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32. Faith and emotion  

Jonathan Edwards, The Religious Affections, part I 

Introduction 

In session 32 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course we’re continuing our study of faith and 

union with Christ. Having begun last week with the first two sections of Calvin’s Institutes, book III, 

we’ll take a brief detour this week into one of the best-known works of the great eighteenth-

century theologian Jonathan Edwards, The Religious Affections.  

Edwards is seeking to address the nature of genuine saving faith, and in particular to identify “the 

distinguishing qualifications of those that are in favor with God” (introduction). The work falls into 

three parts, as follows: 

Part I The nature of the affections and their importance in religion 

Part II  Signs that do not identify genuine affections 

Part III The character of genuine affections 

We’ll be focussing our attention on the introduction and on part I, where Edwards first explains 

what he means by the key term “affections,” then demonstrates by a series of ten arguments that 

the affections are important in “true religion,” before finally drawing some practical conclusions. 

Edwards’s work has relevance for our understanding of the nature of faith, as well as for a range of 

practical issues such as assurance, prayer and worship. It is available free online as a pdf at 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/edwards/affections.pdf. Hard copies will be provided for students 

enrolled formally on the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course. Page numbers in the questions below 

refer to this pdf version. 

If you’re short of time, omit some of the ten arguments covered in question 7. 

Questions for reflection 

i. Should Christian worship be emotional? Why or why not? 

ii. Is it appropriate for a preacher to seek to stir the emotions of his hearers? If so, how should he 

seek to do this? 

iii. What would you say a friend who doubted his salvation because he didn’t share the emotional 

experiences of others at church? 

Study questions 

1. What question is Edwards setting out to resolve in this treatise (p. 2)? How important does he 

think it is? 
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2. Commenting on 1 Peter 1:8, Edwards remarks that “trials are of threefold benefit to true 

religion” (p. 7). What are these three benefits of trials (p. 2)? 

For reflection: Do you agree with Edwards that trials have these benefits? If you do, try to 

articulate more precisely how trials have these effects.  

For reflection: Can you think of any biblical examples of trials having the effects Edwards 

describes? 

3. Edwards observes “two kinds of operation, or exercise of true religion” (p. 8) in the Christians to 

whom the apostle Peter wrote. What are these (p. 8)? 

4. What are “the two things which the apostle takes notice of ... concerning this joy” (p. 8)? How 

does he expand on the second of these two things (p. 8)? 

5. What is “the proposition or doctrine” (p. 8) which Edwards sets forth on the basis of what he 

has discussed so far (p. 9)? 

For reflection: As you look back over the last four questions, can you follow the line of argument 

that Edwards has been seeking to follow? 

6. What, according to Edwards, are “the affections of the mind” (pp. 9-10)?  

For reflection: How might you explain in contemporary language what Edwards means by “the 

affections”?  

Having stated his thesis (that “true religion, in great part, consists in holy affections”), and 

explained what “the affections” are, Edwards now gives ten numbered arguments to support his 

thesis (pp. 11-26). 

7. For each of these arguments, please do the following:  

• Outline the argument briefly in your own words; 

• Identify any significant biblical texts or theological reasoning underlying the argument; 

• Evaluate the argument. 

For reflection: Are you persuaded? 

Having established his thesis (at least to his own satisfaction), Edwards now proceeds to three 

(numbered) implications of his conclusions (pp. 27-31). 

8. What is the first inference drawn by Edwards (p. 27)? 

For reflection: Have you encountered personally the position Edwards criticises here? If so, where? 

9. What might happen, according to Edwards, if we minimise the significance of religious 

affections (p. 28)? 

10. What is the second inference drawn by Edwards (p. 29)? 

For reflection: What would Edwards say about the various preachers and books you have been 

influenced by? 

11. What is the third inference drawn by Edwards (p. 29)? 

For reflection: What practical changes do you think Edwards would encourage you to make to your 

own life? Would you be likely to do what he says? 

 


