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Chapter 5

Jonathan Edwards 
and
The Great Awakening



“And that, knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation nearer than when we believed” (Romans 13:11, KJV). 
	To require awakening an entity is either asleep or dead. That was the condition of America prior to every one of her God-given Awakenings. 
	How did it happen, since the New World’s earliest settlers were so awake to the will of God that they gave up everything and risked their lives to follow Him?
	How did it come to pass that in the 1730s the spiritual condition of the colonies had slipped so far from their beginnings?
	The cause can be attributed to natural things as well as spiritual “backsliding.” Widespread settlement had expanded quickly. Roads were difficult if not nonexistent. Churches were not always close at hand. 
	Historian Eddie L. Hyatt writes, “By the end of the century, Winthrop’s vision of New England being a  ‘shining light’ and a ‘city on a hill,’…seemed very dim indeed. Not only were many of the existing churches spiritually dead, but many areas, because of rapid population growth, were without churches or pastors. Sabbath breaking, profanity, gambling, and lewdness seemed to be everywhere. 
	“As a new century dawned, many ministers and laypeople alike were deeply concerned… The spiritual condition of the populace was so bleak that calls for special times of prayer and fasting began to be issued throughout the colonies by both pastors and government officials.”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Eddie L. Hyatt, Pilgrims and Patriots, Hyatt Press, P O Box 3877, Grapevine, TX. pp 74, 75.] 

	Two who prayed were Reverend Jonathan Edwards and his wife. Edwards a descendant of Puritan pastors described a “ general deadness throughout the land,” and he and his wife, Sarah, set themselves to pray for a “revival of religion.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid. p 80.] 



Academia’s Acknowledgement


	What happened in response to prayer affected the whole of colonial America and birthed what even academia calls The Great Awakening. 
	While I was doing what the Lord told me to do (Study!) during our interrupted prayer meeting in 2008, I found that a contemporary Harvard professor wrote that one cannot understand the colonial society that brought about the American Revolution without a study of The Great Awakening. 
	At the time of my study, the Longmeadow (Mass.) Historical Society website carried an article entitled The Great Awakening and Its Effect on the Society and Religion of the Connecticut River Valley, by Meaghan McCormick. The article stated:

The Great Awakening was a religious movement during the 1730s and 1740s in which itinerant ministers presented powerful messages of salvation and which provided early Americans with a greater sense of nationality…one of the most notable points of origin was in the Connecticut River Valley under the leadership of Jonathan Edwards…The Great Awakening…brought about a change of values that affected politics and daily life…These attitudes were the beginnings of a sense of independence and equality that would set the stage for the American Revolution. And, as the spirit of independence was proclaimed in the colonies by the Declaration of Independence, it was often the local clergy…who rose to read to their congregations the words of that document which would spark independence in America.


When I went on line to look for a definition of the word awakening, I was surprised that www.answers.com credited Jonathan Edwards with the word’s origin.

Word Origin: 1736
In the winter of 1734-35, the mild-mannered Reverend Jonathan Edwards, minister of the church in Northampton, Massachusetts, was astounded. People actually were listening to his sermons and following his advice…Their talk turned to nothing but religion, and they began living godly lives. Even “the vainest and loosest!” Even young people! And this behavior was spreading from Northampton to other towns up and down the Connecticut River Valley. In a famous letter published in 1736, Edwards called this a “general awakening.”

Jonathan Edwards

My knowledge of Edwards before my study was limited to a somewhat vague recollection that he had preached a sermon titled “Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God.”  
	Even one of my academic sources quelled any idea of Edwards being a hard man. At a Wake Forest University website (www.wfu.edu) I found Lecture Four, The Great Awakening which stated:

…Edwards has received a bad press for his “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” …But if you read his sermons, you will find that he spoke quietly, reasonably, and logically. Indeed he was dry and even a bit boring. But he began to experience a harvest of conversions that were accompanied by exaggerated behavior. People would…shout, and run when they were converted.

	Eddie L. Hyatt writes, “The response could not be attributed to Edwards’ preaching style, for he was neither loud nor flamboyant in his presentation. A very logical and studious personality he wrote out all his sermons in a manuscript. He then stood behind the podium, and without moving or making any physical gestures, he would read his sermon in a monotone voice. Being nearsighted, he held the manuscript so close to his face that the congregation could not see his face.”[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid. p 83.] 

	Again, I’ll quote Peter Marshall and David Manuel, “Edwards had recently been preaching ever-bolder sermons against the popular notion that a person by his or her own efforts could accomplish the purposes of God, rather than solely by the enabling of God’s grace...the world would be forced to take seriously Edwards’ account of what was about to happen. Other theologians could not put it down to an overactive imagination; anyone who knew Edwards personally would know these phenomenal events could not have been the product of his personality…and no one was more astonished than Edwards himself.  Nevertheless, he was a well-trained observer, and he did a first-class job of reporting God’s lightning storm in his Narrative of Surprising Conversions.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Peter Marshall and David Manuel The Light and The Glory 1492-1793, Revised & Expanded Edition, Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids MI. p 295.] 
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