a treatise concerning religious
affections

A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections is a significant work by the
American theologian Jonathan Edwards, published in 1746. As one of the most
influential figures of the First Great Awakening in the 18th century, Edwards
sought to explore the nature of true religious experiences and the affections
that accompany them. In a time marked by religious fervor and emotional
expression, Edwards aimed to distinguish between genuine spiritual
experiences and mere emotionalism. This essay delves into the key themes,
arguments, and implications of Edwards’ treatise, as well as its lasting
influence on Christian thought.

Context and Background

The First Great Awakening

The First Great Awakening was a series of religious revivals that swept
through the American colonies in the early to mid-18th century. Characterized
by passionate preaching and a focus on personal conversion, the movement
emphasized the importance of individual experience in faith. Key figures
included George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards, who both played pivotal
roles in shaping the revivalist landscape.

Edwards’ work emerged from this milieu of heightened religious emotion, where
many people were experiencing profound spiritual awakenings. However, this
fervor also led to concerns about emotional manipulation, superficiality, and
the authenticity of these experiences. Edwards sought to address these
concerns through his theological insights.

Purpose of the Treatise

The primary aim of Edwards in writing his treatise was to analyze the nature
of religious affections—those feelings and emotions that arise in the context
of genuine faith. He sought to provide a framework for discerning true
religious experiences from false ones, emphasizing that not all religious
emotions are indicative of authentic faith.

Key Themes and Arguments



The Nature of Religious Affections

Edwards defines religious affections as the feelings that arise from one’s
relationship with God. He argues that these affections are crucial to true
spirituality. However, he distinguishes between two kinds of affections:

1. True Affections: These are grounded in the love of God and characterized
by a deep sense of humility, a desire for holiness, and a commitment to
truth.

2. False Affections: These may be marked by mere excitement, enthusiasm, or
emotional outbursts without a foundation in genuine love for God.

Edwards emphasizes that true affections lead to a transformation of the heart
and a life that reflects Christ’s character.

Criteria for Discerning True Affections

In his treatise, Edwards outlines several criteria to help distinguish
between true and false affections. These include:

- The Object of Affection: True affections are directed towards God and His
glory, whereas false affections may focus on personal gain or self-
aggrandizement.

- The Effects of Affection: Genuine religious affections result in a deepened
love for God and others, while false affections can lead to pride or self-
righteousness.

- The Role of the Mind: Edwards argues that true affections are accompanied
by sound doctrine and a clear understanding of God’s Word. Knowledge and
affection must work together.

- Consistency Over Time: True religious affections are enduring and lead to a
consistent pattern of behavior that aligns with the teachings of Christ.

The Role of Emotions in Faith

Edwards acknowledges the importance of emotions in the Christian life. He
argues that emotions are not inherently bad; rather, they can serve as a
powerful motivator for genuine faith and obedience. However, he warns against
the dangers of relying solely on emotions as a measure of spiritual
authenticity.

Edwards states that a balanced approach to faith involves both the intellect

and the emotions. He emphasizes that while feelings can enhance one’s
relationship with God, they must be grounded in truth and sound doctrine.

Implications for Spiritual Life



The Importance of Discernment

One of the most significant implications of Edwards’ treatise is the call for
discernment in the Christian life. Believers are encouraged to examine their
own affections and experiences in light of Scripture. This is particularly
relevant in contemporary contexts where emotional experiences are often
celebrated without sufficient scrutiny.

Edwards’ emphasis on discernment challenges Christians to cultivate a deeper
understanding of their faith, moving beyond surface-level experiences to a
more profound relationship with God.

Impact on Revivalism

Edwards’ work had a lasting impact on the revivalist movement and the
understanding of spiritual experiences within Evangelicalism. His theological
framework provided a basis for assessing the authenticity of revival
phenomena. Subsequent revivalists and theologians drew upon his insights to
navigate the complex interplay of emotion and faith.

His treatise remains a foundational text for those grappling with the nature
of religious experience, providing a model for evaluating both historical and
contemporary expressions of faith.

Critiques and Controversies

Criticism of Emotionalism

While many have praised Edwards’ insights, some critics argue that his
treatise may inadvertently downplay the role of emotions in spirituality.
They contend that an excessive focus on discernment and intellectual rigor
could lead to a cold or lifeless faith, where emotional expression is
stifled.

Critics also argue that Edwards’ criteria for true affections may be overly
restrictive, potentially excluding individuals who experience genuine
spiritual encounters that do not fit neatly within his framework.

Modern Relevance

Despite the critiques, Edwards’ treatise continues to resonate in modern
Christian circles. In an age often characterized by emotional excess and
superficial spirituality, his call for discernment remains relevant. Many
churches and ministries draw on Edwards’ principles as they seek to foster
authentic spiritual experiences while remaining rooted in sound doctrine.



Furthermore, discussions surrounding the nature of religious affections are
increasingly pertinent in a world where many seek genuine encounters with the
divine amid a plethora of competing spiritualities.

Conclusion

Jonathan Edwards’ A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections serves as a
crucial text for understanding the complexities of religious experience,
particularly within the context of revivalist movements. By articulating a
framework for discerning true from false affections, Edwards provides
valuable insights that challenge believers to engage thoughtfully and
authentically with their faith.

His work encourages a balanced approach to spirituality, one that honors both
the emotional and intellectual dimensions of the Christian life. As believers
navigate the landscape of faith in today’s world, Edwards’ treatise remains a
vital resource, calling Christians to deeper discernment, authenticity, and a
heartfelt love for God.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'A Treatise Concerning
Religious Affections'?

The main thesis of the treatise is that true religious affections are vital
to genuine Christian experience and that they can be distinguished from false
affections.

Who is the author of 'A Treatise Concerning
Religious Affections'?

The author is Jonathan Edwards, a prominent American theologian and preacher
from the 18th century.

What are some key characteristics of true religious
affections described by Edwards?

Key characteristics include being rooted in a love for God, producing
humility, and leading to a commitment to the glory of God and the well-being
of others.

How does Edwards differentiate between true and
false religious affections?

Edwards argues that true religious affections are consistent with Scripture,



lead to a greater love for God, and produce holy behavior, while false
affections may be rooted in self-interest or emotionalism.

What role does emotion play in religious affections
according to Edwards?

Edwards acknowledges that emotion is a significant component of religious
affections, but he emphasizes that emotions must be aligned with true
spiritual understanding and love for God.

How does Edwards address the issue of emotional
experiences in religion?

He cautions against relying solely on emotional experiences as evidence of
true faith, advocating instead for a balanced approach that includes
doctrinal understanding and moral behavior.

What impact did 'A Treatise Concerning Religious
Affections' have on American evangelicalism?

The treatise significantly influenced American evangelical thought by
providing a framework for understanding genuine faith and the nature of
spiritual experiences.

What is one criticism that has been leveled against
Edwards' treatise?

Some critics argue that Edwards' emphasis on the intellectual aspects of
faith may downplay the importance of spontaneous and emotional expressions of
spirituality.

How does Edwards connect religious affections to the
concept of revival?

Edwards links religious affections to revival by suggesting that true
revivals produce heartfelt conversions characterized by genuine love for God
and transformative change in behavior.

What relevance does 'A Treatise Concerning Religious
Affections' have for contemporary discussions on
faith?

The treatise remains relevant as it encourages modern believers to critically
examine their spiritual experiences and affections, promoting a deeper, more
authentic engagement with their faith.
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