unbeliever the full reality of the consequences 

of his or her failure to submit to God through Christ, has not fully discharged his duties.  

Arminians argue that it would be immoral for God to command what the sinner cannot 

do.  How could a person without libertarian free will possibly respond to threats, commands, 86

invitations, etc.?  

83  Cf. Ibid., 371. 
84  JEMW, 134-135.  
85  Ibid., 135.  
86  FOTW, 302. 
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However their argument is inconsistent, because it’s the Arminian who believes that 

arguments and threats, commands, etc. cannot be sufficient to cause action! As Edwards 

demonstrates, libertarian free will comes down to a will that is moved solely by chance. The 

biblical teaching is that, while the unbeliever does not have the moral ability to repent and 

believe, yet the apologist removes all barriers (e.g. to understanding) to natural ability, and 

creates an environment in which the Holy Spirit may provide the moral ability to believe in the 

moment.  The unbeliever’s problem is not natural ability, but moral inability--which, according 87

to Edwards, is finally not even “properly called by the name of ‘inability.”   88

The argument that we must not give commands to repent, etc., if we believe in God’s 

sovereignty, is wrong. Scripture teaches both the necessity of calling sinners unto repentance as 

well as the truth that God is sovereign over their response. 

The apologete must be confident that God will save his elect, and that those who do not 

repent and believe are still culpable for their sin and unbelief. So the offer of salvation and the 

command to repent, from both the apologete and God, who speaks through the apologete via the 

exposition of biblical truth, is sincere and important. 

So much for the content of what the Edwardsian apologete conveys to the unbeliever. 

Now let us move on to the way the content is delivered, beginning with the appeal to the 

unbeliever’s understanding and will. 

 

87  JEMW, 153-154. 
88  FOTW, 308.  
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Appealing to the Understanding and Will of the Unbeliever 

Edwards identified two faculties of the soul: the understanding and the will.  The will is 89

determined by the dictates of the understanding. An repentant sinner must undergo a change of 

will, which necessitates a change in understanding. The motive for this change, according to 

Edwards, “must be something that is extant in the view or apprehension of the understanding, or 

perceiving faculty. Nothing can induce or invite the mind to will or act anything, any further than 

it is perceived, or is some way or other in the mind’s view….”   90

It is a myth that Edwards’ theology and ministry were primarily focused on God’s 

decrees and predestination.  In reality, his focal point was the work of the Holy Spirit in the 91

regeneration and bearing of fruit in the life of a believer.   92

As the apologete appeals to the unbeliever’s understanding, he must present the Gospel 

clearly, and defend it in such a way that, as much as it were possible, it is potentially agreeable to 

the unbeliever. In this, an opportunity is created for the Holy Spirit to work and cause a change 

in the inclination of the unbeliever’s will and understanding, such that he or she understands the 

Gospel and finds it appealing, leading to saving faith.  The individual will believe when the 93

Gospel appears to be good, because, “the will always is as the greatest apparent good is.”94

Therefore, because, “the will always follows the last dictate of the understanding,”  an 95

89 Justin Taylor, “An Overview of the Religious Affections: 12 No-Signs and 12 True Signs”, The Gospel Coalition 
(blog), May 28, 2014, blogs.thegospelcoalition.org. 
90  FOTW, 142. 
91 Olver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney, intro to AJE, 5.  
92  JEMW, 117. 
93  Not that the Holy Spirit, who is sovereign, “needs” us to give him opportunities. However, the sovereign 
God does use means. And he sees fit to use the preaching and defense of his word to bring about 
regeneration (cf. Romans 10:9-17).  
94  Edwards explains this in FOTW, 142-144. 
95  FOTW, 148. 
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Edwardsian approach to apologetics will appeal to the understanding, in hope that the Lord will 

use that to change the unbeliever’s will. 

In order to properly appeal to the unbeliever’s will and understanding, the apologete must 

do so in a contextualized way. 

Contextualized to the Commitments of Both the Individual and Broader Culture 

While much can be said about human nature in general, each individual unbeliever holds 

certain presuppositions and beliefs, which must be addressed by the apologete, in order to 

conduct apologetics in the wisest way.  

The will of the individual unbeliever is subject to his or her own strongest motives.  The 96

will cannot determine itself, any more than a balance can tip its own scales regardless of the 

weight placed upon it.   97

The apologete must tailor his or her approach to the motives and presuppositions of the 

individual with which he is discoursing.  

Edwards does this several times in Freedom of the Will. His approach often involves 

expounding on the argument of his opponent, and then extrapolating the argument or performing 

a reductio ad absurdum on it, in order to demonstrate the position’s untenability.  

He exemplifies this approach in his responses to Thomas Chubb, Daniel Whitby, and 

Isaac Watts. Each of these three opponents held to varying degrees of Christian orthodoxy and 

96  Ibid., 227.  
97  Ibid., 233. 
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Calvinism (Chubb actually defended Arianism; Whitby denied Original Sin; Watts was 

something of a “hesitant Calvinist ); Edwards addresses various aspects of their positions in 98

individualized fashion.  

Of course, individuals are shaped by the intellectual and popular cultural climates in 

which they are immersed.  

The apologetic approach must be contextualized to the broader culture and ideas 

circulating at various levels of discourse, both academic or popular. This has always been the 

case: Augustine’s opponents were Pelagians.  Calvin debated compulsion and necessity with his 99

opponents.  Edwards himself was surrounded (and in many respects, influenced ) by ideas 100 101

from the Enlightenment, Arminianism, and Deism. Following Edwards’ example, then, an 

Edwardsian approach to apologetics will factor in the broader ideological climate.  

How did Edwards do this, and what can today’s apologete learn from his example?  

As I have explained above, the dominant ideology Edwards confronted was Arminianism 

and its tenet of libertarian free will. Edwards performs a reductio on the concept of Freewill, 

which refutes itself using the same presuppositions and errors that gives rise to Arminianism 

itself.   102

Edwards also goes on the defense against Arminian accusations that determinism 

eliminates meaningful concepts of praiseworthiness and blameworthiness (Arminians believe 

98  Sweeney, “Study Guide.” 
99  Sweeney, “Contextual Benchmarks.” 
100  Ibid. 
101  E.g. by John Locke 
102  FOTW, 27. 
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that, “unless the soul has a self-determining power, it has no power of ‘action’” ). Edwards 103

demonstrates that this is not the case, and actually Arminian-style libertarian free will, subjecting 

volition to the dictates of random chance, completely abolish any moral “praise or dispraise. ”  104

For example, Whitby says that, “if all human actions are necessary, virtue and vice must 

be empty names; we being capable of nothing that is blameworthy, or deserveth praise; for who 

can blame a person for doing only what he could not help, or judge that he deserveth praise only 

for what he could not avoid?”   105

Edwards confronts Whitby on this. On Whitby’s logic, when God gives someone up to 

their sin (as he sometimes does in Scripture), that person, whose actions have now become 

explicitly (morally) necessary, is not blameworthy for the sins they commit while they are given 

over!   106

Edwards uses a reductio to show that God, who acts righteously and holily, does so 

necessarily.  To hold on to his position, the Arminian would be forced to say that God is not 107

praiseworthy(!).  

Further, the Arminian would have to explicitly say that Jesus Christ was not 

praiseworthy. Jesus Christ acted holily, and he did so necessarily. Scripture prophesied what the 

Messiah would be like; prophecies in Scripture could not have been wrong about this. If it were 

possible that these prophecies would not have been fulfilled, then God’s promises could have 

possibly not come true. If God’s promises may not come true, there is no sure foundation for our 

faith. The Arminian position, by abandoning biblical categories (albeit, perhaps unwittingly)  in 

103  Ibid., 343. 
104  Cf. Ibid., 277. 
105  Ibid. 
106  Ibid., 296.  
107  Ibid., 349. 
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an attempt to defend the Christian message, ends up destroying it completely.  

Again, the confusion arises from the failure to distinguish between natural and moral 

necessity and ability. 

Edwards’ way of confronting Arminianism is instructive for modern-day apologetes. He 

identifies the ideas current in culture and determines how they contradict both Scriptural truth as 

well as logic (“common sense”). Moreover, the specific doctrine he defends--that of moral 

necessity upholding praiseworthiness--is helpful to apologetes who desire to boldly proclaim the 

biblical Gospel: the proclamation, if it leads to salvation, turns out to have been morally 

necessary; yet it is also praiseworthy!  

Returning to the truth that moral necessity does not eliminate moral culpability: it is 

important for apologetes to keep in mind that their discussion partners are morally responsible 

for their sin and unbelief. Although there is such a thing as ignorance, there is no ultimate 

ignorance when it comes to God’s, “eternal power and divine nature” (Romans 1:20).  

The unbeliever is suppressing the truth, and therefore the apologete must expose and 

undercut the unbeliever’s faulty commitments (as Edwards does with Arminians’ commitment to 

libertarian free will), to show them that they are choosing sinful ignorance by actively (though 

subconsciously and perhaps not even aware of it) suppressing God’s truth--and they are indeed 

blameworthy for doing so. The suppression of truth by the unrepentant sinner is morally 

necessary as well as blameworthy.  

Therefore this ought to give the apologet a sense of the urgency and utter importance of 

the task. The stakes are incredibly high. The impetus to tailor one’s apologetic approach to the 

individual and the intellectual climate are less about winning arguments than about winning 
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souls and offering hope. This was Edwards’ motivation in confronting his non-Orthodox, 

Enlightenment opponents. Enlightenment thinkers were broadly struggling with ideas about the 

freedom of the will and the correlating implications for morality. Was morality illusory (because 

of fatalism) or irrelevant (because of individual hyper-autonomy)?  Both trajectories led toward 108

despair. Edwards’ distinction between natural and moral ability, flowing from his Calvinism, 

was his attempt to rescue Enlightenment thinkers from that despair.  

So what would an Edwardsian attitude to the task of apologetics be?  

A Spirit of Humility, Prayerfulness and Thoughtfulness 

The modern apologist, so often prone to pride and an overemphasis upon the intellectual 

aspects of the discipline, has much to learn from Jonathan Edwards’ own attitude toward the 

defense of the Christian message.  

Humility 

Edwards believed that God had given him an excellent mind, in order that he would use it 

to defend the faith against challenges.  Edwards believed he was serving his people with his 109

studies. 

He kept Scripture central in his own work, which was done in a turbulent environment 

(this may account for the longevity of his impact, which has far outlasted his too-short life). 

The recognition that his abilities were a gift, as well as the emphasis on the authority of 

Scripture, rather than human logic (though, as noted above, Edwards’ arguments were not void 

of appeals to “common sense”) demonstrate a humility that is exemplary for today’s apologete.  

108  Cf. Guelzo, “After Edwards: Original Sin and Freedom of the Will,” in AJE, 51-62 for more on this.  
109  Cf. JEMW, chapter 5. 
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Bound up with humility must be a sense of gratitude: because salvation is all of grace, 

God’s kindness should drive us to “pay him back” as it were--if we could.  However, since it is 110

impossible to give anything to God that he does not already possess (Romans 11:35), God, “has 

appointed others to be his receivers, and to stand in his stead, as the objects of our beneficence; 

such as especially our indigent brethren.”  Our humility and gratitude before God causes us to 111

“pay it forward” to others. The apologetical task must embody this spirit. Again, the apologete is 

not out to win arguments but to win souls--the ultimate “paying it forward.”  

Prayerfulness 

Prayerfulness is a necessary consequence of an Edwardsian approach to apologetics, 

thoroughly saturated in Calvinistic recognition of God’s sovereignty as it must be. Knowing that 

only God can change a sinner’s heart, the apologete must commit himself to prayer, that God 

would use the means of the apologetic argument to affect the understanding of the unbeliever.  

Man cannot work a change of will in himself. Only God can do so. So the apologist must 

ask--and continue to ask--God to do so. This means that the apologist should never try to take 

matters into his own hands and make the will change. However, when one looks at the fiery 

preaching of Edwards, one can clearly see that the preacher did not shy away from preaching the 

full counsel of God in all its full measure of terror and sweetness. Prayer, accompanied by 

consistent living and Gospel proclamation, is essential to an Edwardsian apologeti. 

110  FOTW, 280. 
111  Ibid. 
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Thoughtfulness 

An Edwardsian approach to apologetics must bear several things in mind. It is at bottom 

an intellectual approach, rooted in robust theology and ideology. Emotions are downplayed--in 

the sense that the approach does not rely on emotionalism. Certainly, the emotions would be 

considered in how the affections are appealed to. However, for Edwards, the central problems at 

the root of unbelief were not emotional but intellectual; they were problems of belief.  

For the Arminians with whom Edwards discoursed, the controversy centered on the 

determination of this grand article concerning the freedom of the will requisite to moral 

agency…”  Edwards confronted this belief problem openly. In our own apologetic encounters, 112

we may choose not to be quite so forthright with our own presuppositions (see my comment 

above about Calvinism running “in the background” as an example), yet Edwardsian apologetics 

will maintain a level of thoughtfulness that bears in mind the categories Edwards stressed in 

establishing his positions. These categories include the reality of determinism, the distinction 

between natural and moral necessity, the distinction between natural and moral ability, etc. It can 

be a lot to keep in mind, yet these are crucial to apologetics, because the defense of the Christian 

message necessitates an uncompromising, biblical presentation. To the extent that clear 

categories are lost, the apologetical case is weakened.  

Another key truth to keep in mind is that of the, “conversion of a sinner being not owing 

to a man’s self-determination, but to God’s determination, and eternal election, which is 

absolute, and depending on the sovereign will of God, and not on the free will of man….”  The 113

112  Ibid. 
113  Ibid., 436. 
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apologist who loses sight of this may well slip into the mentality that the conversion of sinners 

ultimately rests on his own shoulders. 

Keeping God’s sovereignty in mind reminds the apologist that God’s work for His elect 

is morally necessary. His good will flows from necessity; He has a plan. He is carrying it out.  

Consistency of Lifestyle 

Jonathan Edwards was not a perfect man. His life had some glaring inconsistencies. He owned 

several slaves and even defended the practice of slavery as evangelistically beneficial. However, 

in many ways the modern apologete finds in Edwards a model, “of Christian faith, thought and 

ministry.”  Certainly, even by examining Edwards’ inconsistencies, which would threaten to 114

discredit his work, we may see the importance of rooting out those inconsistencies in our own 

life.  

Edwards did wonderful exegetical work. He faithfully spent time in the word (his “Blank 

Bible,” in which he journaled his observations, recorded His interaction with Scripture) and in 

prayer. Any approach to apologetics that could be called Edwardsian, must be adapted as part of 

a broader lifestyle of authentic Christian faith.  

Conclusion:  

By this point, I have defined the concepts relevant to an Edwardsian approach to 

apologetics and established its content and delivery. We shall conclude by detailing some 

implications and next steps in light of my findings. 

114  JEMW, 17. 
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What Edwards offers modern-day apologetics 

The defense the Christian message is not a monolithic discipline. There are several 

various schools of thought and sub-disciplines under the umbrella of “apologetics.” 

For Evidentialists and Rationalists:  

Edwards puts no stock in the unbelievers ability to simply believe. So much of modern 

apologetics is Arminian in character, and would greatly benefit from a large dose of Edwardsian, 

Dordtian, Calvinistic teaching on God’s sovereignty and man’s moral inability. Just as was the 

case in Edwards’ day, the central issue facing Arminians is the question of man’s moral 

responsibility in the face of God’s sovereignty and the reality of necessity (which they dispute). 

Edwards distinctions between moral and natural ability and necessity solve the problem (which 

is not to say that everyone is therefore automatically convinced!). 

For Fideists:  

Edwards’ emphasis on taking down the intellectual arguments of his opponents, using 

Scripture and logic are instructional. Never does he, and nor should we, command an unbeliever 

to make a blind leap of faith, or to simply abandon them to their unbelief, as though faith were 

something inherent in the individual and not caused by the understanding. Today’s apologist 

should stay current with the intellectual and popular ideological trends, confident that Scripture, 

which always accords with logic, has the answers to the questions posed by the culture.  
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Presuppositionalists:  

(Full disclosure, Presuppositionalism is this author’s personal camp.) Edwards does make 

appeals to common sense, without abandoning his presuppositional belief in the authority of 

Scripture. Much care is required in adapting this today, simply because the idea of a shared, 

“common” sense is becoming increasingly rare! 

Edwards has much to offer apologists of the various schools of thought. And yet there are 

some concerns to keep in mind, as well. 

Concerns about JE’s theology 

Some have recently cautioned that Edwards strays dangerously close to pantheism. This 

is because of his occasionalism, which influenced his view that God is the cause behind every 

finite cause.  As John Frame puts it, in his History of Western Philosophy and Theology, 115

Edwards’ determinism made him in danger of slipping into the mindset that, “there is nothing but 

the divine decree.”  116

Most of Edwards’ language around this issue is probably best explained as an 

over-corrective response to the prevalent Deism of his day. This is a good caution for Calvinists, 

so that we do not veer into hyper-Calvinism, which would preclude evangelism at all, in favor of 

preparationism (endlessly “preparing” the unbeliever to receive Grace, rather than actually 

calling for immediate repentance and faith) or even complete evangelistic inactivity under the 

imbalanced and unbiblical supposition that, because God will infallibly save his elect, there is no 

115  John Frame, A History of Western Philosophy and Theology (Phillipsburg: P&R, 2015), 237. (Hereafter 
HWPT).  
116  Ibid., 296. 
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role for the apologist and evangelist to play.  

Another consideration facing the apologist looking to adopt an Edwardsian approach, is 

that misconceptions about JE’s theology create an additional barrier to studying his work at the 

popular level. Edwards wrote at a very high intellectual level, and he addressed themes that are 

highly controversial today. Someone whose only exposure to Edwards was his “Sinners in the 

Hands of an Angry God” sermon in high school English class (as was true for me for many 

years) will have to overcome pre-formed notions of Edwards as strictly a fire-and-brimstone 

holdover from the stodgy Puritan era. He has much to offer the student of apologetics, beyond 

his sermons on the dangers of God’s judgment. 

One final concern about Edwards’ approach to apologetics is this: Edwards mixed 

philosophy and theology to an extent that the lines sometimes become blurred. For example, 

Freedom of the Will was more philosophical than exegetical. He was not always able to resist the 

temptation to make his theology seen as respectable to the intellectual culture of his day; some 

Idealism and Enlightenment ideas went unchallenged by Edwards (e.g. his reliance upon Locke), 

which ought to be brought into question today.  117

The emergence of Presuppositionalism in the 20th Century, with its strong emphasis on 

“something close to scripturalism” (as John Frame calls his position) is a necessary corrective to 

Edwards’ rationalist tendencies. Indeed, in many ways Presuppositionalism flows out of 

Edwardsian, Calvinistic theology.  

Cultural Differences and Similarities 

To be sure, Edwards ministered in a cultural context that was different from today’s in many 

117  FOTW, 238. 
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respects. His audience mostly consisted of self-proclaimed Christians.  Sweeney says Puritan 118

New England, the era preceding Edwards and into the legacy of which he was born, “may have 

been the most biblically oriented and literate society in the world... Most would spend their 

evenings reading or socializing by candlelight, or huddling round the fire, ruminating about the 

things that mattered most. Moreover, even during the day…. Puritans thought about the Bible 

and the challenges of faith ”  119

Puritan New England was so thoroughly Christianized, that fathers who failed to 

catechize their children and teach them English could find themselves in legal trouble!  And 120

yet, even in that milieu, Edwards complained about creeping worldliness. Nominalism was 

rampant. Certainly there is a parallel there to our times.  

There were other similarities as well. There were many difficulties in Jonathan Edwards’ 

ministry--even in the most biblically literate society ever. Edwards was fired from his church at 

Northampton for taking a hard stance on Communion. His congregation was plagued by 

immorality and even pornography.  121

As it turns out, there will be difficulties in doing ministry, anywhere you go. In Edwards’ 

day and ours, true conversion is an absolute need--and must be the goal of apologetics.  

From Edwards’ time until now, Arminianism’s push for libertarian free will has taken 

root in the broader culture. It could be argued that societal acceptance of libertarian free will 

accounts for today’s extreme forms of individual autonomy.  One wonders what Edwards 122

118  JEMW, 28.  
119  Ibid., 29. 
120  Ibid., 28.  
121  Ibid. 138,139. 
122  Space prohibits an in depth analysis of what the effects of Arminianism’s view of free will (albeit 
through non-Orthodox deviations) have been on the moral degradation of American society.  
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would think if he were dropped into our church culture today. What would he make of his 

Princeton Seminary, which recently refused to give Timothy Keller an award, because he holds 

to biblical understanding of sexuality?  No doubt he would call for the same things he called 123

for in his own day: a robust, unapologetic presentation of biblical truth, contextualized to the 

needs of the day, done in a prayerful, humble way and accompanied by a consistent lifestyle.  

Of course, the Lord has not called Jonathan Edwards to today’s world. He has called us. 

It is incumbent upon us to learn what we can from him and to follow his example, avoiding his 

mistakes, applying biblical truth and a faithful attitude to contemporary unbelief. 

Takeaways and next steps 

Unanswered Questions 

How would JE’s theology have changed or developed, had he lived longer? What would 

Edwards think of the emergence of presuppositional apologetics? Would he approve? How 

would this affect the aspects of his philosophy that leaned toward rationalism? 

Takeaways 

The need for a robust defense of the Christian message is as great today as in Edwards 

day, or ever. The doctrines of God’s sovereignty, Scripture’s authority, and man’s moral inability 

and culpability are just as true as ever. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is also just as sweet ever, to 

those to whom God grants repentance and faith. The goal of the apologist remains to defend the 

Christian message in a compelling (and, God willing, convincing) way.  

123  Craig Barnes, “Update on the 2017 Kuyper Lecture and Prize,” Princeton Theological Seminary, March 
22, 2017, accessed May 19, 2017, ptsem.edu. 
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Jonathan Edwards’ ideas need popularizing today--to be taken off the top shelf and 

distributed to Christians, who are charged in Scripture to “regard Christ the Lord as holy,” and to 

be “ready at any time to give a defense…” (1 Peter 3:15). Edwards is gone, but the work of that 

faithful man lives on. May those who take up the mantle of defenders of the faith in our day be 

likewise faithful. 

 

 

38 


