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Nichols, Stephen, ed. Jonathan Edwards' Resolutions: And Advice to Young
Converts. Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 2001. 40pp.
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This booklet reproduces two remarkable texts by Jonathan Edwards, an
eighteenth century New England Puritan, accompanied by an introductory essay
from Stephen Nichols, the editor. This edition arises from a conviction that Edwards
still have much to speak to today's Christians, especially the new generation of
young converts (p. 6). In the midst of numerous "how-to" books now overrunning
bookstores, these two little classics provide practical and theologically sound
advice for self-examination and spiritual growth. Of course, this short piece also
serves to promote further interest among the readers in Edwards and also in the
editor's new work on Edwards, namely Jonathan Edwards: A Guided Tour of His
Life and Thought, which is published simultaneously with this booklet by the same
publisher.

Stephen Nichols is a noted scholar in Edwardsian study. He wrote a doctoral
dissertation on the relationship between the Holy Spirit and apologetics in the works
of Jonathan Edwards. He chairs a Jonathan Edwards Study Group in Evangelical
Theological Society and has published a paper on Edwards' contribution to moral
philosophy in Philosophia Christi. And as mentioned above, his new work on
Edwards is just released.

None of the original manuscripts of the two chosen texts has survived. This
edition reproduces from the widely spread seventeenth and nineteenth centuries
copies with minor revisions that update the grammar. The Resolutions are Edwards'
advice to himself when he was young, and the Advice is his exhortation to a young
Christian lady when he was well established in ministry in the beginning phrase of
the Great Awakening in the 1740s.

The Resolutions were, like many of his Puritan forebears, a set of guidelines
that Edwards believed to live his life by. The first twenty-four were believed to be
written in one sitting in the early 1722, and a total of thirty-four were completed by
mid-December. There are seventy total "resolutions” the last of which was written
on 17 August, 1723.

Nichols gives a precise account of the context for Resolutions (p.11). In
August, 1722, the nineteen-year old Edwards left his home and familiar surroundings
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and went to New York City to minister to a small Presbyterian congregation, and
remained there until April 1723. It was a transitional period for him as "he was
moving from his foundational and formative years as a student to the period in
which he began his profession as a churchman and theologian" (p.11). It is
noteworthy for readers who know about his biography to trace how his life fulfils
the resolutions he made in young adulthood.

In addition to the Resolutions, Edwards started a diary that he intermittently
kept from 1722 to 1725. So these introspective writings constitute a kind of Puritan
self-examination exercise to monitor his own spiritual condition and life direction.
Edwards prefaced these resolutions with a pledge that he would read them once a
week for the rest of his life. "In essence they came to serve as a personal mission
statement" (p.10).

Edwards begins the resolutions with a humble confession that without God's
grace there is nothing he can do. Now with God's grace, he found that writing down
these resolutions for his own regular review was helpful for his renewed dedication
to God (see resolution #42). The first resolution is the setting of his life goal to
glorify God in whatever circumstances and for whatever prices — a typical Calvinistic
and Puritan ethos. This is a frequently reoccurring theme throughout. The seventy
resolutions cover almost every area of life, including time management, facing
adversity, meals, prayer life, meditation, self-examination, handling negative
emotions, interpersonal relationships, speaking, and ministry. The disproportionate
treatment of certain themes and reoccurrence of some others reflect the private
nature of these records, and reveals honestly Edwards's life experience from 1722
to 1723. Edwards opens up every area of his life before God for spiritual check up
to bring himself totally subject to the Lordship of Christ.

The context for writing the Advice is somewhat different from the Resolutions.
The Great Awakening began in New England in 1740. However there was a
congregation in Suffied, Connecticut which was then without a pastor for a short
time. In the spring of 1741 Edwards visited this nearby town and ministered to the
congregation. Later, a young new convert of the congregation, Deborah Hatheway
asked him for spiritual advice. Despite of Edwards's heavy workload in the midst
of the New England Revival, he took time to write a rather long letter to guide
patiently this young woman through some essentials of spiritual life. Just one month
after he had written this letter, he preached the famous sermon, "Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God." So the Advice reveals the pastoral heart of Edwards behind
his sermons and ministry in this stage.

The structure of the Advice as a personal letter is simple. After a short
introduction he gives nineteen separate points of advice. He reminds the young lady
that there is a greater obligation for Christians than non-believers to be more
sensitive to sin and to fight against it. Yet the purpose of recounting one's sin
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regularly is not to be disheartened but to remain humble. Conversion from sin means
taking up Christian duties more earnestly and practicing love to drive away fear and
doubt frame of mind. He suggests that this young Christian should practice self-
examination regularly and live a holy life wholeheartedly. He also gives practical
advice about community life and how to handle spiritual depression. The Advice is
a small piece of work of typical Puritan spiritual guidance.

From a broader perspective, this booklet and the editor's new work can be
viewed as part of the contemporary resurgence of interest in North America in
Edwardsian studies in religious, philosophical, historical, or cultural aspects.
George Marsden believes that this revival is sparked at mid-century by American
historian Perry Miller.' M.X. Lesser's annotated bibliography lists thirty-eight
books about Edwards published from 1979 through 1993, in addition to more than
seventy-five doctoral dissertations and numerous articles and reviews. Recently,
Yale University Press's grand editorial project, the Works of Jonathan Edwards, has
published seventeen impressive volumes with scholarly introductions. As the year
2003 marks the tri-centennial of Edwards's birth, this "Edwardsiana" is likely to

reach its climax.
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