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1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
I never thought I could understand anything till I could anatomize it, and see the 

parts distinctly, and the conjunction of the parts, as they make up the whole. 

Distinction and method seemed to me of that necessity, that without them I 

could not be said to know; and disputes that forsook them, or abused them, 

seemed but as incoherent dreams.     
                                                                      -Richard Baxter1      

 

I.  The Thesis Briefly Stated 

 

In the past few decades, there has been a resurgence of interest in philosophical theology and 

constructive metaphysics amongst a number of contemporary analytic philosophers of religion 

and a number of systematic theologians.2 For these analytic philosophers of religion, this interest 

amounts to a sort of re-deployment of certain characteristic argumentative precision, logical 

rigor, and literary clarity. Once, this interest was almost exclusively directed toward establishing 

epistemic justification for belief in, say, the existence of God. Now, in many cases, it is directed 

toward the clarification of the internal doctrinal content and coherence of, say, the doctrine of 

the Trinity.3 For these systematic theologians, interest in philosophical theology has been most 

                                                
 

1 Cited in William G.T. Shedd, A History of Christian Doctrine, Vol. 1 (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 

Stock, 1999 (1864]), p. 93.  

2 See e.g.: Oliver D. Crisp, ed., A Reader in Contemporary Philosophical Theology (London: 

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2009); Thomas H. McCall and Michael Rae, eds., Philosophical and 

Theological Essays on the Trinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Thomas H. McCall, 

Which Trinity? Whose Monotheism? Philosophical and Systematic Theologians on the 

Metaphysics of Trinitarian Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010). 

3 Scott MacDonald makes the helpful distinction between epistemic justification and 

clarification in “What is Philosophical Theology?”, in Kevin Timpe, ed., Arguing About Religion 

(New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 17-28. For a helpful survey of the analytic philosophical 
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recently manifest in what is steadily being recognized as ‘analytic theology’, which is a sort of 

cross-pollination of the characteristics of contemporary analytic philosophy and constructive 

theology.4 A somewhat more narrowly focused interest has also recently emerged amongst this 

group of systematic theologians in what is now commonly referred to as ‘theologies of retrieval’, 

according to which theologians of the past and of various traditions have become conceptual 

resources—better still, dialogue partners—for attending to contemporary philosophical and 

theological problems.5 The following four chapters are an attempt to contribute to the literature 

where these various methodological paths cross.  

Amongst the most significant classical theologians to provoke the interest of contemporary 

philosophers of religion and systematic theologians alike is the so-called ‘Northampton Sage’, 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-58). His life and thought have shaped early American religious history 

since the eighteenth century. His public theology continues to be characterized in the literature as 

                                                
 
tradition and its interest in Christian doctrine, in particular, see: William Hasker, “Analytic 

Philosophy of Religion”, in William Wainwright, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of 

Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 421-26. 

4 Oliver D. Crisp, “On Analytic Theology”, in Oliver D. Crisp and Michael Rea, eds., 

Analytic Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2011), pp. 33-54; William Abraham, “Systematic Theology as Analytic Theology” in Analytic 

Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology, pp. 54-69. 

5 See e.g.: Darren Sarisky, ed. Theologies of Retrieval: An Exploration and Appraisal 

(London: T&T Clark, 2017); W. David Buschart and Kent Eilers, Theology as Retrieval: 

Receiving the Past, Renewing the Church (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2015); John 

Webster, “Theologies of Retrieval”, in John Webster, Kathryn Tanner, and Iain Torrance, eds., 

The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), ch. 32; 

Oliver D. Crisp, Retrieving Doctrine: Essays in Reformed Theology (Downers Grove: IVP 

Academic, 2011); Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicea: The Development and Meaning of 

Trinitarian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011). 
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thoroughly biblical and pastoral.6 His theological indebtedness was owed mainly to those of the 

Reformed, particularly Protestant scholastic, tradition.7 His philosophy was uniquely theocentric, 

largely private, and in some cases quite speculative, which, as this thesis will labor to 

demonstrate by an investigation of his doctrine of the person of Christ, bears considerably on his 

                                                
 

6 Samuel Hopkins, one of Edwards’s first students, recalls that, ‘he studied the Bible more 

than all other books, and more than most other Divines do. His uncommon acquaintance with the 

Bible appears in his sermons and in most of his publications; and his great pains in studying it 

are manifest in his manuscript notes upon it . . . . He took his religious principles from the Bible, 

and not any human system or body of divinity. Though his principles were Calvinistic, yet he 

called no man father. He thought and judged for himself, and was truly very much of an 

original’, The Life and Character of the Late Mr. Jonathan Edwards (Boston: S. Kneeland, 

1765), pp. 40-41. Edwards himself, while briefly serving as pastor to a church in New York for 

nine months during 1722-23, supplemented his famed “Resolutions,” saying, ‘Resolved, to study 

the Scriptures so steadily, constantly, and frequently, as that I may find, and plainly perceive 

myself to grow in the knowledge of the same’, WJE 16:755. 

7 The most extensive treatment to date of the Protestant scholastic influence on Edwards may 

be found in William S. Morris, The Young Jonathan Edwards (Brooklyn: Carlson, 1991; reprint 

Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock/The Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale University, 2005). 

According to Morris, ‘Theology for Edwards . . . had a four-fold part: exegetical, dogmatic (i.e., 

that which is derived and deduced as a consequence from the Scriptures); theoretical, in which 

reason depends and contends for the dogmatic truths of the faith, using all the reason, 

philosophy, and theology that it can muster, and arguing the case for faith in the light of a full, 

accurate, and critical knowledge of ‘the sate of the question’; and last, practical, in which the 

theoretical truths of faith found their immediate practical explication and application’, The Young 

Jonathan Edwards, p. 464. For more recent support of Morris’ line of thinking, see: Adriaan C. 

Neele, Petrus van Masticht (1630-1706), Reformed Orthodoxy: Method and Piety (Leiden: Brill, 

2009), p. 11; idem., Before Jonathan Edwards: Source of New England (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2019). 
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various theological commitments.8 Edwards’ piety was distinctly Puritan and served as an 

organizing principle for his theological and philosophical speculation.9 What remained of these 
                                                
 

8 According to Norman Fiering’s excellent essay (“The Rationalist Foundations of Jonathan 

Edwards’s Metaphysics”, in Nathan O Hatch and Harry S. Stout, eds., Jonathan Edwards and 

the American Experience [Oxford: Oxford University, 1988], pp. 73-101), Edwards’ 

philosophical commitments are most appropriately understood in terms of Louis Loeb’s sub-

categorization of certain continental and British philosophers, as a ‘Theocentric metaphysician’ 

(Loeb, From Descartes to Hume: Continental Metaphysics and the Development of Modern 

Philosophy, [New York: Cornell University Press, 1981], pp. 29-30). Loeb argues that ‘the 

theocentric metaphysicians in particular emphasized the divine determination of all events and 

denied that material substance, if it exists at all, is capable of independent activity or causal 

efficacy’, p. 29-30. Fiering offers a brief synthesis of Edwards’ metaphysical assumptions, 

developed in five ‘inherited principles: 1) The affirmation of total divine sovereignty, entailing 

among other things the position that events in the universe are entirely free of contingency; 2) a 

belief in divine concurrence in events and in the continuous conservation and re-creation of the 

existing world; 3) a commitment to teleology at the ultimate level of explanation-everything 

exists for some divine purpose; 4) acceptance of the Neoplatonic typological system that posited 

divine archetypes and ectypal representations on earth; 5) and the rejection of the Cartesian 

position that the essences of matter is extension’, p. 78. 

9 According to Morris, ‘The whole life of Edwards is rooted in the life of the spirit . . . the life 

of the spirit is the life of piety’, The Young Jonathan Edwards, pp. 19-58, 529-91. To say that his 

Puritan commitments somehow bear upon his philosophical speculations is evident from the 

much touted public and private distinction of Edwards’ literary output, for Edwards self-

consciously insulated his more speculative (private) musings from his public ones for all but 

some of his ministerial students (i.e. Samuel Hopkins and Joseph Bellamy) and some of his 

personal correspondence (i.e. John Erskine). For more on Edwards’ Puritan practices of piety, 

see also David D. Hall, “The New England Background”, in Stephen J. Stein, ed., The 

Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Edwards (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2007), pp. 61-

79; and Harry S. Stout, “The Puritans and Edwards”, in Nathan O. Hatch and Harry S. Stout, 
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traditions in America during the eighteenth century found their unique and somewhat final 

expression in Edwards’ life and thought.10 Despite Edwards’ singular value to the development 

philosophy and theology in America, the cumulative impact of his thinking had been largely 

unrealized until the mid-twentieth century.  

Much of the credit for the re-introduction of Edwards as a critical source to understanding 

American intellectual history is owed to the historian and Puritan scholar Perry Miller.11 Within 

                                                
 
eds., Jonathan Edwards and the American Experience (Oxford: Oxford University, 1988), pp. 

142-59. 

10 There are a variety of important and recent studies that plainly show the influences that 

Edwards has had upon American philosophical and theological history and culture. See e.g. 

Joseph A. Conforti, Jonathan Edwards, Religious Tradition, and American Culture (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina, 1995); Allen Guelzo and Sang Hyun Lee, eds., Edwards in our 

Time: Jonathan Edwards and the Shaping of American Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1999); D.G. Hart, Sean Michael Lucas, and Stephen J. Nichols, eds., The Legacy of Jonathan 

Edwards: American Religion and the Evangelical Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003); 

Douglas A. Sweeney, Nathaniel Taylor, New Haven Theology and the Legacy of Jonathan 

Edwards (New York: Oxford, 2003); E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in America: Christian 

Thought from the Age of the Puritans to the Civil War (New Haven: Yale, 2003); Mark A. Noll, 

America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford, 2002).   

11 Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1949); see also Peter J. 

Thuesen, “Edwards’s Intellectual Background”, in The Princeton Companion to Jonathan 

Edwards, ed. Sang Hyun Lee (Princeton: Princeton University, 2005), p. 16. Other important 

biographical works on Edwards since Miller’s Jonathan Edwards include Robert W. Jenson, 

America Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Oxford, 1988); 

George M. Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life (New Haven: Yale, 2003); William S. Morris, 

The Young Jonathan Edwards: A Reconstruction (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2005); Iain H. 

Murray, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography (Carlisle: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2003); 

Philip F. Gura, Jonathan Edwards: America’s Evangelical (New York: Hill and Wang, 2005). 
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less than a decade of Miller’s biographical work on Edwards, interest in Edwards surged. Formal 

academic strides were then immediately taken to collect, catalog, codify, and publish the whole 

of Edwards’ literary corpus. More than a half-century later, with the otherwise irksome 

transcription process of Edwards’ near-indecipherable script complete, the twenty-sixth and final 

volume in Yale’s critical edition of the Works of Jonathan Edwards was published.12 At present, 

there is a vigorously active field of research whose sole interest is the life and thought of 

Edwards and those of his New England theology, boasting an ever-growing repository of 

secondary literature consisting of nearly five thousands papers, essays, articles, and books.13  

During the most recent decade, research in Edwards-studies has become increasingly 

concerned with the reconstruction of particular elements of his thought. Such reconstructions—

many hoping to discern ‘new paradigm[s] for understanding Edwards’s theology’—have 

rendered increasingly less harmonious claims among scholars about what Edwards actually 

believed.14 Take, for example, the recent disquiet that has arisen within the perennial debate 

surrounding Edwards’ famed Freedom of the Will and its place within the Reformed tradition.15 

                                                
 

12 As of October 2008, all twenty-six volumes in Yale’s Works of Jonathan Edwards series 

were published. The remainder of the Edwards corpus, 73 vols. including the printed Works, has 

since been digitized and is accessible at http://edwards.yale.edu/. For a brief and interesting 

synopsis of the development of Edwards-studies as a formal discipline, see George C. Claghorn, 

“Transcribing a Difficult Hand: Collecting and Editing Edwards’ Letters over Thirty-five Years”, 

in D.G. Hart, Sean Michael Lucas, Stephen J. Nichols, eds., The Legacy of Jonathan Edwards: 

American Religion and the Evangelical Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), pp. 217-27. 

13 The largest single comprehensive record of published works on Edwards may be found in 

the indispensable work of M.X. Lesser, Reading Jonathan Edwards: An Annotated Bibliography 

in Three Parts, 1729-2005 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008). 

14 Michael J. McClymond, Encounters with God: An Approach to the Theology of Jonathan 

Edwards (New York: Oxford University, 1998), p. V. 

15 The lively, if not somewhat contentious, debate about the sources and content of Edwards’ 

doctrine of the Freedom of the Will and his precise relationship to the Reformed tradition is 
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The deeper scholars dredge down into the bedrock of Edwards’ theology, the philosophy that 

undergirds it, and the sources that inform it, the more complex, more interesting, and more 

fruitful becomes the result. Among those areas of Edwards’ thinking that require much more 

exploration is his doctrine of the person of Christ.  

In this study, I attempt to sound the depths, as it were, of several hitherto largely under-

explored regions of Edwards’ doctrine of the person of Christ. More to the point, in this study, I 

carefully consider several of Edwards’ Christological commitments at the point where the 

theological axis and philosophical axis of his thought intersect. To put it differently, I am 

concerned with the following research question: What is the impact that Edwards’ philosophical 

commitments have for his Christology? In each of the following four chapters, I argue that 

Edwards’ theological and philosophical contributions to the development of this doctrine are far 

more significant, original, and profitable for contemporary discussion than has been believed up 

to this point.  

Getting at Edwards’ doctrine of the person of Christ—turning from our maritime analogy—is 

a bit like trying to find your footing in a dark room with only a flickering lamp. You know where 

you stand—that is, you know you are in the right room—and you know there is room to move 

around and explore. There is simply no telling how much room you have to do so; the flickering 

light of your lamp helps you see only so far. Like many others in the Reformed tradition, 

Edwards was a prolific writer. He was simply not a systematic one. Were his writings more 
                                                
 
reflected most recently in the excellent and thorough work by Philip John Fisk, Jonathan 

Edwards’s Turn from the Classical-Reformed Tradition of Freedom of the Will (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, New Directions in Jonathan Edwards Studies, Volume 2, 2016). 

Fisk’s work is preceded by a series of no less important interchanges between Paul Helm and 

Richard Muller; see Helm, “Turretin and Edwards Once More”, Jonathan Edwards Studies 4.3 

(2014): 286-296; idem, “Jonathan Edwards and the Parting of the Ways?” Jonathan Edwards 

Studies 4.1 (2014): 42-60; Richard A. Muller, “Jonathan Edwards and Francis Turretin on 

Necessity, Contingency, and Freedom of Will. In Response to Paul Helm”, Jonathan Edwards 

Studies 4. 3 (2014): 266-285; Muller, “Jonathan Edwards and the Absence of Free Choice: A 

Parting of Ways in the Reformed Tradition”, Jonathan Edwards Studies 1.1 (2011): 3-22. 
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systematic, the shape of this book would be far different, for to be a more systematic writer is to 

hang up lamps for the reader, thus making an otherwise dark room of ideas altogether illumined. 

In such cases there is far less for the reader to discover on his own by his own flickering lamp. 

That is, there is certainly less theological and philosophical speculation involved.   

The principal question that I am thus concerned with asking as I explore this ‘room’ of 

Edwards’ Christological ideas, and to which each of the following four chapters sheds only so 

much additional light, and thereby proffers only part of an answer, is this: What is the 

philosophical-theological shape of Edwards’ doctrine of person of Christ? Or to put it 

differently: What does the theological room which contains Edwards’ ideas about the person of 

Christ look like by a philosophical light?  

Right away, some readers might find the contents of each chapter more philosophical than is 

theologically palatable. Other readers might think that I have only scratched the philosophical 

surface of these matters. Still others will find the philosophical speculations altogether 

burdensome to the theological project at hand. How one appreciates (or doesn’t) the approach to 

Edwards’ Christology that I have undertaken in this thesis depends in large part on the reader’s 

perspective. Because Edwards has such broad academic disciplinary appeal, I should not expect 

that all my readers will be equally satisfied with the result of this thesis, and so I do not expect it. 

To the philosophically-sensitive reader, I would ask you excuse those places where I have not 

made provision for the depth of your speculative wants. To the theologically-sensitive reader, I 

would ask that you would bear patiently with concepts with which you are simply less familiar. 

To both audiences I hope that by the end of this thesis you realize that Edwards was a 

philosophical theologian—not merely a theologian, and not a merely a philosopher.  

As to the nature of the research question, some readers might find this research question to be 

too broad. Other reader may well find it quite specific. And this is by the author’s design. I 

intentionally crafted this question for its breadth, not wanting to limit the potential subject matter 

that I planned to investigate at the outset of the project. In other words, I let my reading of 

Edwards guide me, in part, to those things that I found in Edwards’ discussion of his Christology 

that were more obviously fruitful to investigate. There are a host of things about the doctrine of 

the person of Christ about which Edwards has little to nothing explicit to say. The breadth of the 

research question may well account for what some readers might find is a non-cohesive feel to 

the four chapters. This too is by design. Each chapter was forged intentionally both to stand 
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alone and stand together with the others. This calculated method of writing is to my mind among 

the more fruitful exercises for the production of the clearest line of argument, particularly where 

it concerns faithfulness to those things that Edwards actually said. Let me explain why. 

Methodologically speaking, the composition of each chapter began as a conference paper. 

This allowed me the opportunity to ‘rough out’, so to speak, the central claim for each would-be 

chapter, while getting useful feedback from my various audiences, sometimes in more than one 

venue. After composing the conference-paper-length version of the argument, one by one, I 

undertook to expand each paper into an article-length piece with the express purpose of 

publishing it. This too was a calculated move and proved to be quite profitable, particularly 

because of the technical nature of the arguments mounted in each piece. I received an enormous 

amount of helpful criticism on each piece from a host of experts, which in turn improved the 

quality of each contribution and resulted in the publication of several of them. In the case of 

chapter three, I was able to develop the argument into a small monograph, but not before first 

composing a conference-paper-length version and then four separate article-length drafts of it, all 

of which, it is worth noting, were rejected by my various readers. The changes between the 

article-length version and the chapter-length version mostly amounted to an expansion of parts of 

the argument, additional references to primary or secondary literature, or references to tertiary 

discussions in contemporary systematic and philosophical theology. In short, the kernel of the 

argument for each chapter remained mostly the same from the conference-paper-length version 

to its final and fully developed version, as it appears in this thesis. What this means is that each 

chapter has not only been presented before numerous conferees, but each chapter has been 

published in one form or another: as an article, or as a chapter in a collection of essays or, in the 

one case, as a small monograph. Specific reference to the appearance of these published papers 

in this or that journal, book, or monograph is noted at the beginning of each chapter whereas 

differences between the published version(s) and the version(s) that make up part of the 

argument of the whole of this thesis are not.  

As for the specific nature of the research question, my interest, as I have already stated, lay 

mostly in the philosophical axis of Edwards’ Christology. Choosing this specific argumentative 

path for my research question afforded me two benefits. First, it enabled me to make more 

selections from Edwards’ more explicit comments about the person of Christ than I might have 

done had I looked only at the ‘bare theology’ of his doctrine or had I selected one particular 



 
 

10 

document in Edwards’ works to examine. To look at his theology in isolation from his 

philosophy has for a long time now been a trend in Edwards-studies, a trend that I am pleased to 

see is slowly disappearing. This is not to say that examining Edwards’ theology in isolation from 

his philosophy has no place in Edwards-studies. It is my contention that such a move is 

warranted by a researcher who, for example, would like to write exclusively about the theology 

of a sermon of Edwards’, like “The Excellency of Christ”, for example. Limiting my interest to 

an exposition of this sort is simply not my primary interest.  

The second benefit of this specific research question enabled me to side-step, if you will, 

some of the (largely scant, and therefore mostly irrelevant) secondary literature about Edwards’ 

Christology, the bulk of which, as it turns out, does not deal with Edwards’ Christology in 

conversation with his philosophical commitments anyway. This choice has resulted in the 

composition of a shorter introduction to the thesis. For rather than supply the reader with a larger 

‘state of the art’ chapter, as some might think is necessary, I relegated my interaction with the 

important secondary literature (of which, again, there is but little), respective to the issue at hand, 

from chapter to chapter. In other words, readers will find that which is relevant in the secondary 

literature to the subject at hand, whether it be Edwards’ two natures doctrine or his Spirit 

Christology, one chapter at a time. When the chapters are considered as a cohesive whole, the 

methodological underpinning from chapter to chapter puts together aspects of historical retrieval, 

theological and philosophical speculation that attempts to bring clarity to several major doctrines 

in Christology, and constructive resourcement of Edwards for contemporary debates. That each 

chapter should be understood as part of a larger whole is the reason, as the reader will see in a 

moment, why I have purposely spent some of the literary capital of each chapter talking about 

method and how approaching Edwards’ doctrine of the person of Christ in this partitioned and 

atomized way is more than merited. 

Now, because what Edwards has to say about the person of Christ is equal-parts metaphysics 

and theology, making sense of his various Christological commitments is from chapter to chapter 

a largely abductive exercise. That is, it is an attempt to faithfully make clear what Edwards says 

in a way that makes sense of some of the most significant and explicit parts of his Christology. 

This sort of approach is necessary because Edwards offers little in the way of any protracted, 

systematic explanation of his Christology. For this reason, I attempt to isolate, interrogate, and 

partition Edwards’ Christology into various manageable, component, and dogmatically ordered 
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parts in order to make sense of those parts and reconstruct his doctrine in such a way that 

displays its assorted advantages and potential liabilities, and all this with a view to assessing 

Edwards’ Christology for contemporary theological discourse. As one of the least-researched 

aspects of Edwards’ philosophical theology, shedding ‘analytic light’, as it were, on what he 

thinks about the doctrine of the person of Christ and its metaphysical substructures will 

undoubtedly push a variety of contemporary discussions forward in speculative metaphysics and 

theology at large.  

Right away, it must be noted that this is not the first assessment of Edwards’ doctrine of the 

person of Christ.16 Nor is this the first inquiry into the relationship that his Christology has to his 

                                                
 

16 In order of appearance, the following list of sources constitutes the extant literature on 

Edwards’ Christology, the vast majority of which has neither been published nor has placed 

much emphasis on the philosophical axis of Edwards’ theology. Wayne W. Coffin, “Some 

Aspects of Jonathan Edwards’ Christology” (unpublished PhD diss., Drew University, 1947); 

James Pierce Carse, “The Christology of Jonathan Edwards” (unpublished PhD diss., Drew 

University, 1966); Joseph Crawford Williamson, “The Excellency of Christ: A Study in the 

Christology of Jonathan Edwards” (unpublished PhD diss., Harvard University, 1968); Robert 

W. Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Oxford 

Univ. Press, 1988); Bruce Milton Stephens, “The Doctrine of the Trinity from Jonathan Edwards 

to Horace Bushnell: A Study in the Eternal Sonship of Christ” (PhD diss., Drew University, 

1970); John Gerstner, The Rational Biblical Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 2 vols. (Powhatan: 

Berea and Ligonier, 1992); Stephen R. Holmes, God of Grace and God of Glory: An Account of 

the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), pp. 134-42; Michael Bush, 

“Jesus Christ in the Theology of Jonathan Edwards” (unpublished PhD diss., Princeton 

Theological Seminary, 2003); Amy Plantinga Pauw, The Supreme Harmony of All: The 

Trinitarian Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), pp. 139-50; Robert 

Jenson, “Christology”, in Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), pp. 72-86; Ross Hastings, “Giving Honour to the 

Spirit: Analysis and Evaluation of Jonathan Edwards’ Pneumatological Doctrine of the 

Incarnation”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 7, no. 3 (2005): pp. 279-99; Robert 
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various metaphysical commitments.17 This is, however, the first sustained treatment of those 

                                                
 
W. Caldwell III, Communion in the Spirit: The Holy Spirit as the Bond of Union in the Theology 

of Jonathan Edwards (London: Paternoster, 2006); Elizabeth Agnew Cochran, “Creaturely 

Virtues in Jonathan Edwards: The Significance of Christology for the Moral Life”, Journal for 

the Society of Christian Ethics 27 (2007): pp. 73-96; Seng-Kong Tan, “Trinitarian Action in the 

Incarnation”, in Don Schweitzer, ed., Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary: Essays in Honour of 

Sang Hyun Lee (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), pp. 127-50; Oliver D. Crisp, Revisioning 

Christology: Theology in the Reformed Tradition (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011), pp. 43-67; 

Brandon G. Withrow, Becoming Divine: Jonathan Edwards’s Incarnational Spirituality within 

the Christian Tradition (Eugene, Ore.: Cascade, 2011), pp. 126-34, 185-92; Michael J. 

McClymond & Gerald R. McDermott, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), pp. 244-61; Kyle Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology: A 

Reinterpretation (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2013), pp. 166-71; S. Mark Hamilton, 

“Jonathan Edwards on the Atonement”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 15:4 

(October 2013): pp. 394-415; et al., “Quaestio” and “Incarnation”, in A Jonathan Edwards 

Encyclopedia, eds. Harry S. Stout, Kenneth P. Minkema & Adriaan C. Neele (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, forthcoming); “Jonathan Edwards, Anselmic Satisfaction, and God’s Moral 

Government”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 17:1 (January 2015): pp. 1-22; 

“Jonathan Edwards, Hypostasis, Impeccability, and Immaterialism”, Neue Zeitschrift für 

Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 58:2 (June 2016): pp. 1-23; “Jonathan 

Edwards on the Election of Christ”, Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und 

Religionsphilosophie 58:6 (December 2016): pp. 1-25; “Re-thinking Atonement in Jonathan 

Edwards and New England Theology”, Perichoresis 15:1 (April 2017): pp. 85-99; A Treatise on 

Jonathan Edwards, Continuous Creation and Christology (Fort Worth, TX: JESociety Press, 

2017). 

17 Crisp, Revisioning Christology: Theology in the Reformed Tradition (Aldershot: Ashgate, 

2011), ch. 3. See also: Oliver D. Crisp and Kyle C. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards: An Introduction 

to His Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018). 
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metaphysical substructures—some of which, the readers will find, I have dissented from the 

majority opinion—that undergird his doctrines of Christ’s Election (chapter one), Impeccability 

(chapter two), the Hypostatic union (chapter three), and Spirit Christology (chapter four). 

 

II.  The Shape of Things to Come  

 

If the principal research question of this thesis has to do with shedding light on Edwards’ 

doctrine of the person of Christ by looking carefully at some of the philosophical substructures 

that underpin it, then each of the following chapters asks a series of much more specific sub-

questions, the answers to which will help fill out our understanding of the sort of Christological 

commitments Edwards upheld. In chapter one, I stake out Edwards’ doctrine of the divine 

decrees, specifically his supralapsarian doctrine of election, which I argue consists of two logical 

movements or stages. First, I argue that the logic of Edwards’ doctrine requires that God elects 

Christ and subsequently elects particular individuals ‘in Christ’ for salvation. I argue that 

Edwards deploys this doctrinal innovation in order to support the metaphysics underpinning his 

doctrine of atonement. Readers will notice that the first chapter has a lot to do with Edwards’ 

account of the work of Christ, specifically the atonement. This, as we shall see, is because 

Edwards’ own discussion of the person of Christ begins with his work, and specifically about the 

relation that the God-man shares with humanity.  

Chapter two sets out several aspects of Edwards’ doctrine of the two natures of Christ in 

relation to contemporary debates about Christ’s sinlessness and impeccability. Here I work out 

some of the metaphysical rudiments of Edwards’ thinking about the nature of human persons, 

particularly those that are related to Edwards’ commitment to idealism and immaterialism 

(roughly, the doctrine according to which there exists only minds and ideas, together with the 

doctrine that denies the existence of material substance). This exploration requires the 

theological construction of what I call the “formal” aspects (i.e. certain substantive and structural 

of his Christology) presented by Edwards’ otherwise disparate account of the incarnation. While 

Edwards never systematically develops his doctrine of the person of Christ, he nevertheless has a 

great deal to say about the doctrine—his most substantive and constructive ideas appearing in his 

“Miscellanies.” From a careful analysis and synthesis of this material, I show that Edwards’ 

metaphysical commitments offer some constructive resources for shoring up, as it were, with 
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creative philosophical fortifications, the doctrine of Christ’s impeccability in contemporary 

theology. 

Chapter three drills down into several more detailed aspects of Edwards’ doctrine of the two 

natures of Christ—this time in the context of his commitment to a doctrine of continuous 

creation. Here I set out several ‘material’ aspects of Edwards’ thinking—the metaphysical 

implications of his Christology—in the context of several recent assertions that his commitment 

to a doctrine of continuous creation, according to which (roughly) God is both the sole causal 

agent in the universe, precludes him upholding an orthodox Christology. It is my aim in this 

chapter to prove otherwise. That is, I show that Edwards can indeed hold to the idea that God is 

the sole cause of all things in the universe and yet remain christologically orthodox.  

In chapter four, I lay out several aspects of Edwards’ Spirit Christology, that is, his 

understanding of the role of the Spirit in the hypostatic union of Christ’s divine and human 

natures. Here I examine those matters related to Christ’s Pneumatic identity, constitution, and 

agency. Situating the discussion in the context of a more than quarter-century-long debate about 

Edwards’ account dispositionalism, I construct a model for understanding Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology, using his doctrine of regeneration and the Spirit’s indwelling of the saints as a way 

to fill out some of the dark corners of Edwards’ thinking on the matter. 

The reader will once again recall that these four chapters, while intentionally written to stand 

alone as separate and publishable pieces, were nevertheless from the outset of the project 

intended to form a cohesive whole. Each chapter was chosen strategically and is aimed at making 

sense of an aspect of Edwards’ Christology about which he had some explicit things to say, and 

that, from a particularly philosophical point of view. I chose these four specific christological 

issues and their specific philosophical complements in order to find my footing, as it were, in 

Edwards. The reader should think of this thesis as the establishment of that footing. For as it 

stands, the cohesiveness of these four chapters as one project is merely an initial deposit on a 

much larger project that I hope to write in the course of the earlier part of my career. Early in my 

thesis research, I spent a great deal of time considering the end result of this project and at one 

point was admonished to consider the result of this period of rigorous research as it relates to a 

ten-year project. This thesis, as I envision it, is simply the first installment of that ten-year 

project, wherein I hope to have interrogated Edwards’ works on a score of much more minute 
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dogmatic issues related to both the person and the work of Christ. With all these matters now 

before us, let us turn to Edwards’ doctrine of the election of Christ.
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CHAPTER 1 

ON THE ELECTION OF CHRIST 
The concern that drives Edwards’ Christological constructions is soteriological. 

Edwards’ Christology is inseparable from, or indeed is an immediate implication 

of his doctrine of atonement. 

                                          -Robert W. Jenson1      
 

I.  Introduction2 

 

Some the most significant theological innovations of the post-Reformation period are the 

various conceptual linkages forged between the doctrine of divine decrees—the idea that God 

logically determines the chronology of various temporal states of affairs from eternity—and the 

doctrines of Christ’s person and work.3 At the heart of these theological innovations lie a number 

of important and notoriously controversial questions concerning both the logical order of such 

                                                
 

1 Robert W. Jenson, “Christology”, in Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton Companion to 

Jonathan Edwards (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 73. 

2 As specified in the introduction, a previously published version of this chapter appears as 

“Jonathan Edwards on the Election of Christ”, Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und 

Religionsphilosophie 58.4 (December 2016): pp. 525-48. 

3 A number of important works have appeared in recent decades detailing the theological 

developments of the post-Reformation between the doctrine of divine decrees and the doctrine 

of the person and work of Christ, see e.g. Richard A. Muller, Christ and the Decree: 

Christology and Predestination in Reformed Theology from Calvin to Perkins (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2008 [1986]); idem, Calvin and the Reformed Tradition on the Work of Christ 

and the Order of Salvation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012); G. Michael Thomas, The 

Extent of the Atonement, A Dilemma for Reformed Theology from Calvin to the Consensus 

(1536-1675) (Milton Keyes: Paternoster, 1997).  
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decrees and the manner in which Christ and his atoning work are regarded as the ‘cause’ or 

‘foundation’ of the decree to elect particular persons to salvation.  

In this chapter, I consider Edwards’ doctrine of election, and more specifically, his doctrine 

of the election of Christ—an altogether under-developed aspect of his thinking—and its 

relationship to his doctrine of atonement—a source of some recent interest in the literature. In 

what follows, I argue that Edwards articulates a unique two-stage account of election, according 

to which God elects Christ logically antecedent to, and in one important sense as the foundation 

of, God’s election of particular individuals ‘in Christ’ to be the beneficiaries of his atoning 

work—a development that I think corroborates the more recent suggestion that Edwards’ 

doctrine of atonement requires a number of exotic metaphysical commitments about Christ’s 

relation to the elect. Beginning with Edwards’ doctrine of atonement (i.e. the work of Christ) 

might seem like a strange first move for a work whose interest is explicitly the doctrine of the 

person of Christ. There are two reasons for this move. The first reason is because I think 

Jenson’s intuition that Edwards’ Christology is driven by his soteriology is supported by the 

evidence, some of which we consider explicitly in this chapter. The second reason for this move 

is because what Edwards says about the union that Christ shares with humanity at large bears 

upon how we understand some of the theological and philosophical mechanics of what he thinks 

about the union between the divine nature of the Son and the human nature he assumes at the 

incarnation. This is something that we shall see repeatedly throughout each of the other three 

chapters. 

The argument falls into the following three parts. In the first part, I lay out Edwards’ thinking 

about the doctrine of election, paying particular attention to his discussion of the election of 

Christ, and especially to what he says about both the election of Christ and the elect’s union with 

Christ in “Miscellanies” 769 and 1245. In part two, I consider Edwards’ two-stage doctrine in 

light of some recent revisionist historiographical claims having to do with Edwards’ successor’s 

development of a doctrine of Hypothetical Universalism. In part three, I consider Edwards’ 

doctrine of atonement, paying particular attention to what he says about the transmission of 

Christ’s righteousness to the elect and its direct link to Edwards’ two-stage doctrine of election. I 

conclude with some brief observations about the trajectory of Edwards’ doctrine of election and 

its relationship to the doctrine of atonement developed by his successors. 
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II. Edwards on Election of Christ 

 

Much has been made of Edwards’ thinking about the viability of universal redemption. For 

there are a number of places where Edwards seems to be committed to the idea that Christ died 

for all humanity is some sense. The question is, ‘In what sense’? At one point he says: 

 

Christ did die for all in this sense, that all by his death have an opportunity of being [saved]; 

and he had that design in dying, that they should have that opportunity by it. For it was 

certainly a thing that God designed, that all men should have such an opportunity, or else 

they would not have it; and they have it by the death of Christ.4 

 

From these and other such statements the argument is then made that ‘[w]hile Edwards usually 

stopped short of declaring the salvation of non-Christians, he laid a theological foundation for its 

possibility’.5 Elsewhere the argument is made that Edwards ‘clearly opens the possibility that 

these heathen could have used revelation for their own spiritual benefit—a notion that is 

incoherent unless it means they can be saved’.6 Certainly Edwards says a great deal that is 

                                                
 

4 “Miscellany” no. 424, WJE 13:478.  

5 Gerald R. McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods (New York: Oxford 

University, 2000), p. 9 (emphasis added). According to McDermott, ‘Barth denied universalism 

but created a theological system that permitted hope for it. Similarly, Edwards usually referred 

to the heathen as damned, but at the same time he opened theological space for the possibility 

that some could be saved’, p. 13, n. 29. 

6 McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods, p. 141 (emphasis added). This line of 

reasoning is specific to McDermott. He continues, saying, ‘… it is difficult to believe that 

Edwards did not include salvation among the possible benefits to heathen souls’. The possibility 

that Edwards’ doctrine of atonement fell along the lines of an Anselmian satisfaction theory is 

still open to debate and, if proved, might well explain just how Edwards can say that Christ died 
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important about the doctrine of divine decrees—of election, of redemption, of creation, of 

reprobation, of universal and particular redemption. And certainly Edwards subscribed to his fair 

share of controversial ideas. Whether his assertion about Christ dying for all men can be a bridge 

to the faithless salvation of non-Christians is not one of them. That said, there is a great deal 

more that Edwards says about these doctrines that has yet to be explored. The reason for this may 

be that what Edwards says about the divine decrees is far from anything that one might think of 

as comprehensive or systematic. This is particularly true with respect to the decree of election, 

and, what is more, the relationship that his thinking on election has to his doctrine of the person 

and work of Christ. The disparate nature of Edwards’ discussion of the election of Christ may 

well account for why, of the few attempts in the literature to make sense of Edwards’ doctrine of 

the decrees, no one has hitherto offered up an explanation of this aspect of Edwards’ thinking for 

Edwards’ doctrine of the election of Christ.7  

 

III. Crisp on Edwards and Divine Decrees 

 

Getting to the fore of Edwards’ thinking about the election of Christ requires a few 

preliminary comments about his doctrine of divine decrees in general. This will provide us with a 

sort of conceptual baseline for making sense of Edwards’ more pointed discussion on the 

election of Christ. The most significant treatment of Edwards’ doctrine of divine decrees is set 

out by Oliver Crisp. According to Crisp, Edwards articulates an account of the divine decrees, 

according to which God decrees the election of particular individuals to salvation supra lapsus 

                                                
 
in some sense for all humanity. This is something I explore in greater detail in “Re-thinking 

Atonement in Jonathan Edwards and New England Theology”, Perichoresis 15.1 (2017): 85-99. 

7 Oliver D. Crisp, Jonathan Edwards and the Metaphysics of Sin (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 

ch. 1 (hereafter, JEMS). See also John H. Gerstner, The Rational Biblical Theology of Jonathan 

Edwards, in 3 Vols. (Powhatan, VA: Berea, 1991-3), 2:152; Stephen R. Holmes, God of Grace, 

God of Glory (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), pp. 126-31; Jenson, America’s Theologian 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 102-6. 
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and decrees the damnation of other individuals infra lapsus. Supralapsarianism is (roughly) the 

idea that God decrees the redemption of the elect and the damnation of the reprobate logically 

prior to his decree of the fall. Infralapsarianism, on the other hand, is (roughly) the idea that God 

decrees both the creation and fall of mankind after which he issues the decrees of the election 

and reprobation. Crisp’s construction of Edwards’ supra-infra distinction is worth some further 

inquiry, especially as it pertains to the development of this distinction amongst such post-

Reformation influences on Edwards as Peter van Mastricht, the significance of which Crisp is 

careful to point out. For our purposes, however, it is Edwards’ supralapsarian doctrine of election 

alone that is of interest. 

Culling evidence from a variety of his published and unpublished sources, Crisp develops a 

structure of Edwards’ doctrine of the divine decrees consisting of eleven logical steps which he 

uses to prove his main thesis, namely, that Edwards’ via media account of the decrees is fatally 

flawed. That said, it is not the success or failure of Edwards’ argument that is at issue here. What 

is at issue is what appears to me to be a missing step in Crisp’s account of the progression of 

Edwards’ thinking about the decree of election. Of course, Crisp did not set out to examine 

questions about the relationship of the decree of the election to the work of Christ. The chief 

burden of his work is an examination of the mechanics and the logical consequences—better 

still, the logical fallout—of Edwards’ thinking about the decrees; he makes no mention of the 

significance of Edwards’ Christology in the context of Edwards’ discussion of doctrine of 

election.  

In order to set up our discussion, we turn to the first three of the eleven parts of Crisp’s 

account of Edwards’ doctrine of the divine decrees that are of particular interest to the ensuing 

argument. He appositely summarizes as follows: 

 

(1) God decrees his self-glorification in all his works. 

(2) God decrees the outworking of his self-glorification in the redemption of the elect. 

(3) God decrees the redemption of the elect, without reference to the faith and good works of 

the elect.8 

                                                
 

8 JEMS, pp. 18-19. 
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Let us consider three aspects of the logical progression of Crisp’s propositions, after which 

we will consider some of the evidence that supports Crisp’s claims. Take the first decree. Crisp 

rightly observes Edwards’ emphasis on God’s self-interest, that is, God’s interest in his own 

glorification and its being first in the order of the decrees—no doubt, picking up the oft-invoked, 

Reformed axiom, ‘what is first in design is last in accomplishment’.9 The implication here is that 

all subsequent divine decrees are ordered and designed to fulfill the interest of the first one, 

namely, that God be glorified in all his works.  

Next, consider that the redemption of (i.e. the atonement for) the elect is the first in the order 

of decrees after God’s decree to glorify himself. That Edwards begins with this decree points to 

his supralapsarian commitment, which, again, is most often organized in terms of God’s decree 

to a) elect persons to salvation, b) create the world and all humanity, c) permit the fall of the first 

man, and d) effect redemption through Christ’s atonement.  

Finally, consider Crisp’s statement: ‘without reference to the faith and good works of the 

elect’. Herein lies an echo of what Crisp refers to as an otherwise standard Reformed account of 

election, something to which Edwards’ leaves little doubt of his subscription. Accordingly, 

Edwards says: 

 

How unreasonable would it be to say that Christ intentionally died that they might be saved 

that were then in hell when he died. But the ends and intention of his death was no more 

limited under the Old Testament than under the New. How unreasonable would it be to say 

that Christ died intentionally that Judas might be saved, that he had just before openly 

declared should never have any benefit of his death. And if had not openly declared this, but 

had as certainly known it as if he had openly declared it (as he did concerning all that were to 

perish), it was equally absurd as if he had declared: for if he certainly knew it [of] him, it 

altered not the case as to his intention, whether that knowledge of his was told to others or 

                                                
 

9 JEMS, p. 7.  
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kept to himself.10 

 

Elsewhere Edwards’ writes:  

 

When Christ came into the world, he came with a design of doing that hard work and going 

through those dreadful miseries which he endured. Now most certainly, there was something 

that he most ardently desired, that was the glorious end proposed by him when he undertook 

this work; now this end was salvation. Now can we suppose that Christ came down from 

heaven and went through all this upon uncertainties, not knowing what purchase he should 

get, how great or how small? Did he die only upon probabilities, without absolute certainty 

who, or how many, or whether any should be redeemed by what he did or suffered? Did he 

pay down such an exact price, that God required of him, at the same time that he knew not 

what or how much he was to have in return for? And if he did know what he was to have for 

the price he paid, I suppose he paid a price for that and for no more. If it is objected and said 

that Christ has that love for every particular believer that may be called “dying love,” that is, 

such love as is sufficient to move to die—I answer, that it is inconsistent with the scheme of 

those that are for universal redemption [to say] that he did die with any view to particular 

persons that he loved, only from a love to the race of mankind in general, with a view to 

them as a race without any regard to particular persons.11 
                                                
 

10 “Gazateer Notebook”, WJEO 37 (see also: “Controversies Notebook: Justification”, WJEO 

27). 

11 “Miscellany” no. 25, WJE 13:211. Compare with: ‘Universal redemption must be denied in 

the very sense of Calvinists themselves, whether predestination is acknowledged or no, if we 

acknowledge that Christ knows all things. For if Christ certainly knows all things to come, he 

certainly knew, when he died, that there were such and such men that would never be the better 

for his death. And therefore, it was impossible that he should die with an intent to make them 

(particular persons) happy. For it is a downright contradiction [to say that] he died with an intent 

to make them happy, when at the same time he knew they would not be happy. Predestination or 

no predestination, it is all one for that. This is all that Calvinists mean when they say that Christ 
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And in another place, Edwards asserts:  

 

This is certain, that God did not intend to save those by the death of Christ, that he certainly 

knew from all eternity he should not save by his death. Wherefore, it is certain that if he 

intended to save any by the death of Christ, he intended to save those whom he certainly 

knew he should save by his death.12 

 

Now, with Crisp’s three propositions firmly fixed in our minds, and the evidence before us of 

Edwards’ affirmation of supralapsarianism, let us consider some other evidence that points to 

what I argue is the missing step in Crisp’s ordering of Edwards’ decrees, after which we will 

consider its significance for our understanding the relationship between the election of Christ and 

the work of Christ. 

 

III. 1. “Miscellany” no. 769 

 

                                                
 
did not die for all that he did not die intending and designing that such and such particular 

persons should be the better for it; and that is evident to demonstration. Now Arminians, when 

[they] say that Christ died for all, cannot mean, with any sense, that he died for all any otherwise 

than to give all an opportunity to be saved; and that, Calvinists themselves never denied. He did 

die for all in this sense; “tis past all contradiction”’, “Miscellany” no. 12, WJE 13:174. 

12 “Miscellany” no. 21, WJE 13:211. Compare with: ‘God, in the decree of election, is justly 

to be considered, as decreeing the creature's eternal happiness antecedent to any foresight of 

good works, in a sense wherein he does not, in reprobation, decree the creature's eternal misery 

antecedent to any foresight of sin: because the being of sin is supposed in the first things in 

order in the decree of reprobation, which is that God will glorify his vindictive justice; but the 

very notion of revenging justice simply considered supposes a fault to be revenged’, 

“Miscellany” no. 700, “Predestination, Reprobation, Supralapsarians, Sublapsarians”, WJE 

18:282-3. 
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In “Miscellany” 769, Edwards explains several reasons why God chooses Christ for the work 

of redemption. He divides his discussion into two parts: reasons according to Christ’s divinity 

and reasons according to Christ’s humanity. Edwards sets out the reasons for Christ being chosen 

according to his divinity in two categories: 1) because of ‘his worthiness, and excellency, and 

infinite amiableness in the sight of God’ and 2) because of his singular and unique ability to hold 

‘the office and glory of the Mediator between God and man’—a reason that also makes up part 

of the criteria for Christ being chosen according to his humanity, in addition to which consist two 

more parts.13 First, he argues ‘[Christ’s] election as he was man was a manifestation of God's 

sovereignty and grace’, and second that: 

 

God had determined to exalt one of the creatures so high that he should be one person with 

God, and should have communion with God, and glory in all respects answerable, and so 

should be the head of all other elect creatures, that they might be united to God and glorified 

in him.14 

 

We will return to Edwards’ two natures doctrine in chapter two and what he means by a 

creature’s being ‘one person with God’ in chapter three when we look at Edwards’ doctrine of 

continuous creation. For the purposes of this chapter, I want to direct attention to Edwards’ 

explanation of what it means for Christ to be ‘the head of all other elect creatures, that they 

might be united to God’, about which he offers some additional, more refined, explanation. 

Edwards says that Christ is the head of elect in these two senses: first, in God’s ‘foreowning 

them’ and second, in God’s ‘predestining them’.15 Of the former, he elaborates, saying that: 

 

[W]ith respect to foreknowledge or foreowning, we are chosen in him as God chose us to be 

actually his, in this way, viz. by being in Christ, or being members of his Son. This is the way 

                                                
 

13 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 13:415-16 (emphasis added). 

14 Ibid. (emphasis added). 

15 Ibid. (emphasis added). 
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that God determined we should actually become his. God chose Christ and gave them to him, 

and so looking on them as his, owned them for his own.16  

 

Edwards’ use of foreowning, at least in this context, seems to be equivalent to God’s 

foreknowing. That the elect are chosen based on foreknowledge is something that immediately 

recalls Crisp’s proposition (3), namely, that the elect are not chosen with reference to their 

future, temporal exercise of faith. So, what then does Edwards mean by foreowning? For, he says 

that the predestination of the elect ‘is consequent on this foreknowledge, we are elected in Christ, 

as we are elected in his election’.17 In this way, ‘Christ's election is the foundation of ours, as 

much as his justification and glorification are the foundation of ours’.18 By foreowning (or 

equivalently, foreknowing, as it seems to the be case), I think Edwards means something 

different than that the elect are chosen according to their having believed, namely, that some 

number less than the total number of all humanity have been secured by God as being 

beneficiaries of Christ’s redemption. This is Edwards’ supralapsarianism. And yet this does not 

answer the question of the two-stage logic that Edwards clearly speaks of when he says that 

‘Christ's election is the foundation of ours’. In what way was Christ’s election foundational or 

the ground of the election of particular individuals? Edwards hints at an answer to this question 

more explicitly in “Miscellany” 1245. 

 

III. 2. “Miscellany” no. 1245 

 

In “Miscellany” 1245, Edwards picks up and further develops some of the themes that he 

introduced in part in “Miscellany” 769. Directing his attention to Ephesians 1:4, he poses the 

following question: ‘In what sense are we said to be chosen in Christ?’19 His answer is quite 

                                                
 

16 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 13:415-16 (emphasis added). 

17 Ibid. (emphasis added). 

18 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 13:415-16. 

19 “Miscellany” no. 1245, WJE 23:177. 
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extensive and highly nuanced. Initially, he observes that: 

 

We are chosen in him before the foundation of the world that we might be holy. ’Tis not 

likely that those words, ‘before the foundation of the world’, would have been placed where 

they are, between being chosen in Christ and ‘that we might be holy’, if the meaning had 

been that we were chosen before the foundation of the world to be in Christ and to be holy. 

And that this is not the sense is confirmed by the connection with what is said in the 

foregoing verse, where it is said, he ‘hath blessed us with all spiritual blessings […] in 

Christ’, and then for example's sake or explanation's sake, adds, ‘According as he hath 

chosen us in him’, which argues that the meaning is not merely that we are chosen to be in 

him, but our being looked upon in him is some way the ground of our being chosen from 

eternity to be holy and happy, as it is the ground of being blessed with spiritual blessings in 

time.20 

 

Two things are worth noting at this point. First, notice Edwards’ careful interpretive 

distinction between being chosen before the foundation of the world with the intention of being 

in Christ versus the intention of being in Christ in order that persons might be holy and blameless 

in time. And this distinction illumines our second observation, namely, Edwards’ emphasis upon 

the oneness that is ‘in some way’ the ground of the election of persons from eternity, something 

confirmed by his next statement. He says: 

 

Nor is the meaning only that we are elected with Christ, that Christ and we were elected 

together at the same time. For so one saint is elected together with another saint, but yet he is 

not said to [be] chosen in him. But we must suppose that Christ, in some respect, is first in 

this affair, and some way or other the ground of our being chosen, and God's election of him 

some way or other including and inferring the election of particular saints.21 

                                                
 

20 “Miscellany” no. 1245, WJE 23:177 (emphasis added). 

21 Ibid., WJE 23:178 (emphasis added). 
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With statements such as these, Edwards reveals that his understanding of being chosen ‘in 

Christ’ is not a question of chronological ordering but of logical ordering. Here again, as in 

“Miscellany” 769, Edwards speaks of the foundation or ground of the election of ‘particular 

saints’ as being founded on the election of Christ, and that Christ’s election occurs logically prior 

to the election of any particular individuals. This is what he means by Christ being ‘first in this 

affair’. Notice Edwards’ final discriminating comment, that Christ’s election infers the election 

of particular individuals. This is quite a loaded statement, and one to which we shall return when 

we look at Edwards’ notion of union with Christ. For now, let us recast Crisp’s logical account 

of Edwards’ thinking about the first three decrees, based on the evidence from “Miscellany” 769 

and 1245 in the following slightly-adjusted form. Edwards’ thinking seems to go something like 

this: 

 

(1) God decrees his self-glorification in all his works. 

(2’) God decrees the outworking of his self-glorification in the redemption of the elect. 

 (2a’) God elects Christ 

 (2b’) God elects individual persons in Christ 

(3) God decrees the redemption of the elect, without reference to the faith and good works of 

the elect.22 

 

This is a somewhat modest refinement to Crisp’s account of Edwards’ doctrine of divine 

decrees. That said, its bearing on our proper understanding of Edwards’ Christology is far from 

insignificant. Thus, the question that most concerns us in the remainder of this chapter is this. 

What is the best explanation of the evidence that Edwards developed a two-stage doctrine of 

election? It should no longer be a question that he did in fact develop such a doctrine. The 

question is, ‘Why was it part of the logic of Edwards’ view’? Before we get to what I think is the 

most likely explanation, we ought to first consider one possible explanation for which there is 

more than a little support. This possibility has to do with the doctrine of atonement and the recent 
                                                
 

22 JEMS, pp. 18-19. 
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revisionist historiography of New England theology that has begun to characterize Edwards’ 

relationship to his successors in terms of doctrinal development rather than doctrinal decline and 

fall.  
 
IV. Edwards, Hypothetical Universalism, and the Edwardsians 

 

Edwards’ doctrine of atonement has been traditionally interpreted in light of his successors, 

the majority of whom are thought to have developed a sort of Americanized Moral Government 

theory of atonement, the seeds of which Edwards himself is believed to have ultimately and 

purposively cultivated.23 According to the Moral Government theory—what is sometimes 

referred to in contemporary theology as Penal Non-Substitution—Christ performs the work of a 

penal example, thereby vindicating the rectoral justice demanded by God’s moral law without 

                                                
 

23 According to Allen Guelzo, ‘The most startling departure from received Calvinist doctrine 

which the New Divinity undertook concerned the central doctrine of Christian theology, the 

atonement’, p. 129. Later Guelzo argues that ‘but a little reflection will show that the New 

Divinity doctrine of the atonement represented hardly more than an elaboration of what 

Edwards had himself laid the foundations for’, Edwards on the Will (Middletown, CT: 

Wesleyan University Press, 1989), pp. 134-5 (Italics mine). See also Dorus Paul Rudisill, The 

Doctrine of the Atonement in Jonathan Edwards and His Successors (New York: Poseidon 

Books, 1971); and more recently, Bruce M. Stephens, “An Appeal to the Universe: The 

Doctrine of the Atonement in American Protestant Thought from Jonathan Edwards to Edwards 

Amasa Park”, Encounter 60.1 (1999), pp. 55-72; William B. Evans, Imputation and 

Impartation: Union with Christ in American Reformed Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 

Paternoster, 2008), pp. 101-2, n. 48. I say ‘Americanized’ because the Moral Government 

theory comes in a number of different versions. Traditionally, though perhaps mistakenly, the 

origin of the Moral Government theory is credited to Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), the Dutch 

(Arminian) theologian and jurist (this has recently been contested; see Garry Williams, “A 

Critical Exposition of Hugo Grotius’s Doctrine of the Atonement in De Satisfactione Christi” 

[D.Phil Thesis, Oxford University, 1999]).  
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substituting himself for particular individuals.24 This historiographical narrative of so-called 

doctrinal ‘decline and fall’ and its connection with Edwards’ doctrine of atonement has recently 

been challenged and convincingly recast as a story of doctrinal development.25  

In an effort to explain the mystery surrounding the so-called ‘endorsement story’, that is, the 

story of how Edwards could have put his imprimatur upon his student and friend Joseph 

Bellamy’s work, True Religion Delineated and Distinguished from All Counterfeits (1750)26—the 

                                                
 

24 Oliver D. Crisp, “Penal Non-substitution”, in Journal of Theological Studies 59.1 (2008), 

pp. 140-68. 

25 Oliver Crisp’s ‘The Moral Government of God: Jonathan Edwards and Joseph Bellamy on 

the Atonement’, in Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney, eds., After Edwards: The Courses 

of New England Theology (New York: Oxford, 2012), pp. 78-90 (hereafter, After Edwards). For 

more on the recent revisionist historiography of New England theology, see Michael J. 

McClymond and Gerald R. McDermott, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), chs. 37 and 38. The locus classicus for the decline and fall 

narrative of New England theology is found in Joseph Harountunian, Piety Versus Moralism: 

The Passing of New England Theology from Edwards to Taylor (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 

Stock/The Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale University, 2006 [1932]). 

26 Joseph Bellamy (1719-1790) published True Religion Delineated (Boston: S. Kneeland, 

1750), the celebratory preface of which was controversially composed by Edwards. In a day 

when Edwards perceived a ‘great need of having the certain and distinguishing nature and 

marks of genuine religion more clearly and distinctly set forth’, he laudably described 

Bellamy’s work as ‘seasonable to this day’, and ‘a discourse wherein the proper essence and 

distinguishing nature of saving religion is deduced’. See Jonathan Edwards, “Preface”, True 

Religion Delineated in Bellamy, The Works of the Rev. Joseph Bellamy, D.D. Late of 

Bethlehem, Connecticut, 3 vols. (New York: Stephen Dodge, 1811), 1:44-46. The significance 

of Edwards’ endorsement of Bellamy and its pervasive effect on New England theology is 

recounted in Harriet Beecher Stowe, Oldtown Folks (Boston, 1869). According to Stowe, 

Bellamy’s so-called “Blue book” contained a catalog of subscribers listing ‘almost every good 
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source of origin for the New Theology’s presumed shift toward the Moral Government theory27—

Crisp argues that what Edwards signed off on was not Bellamy’s theory of God’s government 

                                                
 
old Massachusetts or Connecticut family name’. Stowe continues, saying, ‘Its dissemination 

was regarded as an act of religious ministry, and there is not the slightest doubt that it was 

heedfully and earnestly read in every good family of New England; and its propositions were 

discussed everywhere and by everybody’, pp. 373-75ff. 

27 The significance of Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated and its account of the atonement 

is archetypical for the development of New England theology, more so than perhaps any other 

figure, including Samuel Hopkins (1721-1803), and perhaps even Edwards himself. There are at 

least three reasons for believing this. First, all of Bellamy’s most influential New Divinity works 

(E.g.: True Religion Delineated [Boston, 1750]; The Great Evil of Sin, as it is Committed 

Against God [Boston, 1753]; The Law, Our School-Master [New Haven, CT, 1756]; The 

Wisdom of God in the Permission of Sin, Vindicated [Boston, 1760]; A Blow at the Root of 

Antinomianism of the Present Age [Boston, 1763]) predate Hopkins’ most significant works, of 

which there were few. And this of course begs the question of whether Hopkins’ System of 

Doctrines Contained in Divine Revelation (Boston, 1793) had something of a negligible effect 

upon the already established views of those who had previously studied at Bellamy’s so-called 

‘school of prophets’. The second reason is that Bellamy’s ‘school of prophets’ was responsible 

for the education of the most influential New Divinity leaders of the next generation (For a list 

of Bellamy’s students see: Glenn Paul Anderson, “Joseph Bellamy [1719-1790]: The Man and 

his Work” [Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1971], pp. 356-450). Third and finally, in the wake 

of Edwards’ death, the correspondence between Bellamy and Hopkins reveals Hopkins’ desire 

for Bellamy to be the spokesman for New England Calvinists (see Hopkins to Bellamy, October 

8, 1758, HS 81268 in Valeri, Law and Providence in Joseph Bellamy’s New England, p. 72, n. 

36). Bellamy’s significance for shaping the Edwardsian tradition after Edwards is a subject 

deserving further consideration. 
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theory, so much as Bellamy’s clever, theological creativity and what Crisp demarcates as an 

adaptation of a species of Hypothetical Universalism.28 According to Crisp: 

 

Edwards was willing to allow latitude on the means by which atonement is brought about 

provided the product shared his own Reformed sensibilities about the restriction of the 

application of Christ’s work to the elect alone. He certainly would have been aware of the 

latitude within his own tradition on this matter, through reading standard works of divinity, 

such as Turretin’s Institutes (in which Turretin discusses the Amyraldian alternative to his 

own doctrine of satisfaction at some length). I suggest that, allowing for difference over the 

mechanism of atonement, Edwards was satisfied that Bellamy captured what was non-
                                                
 

28 Bellamy apparently found such notions—individual propitiatory substitution, forensic 

imputation, and the mystical reassignment of sin’s guilt to Christ—inhospitable to the legal 

obligations implicit in his system (“True Religion Delineated”, Works of Joseph Bellamy 

[1811], 1:339-44). He argued that sin was an infinite insult to God’s benevolence and the moral 

law that reflected it (1:345). Thus, Christ’s death for sinners was not intended to absolve them 

of their individual debts to a wrathful God. Rather, it publically satisfied the unmet demands of 

the moral law, thereby restoring dignity to a benevolent God (1:320-22). Consequent to these 

changes, Bellamy came to reject such fundamental Calvinistic ideas as the doctrine of limited 

atonement and instead argued that Christ satisfied the legal demands of the moral law for 

everyone (1:390-92). Bellamy regarded these and other innovations in his moral governmental 

theology as the surest means to fortifying the doctrines of Calvinism in familial, ecclesial, and 

civic life throughout New England. Ironically, rather than ward off liberalizing theological 

tendencies in New England at the time, Bellamy’s innovations, particularly those developed in 

his doctrine of the atonement, were more a source of its undoing. For two helpful accounts of 

conservative theology’s descent in New England from the mid-eighteenth century, both of 

which implicate Bellamy’s work as a substantive cause, see Conrad Wright, The Beginnings of 

Unitarianism in American (Boston: Star King, 1955); H. Shelton Smith, Changing Conceptions 

of Original Sin: A Study of American Theology Since 1750 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1955). 
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negotiable in his battle against theological ‘Arminianism’, that is, that the atonement is 

particular, and effectual only for the elect. [I]n developing their own position their [the New 

England Theologians] did not deviate from Edwardsian theology as such. Rather, they fused 

certain elements within a basically Edwardsian scheme, particularly an emphasis on the 

moral government of God in creation, to forge a novel and robust account of the work of 

Christ. In other words, they innovated within an emerging theological tradition, developing a 

distinctively American strand of Reformed theology.29 

 

Hypothetical Universalism is, roughly, the view that Christ dies in some sense for the sins of 

all humanity, but that the benefits accruing from his death are only applied to the elect.30 This 

view is built in large part upon the so-called “sufficiency-efficiency” distinction, likely 

                                                
 

29 Crisp, “The Moral Government of God: Jonathan Edwards and Joseph Bellamy on the 

Atonement”, After Edwards, p. 89 (emphasis added). 

30 A number of important works that specifically engage the subject of Hypothetical 

Universalism have recently emerged, including Oliver Crisp, “The Election of Jesus Christ”, 

Journal of Reformed Theology 2.2 (2008): pp. 131-150; idem, Deviant Calvinism (Minneapolis, 

MN: Fortress Press, 2014), ch.7; Richard A. Muller, “Diversity in the Reformed Tradition”, in 

Michael A. G. Haykin and Mark Jones, eds., Drawn into Controversie: Reformed Theological 

Diversity and Debates within Seventeenth Century British Puritanism (Göttingen, Ger.: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011); Jonathan D. Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism: John 

Preston and the Softening of Reformed Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007). For 

more on the soteriological dictum, Satisfactio Christi sufficienter pro omnibus, sed efficaciter 

tatum pro electis (the atonement of Christ is sufficient for all but efficient only for the elect) and 

its controversial use in the Reformed theological tradition, see Henrich Heppe, Reformed 

Dogmatics, trans. G. T. Thompson (London: Collins, 1950), pp. 475-79; Herman Bavink, 

Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, Sin and Salvation in Christ, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), p. 455ff. 



 

33 

developed by the Roman Catholic Archbishop Peter Lombard (1096-1160),31 which says that 

Christ’s death is sufficient to offset the demands of divine justice for all humanity but that it is 

only efficiently applied to those just demands upon the elect—something to which both Edwards 

and his successors explicitly subscribed. In other words, the atonement, while being sufficiently 

powerful to absorb the collective outpouring of God’s retributive justice and wrath against all 

human sin, is effectually restricted (i.e. limited) in application to only certain (i.e. elect) 

individuals, and that by divine decree. In this sense, a so-called definite atonement means that 

God decrees that Christ dies only for particular individuals—again, some number less than the 

total number of human persons—ought to be distinguished from a so-called limited atonement, 

which means that God decrees that the benefits accruing from Christ’s work be conferred only 

upon those whom God chooses.32 

Hypothetical universalists, the exponents of which make up an important though often 

neglected theological minority within the Reformed tradition, go a step further, arguing that God 

first decreed that Christ dies for the sin of all humanity in the sense that God decrees that Christ’s 

work ought to make the provision of salvation for all. Only then did God decree that particular 

elect persons would be the final and ultimate beneficiaries of Christ’s atoning work. In this way, 

Christ is the elect one and the foundation for the election of particular elect persons. The central 

question around which such distinctions revolve is one of divine intention and the logical 

ordering of divine decrees. And this is the question to which Crisp leads us in the case of 

Edwards and Bellamy, for if Crisp is right that Bellamy’s innovation was based on some co-

opting of Hypothetical Universalism, and if he is right about the apparent theological latitude 

that Edwards afforded Bellamy in his own innovative, doctrinal construction (being himself 

conscious of the implications), then might it be that Edwards himself had in fact laid some of the 

                                                
 

31 Peter Lombard, The Sentences, vol. 3, On the Incarnation of the Words, trans. Giulio Ilano 

(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 2008), 20.5, p. 86 

32 For a recent and updated treatment of the sufficiency-efficiency distinction, see Peiter 

Rouwendal, Predestination and Preaching in Genevan Theology from Calvin to Picket (Kampen: 

Summum Academic, 2017). 
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groundwork for Bellamy’s theological innovation? The answer to this, I think, lies in Edwards’ 

subscription to supralapsarianism.  

For while Hypothetical Universalism itself comes in a variety of species, common to them all 

is a logical ordering of the decree commensurate with infralapsarianism. That is, an ordering of 

the decrees, according to which God first chooses to create, then permits the fall, then redeems, 

then elects those whom he will from the corrupt mass of humanity. In this way, for the 

Hypothetical Universalist, the foundation or ground of election is the antecedent decree to 

redeem those whom God will subsequently elect. Based on Crisp’s reading of Edwards’ logical 

ordering of the decrees, however, this cannot be the case, for Edwards’ two-stage decree of 

election occurs in logical order prior to the decree to create or permit the fall. This all but totally 

eliminates any promise of reading Hypothetical Universalism into Edwards. So what then? How 

are we to make sense of the logic of Edwards’ two-stage doctrine of election? 

 

V. On Election and Union with Christ 

 

I think the most probable explanation for Edwards’ development of a two-stage doctrine of 

election has to do with Edwards’ doctrine of union with Christ, and, more specifically, the type 

of relationship that Edwards envisions that Christ must share with the elect in order for them to 

share in the benefits of his atoning work. Let us look briefly at Edwards’ doctrine of atonement 

and what it tells us about why such a union was necessary and what sort of union Edwards has in 

mind. In what follows, I argue that, for Edwards, Christ’s election logically precedes the election 

of particular individuals because he thinks of Christ and the elect as a sort of single metaphysical 

entity or ‘moral whole’ and that he thinks of them as such in order to make sense of the 

transmission of Christ’s righteousness to the elect. 

Some have recently argued that Edwards’ doctrine of atonement falls along the lines of a 

version of the penal substitution theory,33 something common to a number of post-Reformation 

                                                
 

33 Excerpts of the following argument are derived from two previously published articles 

entitled, “Jonathan Edwards, Anselmic Satisfaction, and God’s Moral Government”, 

International Journal of Systematic Theology 17.1 (January 2015): pp. 46-67; idem., “Jonathan 
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theologians to whom Edwards owed some measure of intellectual debt.34 Accordingly, Edwards 

believed that Christ made atonement for individual persons; that by becoming their legal 

representative, Christ thereby assumed the legal responsibility for their sin(s); that Christ died for 

these individuals as a vicarious substitute; that his death paid their debt of punishment to God, an 

act that was both necessary and sufficient to satisfy the demands of God’s retributive justice. Of 

course, Edwards never explicitly subscribed to nor did he write at any great systematic length 

about penal substitution. Nevertheless, there are a number of places in both his published and 

unpublished works that bespeak such a commitment.35 For example, Edwards writes: 

                                                
 
Edwards on the Atonement”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 15.4 (October 2013): 

pp. 394-415. Crisp, “The Moral Government of God: Jonathan Edwards and Joseph Bellamy on 

the Atonement”, in After Edwards, pp. 78-90; McClymond and McDermott, The Theology of 

Jonathan Edwards, chs. 37 and 38. 

34 For example, consider Turretin’s discussion of the atonement, in which he says, ‘[t]he 

satisfaction here discussed, is not taken widely for a simple and indiscriminate reparation of 

injury (as when one purges and excuses himself to him who has suffered injury). Rather it is 

taken strictly for the payment of a debt, with which is paid what another owes and with which 

he satisfies the creditor or judge who requires the debt of punishment . . . . [T]he satisfaction 

exacted by the justice of God principally demanded two things: 1) that it should be paid by the 

same nature which had sinned; 2) that nevertheless it should be of an infinite value and worth to 

take away the infinite demerit of sin’ (Institutes of Elenctic Theology, ed. James Dennison Jr., 

trans. George Musgrave Giger [Philipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1992-1997], 

2.14.1, 3, 7, pp. 418, 421 [emphasis added]). See also Turretin, The Atonement of Christ, trans. 

J. R. Wilson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978). 

35 See e.g. “Miscellany” nos., b, oo, 113, 245, 256, 281, 306, 319, 321b, 357, 398, 483, 506, 

516, 553, 594, 621, 704, 764, 779, 798, 898, 912, 952, 1005, 1035, 1076, 1083, 1145, 1175, 

1206, 1212, 1213, 1214, 1216, 1217, 1226, 1232, 1295, 1352, 1360; “Christ’s Sacrifice”, in 

Sermons and Discourses, 1720-1723, The Works of Jonathan Edwards Vol. 10, ed. Wilson H. 

Kimnach (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), pp. 594-604; “Types of Messiah”, WJE 
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So on the same account we han't eternal life merely on the account of being void of guilt (as 

Adam was at first existence), which we have by the atonement of Christ; but on the account 

of Christ's activeness in obedience, and doing well. Christ is our second federal head, and is 

called the second Adam (1 Corinthians 15:22), because he acted the part for us, that the first 

Adam should have done: when he had undertaken to stand in our stead, he was looked upon, 

and treated as though he were guilty with our guilt; and by his satisfying, or bearing the 

penalty, he did as it were free himself from this guilt. But by this, the second Adam did only 

bring himself into the state that the first Adam was in on the first moment of his existence, 

viz. a state of mere freedom from guilt; and hereby indeed was free from any obligation to 

suffer punishment: but this being supposed, there was need of something further, even a 

positive obedience, in order to his obtaining, as our second Adam, the reward of eternal life.36 

 

In another place, he explains: 

 

What I think we may rationally and truly suppose concerning this matter, is this: that as of 

old God was long preparing his church to receive the doctrine of an atonement for sin by the 

sufferings of Jesus Christ, the second Adam, and imputing his sufferings to the sinner as one 

that in that matter stood for the sinner and was his representative, by representing himself as 

appeased and pardoning the sinner on the account of the sacrifices and vicarious sufferings 

                                                
 
11:306-317; “The Sacrifice of Christ Acceptable”, in Sermons and Discourses, 1723-1729, The 

Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 14, ed. Kenneth P. Minkema (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1997), pp. 373-57; “The Free and Voluntary Suffering and Death of Christ”, in Sermons 

and Discourses 1734-1738, The Works of Jonathan Edwards Vol. 19, ed. M. X. Lesser (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), pp. 491-514; “The Excellency of Christ”, WJE 19:560-94; 

“Controversies Notebook: Justification”, WJEO 27; “The Fulfillment of the Prophesies of the 

Messiah”, WJEO 30, nos., 76-88. 

36 “Justification by Faith Alone”, WJE 19:187. 
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and death of brute animals, and so long using his church and accustoming the world of 

mankind to the notion of an atonement by vicarious sufferings.37 

 

Elsewhere, Edwards argues: 

 

[T]hat seeming atonement for sin that was in the legal sacrifices had a resemblance of that 

only true atonement the prophecies speak of. The seeming vicariousness there was in the 

sufferings of beasts for sinners had a resemblance of a true vicariousness and substitution…. 

If there be such a thing as a real atonement for sin, but the legal sacrifices are not a real 

atonement for sin, but yet are appointed and accepted as an atonement, then they are 

appointed and accepted instead of an atonement. For that is the same thing. So that it is 

evident that [God] appointed the legal sacrifices to stand instead of, or to represent, the real 

atonement. If a man be appointed to stand for another that is absent, and be accepted for an 

absent friend, then he is his representative.38 

 

Of all that is integral to the doctrine of penal substitution, the idea often referred to as 

representationalism (or sometimes federalism) distinguishes it from other theories of the 

atonement.39 Representationalism is (roughly) the idea that God establishes a legal/forensic 

relationship between persons such that an act of one person may be treated as if performed by 

another (or group of persons), despite their not having been present in any way at the moment the 

                                                
 

37 “Controversies Notebook: Justification”, WJEO 27. 

38 “Types of Messiah”, WJE 11:307, 312.  

39 According to Packer, there is no single paradigm that accounts for all iterations of the 

doctrine of Penal Substitution. Nevertheless he locates certain features or aspects common to 

most accounts, aspects including: 1) the retributive demands of divine justice, 2) the necessity of 

the atonement, 3) the substitutionary (i.e. representationalism) and penal nature of atonement, 

and 4) the infinite, objective value of Christ’s vicarious sacrifice; see James I. Packer, “What 

did the Cross Achieve? The Logic of Penal Substitution”, Tyndale Bulletin 25 (1974): pp. 3-46.  
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one representing another (or others) performed such an act.40 In other words, for Christ’s 

substitutionary act of paying the elect’s debt of punishment to obtain, Christ must represent the 

elect before the righteousness obtained by Christ’s atoning work can somehow be transferable or 

reckoned to those for whom he died. Edwards’ notion of representationalism is something of a 

hinge upon which his doctrine of atonement turns, the proper understanding of which will enable 

us to make sense of his two-stage doctrine of election.  

 

V. 1. Representationalism and Christ 

 

Edwards considers Christ’s representation of the elect in some detail in his 1729 sermon The 

Threefold Work of the Holy Ghost, wherein he poses the following question: ‘Now how can what 

Christ did be looked upon as ours? And what propriety can there be in accepting of that, as if we 

had performed it, and looking upon us, because Christ performed those things, as if we 

performed them?’41 He then issues a two-part answer consisting of a logical response and a legal 

response. Of the legal response, Edwards argues that Christ represents the elect in the same way 

that Adam represents all humanity. He writes: 

 

[T]he words of the law do allow of our being righteous by the righteousness of another, by 

the same way of interpreting them, as they render us guilty by the sin of another. The words 

                                                
 

40 Representationalism is an idea common to most Reformed Theologians, the origin of 

which William G. T. Shedd argues began with John Calvin, whom he claims proposed one of 

the first accounts of representationalism (see John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 

ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960], 2.1.8). Shedd 

goes on to argue that representationalism remained a significant feature of Reformed thought 

from Calvin up to (and especially for) such theologians as Charles Hodge (Systematic Theology, 

Vol. 2 [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson], pp. 194-95). See Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, ed. Alan W. 

Gomes, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed), pp. 451-55. 

41 WJE 14:395-405 (emphasis added). 
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of the law are to be so interpreted when it is said, ‘Thou shalt die,’ as to extend to others than 

the person sinning; otherwise we have no need of a savior, nor of any other person's 

righteousness. We, according to the sense of the law, are fallen and become guilty in 

another's fall and guilt. And the words, according to the same way of interpreting, will allow 

of our becoming righteous in another's righteousness.42 

 

Again Edwards says: 

 

If a way therefore can be found out that we may die in another and be righteous in another, in 

the same sense that we sin and come under obligation to die in Adam, the law is answered. 

Thus we have shown that there is a way of sinners’ reconciliation and acceptance with God 

through Christ, and what that way is.43 

 

From this it seems that Edwards understands that righteousness is transferable from Christ to 

the elect in the same way that unrighteousness/sin/guilt is transferable from Adam to all 

humanity, namely, by Christ being a representative for particular human persons in the same way 

that Adam is the representative of all humanity. 

Now, concerning the logical response, Edwards argues that ‘[T]he foundation of the 

propriety of this imputation of righteousness seems to lie in these two things: [1] in Christ's 

union with God, and [2] his union with men. It would not be proper that the righteousness of any 

person should be accepted by God for another, but a person that was one with God; nor would it 

[be] proper that it should be accepted for any person, but only a person that he is one with’.44 As 

                                                
 

42 WJE 14:395-405 (emphasis added). 

43 WJE 14:401. 

44 Ibid. (emphasis added). Compare with: ‘God will neither impute Christ’s righteousness to 

us, nor adjudge his benefits to us, unless we be in him; nor will he look upon us as being in him 

without an actual unition to him, because he is a wise being and delights in order and not 

confusion’, “Miscellany” no. 712, WJE 18:341 (emphasis added). 
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Edwards says elsewhere, ‘if Christ be one with us, then it need be no difficulty to conceive how 

his righteousness should be ours’.45 

From this it appears that Edwards is trying to offer some good reasons for thinking that one 

might overcome the so-called ‘legal fiction’ objection.46 That is, that God alone appoints Christ to 

perform the work of absorbing a penalty for sins that he did not commit, and our not receiving 

the just penalty we deserve. This objection is set in relief when we consider that Adam, the homo 

primus, is also said to be our representative. The establishment of such a relationship makes God 

appear enormously unjust to simply reckon Adam’s posterity guilty for a sin that they neither 

committed, nor could have prevented, nor commissioned Adam to perform on their behalf. So 

also, God seems to appear unjust to make one person, namely, Christ, liable for the penal 

consequences of those sinful acts of humanity that he did not perform, for which he is 

nevertheless punished.  

In order to avoid the legal fiction objection, some contemporary theologians have suggested 

that representationalism works only if there is a unique metaphysical union between the 

representative and the represented.47 This is precisely the criticism leveled against Edwards’ 

federalism.48 With this objection in mind, let us turn to the realist penal substitution theory and 

consider whether there is a way out. 

                                                
 

45 WJE 14:402-3 (emphasis added). 

46 Laurence W. Grensted, A Short History of the Doctrine of the Atonement (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1920), p. 216. 

47 See Oliver D. Crisp, “Original Sin and Atonement”, in Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. 

Rea, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2009), pp. 430-51. 

48 Such criticism appears in the work of the British Presbyterian John Taylor (1694-1761). 

Taylor writes, ‘A representative of moral action is what I can by no means digest. A 

representative, the guilt of whose conduct shall be imputed to us, and whose sins shall corrupt 

and debauch our nature, is one of the greatest absurdities in all the system of corrupt religion’, 

The Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin, Proposed to Free and Candid Examination (1738), pp. 
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Edwards thinks of Christ’s relationship to the elect and Adam’s relationship to humanity in 

symmetrical terms.49 While the law permits representationalism, Edwards believes that Christ’s 

representative work obtains only by virtue of the union that obtains between Christ and God and 

Christ and the elect. That is, Edwards believes that Christ and Adam both act on behalf of those 

for whom they were appointed by God to represent; their work is treated as if the groups 

represented by them—the elect on behalf of Christ and all humanity on behalf of Adam—had 

performed it. Edwards also appears to think that the equity of divine justice is as much at stake in 

Christ’s representative act as it is for Adam’s. So in the same way that Edwards sees that it is 

unjust for God to simply impute sin to someone for whom another acts (i.e. Adam), he seems to 

think that it is equally unjust to simply credit righteousness to someone acting on behalf of 

another (i.e. Christ).50 What all this means for our purposes is that the way that Edwards thinks of 

                                                
 
108-09. Commenting on the pervasiveness of Taylor’s work in New England, Edwards observes 

that ‘no one book has done so much towards rooting out of these western parts of New England, 

the principles and scheme of religion maintained by our pious and excellent forefathers, the 

divines and Christians who first settled in this country, and alienating the minds of many from 

what I think are evidently some of the main doctrines of the gospel, as that which Dr. Taylor has 

published against the doctrine of original sin’, WJE 3:102. Holbrook notes that ‘by end of the 

[eighteenth] century, [Taylor’s] arguments in that work [Original Sin] had become 

commonplace in many quarters and even had assumed a kind of orthodoxy of their own, which 

has lasted in liberal Christianity to the present’, “Editor’s Introduction”, WJE 3:70. 

49 WJE 24:1000. Compare with: ‘They are in Christ by grace, as Adam's posterity are in him 

by nature: the one are in the first Adam naturally, as the other are in the second Adam 

spiritually: exactly agreeable to the representation this Apostle makes of the matter’ (1 

Corinthians 15:45–49), WJE 3:323 (emphasis added). 

50 It is of additional note that Edwards’ use of the term ‘impropriety’ to describe the problem 

representationalism presents for divine justice appears both in his discussion of the work of 

Adam and the work of Christ; see WJE 3:407-8 (emphasis added). 
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Adam’s representation of all humanity is symmetrical to the way he thinks of Christ’s 

representation of the elect. 
 

V. 2. Representationalism and Adam 

 

Edwards discusses Adam’s representation of humanity in a number of places, the most 

detailed of which occurs in Original Sin 4.3. Here, he sets out a defense for a federalist account 

of sin’s imputation by turning to a version of Augustinian Realism, according to which Adam’s 

posterity are made guilty because of their actual participation in Adam’s primal sin.51 That is, 

because they are somehow metaphysically present en masse (i.e. in Adam) at the time of Adam’s 

primal sin. On more than one occasion Edwards refers to this ontological union of persons as a 

‘moral whole’.52 He writes: 

 

[B]oth guilt, or exposedness to punishment, and also depravity of heart, came upon Adam’s 

posterity just as they came upon him, as much as if he and they had all coexisted, like a tree 

                                                
 

51 According to Clyde Holbrook, Edwards’ account of Adam’s union with humanity 

developed from his reliance on Johann Friedrich Stapfer’s, Theologia Polemica (1743), Tome 

IV, Ch. 16, n. 60, 61 and Tome IV, Ch. 17, n. 78 (Holbrook, ‘Editor’s Introduction’, WJE 3:83). 

However, there is evidence that such thinking had developed in Edwards’ mind as early as the 

summer of 1723, well before his interaction with Stapfer; see “Miscellany” no. 18, WJE 13:210. 

52 It is of some note that not all of Edwards’ interpreters agree that his defense may justly be 

categorized as a ‘federalist’ or representational account of sins’ imputation; see e.g. Michael 

Rea, “The Metaphysics of Original Sin”, in Peter van Inwagen and Dean Zimmerman, eds., 

Persons: Human and Divine (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 331, n. 25. 

Alternatively, Oliver Crisp argues that Edwards’ position, albeit an elaborate one is not beyond 

the purview of Reformed orthodoxy. See Crisp, “On the Theological Pedigree of Jonathan 

Edwards’s Doctrine of Imputation”, Scottish Journal of Theology 56.3 (2003), pp. 326-27. 
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with many branches; allowing only for the difference necessarily resulting from the place 

Adam stood in, as head or root of the whole.53 

 

An Augustinian realist ontology, in this sense, belongs categorically to a contemporary 

theory of temporal persistence known as Four-Dimensionalism.54 This is, roughly, the idea that 

objects (concrete particulars like oranges, trees, and even persons) persist through time similar to 

how they extend through space.55 These objects have both spatial and temporal parts or stages, the 

sum or counterparts of which compose the whole of a given object (what some, though certainly 

not all, four-dimensionalists call a space-time worm).56 So, for instance, in the same way that 

objects have spatial parts (like a tree has a trunk that is distinctly not its branches, both of which 

occupy different spatial regions belonging to the tree), objects also have temporal parts (like the 

tree-yesterday, the tree-today, and the tree-tomorrow). One way to unpack this view is 

sometimes referred to as a doctrine of Temporal Parts, according to which objects persist 

through time by perduring, as numerically distinct parts of a single spatio-temporally extended 

object that is ever only partly present at each time and space interval that it occupies. An object’s 

                                                
 

53 WJE 3:389, 405, n. 6. 

54 Four-Dimensionalism comes in a variety of species, including growing-block theory, 

shrinking-tree theory, and stage theory, to name a few. For a brief and helpful synthesis of these 

and other accounts of four-dimensionalism, see Michael Rea, “Four-Dimensionalism”, in 

Michael J. Loux and Dean W. Zimmerman, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 246-280. 

55 Theodore Sider, “Four-Dimensionalism”, The Philosophical Review 106.2 (April 1997), p. 

197.  

56 I am conscious that not all four-dimensionalist accounts of persistence agree that objects 

are composed of ‘sums’ of parts or stages. Stage theorists do not appear to agree on whether 

various stages of an object together compose the sum of that object; see e.g. Katherine Hawley, 

How Things Persist (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 189-91. 
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temporal parts ‘are like spatially distant objects: they exist, just not here, where we are’.57 Some 

have taken Edwards’ Augustinian Realism to be an articulation of a Temporal Parts thesis.  

By taking up something like a four-dimensionalist account of Augustinian realism, Edwards 

appears to think that he can fortify his representationalism by arguing that the imputation of sin 

justly obtains only if the union that obtains between Adam and humanity is such that Adam and 

humanity somehow share certain temporal stages or parts of a single metaphysical entity. 

According to one account of Edwards' proposal, ‘the unity that obtains between Adam and his 

posterity is metaphysically on par with the unity that obtains between the successive stages of 

any ordinary persisting thing’.58 Another way to put it might be that the guilt accruing to Adam’s 

primal sin is attributable to Adam’s posterity because Adam and humanity share certain temporal 

parts, where Adam is merely the first temporally individuated part of many future temporally 

individuated parts of a single spatiotemporally extended object composed of all human persons.59  

                                                
 

57 Rea, “Four Dimensionalism”, p. 246. This view is sharply distinct from Endurantism, 

which explains that objects persist through time by their being wholly present at each moment 

they exist rather than as numerically distinct parts of a composite object.  

58 The most compelling treatment of Edwards' Four-Dimensionalism is set out by Michael 

Rea, who argues that the species of Four-Dimensionalism found in Edwards’ Original Sin 4.3 

most resembles something called Stage Theory, what Rea labels more precisely as Fission 

Theory. According to Rea, ‘Adam and his posterity are distinct individuals who share a common 

temporal stage or set of temporal stages . . . . On this view, Adam undergoes fission at the time 

of his first sin, splitting into billions of different people, only one of whom gets kicked out of 

Eden, fathers Cain and Abel, and does the various other deeds traditionally attributed to Adam’, 

“The Metaphysics of Original Sin”, p. 334. For explicit discussion about Stage Theory, see 

Hawley, How Things Persist; and Theodore Sider, Four-Dimensionalism: An Ontology of 

Persistence and Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 

59 According to Roderick Chisholm, ‘God, according to Jonathan Edwards, can contemplate a 

collection of objects existing at different times and “treat them as one”. He [God] can take a 

collection of various individuals existing at different times and think of them as all constituting 
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Imagine a child’s flip-book, where each page contains an individual image, like that of a 

horse for instance, that is successively changed from the first page to the last. When the pages 

are ‘flipped’, so to speak, the rapid successions of individual images that appear from page to 

page make it appear that the horse is running. If we apply this flip-book analogy to Edwards’ 

realist ontology of human persons, Adam would merely be the first page (or first temporal part) 

belonging to an entire book of pages (all future temporal parts) to be flipped, each at their 

appropriate temporal stage, the aggregate of which we would call ‘humanity’. However one 

chooses to develop his ontology—something to which we will return and develop further in 

chapter four—Edwards thinks that God looks upon all human persons in some real sense as 

Adam, and for this reason Edwards argues that God is just to impute sin from Adam to all 

humanity. With all this in mind, let us turn back to Edwards’ account of Christ’s representation 

of the elect. 

For Edwards, the beneficiaries of Christ’s representative work must share in a union with 

Christ that is logically and necessarily antecedent to the bestowal of those benefits accomplished 

by Christ’s work. This sounds remarkably similar to some of those comments that Edwards 

makes in “Miscellany” 769 and “Miscellany” 1245. So, what sort of union does Edwards have in 

mind? 

Well, for some theologians of the Reformed tradition, the believer’s union with Christ 

necessarily precedes the imputation of righteousness, and this union has its ground in the 

incarnation.60 In other words, the union that Christ shares with the elect, he shares by virtue of his 

assuming a human nature, and for that reason, God imputes righteousness to the elect. Perhaps 

Edwards simply has a robust doctrine of the incarnation that explains his emphasis on the 

additional logical step in his ordering of the decrees? As we shall see in a moment, while 

                                                
 
a single individual. Edwards thus appeals to a doctrine of truth by divine convention; he says 

that God “makes truth in affairs of this nature”’, Person and Object (La Lalle, IL: Open Court, 

1976), p. 138. 

60 For a recent and useful study on this subject, see Robert Letham, Union with Christ: In 

Scripture, History, and Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2011). 
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discussing the sort of union that is established by incarnation, Edwards goes several steps beyond 

what we might regard as a common view of union with Christ. For rather than grounding 

Christ’s union with the elect in the incarnation, as his theological predecessors had done, 

Edwards develops a unique doctrine of union with Christ consisting of five logically distinct 

phases or stages; the two that concern us here are what he calls ‘a union of hearts by faith’ and ‘a 

union of hearts from eternity’. 

 

V. 3. On Union with Christ 

 

Edwards interprets the array of scriptural metaphors that speak of union of Christ as 

communicating five logically distinct phases in the accomplishment and application of 

salvation.61 Beginning with what he refers to as a ‘union of hearts’ (two parts: 1) a union of hearts 

by faith and 2) a union of hearts from eternity), Edwards goes on to describe a relative union, a 

legal union, and a vital union.62 ‘[T]he hearts of Christ and his people being thus united [from 

eternity and by faith], there is another threefold union [that] follows from [it]: a relative union, a 

legal union, and a vital union…. But it must be remembered that [a] union of hearts is the 

foundation of all’.63 Let us first briefly consider what is meant by a relative, a legal, and a vital 

union. In so doing, we will distinguish the unique meaning of the union of hearts. 

                                                
 

61 WJE 25:231. The idea of distinct phases or stages in the doctrine of union with Christ is an 

innovation of the seventeenth century. Theologians like Samuel Rutherford, for example (The 

Covenant Life Opened: Or a Treatise of the Covenant of Grace [Edinburgh, 1655], pp. 208-9), 

had taken the concept of unio Christi and had applied it to various post-Reformation expressions 

of the ordo salutis. For further discussion of such developments, see Richard A. Muller, Calvin 

and the Reformed Tradition: On the Work of Christ and the Order of Salvation (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2012), ch. 7. 

62 WJE 25:586. 

63 WJE 25:585 (emphasis added). 
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According to Edwards, the relative, legal, and vital unions with Christ are established when 

salvation is applied to the elect, following the union of hearts by faith.64 The relative union, about 

which Edwards comments least, describes a sort of filial headship whereby Christ sets himself 

over the believer, much as bridegroom over his bride or a father over his son.65 The relative union 

indicates both Christ’s authority over the elect and his promise (or seal) to preserve their union 

until its consummation.66 Accordingly, Edwards argues: 

 

They are come to be nearly related to Christ. Their souls are brought to Christ as the King’s 

daughter is led in unto a glorious Prince to be united to him in Spiritual wedlock.67 There is a 

Covenant union between Christ and the soul of a Christian [so that] they are united by the 

mutual bed of a Covenant whereby he is theirs and they his; there is such an union that they 

have a mutual propriety in each other.68  

 

It is in his discussion of the relative union where he discusses the incarnation.69  

                                                
 

64 WJE 25:231. He says, ‘The relative union is both begun and perfected at once, when the 

soul first closes with Christ by faith’, p. 231. 

65 For more on the relative union, see WJE 25:231; Sermon Series II, 1747, n. 879; 2 Cor 5:8, 

WJEO 65; Sermon Series II, 1749, n. 932; John 6:54, WJEO 67; Sermon Series II, 1750, n. 952; 

1 Cor 10:17a, WJEO 68. 

66 Sermon Series II, 1733, n. 308; John 15:15, WJEO 48.  

67 Compare with: ‘Having one spiritual husband to whom they are lawfully espoused, it 

follows that they all together constitute one spouse of Christ’, WJE 25:231-32.  

68 Sermon Series II, January-June 1740, n. 542; Heb 12:22-24(f), WJEO 55. 

69 ‘[B]y that act of taking the human nature upon himself, he sufficiently in the sight of God 

and in the sight of angels assumed the elect part of mankind into an union with himself, and was 

justly looked upon as their head’, WJE 14:403 (emphasis added). 
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From the relative union follows the legal union.70 By the legal union, Edwards argues that 

Christ becomes the sacrificial surety of the elect, whereby they are looked upon as one under the 

law.71 ‘There is a legal union between them so that they are one in law and looked upon and 

accepted as one in what concerns the law by God, the Judge of all’.72 By the legal union, Christ’s 

representative work is applied to the elect, and thereby are they reckoned righteous.  

The final union that Edwards envisions is the vital union. He describes this as the most 

mystical of all the unions, and, consequently, it is the one about which he says the most.73 By the 

vital union, the elect are indwelt with the Spirit of Christ. ‘And herein lies the mystery of the 

vital union that is between Christ and the soul of a believer, which orthodox Divines speak so 

much of, Christ's love – that is, His Spirit is actually united to the faculties of their souls. So it 

properly lives, acts, and exerts its nature in the exercise of their faculties’.74 Unlike the relative 

union, which Edwards says is perfected all at once, the vital union remains ‘exceedingly 

imperfect’.75 For this reason, he distinguishes the vital union in two ways: union by conformity 

and union by derivation. One is positive, the other negative. By conformity, he means being 

perfected, made into the image of Christ, as it were. By derivation, he means being stripped of 

one’s remaining corruption. Of the vital union, he says, ‘hereby the believer becomes a living 

                                                
 

70 For more on the legal union, see Sermon Series II, January-June 1740, n. 549; Heb 12:22-

24, WJEO 55; Sermon Series II, 1747, n. 879; 2 Cor 5:8, WJEO 65; Sermon Series II, 1749, n. 

932; John 6:54, WJEO 67; Sermon Series II, 1750, n. 952; 1 Cor 10:17a, WJEO 68.  

71 WJE 19:155-57. 

72 Sermon Series II, January-June 1740, n. 542; Heb 12:22-24(f), WJEO 55. 

73 For more on the vital union, see WJE 11:109; 18:451; 19:155, 231; 25:585-87; Sermon 

Series II, 1733, n. 308; John 15:15, WJEO 48; Sermon Series II, 1738, and Undated 1734-38, n. 

467; Rom 14:8, WJEO 53; Sermon Series II, 1747, n. 879; 2 Cor 5:8, WJEO 65; Sermon Series 

II, 1749, n. 932; John 6:54, WJEO 67. 

74 “Documents on the Trinity, Grace, and Faith; Treatise on Grace”, WJEO 37.  

75 Sermon Series II, 1733, n. 308; John 15:15, WJEO 48. 
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branch of the true vine, living by a communication of the sap and vital juice of the stock and 

root; and a member of Christ's mystical body, living by a communication of spiritual and vital 

influences from the head, and by a kind of participation of Christ's own life’. The vital union is 

the last in the order of unions that follows from what Edwards calls the ‘union of hearts’. 

 
V. 4. A ‘Union of Hearts’ 

 

Edwards rather subtly distinguishes between 1) a union of hearts by faith and 2) a union of 

hearts from eternity. Of the former, he says, ‘The union of the heart of a believer to Christ is 

begun when his heart is drawn to Christ, by the first discovery of divine excellency, at 

conversion’.76 This recalls Edwards’ comment:  

 

Christ loves the elect with so a great and strong a love, they are so near to him, that God 

looks upon them as it were as parts of him . . . . And those whom Christ thus loves, God is 

willing and sees proper to impute to them what he does and suffers for them. Answerably on 

the believer’s part is faith and hope.77  

 

Edwards’ expression, ‘that God looks upon them as it were as parts of him’, sounds 

remarkably similar to his statement in “Miscellany” 769, where he explains that:  

 

[B]y predestination, which is consequent on this foreknowledge, we are elected in Christ, as 

we are elected in his election. For God having in foreknowledge given us to Christ, he 

thenceforward beheld us as members or parts of him; and so ordaining the head to glory, he 

therein ordained the members to glory. Or, in destining Christ to eternal life, he destined all 

                                                
 

76 WJE 25:231 (emphasis added). 

77 WJE 14:404-5 (emphasis added).  
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parts of Christ to it also, so that we are appointed to eternal life in Christ, being in Christ his 

members from eternity.78 

 

Now, what Edwards means by the ‘union of hearts from eternity’ is far less obvious, 

although when compared with Edwards’ discussion of the two-stage doctrine of election, his 

meaning becomes increasingly clear. He says, ‘the first thing appertaining to this union between 

Christ and his people is the union of hearts. In this, Christ is first. 1 John 4:19, “he first loved 

us.” Christ from eternity set his love on them’.79 This is similarly reflective of Edwards’ 

“Miscellany” 781, wherein he argues that: 

 

Christ unites mankind [i.e. the elect] with the Father, by being the bond of union between 

them, as the third person in whom both are united (for the Father and he from eternity are 

one); and therefore, by making sinful men one with himself, as he does by three things, viz. 

by substituting himself in their stead from eternity, and by taking on their nature, and 

bringing them home to an union of hearts.80 

 

From this we observe three things. First, there is a union between Christ and the elect that 

precedes the union that comes through the incarnation, which, as we noted previously, belongs to 

Edwards’ so-called relative union. Second, only by the union of hearts from eternity does the 

union of hearts by faith obtain. This is why Edwards says, ‘Answerably [to the union of hearts 

                                                
 

78 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 13:418 (emphasis added). 

79 WJE 25:585 (emphasis added). Compare with: ‘[Christ’s] people are strictly united to 

[Christ] and one to another. The first thing appertaining to this union between [Christ and] his 

people is the union of hearts. [Christ] from [eternity sets] his love on them. He loved the [church 

and] the fruit of his [love was to] [e]lect the church was his coming into the [world] to die for 

his (Eph. 5. 25, 26, 27). He loved the [church and] in [consequence] of this believers have their 

Hearts drawn to [Christ]’, Sermon Series II, 1751, n. 977; 1 Cor 10:17(b), WJEO 69. 

80 “Miscellany” no. 781, WJE 18:451. 
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from eternity] on the believer’s part is faith and hope’. Third, a union of hearts from eternity is 

somehow linked to the divine decree to elect some to salvation. And here we recall the two 

logically distinct phases or stages in Edwards’ thinking about election, the election of Christ, 

followed by the election of individual persons, ‘as parts of Christ’. 

 

[We] are elected in Christ, as we are elected in his election. For God having in 

foreknowledge given us to Christ, he thenceforward beheld us as members or parts of him; 

and so ordaining the head to glory, he therein ordained the members to glory. Or, in destining 

Christ to eternal life, he destined all parts of Christ to it also, so that we are appointed to 

eternal life in Christ, being in Christ his members from eternity.81 

 

So how are we to make sense of Edwards’ union of hearts from eternity? I think the answer 

lies in the same metaphysical story to which Edwards appeals in doctrine of Original Sin, 

namely, that when God establishes the relationship between Christ and the elect, such that the act 

of one person (Christ) may be treated as if performed by another (the elect), despite their not 

having been present in either time or space at the moment this act is performed, he does so along 

the lines of an Augustinian Realist ontology, whereby God treats Christ and the elect en masse, 

together as parts or stages of a single metaphysical entity. The realist aspect of penal substitution 

supplies what, for Edwards, is a philosophically sophisticated answer to the so-called ‘legal 

fiction’ objection that is sometimes leveled against those who claim that God is unjust to reckon 

the benefits accruing to Christ’s representational and substitutionary act to anyone but Christ. 

The legal fiction objection is set in relief when we consider that for Edwards, Adam, the homo 

primus, is said to be the representative of all humanity. As I pointed out earlier, the establishment 
                                                
 

81 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 18:418. Compare with: ‘When we say he is united to [Christ] 

we mean that he is made one with him so that they may be looked upon as parts of him…. Yea 

the Church is so united to [Christ] that it is called by the same name it is called [Christ] 1 

Corinthians 12:12 for as the body is one and hath many members and all the members of that 

one body being many are one body so also is [Christ]’, Sermons, Series II, 1723-1727, n.57; 2 

Cor 6.10, WJEO 42 (emphasis added). 
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of such a relationship makes God appear unjust to simply reckon Adam’s posterity guilty for a 

sin that they neither committed, nor could have prevented, nor commissioned Adam to perform 

on their behalf. So also, God seems to appear unjust to make one person, namely, Christ, liable 

for the penal consequences of those sinful acts of humanity that he did not perform, for which he 

is nevertheless punished.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Of the various degrees of attention paid to Edwards’ doctrine of the divine decrees, his 

development of a two-stage doctrine of election is something that has to this point escaped 

notice. In order to motivate our inquiry, we considered Crisp’s conceptual framework of 

Edwards’ doctrine of the decrees, but found that Crisp’s reading only tells part of the story. For 

we now see that what Edwards says about this two-stage doctrine has significant implications for 

his thinking about how Christ makes atonement, the sort of relationship Christ shares with the 

elect, how the benefits that Christ accumulates by his work can been attributed to those for 

whom he paid a debt of punishment, and all this beyond Crisp’s reading of Edwards’ supra-infra 

distinction. We then considered one explanatory possibility for such development in Edwards’ 

thinking in light of Crisp’s revisionist account of Bellamy’s moral government theory of 

atonement, wherein we considered that Edwards may in fact have developed this two-stage 

doctrine in order to lend support to a doctrine of Hypothetical Universalism that some of his 

successors may have gone on to develop as a result. However, we concluded that this was not the 

best explanation of the evidence, because of the emphasis that Edwards places on his 

supralapsarianism—something that distinguishes his logical ordering of the decrees from those 

Hypothetical Universalists with whom he was familiar. Finally, I suggested what I think is the 

most reasonable explanatory option for understanding Edwards’ two-stage doctrine of election, 

namely, that Christ was elected by God (and elect individuals with him) in something like one 

metaphysical entity, a move that I argued corroborates Edwards’ subscription to a so-called 

realist doctrine of penal substitution.
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CHAPTER 2 

TWO NATURES, IMPECCABILITY, AND IMMATERIALISM 
The Scriptures represent that the body as well as the soul as being in some 

respects the subject of the corruption of nature by the Fall. When man fell, he 

became totally corrupt in every part, in body as well as soul. Now sure it is so 

that our whole man, the body as well as the soul are changed by the Fall and 

become corrupt.  

                                                      -Jonathan Edwards1      
 

I. Introduction2 

 

In this chapter, I consider an aspect of Edwards’ two-natures doctrine. Specifically, I look at 

Edwards’ doctrine of Christ’s hypostatic union in conjunction with both his commitment to an 

immaterialist metaphysic and Reformed debates surrounding the moral status and ability of the 

human nature that the Son of God assumed at the incarnation.3 I argue that Edwards’ 

commitment to immaterialism seems to elide worries that Jesus of Nazareth was merely sinless, 

that is, that he never sinned despite having the capacity or power to do so—a concept of some 

                                                
 

1 Jonathan Edwards, “In True Conversion Men’s Bodies are in Some Respects Changed as 

well as Their Souls”, in Michael D. McMullen, ed., The Blessing of God: Previously 

Unpublished Sermons of Jonathan Edwards (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 

2003), pp. 300-1, 308 (emphasis added). 

2 A version of this chapter appears as ‘Jonathan Edwards, Hypostasis, Impeccability, and 

Immaterialism’, Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 58.2 

(June 2016): pp. 206-28. 

3 By isolating Edwards’ commitment to immaterialism from his commitment to the more 

broad metaphysical claims of his Idealism, I am intentionally limiting the conceptual data that 

could be brought to bear on the ensuing discussion. I will say more about this distinction later in 

the chapter. 
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contemporary interest amongst those of the Reformed tradition. However unconscious Edwards 

was to the potential theological benefit of his philosophical commitments should not prevent us 

from working out just how Edwards might provide a resource for contemporary theologians 

interested in defending Christ’s impeccability. 

Until recently, Edwards’ immaterialism had been a source of varied and occasional 

philosophical interest in the literature.4 The extent to which Edwards’ immaterialism figured into 

his theological enterprises is a matter of much more recent speculation. This is particularly true 

for his Christology.5 It is not my intent here to provide a measurement of the extent to which 

Edwards self-consciously factored his immaterialist commitments into his Christology. 

Methodologically speaking, I am more interested here in weighing the virtues and vices of his 

                                                
 

4 See e.g. Bruce Kuklick, A History of Philosophy in America 1720-2000 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2001), pp. 22-33; George Rupp, “The ‘Idealism’ of Jonathan Edwards”, The 

Harvard Theological Review 62:2 (April, 1969): pp. 209-26; Wallace E. Anderson, 

“Immaterialism in Jonathan Edwards’ Early Philosophical Notes”, Journal of the History of 

Ideas 25:2 (April-June, 1964), pp.181-200; Clarence Ghodes, “Aspects of Idealism in Early New 

England”, The Philosophical Review 39:6 (November, 1930): pp. 537-55; John H. MacCracken, 

“The Sources of Jonathan Edwards’s Idealism”, The Philosophical Review 11:1 (January, 1902): 

pp. 26-42; H. N. Gardiner, “The Early Idealism of Jonathan Edwards”, The Philosophical Review 

9:6 (November 1900): pp. 573-96; Egbert C. Smyth, “Jonathan Edwards’ Idealism. With 

Specific Reference to the Essay ‘Of Being’ and to Writings Not in His Collected Works”, The 

American Journal of Theology 1:4 (October 1897): pp. 950-64. 

5 See e.g. Oliver Crisp’s, “Jonathan Edwards, Idealism and Christology”; and Seng Kong 

Tan’s “Jonathan Edwards’ Dynamic Idealism and Cosmic Christology”, in Idealism and 

Christianity: Idealism and Christian Theology, Vol. 1. See also Stephen R. Holmes, God of 

Grace and God of Glory: An Account of the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2001), pp. 139-42; Robert W. Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of 

Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 119-22.  
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philosophy for his theology, and, what is more, assessing the merits that Edwards’ philosophical 

theology might have for a contemporary debate. 

To this end, the argument proceeds in four parts to a conclusion. In the first part, I sketch out 

several of the component parts of an orthodox councilor Christology, paying particular attention 

to what is at stake in later Reformed debates surrounding the sinlessness of Christ versus his 

impeccability. Here, I lay out some of the features of Edwards’ immaterialism and his 

Christology, building off some of the recent discussion by Oliver Crisp and Seng Kong Tan. 

Upon this foundation, in the second part, I construct a synthetic account of Reformed 

appropriations of mind-body dualism, pointing to what I think is a significant conceptual hurdle 

that stands in front of those who want to uphold both the Son’s impeccability and the Son’s 

possession of a material body, that is, a body made of matter. The sort of synthetic account I 

have in mind is not unlike the one developed in the previous chapter. It is an attempt to provide 

the most likely explanation of the (limited and less philosophically refined) evidence supplied by 

a variety of theologians of the Reformed tradition. Rather than appealing to a singular theologian 

of the Reformed tradition, I take a sort of core sample of ideas about theological anthropology 

from thinkers that I think represent a spectrum of commitments in the Reformed tradition. This 

strategy will, in part three, get us closest to what I think are the most basic constituent parts of 

mind-body dualism, that is, parts to which the majority of theologians in the Reformed tradition 

have historically subscribed. This strategy will also enable us to identify with greater clarity the 

extent to which mind-body dualism makes up the metaphysical apparatus for Reformed 

Christological anthropology, and what is more, at what points this apparatus logically implies 

that Christ must be merely sinlessness and not impeccable. In part four, I consider how Edwards’ 

Christology plays out along the lines of immaterialism as it pertains to his doctrine of the Son’s 

impeccability. I conclude by giving some reasons why one might think that immaterialism may 

actually offer a theologically preferable account of the doctrine of impeccability that makes 

sense of human moral corruption, appropriations of a mind-body dualism, and how we best make 

orthodox sense of the hypostatic union and the humanity of Christ.  

 

II. Hypostasis and Impeccability: A Brief Dogmatic Introduction 

 

The difference between an orthodox Christology and Christological heresy is a razor’s edge. 
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Locating Edwards on this razor’s edge is largely a matter of making sense of a host of subtle 

theological and philosophical tensions. In the case of his Christological orthodoxy, some 

interpreters, playing off the ‘oneness’ of his otherwise robust trinitarianism, stake out Edwards’ 

Christology in the so-called Alexandrian camp—a logos-sarx or word-flesh Christology—and 

have him nearly falling off into Apollinarianism.6 Others tune Edwards’ Christology to an 

Antiochene key—a logos-anthropos or word-human being Christology—and are quick to point 

out his potential fall into Nestorianism.7 Whatever classification best describes the potential 

liabilities that Edwards’ Christological commitments face is, for our purposes here, beside the 

point. His Christological commitment was to orthodoxy. As says Jenson, ‘there is no doubt that 

he [Edwards] intended to be thoroughly orthodox in the matter, but he arrived at orthodoxy—if 

he did—on anything but usual paths’.8 What we have in this chapter is an illustration of one of 

Edwards’ ‘unusual paths’. What this means going forwarded is that I will not belabor proving 

whether Edwards’ Christology was orthodox—I assume it and move on to consider aspects of 

the metaphysical substructure that he relied upon to uphold it. 

 

                                                
 

6 See e.g. Seng-Kong Tan, Fullness Received and Returned: Trinity and Participation in 

Jonathan Edwards (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2014), p. 143; and W. Ross Hastings, 

“‘Honoring the Spirit’: Analysis and Evaluation of Jonathan Edwards’ Pneumatological Doctrine 

of the Incarnation”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 7 (2006): p. 295. 

7 See e.g. Amy Plantinga-Pauw, “The Supreme Harmony of All”: The Trinitarian Theology 

of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), p. 208; Robert W. Jenson, ‘Christology’ 

in Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2005), pp. 79-81. Precedent for dealing with Edwards’ two-natures doctrine, 

impeccability, and idealism can be found in Jenson’s treatment of Edwards’ Christology at the 

point at which he delves into a discussion of Edwards’ otherwise odd statements about the unity 

of the Son’s consciousness with Jesus of Nazareth’s (See “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:529-30). 

I return to this discussion in chapter 4.  

8 Jenson, “Christology”, The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards, p. 72. 
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II. 1. On Two Natures and Hypostasis 

 

For orthodox Christian theologians, again, like Edwards, the incarnate Son of God assumed 

and was hypostatically united to a complete human nature consisting of what early creedal 

affirmations refer to as ‘a reasonable soul and body’.9 According to the canons of Chalcedon: 

 

Following the holy fathers, we all with one accord teach men to acknowledge one and the 

same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, 

truly God and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance 

with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as 

regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten 

of the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our 

salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the Godbearer; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-

begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, 

without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but 

rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one 

person and subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son 

and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets from earliest times 

spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the fathers has 

handed down to us.10 

 

For classical Reformed theologians, one’s ascription to this Christological symbol is, of 

course, a matter of orthodoxy. Minimally, what this means for the development of the doctrine of 

                                                
 

9 For a helpful rehearsal of these creedal developments, see Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian 

Tradition, vol. 1: The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600) (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1971), ch. 5. 

10 The Chalcedon Formula, Documents of the Christian Church, trans. Henry Betterson 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 73 (emphasis added). 
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the person of Christ in Reformed theology is that the Son’s assumption of a ‘reasonable soul and 

body’ is an affirmation that the Son was united with either a personal or impersonal human 

nature, consisting of an immaterial part (a soul) and material part (a body) that has specific, 

essential, and contingent properties. Construed this way by most in the tradition, this is what is 

sometimes referred to as a concrete-nature view of Christ’s human nature. And of all that is of 

possible interest to a consideration of Edwards’ two-natures doctrine, it is whether the Son 

assumed this concrete-nature or, contrastively, an abstract-nature to which we shall briefly direct 

our attention in order to set up the remainder of this chapter’s argument.11  

For the Son to assume a concrete-nature, he assumes a concrete particular, that is, an 

individual kind-essence, consisting of a soul-body composite—an immaterial soul that is 

somehow united to a material body, both of which are distinct, property-bearing substances.12 
                                                
 

11 Alvin Plantinga, “On Heresy, Mind and Truth”, Faith and Philosophy 16:2 (1999), pp. 182-

93. 

12 I take it that a property is essentially an abstract object that is also, and most often, a 

universal. Take ‘hotness,’ for example. Hotness is a universal because it can be instantiated in a 

variety of substances, such as the ‘hotness’ of the sun or the ‘hotness’ of some fresh-baked 

chocolate chip cookies. That said, however, not all properties are universals. ‘Being the world 

record holder for having the longest beard,’ for instance, is a property borne only by the one who 

holds that record and for this reason is not a universal, whereas the property of ‘greyness’ could 

be instantiated upon the world record-holding beard, a cloud, a pachyderm, or any other such 

substance wherein this property might appear. Property-bearing substances in this sense include 

such things as, say, coffee cake, asteroids, candy bars, as well as human souls and bodies. Of 

course, I am conscious of the controversial nature of this claim in contemporary metaphysics. 

One could certainly deny that coffee cake, for example, is rightly described as a substance by 

defending a version of mereological nihilim, according to which the only extant property-bearing 

substances are those (sub-atomic) particles that comprise an entity like coffee cake. Since no 

apparent distinction like this appears amongst theologians of the Reformed tradition, I will 

assume, for argument’s sake, that composite entities are indeed property-bearing substances (For 

more on mereological nihilism, see e.g. Theodore Sider, “Against Parthood”, in Karen Bennett; 
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Models of the hypostatic union of this sort are often referred to in the literature as ‘parts 

Christologies,’ of which there are two principal species: two-part and three-part Christologies.13 

Arguing that the Son assumes and is united to a human body, where the Son is borne as a 

property of that body, is an example of a two-part Christology. This is commonly and perhaps 

obviously associated with the Apollinarian heresy, where the Son is identical to the human mind 

of the God-man. On a three-part Christology, the Son assumes a concrete particular, composed 

of a human body and soul that is self-subsistently related to the Son. This configuration is most 

commonly associated with the so-called ‘habitus model’, and the Nestorian heresy—a sort of 

‘spacesuit’ Christology where the Son is insulated from the liabilities of being incarnate as a 

man.14  

The abstract-nature view of hypostasis involves a story similar to the two-part concrete-

nature position, the chief difference being that rather than assuming some sort of composite 

substance in the form of a human nature, the Son assumes a set of properties that composes a 

                                                
 
and Dean W. Zimmerman, eds., Oxford Studies in Metaphysics, Vol. 8 [Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2013], pp. 237-93). 

13 For some helpful and further detailed discussion of so-called ‘parts Christologies’, see 

Richard Cross, “Parts and properties in Christology”, in M.W.F. Stone, ed., Reason, Faith and 

History: Philosophical Essays for Paul Helm (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 177-192; Andrew 

Loke, “Immaterialist, Materialist, and Substance Dualist Accounts of Incarnation”, Neue 

Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 54 (2012): pp. 414-423; Crisp, 

Divinity and Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), ch. 2; Brian Leftow, “A 

Timeless God Incarnate”, in Stephen Davis, Daniel Kendall, and Gerald O’Collins, eds., The 

Incarnation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), ch. 12; Richard Cross, The Metaphysics of 

the Incarnation (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002), ch. 1. 

14 A helpful delineation of the ‘habitus’ model appears in Cross, Metaphysics of the 

Incarnation, chs.1 & 2. For an argument for a modified version of the habitus model, see Crisp, 

“Compositional Christology Without Nestorianism”, in Anna Marmodoro and Jonathan Hill, 

eds., The Metaphysics of the Incarnation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 45-66. 
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human nature—particulars that belong exclusively to the Son. In this way, the God-man 

possesses not just one immaterial particular—the Son—but two—the Son plus a human soul or 

mind (as well as other particulars, like a body). Now, the broad question that faces us moving 

forward is where along the spectrum of views about the hypostatic union does Edwards’ account 

most accurately reside? Before we move to the subject of impeccability, let us consider two 

possibilities. 

First, consider that there is what we might call ‘straightforward’ evidence throughout 

Edwards’ works—such as repeated references to bodies, souls, and spirits, and to his faculty 

psychology—that seems to lend support to the argument that he articulated a concrete-nature 

account of a three-part Christology. Thus Edwards: 

 

The divine Logos is so united to the humanity of Christ that it spake and acted by it, and 

made use of it as its organ, as is evident by the history of Christ's life, and as it is evident he 

will do at the day of judgment. And this he does not occasionally once in a while, as he may 

in the prophets, but constantly, not by an occasional communication, but a constant and 

everlasting union. Now 'tis manifest that the Logos, in thus acting by the humanity of Christ, 

did not merely make use of his body as its organ, but his soul, not only the members of his 

body, but the faculties of his soul; which can be no otherwise than by such a communication 

with his understanding as we call identity of consciousness. If the divine Logos speaks in and 

by the man Christ Jesus, so that the man Christ Jesus in his speaking should say, I say thus or 

thus, and his human understanding is made use of by the Logos, and it be the speech of his 

human understanding, it must be by such a communication between the Logos and the 

human nature as to communicate consciousness.15 

                                                
 

15 “Miscellany” no. 738, WJE 18:364. Compare with “Miscellany” no. 513, (See also nos. 

487, 624). It seems to me reasonable to suppose that that which the man Christ Jesus had his 

divine knowledge by, he had his union with the divine Logos by. Doubtless, this union was some 

union of the faculties of his soul; but Christ had his divine knowledge by the Holy Ghost. Acts 

1:2, ‘After that he through the Holy Ghost had given commandments unto the apostles’. See also 

“Miscellanies” nos. 487, 513, 624, 709, 738, 764b, 766, 1043. 
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There also appears to be evidence that Edwards is committed to a version of an abstract-

nature Christology. For example, Edwards argues that ‘There is such an union between this 

human nature that immediately speaks with God's [words], that the words in being my words are 

God's words; which union is the consequence of God's communicating his Spirit without 

measure to my human nature, so as to render it the same person with him that is God’.16 This is 

something that will take up the bulk of our attention in chapter four when we look at Edwards’ 

account of that ‘sameness of consciousness’ in which Christ’s divinity and humanity take part. 

Reflecting on the divine and human knowledge of Christ, in another place, Edwards argues, and 

here I quote him at length: 

 

Now when he remembered those things, he could not remember [them] as they were in the 

infinite mind, for the idea of the Creator cannot be communicated to the creature as it is in 

God; but the remembrance, as it was in his mind, was the same after a different manner: the 

things which he remembered were from all eternity in the Logos after the manner of God; 

and the man Christ Jesus was conscious to himself of them as if they had been after the 

manner of a creature. Those transactions which Christ speaks of in the covenant of 

redemption was [in] the Deity no other than the eternal and immutable gracious design, both 

of the Father and Son, of what was to be done by the Son and what was to be the fruit of it. 

'Twas impossible that the man Christ Jesus should remember this as it was in the Deity, for 

then an idea of the eternal mind could be communicated to a finite mind even as it is in the 

infinite mind; but he remembered it as if it had been really such a transaction, before the 

world was, between him and the Father Not that he was deceived, for he knew how it was; 

but as the consciousness of it was communicated to him, it must of necessity seem thus. So 

he prays in the forementioned place [John 17:5] that God would glorify him with the glory 

he had with him before the world was. 'Tis very manifest that he speaks as remembering, but 

'twas impossible that he should remember infinite glory and happiness; but he remembered 

and was conscious [of it] to himself. His idea was finite, otherwise he could not pray that he 
                                                
 

16 “Miscellany” no. 764b, WJE 18:411.  
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might have the same glory again; for the man did not desire infinite glory, but he desired 

such glory as he remembered, that was the same as God the Son had, as near as the same 

could be communicated, either in conception or enjoyment, to Christ the creature.17 

 

Now, I am not so much interested in proving that Edwards articulated an abstract-nature 

model of the hypostatic union as I am with showing the potential benefits that his immaterialism 

presents for a specific contemporary debate about the moral status and ability of Jesus of 

Nazareth. Immaterialism is, I argue, the key. Let me say a few things about this otherwise exotic 

metaphysical commitment and how it fits into an abstract-nature view before I move into the 

thick of the debate. 

Immaterialism is, roughly, the idea that human persons are essentially minds whose bodies 

are merely ideas or collections of ideas in the divine mind. In other words, matter, as it is 

commonly understood, is a fiction. Bodies are simply ideas or bundles of ideas—ideas that God 

communicates to human minds. ‘All existence is perception’, Edwards writes, and ‘[w]hat we 

call body is nothing but a particular mode of perception; and what we call spirit is nothing but a 

composition and series of perceptions, or a universe of coexisting and successive perceptions 

connected by such wonderful methods and laws’.18 For Edwards, the existence of bodies is a 

purely physical phenomenon. So there is no actual material property-bearer where there are 

instantiated properties of shortness, thinness, brownness, etc. Such properties are simply ideas 

presented immediately to human minds by God. To put it starkly, immaterialism says that there 

is no mind-independent material world, no substratum, no unthinking substance. ‘Nothing has 

any existence anywhere else but in consciousness’, Edwards writes.19 ‘Those beings which have 

knowledge and consciousness are the only proper and real and substantial beings, inasmuch as 

the being of other things is only by these. From hence we may see the gross mistake of those who 

                                                
 

17 “Miscellany” no. 205, WJE 13:340-1. 

18 “Notes on Knowledge and Existence”, WJE 6:398.  

19 “Of Being”, WJE 6:204. 
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think material things the most substantial beings, and spirits more like a shadow’.20 With this 

before us, we should also at this point distinguish Edwards’ immaterialism from his anti-realism, 

which is something that is at the heart of some recent discussion of Edwards’ idealism. 

Anti-realism is the idea that all perceptible objects (including bodies) do not exist 

independently of minds. Or to put it positively, anti-realism is the idea that all created minds 

(and their ideas) have their existence by virtue of their being ideas in the divine mind. This is 

quite an important distinction. For Edwards construes persons as ‘created minds’ in contrast to 

the ‘uncreated mind’ of God. Strangely, Edwards thinks that created minds somehow exist 

‘within’ and are ‘communications’ of the divine mind, almost as if such minds are not simply 

property-bearers of those ideas that are communicated to them by God, but that they themselves 

are properties of the divine mind.21 It is not entirely clear what Edwards means by this. What is 

clear is that for Edwards, the apparent stability or solidity of a perceptible object, whether a 

person or the gently falling snow or the lunar effect on the oceanic tide, is singularly a matter of 

that object’s stability and subsistence in the divine mind. As Edwards famously writes:  

 

The secret lies here: that which is truly the substance of all bodies is the infinitely exact and 

precise and perfectly stable idea in God’s mind, together with his stable will that the same 

shall be gradually communicated to us, and to other minds, according to certain fixed and 

exact established methods and laws. The infinitely exact and precise divine idea, together 

with an answerable, perfectly exact, precise and stable will with respect to correspondent 

communications to created minds, and effects on their minds.22 

 

He similarly intimates elsewhere that ‘God supposes its existence; that is, he causes all 

changes to arise as if all these things had actually existed in such a series in some created mind, 

                                                
 

20 “Of Being”, WJE 6:206 (emphasis added). 

21 This is an admittedly controversial way to construe anti-realism, a more standard account of 

which holds that ideas are the properties of minds, and that minds are property-bearers.  

22 “The Mind” no. 13, WJE 6:344 (emphasis added). 
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and as if created minds had comprehended all things perfectly. And although created minds do 

not, yet the divine mind doth, and he orders all things according to his mind, and his ideas’.23 For 

reasons that are material to the argument of the subsequent chapter, when I work out what I call 

Edwards’ ‘relative realism’, which is the difference between created-mind-independence and 

uncreated-mind-independence, I am simply going to assume that Edwards is not anti-realist, but 

a realist. And with all these distinctions now before us, consider that Edwards puts forward what 

I take to be the following slightly adjusted four-fold claim about human nature: 

 

(A1) Human nature consists in souls/minds and bodies, rightly related, according to which,24 

 

(A2) A human nature is essentially an immaterial mind, which is normally rightly related to a 

physical body. 

 

(A3) Physical bodies are ideas (or collections of ideas) in the divine mind (made perceptible 

to human minds by God), and these  

 

(A4) Perceptible bodies are normally requisite to a created mind’s proper function in an 

immaterial world.  

 

Christologically speaking, what this means is that for whatever version of the abstract-nature 

account of the Son’s human nature, Edwards seems to think that the God-man consists of two 

immaterial particulars—an uncreated mind and created mind. All other properties, like that of a 

‘reasonable body’, are reconciled in this. As we will return to this somewhat quizzical notion in 

more detail in a later section, let us pivot toward the issue of the moral status and ability of 

                                                
 

23 “The Mind” no. 34, WJE 6:354 (emphasis added). 

24 Here, I mean rightly related in productive sense, that is, in the sense that minds produce 

ideas (or more precisely, are presented with ideas, by God). On this way of thinking about right 

relations, physical things are just mental things.  
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Christ’s humanity. 

 

II. 2. On Impeccability 
 

That the Son’s human nature was like any other human nature, ‘sin apart’, is a matter of 

some debate, particularly amongst those of the Reformed tradition.25 It has become an 

increasingly popular notion to claim that while the Son of God assumed a complete and sinless 

human nature, it was nevertheless fallen.26 Consider, for instance, Karl Barth’s argument for the 

sinlessness view. He says:  

 

There must be no weakening or obscuring of the saving truth that the nature which God 

assumed in Christ is identical with our nature as we see it in the light of the Fall. If it were 

otherwise, how could Christ be really like us? What concern would we have with him? We 

stand before God characterized by the Fall. God’s Son not only assumed our nature but he 

                                                
 

25 Sarah Coakley, “What Does Chalcedon Solve and What Does it Not? Some Reflection on 

the Status and Meaning of the Chalcedonian ‘Definition’”, in Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall, 

and Gerald O’Collins, eds, The Incarnation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 162–

63.  

26 There are several recent and helpful surveys that map the trajectories of this development. 

See e.g. Oliver Crisp, “Did Christ have a Fallen Human Nature?”, International Journal of 

Systematic Theology 6:4 (July 2004), pp. 270-88; Kelly M. Kapic, “The Son’s Assumption of a 

Human Nature: A Call for Clarity”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 3:2 (July 

2001), pp. 154-66; Trevor Hart, “Sinlessness and Moral Responsibility: A Problem in 

Christology”, in Scottish Journal of Theology 48 (1995); Thomas Weinandy, In the Likeness of 

Sinful Flesh: An Essay on the Humanity of Christ (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1993); Colin 

Gunton, “Two Dogmas Revisited: Edward Irving’s Christology”, Scottish Journal of Theology 

41 (1988), pp. 359-76; Edward Irving, The Orthodox and Catholic Doctrine of Our Lord’s 

Human Nature (London: Baldwin & Cradock, 1830). 
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entered the concrete form of our nature, under which we stand before God as men damned 

and lost.27 

 

In other words, so the argument goes, Christ must assume a fallen human nature in order to 

have both legitimately assumed ‘reasonable soul and body’ and ‘be like us in all respects, sin 

apart’. From this it is argued that the Son’s human nature possessed all the necessary and 

sufficient conditions to sin, but, for a variety of possible reasons, did not sin—reasons like, for 

instance, the Son’s human nature was (somehow) immune or exempt from what theologians of 

the post-Reformation referred to as the reatus culpae (the liability of guilt), though not from the 

reatus poenae (the liability of punishment).28  

Edwards is conscious of the significance of this sort of argument. At one point he considers 

that ‘if [the Son] unites himself to guilty creatures, he of necessity brings their guilt on himself; if 

he unites himself to them that are in debt, he brings their debt on himself’.29 However, like most 

in the Reformed tradition, Edwards makes the argument that the Son’s human nature was 

impeccable, claiming that ‘it was owing to this election of God that the man Jesus was not one of 

the corrupt race of mankind’.30 Elsewhere he says that ‘Christ, although he was conceived in the 

womb of one of fallen mankind, yet he was conceived without sin; because he was conceived by 

the Holy Ghost, which is divine love and holiness itself. That which infinite holiness and love 

                                                
 

27 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 14 volumes, edited by Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Thomas 

F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1958-1975); hereafter, references to Barth’s works shall 

appear: Barth, Church Dogmatics, followed by volume number, section number and page 

number; in this case: I/2, p. 153. 

28 For an argument in favor of the sinlessness view, see Crisp, “Did Christ have a Fallen 

Human Nature”, pp. 270-88. 

29 “Miscellany” no. 764a, WJE 18:410. 

30 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 18:417.   
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immediately forms, it is impossible that it should have any sin’.31 In a more extensive treatment, 

he argues: 

 

Though Christ was conceived in the womb, and of the substance of a mother that was one of 

the corrupt race of mankind, and born of her, yet being conceived by the power of the Holy 

Ghost, which is the omnipotent holiness of God itself, that which was conceived and formed 

must needs be a perfectly holy thing; as Luke 1:35, “The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, 

and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: therefore also that holy thing which 

shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God”. Here it seems to be supposed, that 

seeing this thing is formed by the Holy Ghost, it must needs be an holy thing. Seeing it was 

the immediate work of infinite, omnipotent, holiness itself, the thing wrought must needs be 

perfectly holy, without any unholiness. Though wrought in the midst of pollution and 

brought out of it, yet this agent being infinitely powerful, its influence must needs infinitely 

prevail over any ill influence, that the nature of the mother might be supposed to have. It is 

the proper work of this infinite, divine, holy energy to bring good out of evil, light out of 

darkness, life out of death, holiness out of impurity.32 

 

We may conclude with some certainty from such statements that Edwards was interested in 

maintaining, with the tradition, the doctrine of Christ’s impeccability. That he was unaware of 

the ancillary promise that his immaterialism held out to theologians for maintaining this doctrine 

is what concerns the remainder of this chapter. With that, we are now in a position to more 

accurately craft the question that this chapter is primarily interested in asking. It is perhaps best 

to envision the question as a set of tightening concentric circles. The largest circle of the 

argument has to do with the hypostatic union and the moral status of Jesus of Nazareth. Moving 

a step inward, the next circle has to do with whether this human nature is possessed of the ability 

to sin or not. The next circle after that is concerned with whether one is in a better position to 

                                                
 

31 “Miscellany” no. 386, WJE 13:454. 

32 “Miscellany” no. 767, WJE 18:414. 
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affirm Christ’s sinlessness or impeccability as a logical consequence of the metaphysical 

assumptions about human nature. The logical consequence I have in mind has to do with a 

conceptual difficulty that is called ‘mind-body interactionism’ that follows from one’s 

commitment to a particular metaphysical story about human nature—the story that governs the 

majority of Reformed theological anthropology—namely, a commitment to what I will 

henceforth refer to as ‘mind-body dualism’.  

 

III. Mind-Body Dualism, Interactionism, and Jesus of Nazareth 

 

According to those Reformed theologians who are mind-body dualists, some of whom we 

will consider forthwith, human nature consists of nothing less than the affirmation that humans 

have an immaterial soul and a material body (however the relation between the two is construed). 

Prima facie, this doesn’t sound like a problem—that is, until we consider the Reformed doctrine 

of the human moral corruption which states that all fallen human beings have souls that are 

morally corrupt and as a result, they have corrupt bodies—bodily corruption amounting to 

susceptibility to weakness, infirmity, and ultimately death. So if the human nature assumed by 

the Son dies, which of course we would want to affirm, then by definition, his body must 

therefore have been corrupt. If this is the case then it looks like we would also need to affirm that 

his soul was corrupt. This is simply a logical step that follows from a commitment to mind-body 

dualism and the derivative nature of moral corruption’s effect on humanity. This does not appear 

to bode well for affirmations of impeccability and mind-body dualism (more in a moment). So 

let us turn now and consider what is entailed by mind-body dualism, after which we will 

examine the doctrine of moral corruption.  

As I said, I take it that Reformed appropriations of mind-body dualism, by and large, 

traditionally construe human nature in terms of an immaterial mind or soul and a material body, 

both of which are distinct, property-bearing substances that are also somehow able to 

communicate properties one to another. By describing the Reformed tradition’s theological 

anthropology—indeed, their Christological anthropology—broadly in terms of mind-body 

dualism, I am attempting to make metaphysical room for versions of substance dualism as well 

as versions of so-called substantive dualism—the distinction here being that substantive dualists 

construe the notion of substance as two distinguishable parts of a single concrete thing—what we 
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might call ‘weaker substances’—that can also compose one substance.33 In other words, I am 

using mind-body dualism as shorthand for substance/substantive dualism in this context. So, for 

example, the substantive dualist could say that if someone’s leg were completely severed from 

their body in a chainsaw accident, that that leg would no longer be a part of the substance to 

which it originally belonged. Rather it would be a substance in its own right, though in a much 

weaker sense—the weaker sense not diminishing the fact that the leg is a substance on its own. 

By setting up mind-body dualism in this way, I am trying to avoid distinguishing repeatedly 

between what may well be construed as a particular species of hylomorphic, substance, or so-

called Cartesian dualism—all of which have their own discriminating and important features. 

Mind-body dualism, then, is a term of art used here to describe human nature as consisting of 

nothing less than an immaterial and a material component, however they might be related. Mind-

body dualism could thus be construed as mereological fusions of one mind and one body that is 

itself a substance with distinct parts—what we might call hylomorphic dualism. It might also 

represent the view that human persons are immaterial minds that are (somehow) rightly related to 

a material body by some direct, two-way causation and that both the mind and the body are 

substances in themselves—what we might call substance or Cartesian dualism. In either case, 

referring broadly to Reformed theological anthropology as mind-body dualism establishes for us 

a sort of conceptual baseline for understanding the metaphysical apparatus that has, so I argue, 

traditionally propped up the Reformed doctrine of corruption.  

 

III. 1. Mind-Body Dualism 

 

With all this in mind, for the sake of brevity and clarity, let us consider the following four 

(primed) numbered theses (A1’)-(A4’), interspersed with some explanatory comments, as 

                                                
 

33 For an account of substance dualism, see e.g. J.P. Moreland and Scott Rae, Body & Soul: 

Human Nature & the Crisis in Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2000), ch. 2. For an 

account of what I am calling substantive dualism, see e.g. Eleanor Stump, Aquinas (New York: 

Routledge, 2003), ch. 6. 
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comprising what I take to be a synthetic account of the various Reformed appropriations of 

mind-body dualism: 

 

(A1’) Human nature consists of having a soul and body, rightly related.34 

 

That Reformed theologians have historically thought of human nature as consisting of 

immaterial souls and material bodies is a proposition that, I think, needs little defense. For the 

soul and body to be ‘rightly related,’ on the other hand, could mean a number of things, as I have 

already suggested. For this reason, all I want to propose at this point is that for souls and bodies 

to be rightly related, however that relation is construed, is something requisite to what we might 

call ‘normal human nature’.35 The next two propositions are closely related: 

                                                
 

34 It is not inconsequential to arguments about the human nature of Christ and broader 

metaphysical claims about human personhood (which are qualitatively different discussions) that 

dualist interpretations of human nature are faced with the inherent difficulty of showing how the 

soul and body of Jesus of Nazareth can satisfy the conditions for ‘human nature’ but somehow 

do not satisfy the conditions for ‘human personhood’. For an interesting article that highlights 

some of these inherent difficulties, for Cartesian Dualism, see R. Lucas Stamps, “A 

Chalcedonian Argument Against Cartesian Dualism”, The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 

19:1 (2015): 53-66. 

35 According to Herman Bavinck, ‘It follows from the doctrine of human creation in the image 

of God that this image extends to the whole person. Nothing in a human being excluded him 

from the image of God. And he is such totally, in soul and body, in all his faculties and powers, 

in all conditions and relations’, Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend, Vol.2: 

God and Creation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), p. 555 (emphasis added). A few 

centuries earlier, Thomas Goodwin intimated that, ‘Adam was a “living soul”, that is, a 

reasonable soul, giving life to a body made of earth and to live on earth; not a soul simply, but a 

“living soul”. The making of Adam a man is described as involving two things: 1) the forming of 

his body [and] 2) the breathing in, and uniting the soul unto it, which together united do make up 
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(A2’) The soul is immaterial (and essential to personhood), whereas 

 

(A3’) The body is material (extended, unthinking substance and contingent to personhood). 

 

By “soul,” I mean an immaterial, metaphysically simple, property-bearing substance, 

whereas by “body,” I mean the material, property-bearing substance that is a contingent aspect of 

a person, which as we shall see in (A4’) is not essential to personhood in the reduced sense, that 

is, as something minimally requisite to post-mortem or pre-resurrection states, but is nevertheless 

metaphysically indispensable to the soul’s proper or normal function in a material world.36 This 

brings us to our final proposition, namely, that:  

(A4’) A material body is requisite to an immaterial soul’s proper function in a material 

world. 

                                                
 
one person’, “Of the Creatures, and the Condition of Their State by Creation”, in The Works of 

Thomas Goodwin, Vol. 7, ed. Thomas Smith (Edinburgh: James Nichol, 1863), pp. 92-3. 

36 John Calvin argues that the soul is ‘an immortal yet created essence. The body is not 

affected by the fear of spiritual punishment, which falls upon the soul only; from this it follows 

that the souls is endowed with essence’, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, 

trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 1.15.1-2. William Ames argues 

similarly that ‘Man as the last of the creatures is also the summary of all, being both absolutely 

and contingently perfect—in the former way in his soul and in the latter way in his body. The 

body was first prepared and afterwards the soul was breathed in, Gen 2:7. The body was made of 

elementary matter, but the soul was produced not out of matter existing before, but rather by the 

immediate power of God. The creation of man was male and female, both of them out of nothing 

as far as the soul is concerned. The body of the male was made out of the earth mixed with other 

elements and that of the woman out of the man and for the man so that nothing would be missing 

for his well-being (1 Cor. 11:8, 9)’, The Marrow of Theology, ed. John Dykstra Eusden (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 1968), 1.8.61-65, 79, 105-6 (emphasis added) (hereafter, Marrow). 



 

72 

 

This is an echo of (A3’).37 For by (A4’) I am simply asserting that a normal human nature 

entails material embodiment of some sort for an immaterial soul to meaningfully interact with 

the material world. The contingent relation of the body to the soul is a claim about personhood as 

it pertains to post-mortem or pre-resurrection states. In this way, (A4’) is merely a claim about 

the soul’s embodied functionality. Again, I am not thereby saying that the body is essential to 

personhood. I am only saying that for mind-body dualist, a material body is required for an 

immaterial soul’s normal function insofar as that soul is believed to act in and interact with a 

world that is of a material nature. Let us now turn and consider the greatest challenge to mind-

body dualism. 

 

III. 2. Interactionism 

 

Because Reformed theologians have traditionally had little to say that is either explicitly or 

philosophically sophisticated about how the mind-body relation works, it is worth some brief 

exploration. Let me begin with a sketch of the challenge. Here, I am not so much interested in 

rehearsing the few candidate options for overcoming the mind-body interaction challenge 

(though I will interact with one recent proposal for dealing with it) as I am with pointing out the 

fact that there is a challenge and that this challenge warrants some additional philosophical 

fortification for those who are mind-body dualist in general, and more importantly, for those who 

                                                
 

37 According to Louis Berkhof, ‘[B]ody and soul are distinct substances, which do interact, 

though their mode of interaction escapes human scrutiny and remains a mystery for us. The 

union between the two may be called a union of life: the two are organically related, the soul 

acting on the body and the body on the soul. Some of the actions of the body are dependent on 

the conscious operation of the soul, while others are not. The operations of the soul are 

connected with the body as its instrument in the present life’, Systematic Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996 [1938]), pp. 195-6 (emphasis added). 
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maintain that Christ had an immaterial soul and a material body.38 So that we might understand 

just what mind-body dualists are up against, let us consider the following illustration. 

Imagine a boxer who enters the ring for his first title fight. At the sound of the first bell, the 

champ stuns the challenger with his first punch. At this, the champ lands a second punch, 

whereupon the challenger stumbles about, visibly disoriented and afraid, as his chance to win the 

title is suddenly in jeopardy. Now, prima facie, we would say that the challenger’s initial 

disorientation is a result of the champ’s enormous punching power and his landing a head shot 

that caused the challenger’s brain to be jostled around inside of his skull. But, strictly speaking, 

for the mind-body dualist, the brain is merely a hunk of matter—a material composite of 

neurons, cerebrospinal fluids, and other cellular entities. This hunk of matter is not numerically 

identical with the mind, which is an immaterial, thinking thing. The challenger’s disorientation is 

a mental state or mental property of the mind, not a physical property of the brain.  So how can 

the features of a material thing give rise to a mental state? And what about the other way around? 

That is, how can the mental state give rise to a physical property? That is, how does the 
                                                
 

38 Interactionism is a challenge for all theories of human ontology that explain human nature 

at any level in terms of material substance. That is, interactionism is as much a problem for 

proponents of materialism as it is for proponents of substance dualism. Materialists argue that 

persons are essentially molecular substances that possess no immaterial parts, like a soul or a 

mind (strictly speaking). Persons are made of flesh, blood, neutrons, electrons, and other 

chemical composites. Souls, minds, or spirits are a fiction. While increasingly popular amongst a 

number of contemporary philosophers of religion (See e.g. Hud Hudson, A Materialist 

Metaphysics of the Human Person [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001]; Peter van Inwagen, 

Material Beings [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990]; Lynne Rudder Baker, “Need A 

Christian Be a Mind/Body Dualist,” Faith and Philosophy 12:4 [Oct 1995]: 498-504), the 

deliverances of materialism have yet to be fully realized in terms of how two different kind-

substances, namely, God—a purely immaterial being—causally interacts with, influences, or 

changes human persons—purely material beings. For some further discussion, see: Oliver D. 

Crisp “Materialist Christology”, in God Incarnate: Explorations is Christology (London: T&T 

Clark, 2009), pp. 137-154. 
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challenger’s instantiation of the mental property ‘being afraid’ give rise to, say, a sudden change 

of countenance, rapid perspiration, or pulmonary acceleration, etc.? These and many other such 

questions are representative of the challenges presented by so-called mind-body interactionism. 

A similar set of questions may be raised, I maintain, for Reformed theologians who uphold 

something like (A1’)-(A4’) and Chalcedonian Christology. Let us consider some of what is at 

stake for such commitments. 

Having sketched out the rudiments of mind-body dualism (A1’)-(A4’), together with the 

challenge of interactionism, next we consider a few of the Christological implications. In this 

section, we consider some straightforward examples where the challenge of interactionism 

appears in the gospel narratives. Then, in the next section, we return to the matter of Christ’s 

sinlessness or his impeccability and consider what I think is interactionism’s most significant 

challenge for a mind-body dualist Christology, namely, the doctrine of moral corruption.  

There are not many passages of Scripture where Jesus is explicitly described in a way that 

shows his detailed mental activity and a corresponding bodily response to that activity. The 

difficulty we face in isolating and examining such passages is further compounded by the fact 

that while Jesus of Nazareth is the human nature upon which our interaction and ‘moral status’ 

questions devolve, Jesus is a divine person. Thus, insulating our questions about Jesus’ human 

nature from this fact is next to impossible. For this reason, we shall limit our brief inquiry to 

three passages that appear to present Jesus as obviously thinking about particular things for 

which the gospel writers record a particular bodily response. But before we transition to a 

consideration of interactionism and the doctrine of moral corruption, as I mentioned previously, 

we first consider a possible solution to the interaction challenge, known in the literature as ‘weak 

occasionalism’.  

Let us start with the record of Jesus’ resurrection of Lazarus from John’s gospel. According 

to John, ‘When Jesus saw [Mary] weeping, and the Jews who had come with her also weeping, 

he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled. And he said, “Where have you laid him?” 

They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus wept. So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!”’ 

(John 11.33-35 esv, emphasis added).  

Next, consider Luke’s record of Jesus’ triumphal entry, according to which Luke records 

that: 
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When he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘Would that you, even you, had 

known on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes. 

For the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up a barricade around you and 

surround you and hem you in on every side and tear you down to the ground, you and your 

children within you. And they will not leave one stone upon another in you, because you did 

not know the time of your visitation’ (Luke 19.41-44 esv, emphasis added). 

 

Finally, consider the final hours before Jesus’ arrest in Gethsemane, again from Luke’s 

gospel, where ‘being in an agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat became like great 

drops of blood falling down to the ground’ (Luke 22.44 esv).  

In all three cases, Jesus’ body manifests a perceptible and recordable response—either by 

weeping or perspiring—as the result of some mental state—in the first case, love, then 

compassion or lamentation, and, finally, distress.  

 Recalling Chalcedon’s pronouncement of the ‘reasonable soul and body’ assumed by the 

Son at the incarnation, together with our boxing analogy, we are faced with a few rather 

straightforward and curious questions about how Jesus’ love, lamentation, and distress can 

causally influence the secretion of bodily fluid from either his eyes or (presumably) his brow. 

There are a number of potential explanations to which mind-body dualists might appeal, and, of 

course, some are more complex than others. Wanting to spare the rehearsal of the various 

candidate solutions to the interaction challenge and their intricacies, let us think through one 

possible (and in the case of Edwards’, likely) explanation, recently articulated by Alvin 

Plantinga. He calls it ‘weak occasionalism’.39 

Broadly speaking, occasionalism is the idea that God is the sole causal agent of all mental 

and physical states of affairs that obtain in the world. (This is something to which we will return 

in greater detail in chapter three when looking at Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation.) As it 

pertains to property relations of differing kind-substances, like those between minds and bodies, 
                                                
 

39 Alvin Plantinga, “Law, Cause, and Occasionalism”, in Michael Bergmann and Jeffrey E. 

Bower, Reason and Faith: Themes from Swinburne (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 

126-44. 
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such as Jesus’ instantiation of the property ‘loving Mary and Lazarus’ and the subsequent 

instantiation of the property ‘weeping’, occasionalism says that God causes the initial mental 

state of Jesus’ human mind, all the way down, so to speak, to the very number of tears shed. In 

other words, God is the sole causal agent of both the instantiation and the interaction of all 

properties of all immaterial and all material substances. This is what Plantinga calls ‘strong 

occasionalism’—something he rejects as incommensurate with Christian claims of human moral 

responsibility, on the grounds that if God were the sole causal agent of all morally responsible 

agents, God would be the direct cause of all mental events, thereby undercutting an agent’s 

ability to be free and responsible. 

Instead, Plantinga holds up what he calls ‘weak occasionalism’ as the most plausible and, 

consequently, least problematic option for explaining the causal interaction of immaterial and 

material substances. On this view, human agents are responsible for their various mental states. 

Whereas God is responsible for arranging those physical states of affairs that follow from human 

mental states. Using the analogy of one person stabbing another, Plantinga compares weak 

occasionalism to what he refers to as ‘secondary causalism’—the idea that God indirectly causes 

certain events to obtain through some sort of causal chain that he is only distantly responsible for 

inaugurating. Accordingly, he argues:  

 

On the (weak) occasionalism reading, God takes my undertakings [my intent to stab 

someone] as the occasion for his causing the events in my brain as well as the evening 

issuing in the stabbing. In each case [weak occasionalism or secondary causalism] my 

undertaking results in the stabbings occurring. Presumably God endorses and underwrites 

this arrangement in order to confer on us significant freedom: my undertakings can result in 

morally significant events, including events that are part of the bad.40 

 

Weak occasionalism seems to make sense of how someone can ‘purpose to commit murder’, 

say, and then ‘stab someone to death’ by God simply making it so. At no point does God desire 

to bring about the stabbing death of a person, but he must nevertheless bring it about because the 
                                                
 

40 Plantinga, “Law, Cause, and Occasionalism”, p. 143 (emphasis added). 
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agent who desires to do the stabbing cannot perform the morally evil act unless his or her body is 

engaged (by God) to pick up a knife and thrust it into someone’s belly. Immediately, Plantinga 

carefully anticipates the fallout of this sort of explanation, namely, that God becomes the direct 

cause of all morally evil states of affairs that obtain in the world. In other words, God is not 

responsible for the mind that merely conceives of stabbing someone but fails to act. Rather, the 

instantiation of such a mental state is merely the occasion whereby God brings about the act of 

stabbing. 

Now, applied to our understanding of these gospel narratives, it seems rather uncontroversial 

(given weak occasionalism and the interaction challenge) to say that God simply arranges the 

appropriate bodily response of Jesus’ instantiating such properties as ‘being loving’, ‘being 

compassionate’, or ‘being distressed’—whether it be furrowed brow, eyes filled with saline, or 

blood-imbibed perspiration. Weak occasionalism becomes a potential problem, however, with 

respect to Jesus’ moral status and his instantiating the property ‘being corrupt’—a property he 

apparently must instantiate in body (and therefore in mind/soul), according to the traditional 

Reformed definition of corruption as a morally responsible agent’s susceptibility to weakness, 

infirmity, and death. What seems to be at stake here, by opting for something like Plantinga’s 

weak occasionalism, is that one would need to offer up some further explanation of how God’s 

‘causing’ the corruption of the body puts them in a better position to affirm things like God’s 

essential attributes of love and goodness. And weak occasionalism actually seems to compound 

the complexities of the mind-body interaction problem by virtue of the fact that God is 

immaterial and yet he somehow or another causes the corruption of material bodies.41 Let us turn 

                                                
 

41 I am conscious that in mounting an argument for immaterialism, immaterialism is 

sometimes charged with having its own interaction challenge, in the sense that if minds are 

metaphysical simples (i.e. not corporeal), and bodies are metaphysically complex (i.e. a bundle 

or collections of ideas) there arise questions of how simple and complex things interact. That 

said, this is quite different from the interaction challenge that follows from the causal 

relationship of differing kind-substances. Immaterialism, like that of Edwards’, gets around a 

larger mind-body interaction challenge, namely, that of the interaction of an immaterial divine 
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now and consider the doctrine of corruption and the Christological implications for those 

committed to mind-body dualism. After that we will look at Edwards’ doctrine of corruption and 

how it is that by his commitment to immaterialism, he is able to elide the worry of having to say 

that Christ was in any way corrupt, and, what is more, merely sinless.   

 

III. 3. On Corruption and Jesus of Nazareth 

 

Traditionally, the doctrine of moral corruption has served a mostly stipulative function, as a 

sort of dogmatic bridge between the doctrine of original sin—the morally vitiated estate of all 

human persons that derives from their relationship to the homo primus—and the doctrine of 

actual sin—the morally evil acts that necessarily follow from all human persons as a result of 

this relation. Interestingly, few in the Reformed tradition have systematically offered up any 

detailed, philosophically sophisticated definition of corruption (especially as it relates to the 

corruption of the body). In order to bring some shape and clarity to our discussion, let us 

consider the following four propositions, again, for the sake of brevity, as the conceptual 

hardcore of the Reformed doctrine of human moral corruption. First:  

 

(C1) All created human natures are morally corrupt. 

 

That is, corruption is a problem that affects all humanity in that all persons with a human 

nature invariably suffer (though in varying degrees) from an inherent tendency toward acts of 

moral evil. No one is without sin, according to the Apostolic teaching (Romans 3:23; 1 John 1:8-

10). For example, according Louis Berkhof, ‘Original pollution includes two things, namely, the 

absence of original righteousness and the presence of positive evil. [Inherent] corruption extends 

to every part of man’s nature, to all the faculties and powers of both soul and body’.42 Note 

                                                
 
substance and a material human substance. It seems to me that substance dualism has also to 

answer for this larger issue. 

42 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996 [1938]), pp. 246-7. 



 

79 

Berkhof’s reference to the ‘presence of a positive evil’. This is quite important, and an 

innovation that belongs largely to those of the Reformed tradition, about which we will say more 

in a moment. For now, we should observe that Reformed theologians think that all humanity is 

morally corrupt. This assertion seems beyond contest and thus needs little further defense, save 

for one important qualification. That all humanity possesses a nature that is wholly corrupt does 

not mean that all humanity is as corrupt as they possibly could be. Corruption comes in degrees. 

So while all humans may covet, for example, not all humans are kleptomaniacs. And with that 

we come to our next proposition. 

 

(C2) The corruption of the soul is equivalent to a disordered desire for things that are not 

God. 

 

The doctrine of corruption most often accounts for the sort of change that took place in Adam, 

and therefore all humanity, as a result of the primal sin.43 The majority of Reformed theologians 

characterize this change in two ways: what we might call corruption by acquisition and 

corruption by privation. Corruption by privation refers to some (or some set of) supernatural 

governing principle(s) that Adam lost as a result of the primal sin and his posterity lost mutatis 

mutandis. In this sense, corruption is a loss of so-called, original righteousness—a view most 

closely associated with Augustine and the Roman Catholic tradition.44 Corruption by acquisition, 

on the other hand, is something of a Reformed innovation, as we have already had cause to note 

with Berkhof’s reference to the ‘presence of a positive evil’. It supposes that both Adam and his 

posterity not only fell from their original pristine and righteous state, they were also henceforth 

endowed with a new capacity or disposition to sin—a positive property of ‘being corrupt’—that 

                                                
 

43 See William G. T. Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, ed. Alan W. Gomes, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, 

NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed), p. 568. 

44 For some helpful historical discussion on the development of this distinction, see Tatha 

Wiley, Original Sin: Origins, Developments, Contemporary Meanings (New York: Paulist Press, 

2002), chs. 3 and 4. 



 

80 

Adam’s pristine nature obtained as a result of the primal sin, and that Adam’s posterity obtained 

because of their relationship to Adam. To be corrupt by acquisition means that all humanity, 

post-lapsum, possesses various new and inordinate desires for evil. A few centuries before 

Berkhof, the English puritan theologian William Ames’ discussed the nature of corruption, 

something that is subsumed into the larger discussion of sin’s origin and propagation, as a 

‘perversion in man that has, as it were, two parts, one formal and the other material’.45 The formal 

part he refers to as a sort of loathing of all moral goodness, and the material part, he explains as a 

propensity or disposition toward moral evil. To be corrupt in this sense means that both Adam 

and his posterity not only lack a desire for things that are morally good, they also possess an 

excessive longing for things that are morally bad. In other words, the soul bears the property 

‘being corrupt’ in both a negative (privative) and a positive (acquisitioned) sense.46 It is 

significant that Ames assigns both parts of his doctrine of corruption to a function or, better, a 

malfunction of the will. He goes so far as to say, ‘The will is deprived of the power of willing 

well and takes the form of willing amiss’.47 Interestingly, Ames explains earlier that ‘corruption is 

attributed not only to the whole man in general but to each one of his parts’, which include: ‘1) 

the intellect, 2) the conscience, 3) the will, and 4) the body’.48 ‘The first motion and step in this 

                                                
 

45 Marrow, p. 121.  

46 John Owen (1616-1683) similarly describes the corruption of the soul as a law that has both 

‘dominion’ and ‘an efficacy to provoke’. The former he describes in gubernatorial terms as an 

authority or power that rules a person’s acts. The later he describes in terms of the habitual or 

dispositional exercise of that power. See: “On Indwelling Sin in Believers’, in The Works of John 

Owen, ed. William H. Gould, Vol. 7 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2000 (1850-3]), pp. 

163-5. For some additionally helpful discussion about the positive property of corruption, see 

Paul Helm, John Calvin’s Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), chs. 4 and 5. 

47 Marrow, 121 (emphasis added). 

48 Marrow, 120-21 (emphasis added). 
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disobedience [the primal sin]’, Ames argues, ‘was the disordered desire for some superiority due 

to pride of mind’.49 So what then about the corruption of the body?  

This leads us to our next two, closely related propositions: 

 

(C3) The corruption of the body is equivalent to one’s being prone to weakness, infirmity, 

and death. 

 

(C4) Bodily corruption is (somehow) derivative of the soul’s corruption. 

 

Theologians of the Reformed tradition have historically referred to bodily corruption in terms 

of those derivative characteristics or accidental features that (somehow) ‘naturally’ follow from 

the soul’s corruption, such as sickness or disease or death. Consider, for example, Charles 

Hodge’s (1797-1878) explanation of the corruption of the body. He argues that:  

 

Augustinianism, as held by the Lutherans and Reformed Churches, teaches that the whole 

man, soul and body, is affected by the corruption of our nature derived from our first parents. 

As the Scriptures speak of the body being sanctified in two ways [i.e. being made fit for 

service and being made habitable for righteousness], so also they represent the body as 

affected by the apostasy of our race. It is not only employed in the service of sin or as an 

instrument to unrighteousness; but it is in every respect deteriorated. It is inordinate in its 

cravings, rebellious, and hard to restrain.50 

 

From this we observe three things: First, that Hodge thinks that the body is viewed as 

somehow an instrument of unrighteousness; second, that bodily corruption is somehow 

equivalent to the diminishment of human homeostasis. Third, and most notable for our purposes, 

                                                
 

49 Marrow, 114 (emphasis added). 

50 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1885), 

2.2.7, p. 255 (emphasis added). 
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that the body has some measure of agency apart from the soul. For these reasons I want to 

suggest that some Reformed theologians think that persons bear the property of corruption in 

their bodies similar to how they bear the property of corruption in their souls, namely, by both 

the privation of something good and by the acquisition of something bad. Consider Berkhof’s 

statement once again, that ‘Original pollution includes two things, namely, the absence of 

original righteousness and the presence of positive evil. [Inherent] corruption extends to every 

part of man’s nature, to all the faculties and powers of both soul and body’.51 Think of the 

difference between, say, being prone to do something and being inclined to it. This is certainly a 

fine distinction, but a distinction nevertheless. On this way of thinking, the privation of one’s 

health does not simply give rise to the property of ‘being cancerous’, for example. In other 

words, a person’s body instantiates a positive property, ‘being cancerous’, by the acquisition of 

some negative state of affairs, not (merely) by the privation of one’s health. Being prone to 

sickness is not the same as being inclined thereto. One seems to carry the idea of vulnerability, 

while the other seems to carry the idea of an active receptivity—almost as if the body were 

working against itself, and perhaps even against the soul.  

Now, beyond (C1)-(C4), there is at best only disparate discussion amongst Reformed 

theologians about the precise nature and extent of human moral corruption. This is particularly 

true as it pertains to the corruption of the body. Given (A1’)-(A4’), we are left with one 

remaining question about the nature of corruption: How does the soul share the property of 

‘being corrupt’ with the body?52 With this in mind, and borrowing from conceptual assets from 

contemporary studies in the philosophy of mind, let us consider two additional propositions in 

our construal of corruption that might help fill out what is lacking in these historical accounts: 

 
(C5) Corruption is a mixed-mental property. 

                                                
 

51 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 246-7 (emphasis added). 

52 Mind-body interaction is a subject of enormous interest to philosophers of mind. See e.g. 

E.J. Lowe, An Introduction to The Mind-Body Problem (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2000); Jaegwon Kim, Philosophy of Mind, 3rd ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2010 

[1996]). 
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(C6) Bodily corruption has a teleo-functional relationship to the soul’s being corrupt. 

Propositions (C5) and (C6) provide what I think are some possible explanatory recourses 

for—better still, refinements to—(C1)-(C4), especially (C3) and (C4). Let us take each in turn, 

beginning with (C5). 

First, consider the notion that ‘being corrupt’ is mixed-mental property. A property is a 

mixed-mental property insofar as it accounts for the relationship between, say, the instantiation 

of the mental property, ‘purposing to knock your opponent out cold in the first round of a fight’, 

and the instantiation of the physical property, ‘intentionally delivering the knockout blow’. 

According to Richard Swinburne: 

 

[Mixed mental properties] are properties, and so events, which look to be mental on this 

definition, which can be analyzed in terms of a physical component and a mental component. 

These properties we may call “mixed” mental properties and events. The instantiation of the 

mental property is followed by the instantiation of the physical property. On the dualist view 

the mixed property belongs to the man, because its pure-mental property component belongs 

to his soul, and its physical-property component belongs to his body. A person has a body if 

there is a chunk of matter through which he makes a difference to the material world, and 

through which he acquires true beliefs about that world. Our bodies are the vehicles of our 

knowledge and operation.53 

 

From this, we might well construe ‘being corrupt’ as a mixed-mental property, if, for 

example, the instantiation of the mental property ‘purposing to commit fraud’ is followed by the 

instantiation of the physical property of ‘intentionally filing false paperwork that defrauds an 

insurance company’. To say that ‘being corrupt’ is a mixed-mental property helps us understand 

how those in Reformed tradition seem to have explained the intimacy of the soul-body relation 

and how the corruption of the body follows from the corruption of the soul. If the body is, as 
                                                
 

53 Richard Swinburne, The Evolution of the Soul (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997 

[1986]), pp. 7-8ff, 145-7. 
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Swinburne indicates, ‘the vehicle of our knowledge and operation’, it seems then that if the body 

bears the positive property of ‘being corrupt’, it is doing so in more than a merely accidental 

way. So consider that: 

 

(C5) Corruption is a mixed-mental property. 

 

Now, as for (C6), consider that some properties, perhaps including the property of ‘being 

corrupt’, are what some contemporary philosophers call ‘teleo-functional properties’.54 Broadly 

(and rather roughly) speaking, functionalism is the idea that mental states are a consequence of 

the functional operations that make up organizational structure of an entity.55 According to 

Godfrey-Smith, ‘For the teleo-functionist, what is essential to the mental state is not what it tends 

                                                
 

54 The locus classicus on teleo-functionalism is found in two volumes by William G. Lycan, 

Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987), and Consciousness and Experience 

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996). For a helpful treatment of Lycan’s works, see Thomas 

Ploger and Owen Flanagan, “A Decade of Teleofunctionalism: Lycan’s Consciousness and 

Consciousness and Experience”, Minds and Machines 11 (2001): pp. 113-26. (Special thanks to 

Tom Ploger who generously supplied me with this article). There are two additionally 

noteworthy comments that I ought to make. First, teleo-functionalism, by and large, has been a 

tool employed in the service of making arguments for materialism. That said, there are some, like 

Robert Koons, for whom teleo-functionalism supports dualism (of some sort); see Realism 

Regained: An Exact Theory of Causation, Teleology and the Mind (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2000). Second, though some may think otherwise, my particular use of teleo-functionalism 

to describe mind-body interaction as it pertains to the Reformed doctrine of moral corruption is 

not at all in service to or a confirmation of any evolutionary theory of human origins. 

55 A widely debated subject amongst philosophers of the mind, functionalism comes in variety 

of species. For a helpful survey of these various species of functionalism, see Thomas W. Ploger, 

Natural Minds (Cambridge, MA: Bradford Books [The MIT Press], 2004), ch.3-5 (I am grateful 

to Tom Ploger for generously supplying me with these chapters). 
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to do, but what it is supposed to do’.56 In other words, teleo-functionalism describes the normative 

operation of various physical properties and their response to a particular mental state and vice 

versa.57 Take the experience of pain, for example. Pain is a mental state that bears a teleo-

functional relationship to, say, ‘a punch to the mouth’ in the sense that the body is the vehicle for 

the mind to be able to (somehow) meaningfully interpret pain. According to Ploger, ‘the 

teleological function of a thing is what is normal in a design or a purposive sense; it is what 

things of a kind are supposed to do’.58 With that in mind, consider the mental state ‘being corrupt’ 

as bearing a teleo-functional relationship to the body because it accounts for the proper (or in this 

case, improper) function of the body. Suppose the mind instantiates the property of ‘intentionally 

purposing to commit perjury’. Only when coupled with a material body can this mental state be 

properly exercised, namely, by ‘intentionally falsifying a hand-written document in a legal 

proceeding’. So perhaps:  

 

(C6) Bodily corruption bears a teleo-functional relationship to the soul’s being corrupt. 

 

From this it seems then that (C5) helps us account for a mind-body dualist claim (A4), which, 

we recall, is that a material body is requisite to an immaterial soul’s proper function in a material 

world. However, (C5) and (C6) do not ultimately provide us with a precise account of the nature 

of a derivative-property relationship of an immaterial substance (a soul/mind) and a material 

substance (a body). Rather, (C5) and (C6) help us more accurately account for the mind-body 

dualist understanding of corruption by more accurately describing what may be meant by 

Reformed ascriptions (C3) and (C4). That ‘being corrupt’ is a property shared soul-to-body is a 

subject that requires a much more detailed inquiry, far more than could be expressed here. The 

                                                
 

56 Peter Godfrey-Smith, Complexity and the Function of the Mind in Nature (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 13 (emphasis added). 

57 Joshua R. Farris, ‘“Emergent Creationism: Another Option in the Origin of the Soul 

Debate”, Religious Studies 50:3 (September 2014), pp. 321-339. 

58 Ploger, Natural Minds, p. 173. 
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question that most concerns us here, before we move back into Edwards, is this: Do (C1)-(C6) 

require a metaphysical story like (A1’)-(A4’)? Now that we have a clearer picture of what those 

in the Reformed tradition have traditionally thought about the nature of human persons and the 

doctrine of moral corruption, let us briefly consider at what points (C1)-(C6) seem to require 

(A1’)-(A4’), beginning with (C5) and (C6).  

As I have already suggested, both (C5) and (C6) are explanatory propositions about the 

function of soul and the body, both of which assume (A3’) and (A4’). Does this mean that (C5) 

and (C6) require (A3’) and (A4’)? It certainly looks that way. For while (C5) and (C6) only shed 

additional light on our understanding of (A3’) and (A4’), they are nevertheless filling out what 

remains of the philosophically unsophisticated portion of the conceptual hardcore of a doctrine 

of corruption that simply assumes that human persons are souls and bodies of a different kind-

nature. That certain metaphysical assumptions about personhood are left unclear, however, 

should not prevent us either from trying to get at what they actually mean by the corruption of a 

soul and the corruption of a body, or how the soul might corrupt the body, or from trying to 

measure the implications that follow from such meaning. So, in this sense, (C5) and (C6) do 

appear to require (A3’) and (A4’). What then of the couplet, (C3) and (C4)? Obviously, to claim 

that a person’s body is corrupt assumes that that person, in fact, has a body. And this confirms 

(A3’). But given claim (C4), that bodily corruption is derivative of the soul, one must have a soul 

too, which of course requires (A1’) and (A2’). So (C4) seems to require (A2’) and (A1’), and this 

implies that a person’s soul is different in kind than their body (A2’), which means that claims 

about soul corruption (C2) are different in kind than claims about body corruption (C3). In this 

sense, (C2) and (C3) appear to require (A1’) and (A2’). In these ways at least, it looks as though 

(C1)-(C6) are built around assumptions about humanity (A1’)-(A4’). Having parsed out (C1)-

(C6) and (A1’)-(A4’) and having considered the extent to which (C1)-(C6) are conceptually 

reliant upon (A1’)-(A4’), we are finally in a position to consider an alternative metaphysical 

story about humanity and how it might make sense of the doctrine of corruption. What we have 

here, however, provides us with a helpful, broad understanding of what the Reformed tradition 

has thought about the doctrine of corruption. Now let us look closely at what Edwards has to say 

about it. 
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IV. Edwards on Corruption 

 

Edwards has a great deal to say about human corruption. In fact, Edwards discusses the 

corruption of the body at some detail in his 1740 sermon on the nature of regeneration. Of the 

nature of bodily corruption, he writes: 

 

The Scriptures represent that the body as well as the soul as being in some respects the 

subject of the corruption of nature by the Fall. When man fell, he became totally corrupt in 

every part, in body as well as soul. Now sure it is so that our whole man, the body as well as 

the soul are changed by the Fall and become corrupt. The body in its unrenewed state with its 

corrupt appetites and lusts is a dead weight to the soul. Its lusts, its exerting itself in a manner 

becoming a rational creature debases the soul, pulls it down from its proper objects and 

makes man like a beast. All the while the soul dwells in such a body, it sinks lower and lower 

into a most guilty and miserable state. Every soul that goes out of such a body infallibly goes 

out of this prison into the prison of hell. It sinks down into everlasting perdition and the black 

of darkness forever.59 

  

Now, much of what Edwards says more broadly about corruption is situated within his larger 

discussion of the imago Dei, according to which he thinks (roughly) that persons bear the image 

of God in two ways: morally and naturally.60 The natural image—what Edwards describes in 

                                                
 

59 Jonathan Edwards, “In True Conversion Men’s Bodies are in Some Respects Changed as 

well as Their Souls”, in Michael D. McMullen, ed., The Blessing of God: Previously 

Unpublished Sermons of Jonathan Edwards (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 

2003), pp. 300-1, 308.  

60 For some additionally helpful discussion on Edwards’ doctrine of the imago dei, see Marc 

Cortez, “The Human Person as Communicative Event: Jonathan Edwards on the Mind/Body 

Relationship”, in Joshua R. Farris and Charles Taliaferro, eds., The Ashgate Research 

Companion to Theological Anthopology (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 139-50; et al., “Idealism 
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terms of ‘inferior’ or ‘natural’ principles—consists in a person’s reason, understanding, will, and 

authority (this is Edwards’ faculty psychology). The moral image—what he explains as a 

person’s ‘superior’ or ‘supernatural’ principles—he says consists in divine love. In Original Sin, 

Edwards writes: 

 

The case with man was plainly this: when God made man at first, he implanted in him two 

kinds of principles. There was an inferior kind, which may be called natural, being the 

principles of mere human nature; such as self-love, with those natural appetites and passions, 

which belong to the nature of man, in which his love to his own liberty, honor and pleasure, 

were exercised: these when alone, and left to themselves, are what the Scriptures sometimes 

call flesh. Besides these, there were superior principles, that were spiritual, holy and divine, 

summarily comprehended in divine love; wherein consisted the spiritual image of God, and 

man's righteousness and true holiness; which are called in Scripture the divine nature.61 

 

Edwards is quite clear that when God created Adam, he endowed him with the full—natural 

and spiritual—image, but because of the Fall, Adam and his posterity retained only the natural 

image.62 Having thus been corrupted, no longer was Adam nor his posterity fit, as it were, to bear 

the moral or spiritual image. He defends this in a number of his published and unpublished 

works. For example, in his Religious Affections, he writes: 

 

As there are two kinds of attributes in God, according to our way of conceiving of him, his 

                                                
 
and the Resurrection”, in Joshua R. Farris, S. Mark Hamilton, and James S. Spiegel, eds., 

Idealism and Christianity: Idealism and Christian Theology, Vol. 1 (New York: Bloomsbury, 

2016), pp. 129-44. 

61 “The Great Doctrine of Original Sin Defended”, WJE 3:381-3. 

62 For more on the mechanics of Edwards’ account of the transmission of original sin, see 

Michael Rea, “The Metaphysics of Original Sin", in Peter van Inwagen and Dean Zimmerman, 

eds., Persons Human and Divine (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 319-56. 
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moral attributes, which are summed up in his holiness, and his natural attributes, of strength, 

knowledge, etc. that constitute the greatness of God; so there is a twofold image of God in 

man, his moral or spiritual image, which is his holiness, that is the image of God's moral 

excellency (which image was lost by the fall); and God's natural image, consisting in men's 

reason and understanding, his natural ability, and dominion over the creatures, which is the 

image of God's natural attributes.63 

 

Elsewhere Edwards explains, and here I quote him at length: 

 

When man sinned, and broke God's covenant, and fell under his curse, these superior 

principles left his heart: for indeed God then left him; that communion with God, on which 

these principles depended, entirely ceased; the Holy Spirit, that divine inhabitant, forsook the 

house. The inferior principles of self-love and natural appetite, which were given only to 

serve, being alone, and left to themselves, of course became reigning principles; having no 

superior principles to regulate or control them, they became absolute masters of the heart. 

Man did immediately set up himself, and the objects of his private affections and appetites, 

as supreme; and so they took the place of God. These inferior principles are like fire in a 

house; which, we say, is a good servant, but a bad master; very useful while kept in its place, 

but if left to take possession of the whole house, soon brings all to destruction. Man's love to 

his own honor, separate interest, and private pleasure, which before was wholly subordinate 

unto love to God and regard to his authority and glory, now dispose and impel man to pursue 

those objects, without regard to God's honor, or law; because there is no true regard to these 

divine things left in him.64 

 

What this amounts to for Edwards’s immaterialism is a reduction in the complexity of the 

doctrine of corruption, especially as it pertains to the corruption of the body, by accounting for 

                                                
 

63 “Religious Affections”, WJE 2:256.  

64 “The Great Doctrine of Original Sin Defended,” WJE 3:381-3 (emphasis added). 
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all persons (post-lapsum) as simply and only corrupt minds—disordered minds that have 

disordered ideas about God and creation. From this it is clear that Edwards thinks that the so-

called spiritual principles (or moral image) left Adam as a result of God’s withdrawal from 

Adam. In other words, the loss of the moral image is for Edwards the loss of the Spirit of God 

himself, which results in the corruption or disordering of that person’s mind and therefore a 

disordering of that person’s ideas, one (or perhaps one bundle of ideas) of which is the body. So 

the extent to which a person’s body can be regarded as corrupt, in Edwards’ view, is singularly 

dependent on his mind’s being corrupt. On Edwards’ view, the properties of mental and physical 

corruption are co-located in the mind. This is because there is no body wherein the property of 

bodily corruption can be instantiated, apart from the mind’s perception of it. In this way, 

Edwards’ immaterialist account of corruption not only avoids mind-body dualism’s interaction 

challenge, by denying the material nature of bodies, but it also reduces the complexity of the 

doctrine of corruption itself, by simply affirming the following three slightly adjusted 

propositions: 

 

(C1) All fallen human persons are morally corrupt. 

 

(C2’) Corruption is a mental state equivalent to having disordered desires for things other 

than God. 

 

(C3’) Bodily corruption is an idea or collection of ideas in the mind (disease, decay, and 

death are merely mental states). 

 

Having now taken apart the doctrine of corruption, dividing it into its most basic parts for 

both a mind-body dualist and immaterialist account of human nature, it seems that an 

immaterialist understanding of the doctrine of corruption presents a viable alternative to the 

traditional mind-body dualism that has hitherto dominated the Reformed tradition. As it pertains 

to the Reformed explanation of the corruption of the body, it seems as though immaterialism 

provides a more natural account of the mind’s corruption of the body by virtue of the fact that it 

makes better sense of the minds’ interaction with the body. On Reformed appropriations of 
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mind-body dualism, the problem of interaction creates a further problem of needing to account 

for bodily corruption because the body is of a different kind-substance.  

For immaterialists like Edwards, the interaction problem is simply eliminated and, 

concomitantly, the problem of making sense of (material) bodily corruption. And it does so in at 

least four ways. First, Edwards’ way of thinking requires fewer numbers of things for which to 

account—a soul and ideas rather than a soul, its ideas, and a body—than on the mind-body 

dualist account of corruption. Second, Edwards’ immaterialism also requires an explanation of 

fewer kinds of things—an immaterial mind—whereas the mind-body dualist must account for at 

least two kinds of things—an immaterial soul and material body. Third, in order to make sense 

of the mind-body dualist notion of corruption, one must understand certain underlying 

information about what it means for something to be made of matter before one can say how 

something material can be corrupted (and, what is more, how that material thing can be 

corrupted by something immaterial). This is a problem that Edwards’ immaterialism does not 

face. ‘Being corrupt’ in body is simply a co-located property of the mind. Insofar as the body is 

corrupt on immaterialism, it is only corrupt because it is perceived as such, not because it is in 

some independent substance that is different than the mind or soul. Fourth and finally, the 

immaterialist account of corruption seems to require fewer law-like relations such as those 

necessary to describe the interaction of souls and bodies on mind-body dualism. On 

immaterialism, there are no such law-like relations. Ceteris paribus, immaterialism has less to 

make sense of than mind-body dualism, and the doctrine of corruption provides us with a good 

theological reason for thinking so. Now what about the human nature of Christ?  

 

V. Corruption, Jesus of Nazareth, and Immaterialism 

 

Did Jesus of Nazareth sin? Certainly not! Did he have a human nature beset with original 

sin? In the case of mind-body dualists, it seems that he did. For according to the preceding, he 

had a fallen human nature because his body died—something confirmed by the doctrine of 

corruption. And according to a mind-body dualist account of derivative property relations, if the 

Christ’s human body was corrupt (again, because it was susceptible to weakness and death), then 

his soul was also in some way corrupt. From this we might argue, on the face of it, that mind-

body dualists are therefore committed to the idea that the Son’s human nature was merely 
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sinless. In other words, one’s commitment to mind-body dualism seems to exclude the 

possibility that one might also be committed to Christ’s impeccability. In order to bring all this 

together, and for the sake of brevity, consider the argument in the following set of numbered 

theses: 

 
1- According to the council of Chalcedon: (1a) the Son of God assumed a ‘reasonable soul 

and body' and (2a) was like humanity in 'all things, sin apart'. 

 

2- (1a) is traditionally construed in terms of (A1’)-(A4’) whereas 

 

3- (2a) is traditionally understood in terms of either Jesus of Nazareth’s impeccability or his 

sinlessness. 

 

4- On (1a), Jesus has a body that dies, which according to (C1)-(C5), means that  

 

5- On (2a), Jesus’ body was corrupt and, therefore, his soul was corrupt. 

 

6- Thus, on (1a), the human nature of the Son fulfills the necessary and sufficient conditions 

for his ‘reasonable soul and body’ being beset with original sin.  

 

Now, one’s commitment to (1a) and (2a) does not appear to be a obstacle for the one 

committed, like Edwards, to immaterialism. 

 

7- If on (1a), (A1)-(A4), then 

 

8- on (2a), (C1’)-(C3’). 

 

Edwards' immaterialism avoids the mind-body interaction challenge and therefore his having 

to make the claim (in keeping with the tradition) that human are corrupted in soul if they are 

corrupt in body (because they are mortal) and the logical consistent step that because Christ died 
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he must have had a corrupt body and therefore a corrupt soul, which seems to contradict the 

council's affirmation that Christ was like in all ways, save for sin. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

What I have tried to show in this chapter is that if the human body that Jesus assumed in the 

incarnation was susceptible to weakness and death, which, as we saw, is symptomatic or 

derivative of a human soul's corruption, then it looks like the mind-body dualist is potentially 

committed to Christ’s human soul being corrupt, which seems to controvert Reformed 

Christology’s purchase on the council of Chalcedon and necessarily commits exponents of mind-

body dualism to the idea that Jesus was merely sinless. In other words, given mind-body 

dualism, despite the fact that Jesus never actually sins, it looks like those in the Reformed are 

unable to uphold anything more than Jesus’ sinlessness. Perhaps (indeed, likely) unaware of this 

fact, Edwards' immaterialism seems to get him out this potential problem because (1) the body is 

simply a bundle of ideas in the mind, and (2) death is simply an idea or mental state that it 

presented to one’s mind by God (i.e. Edwards avoids any mind-body problem that might 

otherwise make room for this potential problem). No doubt, this has some fairly impactful 

implications, hitherto underdeveloped, for the sinless-impeccability debate in contemporary 

philosophical theology. This is also one of a variety of implications that Edwards’ metaphysical 

commitments—his immaterialism in particular—has for his Christology.  In the next chapter, we 

ask several more related questions about Edwards’ immaterialism for his Christology as we 

consider the impact of his commitment to the doctrine continuous creation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

TWO NATURES AND CONTINUOUS CREATION 
As great and as wonderful a power is every moment exerted to the upholding of 

the world, as at first was to the creation of it; the first creation being only the 

first exertion of this power to cause such resistance, the preservation only the 

continuation or the repetition of this power every moment to cause this 

resistance. So that the universe is created out of nothing every moment. 

                     -Jonathan Edwards1 

 

I. Introduction2 

 

The doctrine of continuous creation has occupied more than a place of mere intellectual 

curiosity in the minds of several important theologians of the Protestant Reformed tradition.3 

                                                
 

1 “Things to be Considered and Written about Fully”, WJE 6:241 (emphasis added). 

2 A previously published version of this chapter has appeared as: S. Mark Hamilton, A 

Treatise on Jonathan Edwards, Continuous Creation, and Christology, foreword by Oliver D. 

Crisp (Fort Worth, TX: JESociety Press, A Series of Treatises on Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 1, 

2017). 

3 For more on the contemporary interest in divine conservation, and the doctrine of 

continuous creation in particular, see Alfred J. Freddoso, “God’s General Concurrence with 

Secondary Causes: Why Conservation is Not Enough”, Philosophical Perspectives 5 (1991): pp. 

553-58, and “Medieval Aristoteleanism and the Case against Secondary Causation in Nature”, in 

Thomas V. Morris, ed., Divine and Human Action, Essays in the Metaphysics of Theism (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1988); Jonathan L. Kvanvig and Hugh J. McCann, “The Occasionalist 

Proselytizer: A Modified Catechism”, Philosophical Perspectives 5 (1991): pp. 587:615; Hugh J. 

McCann and Jonathan L. Kvanvig, “Divine Conservation and the Persistence of the World”, in 

Morris, ed., Divine and Human Action; Andrew Pessin, “Does Continuous Creation Entail 

Occasionalism? Malebranche (and Descartes)”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 30 (2000): pp. 

413-40; Philip Quinn, “Divine Conservation, Secondary Causes, and Occasionalism”, in Morris, 

 



 

95 

According to this tradition, continuous creation is the idea that God is creating a particular thing 

ex nihilo (out of nothing), and his preservation of that thing is fundamentally the same timeless 

divine act.4 In other words, God’s initial or original creative activity, though distinguishable as a 

primal divine act, is nevertheless indivisible from his subsequent sustaining or conserving 

activity.5  

                                                
 
ed., Divine and Human Action; and Steven Nadler, Occasionalism: Causation Among the 

Cartesians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 

4 According to McCann and Kvanvig, there is ‘no possibility for created things to continue to 

exist on their own, no possibility for change in God, and no possibility to distinguish, from the 

perspective of the creative act itself, between God’s producing and his sustaining all that he 

creates’. See “Divine Conservation and the Persistence of the World”, in Divine and Human 

Action, p. 49. 

5 For an example of a stock-and-trade definition of divine conservation, one that Edwards was 

undoubtedly familiar with, consider William Ames (I am not alone in refering to the relevance of 

Ames for our discussion of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation; see Tan, Fullness Received 

and Returned: Trinity and Participation in Jonathan Edwards [Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 

2014], p. 28, n. 33). According to Ames, and here I quote him at length, ‘The providence of God 

is either conservational or governmental. Conservation is God’s making all things, universal and 

particular, to persist and continue in essence and existence as well as in their powers, Ps. 104:19; 

Acts 17:28; Heb. 1:3. This is suitably called by the Schoolmen, “God’s holding in his hand,” 

because by this power God sustains all things as if with his hand. Conservation necessarily 

comes between creation and the government of things created, because whatever is created is for 

some end and use to which it ought to be directed and governed. But it cannot reach this end or 

be directed towards it, unless it be continued and maintained in its being God’s conservation is 

necessary for the creature because the creature depends in every way upon the creator—not only 

for its creation, but also for its being, existence, continuance, and operation. Every creature 

would return to that state of nothing whence it came if God did not uphold it; and the cessation 

of divine conservation would, without any other operation, immediately reduce every creature to 
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Edwards is quite explicit about his place amongst the promotors of this curious doctrine, 

arguing that ‘God’s preserving created things in being is perfectly equivalent to a continuous 

                                                
 
nothing. Some things—subject only to God—are conserved directly. This conservation is the 

same as creation, except that creation has a certain newness which conservation lacks and 

creation lacks a preceding existence which conservation implies. Conservation is nothing else 

than a continued creation, so to speak, and therefore it is joined with creation’ (Ames, Marrow, 

1.9.14-18, 108-9 [emphasis added]). Interestingly, upon drawing the distinction between divine 

conservation and divine government, Ames makes a curious reference to the doctrine of 

continuous creation. Notice the comprehensive way Ames describes God’s post-creation activity: 

he conserves and governs his creation in four discernibly different ways: in ‘being’, in 

‘existence’, in ‘continuance’, and in ‘operation’. Now, we are left only to speculate about the 

precise meaning of these distinctions, as they are not something that Ames spells out any further. 

Perhaps Ames offers us something of a clue to his meaning when he describes ‘some things—

subject only to God—are conserved directly’. By ‘some things’ and ‘directly’ perhaps he means 

non-morally responsible agents; things which only require what he earlier describes as God’s 

common (and not his ‘special’ or ‘moral’) government—things like the perpetually shifting 

desert sands of the Sahara or the seasonal appearance of Boston’s radiant Autumn foliage or the 

annual growth rate of Redwoods in northern California’s Muir Woods. He does, however, say 

‘every creature would return to a state of nothing’, which seems to point in the direction of God’s 

direct conservation of moral agents. It would be rather awkward, I think, to conceive of sands, 

leaves, and redwood trees as anything but created objects—certainly not creatures. In the end, we 

cannot be entirely sure of Ames’ meaning. For what exactly in creation is not ‘subject only to 

God’? For some further discussion of the nature of divine conservation in the post-reformation 

Reformed tradition, see e.g. Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George 

Musgrave Giger, ed. James Dennison Jnr. (Philipsburg, NJ.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1992-

1997), 1.1., p. 489 (italics mine); cf. Richard Muller, Post Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: 

The Rise and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, vol. 3, The Divine 

Essence and Attributes (Grand Rapids. MI: Baker, 2003), pp. 384-92. 
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creation, or to his creating those things out of nothing at each moment of their existence’.6 

Elsewhere he explains that ‘All dependent existence whatsoever is in a constant flux, ever 

passing and returning; renewed every moment, as the colours of bodies are every moment 

renewed by the light that shines upon them; and all is constantly proceeding from God, as light 

from the sun’.7 In another place he argues that ‘[E]very creature is every moment from God, and 

every moment created by him as much as the first moment; and that therefore the existence [of] 

the second moment is not individually the same with the existence [of] the first moment, nor 

from it, but immediately from God’.8 In more than one place, Edwards goes so far as to explicitly 

attribute this creative work to God the Son. For example, he writes: 

 

’Tis evident that the same WORD, the same Son of God, that made the world or gave it 

being, also UPHOLDS it in being and governs it. This is evident in part unto reason. For 

upholding the world in being and creating of it, are not properly distinct works. For 'tis 

manifest that upholding the world in being is the same with a continued creation, and 

consequently that creating of the world is but the beginning of upholding of it, if I may so 

say, the beginning to give the world a supported and dependent existence; and preservation is 

only continuing to give it such a supported existence. So that truly the giving the world a 

being at first no more differs from preserving it through all successive moments, than the 

giving a being the last moment differs from the giving a supported being this moment.9 

                                                
 

6 WJE 3:401. 

7 WJE 3:404 (emphasis added). 

8 “‘Controversies’ Notebook: Justification”, WJEO 27 [emphasis added]. 

9 “Miscellany” no. 1358, WJE 23:608. Edwards immediately afterward gives his attention to 

an investigation of a series of additionally curious questions related to Trinitarian operations, 

including whether ‘if these things are so, what shall we think of the upholding and government 

of the world while Christ was in his humbled state? and while an infant, when he had less 

knowledge than afterwards, when it is said that he increased in wisdom and stature, and [had] far 

less strength than he had afterwards? when we are told that he was wearied with his journey, 
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Now, some have claimed that statements such as these show that Edwards’ version of 

continuous creation goes a step (others would say, a leap) further than what I am calling a 

traditional account. More interesting still is that these supposed philosophical and theological 

excesses have led some interpreters to condemn Edwards’ account as incoherent, fraught with 

numerous insuperable problems. The argument against Edwards has two broad parts and goes 

something like this.  

According to the first part of the argument, on Edwards’ model of God’s continuous creation, 

created objects—what Edwards calls ‘all dependent existence’—persist through time for no more 

than a moment (however long that might be) before they cease to exist (some say, destroyed), 

whereupon facsimiles or copies of those created objects are then immediately re-created anew 

(ex nihilo), possessing all the necessary, incremental, and perceptible changes that together 

generate the illusion of that created object’s persistence through time.10 This occurs not only for 

mundane objects like chairs or bananas or airplanes but also for human persons (what Edwards 

calls ‘minds’), so the argument goes. As a result, and this is where the trouble begins, 

continuously created human persons do not exist long enough—from one ‘moment’ to the 

next—to either perform or be responsible for any moral act.11 

Part two of the argument says, interestingly, that when we consider this explanation of 

Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation in light of his account of Christ’s human nature, its 

                                                
 
wearied and his strength in a measure spent only with governing the motions of his own body? 

Who upheld and governed the world at that time? Doubtless it will be said that God the Father 

took the world out of the hands of the Son for that time, to uphold and govern it, and returned it 

into his hands again at his exaltation’, p. 609. We will explore this in some additional detail in 

the next chapter. 

10 JEMS, p. 131.  

11 Michael C. Rea, “The Metaphysics of Original Sin”, in Peter van Inwagen and Dean 

Zimmerman, eds., Persons: Human and Divine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 

319-56. 
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insuperable problems come to naught.12 This is because of the eternal status of the Son and 

because he is a divine agent assigned with the performance of all moral acts attributed to the 

hypostatic union. In other words, because the Son is eternally ‘constant’ (a-temporal), it makes 

no difference whether his assumption of a human nature is, as Edwards says, ‘in constant flux’.13  

It seems to me that there are several problems with both parts of this reasoning that require 

further scrutiny. For this reason, in what follows, I argue for the coherence of both Edwards’ 

doctrine of continuous creation as well as what I will refer to as Edwards’ Continuous 

Christology. For, as I suggested in the previous chapter, the same metaphysical apparatus that 

supports the being and activity (moral or otherwise) of the human nature of the God-man in the 

created world must also necessarily support the being and moral activity of all human natures. 

Christ’s human nature is, for Edwards, ‘the pattern of all’. What is true of the humanity of 

Edwards’ orthodox Christological anthropology must also be true of all humanity on his 

theological anthropology at large if the metaphysical structure of the created world operates the 

same for all humanity—something for which we have no evidence and therefore reason for 

thinking Edwards believed otherwise. Were it not so, either the whole of Edwards’ 

Christology—his person and work—would be to no redemptive effect or the whole of his 

theological anthropology would be undercut, neither of which are remotely true. 

To this end, this chapter unfolds in two principle stages. The first stage has two parts, while 

the second has only one, both of which are clearly marked by the interplay of philosophical 

clarification and theological construction. In the first stage, I attempt to recast several aspects of 

Edwards’ ontology that I go on to show, in the second stage, effectively recasts several aspects of 

                                                
 

12 Oliver D. Crisp, Revisioning Christology: Theology in the Reformed Tradition (Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2011), pp. 43-67. 

13 It is interesting that Edwards’ model of continuous creation is supposedly undermined by 

the fact that no human person exists long enough to perform a moral act, and yet according to an 

Orthodox, conciliar Christology, Jesus of Nazareth is not a human person, but a human nature. 

This is a problem worth mentioning and worth developing elsewhere, but I will not take it further 

here. 
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Edwards’ Christology. In the first stage, I examine Edwards’ immaterialism, giving particular 

interest in his commitment to metaphysical realism, after which I examine his four-

dimensionalism, where I offer up a slightly adjusted account of his commitment to stage theory, 

which I then show has direct bearing on Edwards’ doctrine of occasionalism—bearing which I 

argue does not undermine his preservation of human moral responsibility. In the second stage, I 

look a bit closer at Edwards’ notion of hypostasis, giving particular interest to the humanity of 

Jesus and the relationship that has to both the Son and the rest of humanity.  

With all this in mind and chiefly because this chapter’s method is a bit different in 

comparison with the previous chapters, let me say a few things about what I mean by 

philosophical clarification and theological construction. 

 

II. Method  

 

Methodologically speaking, this chapter is a turn in how I am approaching Edwards’ 

Christology from the previous chapter. In the previous chapter, I tried to make the case that 

Edwards’ idealism provides several interesting reasons for thinking that affirmations of Christ's 

impeccability are not only defensible, despite contemporary moves made against it, but that 

Edwards’ idealism offers some additionally philosophically-specific—albeit somewhat bizarre 

for some contemporary philosophical standards—ways to strengthen its defense. In this chapter, 

we turn our attention from our previously deployed method of so-called theological retrieval to a 

method of what is called philosophical clarification.14 By philosophical clarification, I mean a 

method of exploring an idea (or set of ideas) or some proposition that possesses some inherently 

technical complexity, the bare meaning of which requires careful systematization and judicious 

explanation.15 
                                                
 

14 Scott McDonald, “What is Philosophical Theology?”, in Kevin Timpe, ed., Arguing About 

Religion (New York & London: Taylor and Francis, 2009), p. 23. 

15 Such explorations, according to McDonald, are singularly ‘concerned with understanding, 

developing, systematizing, and explaining [something]. It is possible to do all these things 

without raising the issue of its truth or justification for holding it. The fact is that a very large 
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Undertaking the philosophical clarification of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation is 

something that has already been attempted in varying degrees by several recent philosophers and 

theologians, from whom I have several points of departure.16 The philosophical clarification of 

Edwards’ doctrine of continuous Christology has also appeared in one case, from which I will 

also dissent at several points. In both cases, discovering such clarity is a matter of determining 

whether what Edwards says is internally coherent.17 To this end, my goal is as Scott McDonald 

                                                
 
part of philosophy has nothing directly to do with the truth or justification of certain theories or 

propositions. The sort of conceptual analysis and systematic investigation I’ve described is the 

stuff of which philosophy is made, and philosophers would not know how to do their jobs if they 

could not do what our hypothetical moral realist is doing. Philosophers can, do, and must 

sometimes set aside questions of truth and justification in order to pursue these sorts of tasks’, 

“What is Philosophical Theology?”, p. 24 (emphasis added). 

16 There are a number of helpful treatments of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation, 

including: Crisp, “How Occasional was Jonathan Edwards’ Occasionalism?”, in Paul Helm and 

Oliver D. Crisp, Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 

61-76 (hereafter: JEPT); Stephen H. Daniel, “Edwards’ Occasionalism”, in Don Schweitzer, ed., 

Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary: Essays in Honor of Sang Hyun Lee (New York, Peter 

Lang, 2010), pp. 1-14 (hereafter, Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary); Seng-Kong Tan, 

“Trinitarian Action in the Incarnation” in Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary, pp. 127-50. 

17 This is in contrast to a method of philosophical justification which has traditionally been 

concerned with establishing whether a particular belief (or set of beliefs) has truth-value and 

whether there is resultant philosophical warrant for believing these claims. Were we pursuing a 

program of philosophical justification in this chapter, we would concern ourselves primarily with 

determining whether Edwards’ account of the God-world relation possesses sufficient (and in 

this case, Christologically-specific) philosophical grounds for our thinking it to be true and 

therefore believable. In this chapter, I am interested in bringing philosophical clarity to this 

specific aspect of Edwards’ philosophical-theology by determining whether what he says about 

the subject shows signs of coherence. According to McDonald, ‘Natural theology, whether 
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describes: ‘understanding, developing, systematizing, and explaining’ what Edwards thinks 

about continuous creation as it relates in this particular case to the God-man.18 In other words, I 

intend to take the speculative step of determining what I think is the best explanation of what 

Edwards says about that which is material to his doctrine of continuous creation and fashioning a 

faithful account of what I take to be Edwards’ commitment to an orthodox conciliar Christology.  

Now, admittedly, Edwards does not make much of a public case for his doctrine of 

continuous creation, much less for his continuous Christology. That should not, however, prevent 

us from considering what he might have thought about such things a greater detail, a move for 

which there is considerable warrant. Edwards published several works in which appear some 

discussion of the doctrine, foremost of which is his famed Original Sin. He also offered several 

(public) homilies which contain references to his continuous Christology. Thus, I take it that his 

(however limited) public statements about these subjects were not insulated from his more 

private academic thinking of them. So while we do not see him laboring to map his doctrine of 

continuous creation onto a sermon about Christ from his Bridge Street pulpit, we do see evidence 

of him thinking about continuous creation in concert with various aspects of his theology from 

his Kings Street study.19 How we measure the extent of his private deliberations is the looming 

question, and it is this into which I want to peer. 

                                                
 
strictly or broadly conceived, aims at discovering and providing acceptable epistemic support or 

grounding for theological truths. Strict and broad natural theology differ in their accounts of 

what constitutes acceptable epistemic support, but in either case the natural theologian is 

concerned with establishing the truth of certain theological propositions, thereby providing us 

with epistemic justification for and securing the rationality of our believing them. I will call this 

the concern for justifying theological truths’, “What is Philosophical Theology?”, p. 23. 

18 McDonald, “What is Philosophical Theology?”, p. 24. 

19 At least two homiletical exceptions appear during the later years of Edwards’ Northampton 

tenure. For example, he argues on one occasion that ‘The great work of God in the application of 

redemption is singular and particular: a distinct work being wrought on every individual person. 

Though the work of God in the purchase of redemption be but one—all are included in one 
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Arriving at a clear and coherent picture of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation and the 

heavy metaphysical lifting it does for his Christology depends largely on our answers to 

questions like: What exactly is continuously created? How long is an instant of time? Are their 

intervals between temporal instants? What is the relationship of one temporal instant to another? 

Is God the singular cause of all events that occur at a given temporal instant? What is an event? 

And so on and so forth. With this now in mind, let us now turn our attention to Edwards’ account 

of continuous creation.  

 

III. Clarifying Continuous Creation 

 

Being a signal feature of Edwards’ understanding of the God-world relationship, at a 

surprisingly early age Edwards records in one of his private journals that ‘Tis certain with me 

that the world exists anew every moment, that the existence of things every moment ceases and 

every moment is renewed’.20 So apparently fixed in Edwards’ thinking did the idea of God’s 

continuous creation of the world become that he eventually affirmed it to be ‘most agreeable to 

the Scripture, to suppose creation to be performed new every moment. The Scripture speaks of it 

                                                
 
work—yet God's working this work on others [will be of no help] if there ben't a particular work 

of God's power and grace on their own hearts. Though [there be] never so many near relations 

[upon whom] God's almighty power is exerted, a new work of creation [must be enacted] on 

every heart, and this power must be continued [as] a kind of continual creation. God's act in 

justifying and accepting is particular, and God's work in glorifying is particular’ (“Approaching 

the End of God’s Grand Design”, WJE 25:126 [emphasis added]). That Edwards never made all 

his thoughts public should not prevent us from considering how such a doctrinal relationship 

might have worked had he taken the time to work it out himself. What is of interest to me here is 

getting at and clarifying what Edwards might have actually thought—however private it may 

have been—about this aspect of his philosophical theology, despite his having not given explicit 

voice to it. 

20 “Miscellany” no. 125a, WJE 13:288. 
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not only as past but as a present, remaining, continual act. Job 9:9; Psalms 65:6, Psalms 104:4; 

Isaiah 40:22, Isaiah 44:24; Amos 5:8; and very commonly in the Scripture’.21 God’s continuous 

creation of the world is an idea that found expression at varying levels in Edwards’ work 

throughout and until the very end of his life, where at one point in a public sermon he makes the 

rather astonishing argument for what William Schweitzer aptly calls ‘continuous redemption’,22 

About which Edwards writes: 

                                                
 

21 “Miscellany” no. 346, WJE 13:418 (emphasis added). For all the attempts to forge a genetic 

historical link between the Anglican Bishop George Berkeley and Edwards, there are few so 

direct and similar links as their mutual discussion of creation-conservation and occasional 

causation. Startlingly, Berkeley argues (as does Edwards), ‘For aught I can see, it is no 

disparagement to the perfection of God to say that all things necessarily dependent on Him as 

their Conservator as well as Creator, and that all nature would shrink to nothing, if not upheld 

and preserved in being by the same force that first created it. This I am sure is agreeable to the 

Holy Scripture, as well as to the writing of the most esteemed philosophers; and if it is to be 

considered that men make use of tools and machines to supply defect of power in themselves, we 

shall think it no honour to the Divinity to attribute such things to Him’, Philosophical 

Correspondence with Johnson, ‘II. Berkeley to Johnson [November 25, 1729]’, in A.A. Luce and 

T.E. Jessop, eds., The Works of George Berkeley Bishop of Cloyne (New York: Thomas Nelson 

and Sons, 1949) 2:280-1 (emphasis added [hereafter, WGB]). Berkeley’s argument assumes 

much of what I am intending to work out in this chapter, namely, that created minds (as Edwards 

call them) exist as substances in some real sense and do not, as Berkeley says, ‘shrink to 

nothing’. Sebastian Rehman has offered up a recent and most helpful article that retraces some of 

what has become a long history of efforts to show Berkeley’s influence on Edwards in “Towards 

a Solution to the ‘Perennially Intriguing Problem’ of the Sources of Jonathan Edwards’ 

Idealism”, Jonathan Edwards Studies 5:2 (2015): pp. 138-155 (hereafter “Towards a Solution”). 

22 William M. Schweitzer, God is a Communicative Being: Divine Communicativeness and 

Harmony in the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (New York: T&T Clark, Studies in Systematic 

Theology, 2012), p. 19. 
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As God works grace so he establishes, confirms it and continues to work [grace] as the 

preservation of the world in being is a continual creation so is the preservation of grace in the 

heart. If God keeps men from falling from grace, if God should withdraw his continued 

operation Godly men would presently fall from Grace. Thus God works all that is wrought in 

the heart that is needful in order to salvation both before conversion, at conversion, in 

conversion and after conversion.23 

 

Now, it may come as no surprise that Edwards leaves us without what we might call a full-

orbed, systematic explanation of his thinking on the matter. In fact, in numerous places he 

assumes a great deal, metaphysically speaking, about the precise content of these claims, leaving 

his interpreters to the laborious and largely abductive work of hammering out what he actually 

thought. What we may nevertheless regard with a degree of minimum certainty is that for 

Edwards, the common systematic division of divine acts into 1) the initial creation of a thing and 

2) the conservation (i.e. acts of Providence) of that thing means that he thinks that God’s initial 

act of creation and his subsequent acts of conservation are somehow the same timeless act. 

Achieving the clarity necessary to measure degrees of greater certainty about Edwards’ thinking 

about continuous creation and, what is more, certainty about the implications that a commitment 

like continuous creation has for his Christology, requires that we first break down Edwards’ 

doctrine of continuous creation into various, more manageable (though intimately related) 

constituents. The constituents that bear most significantly upon this doctrine are, as I previously 

indicated, Edwards’ immaterial realism, his four-dimensionalism, and his occasionalism. Now, it 

is not my intent to offer some thorough-going treatment of each of these subjects. My intent is 

rather to peel back, as it were, and examine in detail aspects of these intimately-related 

metaphysical layers of Edwards’ thinking in order to then show how they bear upon his 

continuous Christology in order show the coherence of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation 

at large. 

 
                                                
 

23 Sermons, Series II, 1728-1729, n. 63, Hosea 13:9 (b), WJEO 43 (emphasis added).  
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III. 1. Created Minds (and their Bodies) 

 

That Edwards conceives of created beings in two categories—minds and ideas—is his 

immaterialism. This is, again, the idea that there is no material substance. This claim is 

something we considered in part in the previous chapter regarding the mind-body problem and 

Christ’s human nature, an aspect of which I mentioned I would reserve for further inquiry in this 

chapter. The aspect on reserve is Edwards’ metaphysical realism.24  

For Edwards to be classified as a realist could mean a number of things, especially in 

contemporary philosophical terms. For the purpose of exploring his doctrine of continuous 

creation, and his continuous Christology in turn, it has primarily to do with two things: 1) the 

ontological status of created minds—whether and how they exist independent of other minds 

(particularly, the divine mind)—and 2) whether or not Edwards regards created minds at all as 

substances. Indeed, the answers to both of the questions bear significantly—as a key does to a 

lock—on whether Edwards’ thinking on these matters of God’s continuously creative activity is 

coherent or not. Regarding the latter claim, it is my contention that Edwards thought created 

minds were indeed substances, substantialized by virtue of their peculiar relationship to the Son’s 

human nature. On the former claim, I maintain that the created mind of Jesus is as all other 

created minds: at one level, no less radically dependent on the divine mind for its existence and 

nevertheless not contingent for its existence upon the perception of any other created mind. In 

these ways, the human nature of Christ is, as it were, the pattern or archetype for created minds. 

Let us begin with Edwards’ metaphysical realism.  
                                                
 

24 It is interesting that several recent interpreters argue with confidence that Edwards is an 

anti-realist, who also admit of the fact that Edwards at times—more times than perhaps they 

would like to admit—can be coherently read along a realist line. For example, according to 

Oliver Crisp, one could make the case for Edwards being an immaterial realist. With some 

admittedly disparate, but still notable, support from Edwards, Crisp argues that ‘one could make 

metaphysical room, as it were, for the existence of minds that were not necessarily radically 

dependent on God or their continued existence, i.e. were not dependent for their continued 

existence on God continuing to think of them’, Revisioning Christology, p. 53. 
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III. 1. 1. Realism and Created-Mind-Independence  

 

Edwards very flatly says that ‘The substance of bodies at last comes to nothing, or nothing 

but the Deity acting in that particular manner in those parts of space where he thinks fit. So that, 

speaking most strictly, there is no proper substance but God himself’.25 Prima facie, this does not 

exactly bode well for the ensuing argument. If God is the only ‘proper substance’, it seems, as 

some others contend, that Edwards made no room in his ontology for substances of any other 

sort. Indeed, there are several such statements in Edwards’ philosophical works that have funded 

what has become something of a consensus in the literature, namely, that Edwards was 

committed to some sort of metaphysical anti-realism, according to which, all that exists outside 

of the mind of God is somehow radically dependent upon God’s immediate thinking of them for 

their continued existence. Or to put it simply, the idea that Edwards believed there to be no 

mind-independent existence.  

It is interesting, however, that Edwards also says things like, ‘beings which have knowledge 

and consciousness are the only proper and real and substantial beings [because] spirits are the 

only proper substance’.26 This is quite different than the previous statement, one with which 

Edwards seems, at first glance, to be contradicting himself. For we can only assume that, at least 

in this instance, by ‘spirits’ he means both uncreated and created ‘spirits’ or minds alike (similar 

again to Bishop Berkeley, Edwards often employs the terms ‘spirit’ and ‘mind’ 

interchangeably27). But there is more. Elsewhere Edwards argues similarly that ‘when I say, “the 

material universe exists only in mind”, I mean that it is absolutely dependent on the conception 

of the mind for its existence, and does not exist as spirits do, whose existence does not consist in, 

                                                
 

25 “Of Atoms”, WJE 6:215. 

26 “Of Being”, WJE 6:206 (emphasis added). 

27 For some helpful discussion of ‘Berkeleyan Spirits’, see John Russell Roberts’ seminal 

work: Metaphysics for the Mob: The Philosophy of George Berkeley (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2007). 
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nor in dependence on, the conception of other minds’.28 Here he goes a step further, 

differentiating between the existence of ‘spirits’, who (he appears to think) exist independent of 

mind or thought, and the universe, that exists as both complex sets and simple ideas in the mind. 

I take it then that Edwards thinks that ideas and minds exist quite differently from one another. 

The question of interest for us is how they exist differently.  

The following statement is quite telling, I think. Edwards offers the following explanation, 

saying, ‘things as to God exist from all eternity alike. That is, the idea is always the same, and 

after the same mode. The existence of things, therefore, that are not actually created minds, 

consists only in power, or in the determination of God that such and such ideas shall be raised in 

created minds upon such conditions’.29 Categorically speaking, the only things that are ‘not 

actually created minds’ are, on Edwards’ ontology, ideas. A created mind, then, has the idea of a 

thing only insofar as that idea—whether simple or complex—is communicated to their minds by 

God through their senses.30 Notice how Edwards differentiates between the existence of created 

minds and things that ‘consist only in power’, and notice that he calls those things that consist 

only in power ‘ideas’ (He says the same thing when he talks about ‘continuous redemption’). 

The implication here is that when Edwards offers up his famous defense for the doctrine of 

Original Sin, for instance, saying that ‘all dependent existence whatsoever is in a constant flux, 

ever passing and returning; renewed every moment, as the colours of bodies are every moment 

                                                
 

28 “The Mind”, WJE 6:368. 

29 “The Mind”, no. 35, WJE 6:355 (emphasis added). 

30 It is interesting that Edwards distinguishes between complex and simple ideas in terms of 

‘substances’ and what he calls ‘modes’. He argues, ‘the distribution of the objects of our 

thoughts into substances and modes may be proper, if by substance we understand a complexion 

of such ideas which we conceive of as subsisting together and by themselves; and by modes, 

those simple ideas which cannot be themselves, or subsist in our mind alone’, “The Mind”, WJE 

6:350 (According to Anderson, Edwards’ distinction of complex and simple ideas and their 

attached meanings follows the Cartesianism reflected in Arnauld’s Art of Thinking; see WJE 

6:350, n. 3). 
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renewed by the light that shines upon them; and all is constantly proceeding from God, as light 

from the sun’, what I think he means by ‘all dependent existence’ is, strictly speaking, that which 

is perceptible to created minds, not created minds themselves.31 In other words, ‘all dependent 

existence’ for a created mind is that which is ideal; what is ‘re-newed every moment’ are ideas or 

percepts, not created minds. Minds have a moment-to-moment existence that is quite different 

than ideas. Minds seem to endure while ideas or percepts seem to perdure or exdure (about 

which, more in a moment). The sun is itself not renewed every moment, to borrow Edwards’ oft-

cited analogy. Rather, it is the beams of the sun’s light (and in one sense, the physical human 

eyes that see them) that are renewed every moment. So when it comes to Edwards’ account of 

continuous creation, what is being continuously created, it appears from this, are ideas, not 

minds.  

Consider how Edwards explains this divine action in some more refined detail elsewhere, 

when he argues that ‘[God] causes all changes to arise as if all these things had actually existed 

in such a series in some created mind, and as if created minds had comprehended all things 

perfectly’.32 Notice again that Edwards is not saying that created minds are changed or re-newed, 

but only the minds’ perceptions. What this means is that when we read statements where 

Edwards seems to equate the mind-dependent status of bodies and spirits as anti-real—

statements like: ‘[W]hat we call body is nothing but a particular mode of perception; and what 

                                                
 

31 Ibid., WJE 3:404 (emphasis added). Edwards remarks similarly elsewhere that ‘Since, as 

has been shewn, body is nothing but an infinite resistance in some part of space caused by the 

immediate exercise of divine power, it follows that as great and as wonderful a power is every 

moment exerted to the upholding of the world, as at first was to the creation of it; the first 

creation being only the first exertion of this power to cause such resistance, the preservation only 

the continuation or the repetition of this power every moment to cause this resistance. So that the 

universe is created out of nothing every moment; and if it were not for our imaginations, which 

hinder us, we might see that wonderful work performed continually, which was seen by the 

morning stars when they sang together’, WJE 6:241-2. 

32 “The Mind”, WJE 6:354.  
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we call spirit is nothing but a composition and series of perceptions, or a universe of coexisting 

and successive perceptions connected by such wonderful methods and laws’—I think we need to 

be more discriminating of what I will henceforth refer to as Edwards’ relative realism. By 

relative realism I mean the difference between created-mind-independence and uncreated-mind-

independence.33 This is an important distinction for making sense of Edwards’ idealism in 

general, but in particular, as we will see in the next stage of the chapter, for his account of the 

nature of the man, Jesus of Nazareth. 

Now, generally speaking, something is real if that something has mind-independent 

existence. What I am calling relative realism describes something that is created-mind-

independent, that is, something which is not contingent on a created minds’ perception of it, 

namely, other created minds.34 In other words, just because something may be radically 

dependent for its existence on the uncreated (divine) mind, it does not necessarily follow that it 

has no independent existence from created minds. This is a subtle but crucial refinement for our 

making sense of both Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation and his continuous Christology. 

To reiterate, all things are in some sense mind-dependent insofar as those things are dependent 

upon the uncreated mind of God, who is mind or is a mind or has a mind. I have little doubt that 

theological anthropologists of any stripe—substance dualist and materialist alike—would reject 

this claim. Relative realism, by contrast, refers to the way things exist (including other minds) in 

                                                
 

33 “Notes on Knowledge and Existence”, WJE 6:398. See also: ‘The existence and motion of 

every atom has influence, more or less, on a motion of all other bodies in the universe, great or 

small, as is most demonstrable from the laws of gravity. God’s constitution that some of our 

ideas shall be connected with others according to such a settle law and order, so that some ideas 

shall follow from others as their cause’, “The Mind”, WJE 6:358. (Compare with: “The Mind,” 

n. 13, WJE 6:344). 

34 I am grateful to Greg Trickett, who pointed out a similar distinction in Berkeley’s idealism, 

about which he wrote in some detail in his ‘Realist Conception of Truth’, in Jim Spiegel and 

Steve Cowan, eds., Idealism and Christianity: Idealism and Christian Philosophy, Vol. 2 (New 

York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), pp. 29-50. 
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created minds alone. For Edwards’ part, it appears that those objects which are real are reducible 

to nothing less than two things: created minds and laws of nature (we will consider laws of 

nature in more detail in the section on occasionalism). What this means for understanding of 

Edwards’ immaterialism is that God is really the sole cause of moment-to-moment continuously 

created percepts. A human body, then, is for Edwards not only a strictly physical phenomenon, 

but is a complex idea in the divine mind that is immediately and continuously communicated 

anew (i.e. every moment) to perceiving (created) minds, including, as we shall see in a moment, 

the created mind of Jesus.35 It is by making this distinction that we can see how Edwards can 

conclude an extended discussion in “Of Being” on the uncreated-mind-dependence of all things 

in the absence of a created-minds perceptions, saying, ‘there is nothing in a room shut up, but 

only in God's consciousness. How can anything be there any other way?’ and yet go on to say in 

the same entry that:  

 

It follows from hence, that those beings which have knowledge and consciousness are the 

only proper and real and substantial beings, inasmuch as the being of other things is only by 

these. From hence we may see the gross mistake of those who think material things the most 

substantial beings, and spirits more like a shadow; whereas spirits only are properly 

substance.36  

 

Given what I am calling relative realism, the evidence here marshaled seems to suggest that 

Edwards thinks created minds are indeed real and therefore substances in their own, though 

somewhat reduced or derivative sense, right. The question for us is: In what way are they 

derivative?  Because part of the answer to this question is thoroughly Christological, the manner 

in which created minds are substances is something to which I will return when discussing 

                                                
 

35 “The Mind”, no. 62, WJE 6:377-80 (Edwards calls things like gravity and laws of nature 

‘shadows of excellency’, a category often curiously also attributed to his descriptions of the 

divine). 

36 “Of Atoms”, WJE 6:204, 207. 
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Edwards’ continuous Christology; we must work out the metaphysics of Edwards’ doctrine of 

continuous creation first before we consider any detailed discussion of the metaphysics of his 

continuous Christology. Let us therefore turn to the second part of this Edwardsian puzzle. 

 

III. 2. Created Minds Across Time 

 

Four-dimensionalism, we recall from chapter one, is the idea that ordinary objects like 

cupcakes, candles, and clouds persist through time somewhat similar to how they extend through 

space.37 There are two basic questions about Edwards’ four-dimensionalism—and his Stage 

theory in particular.38 The first has to do with what I will call ‘stage-content’, by which I mean the 
                                                
 

37 There are a number of Four Dimensionalist ontology’s, such as growing-block theory, 

shrinking-tree theory, and stage theory. See Michael Rea, “Four-Dimensionalism”, in Michael J. 

Loux and Dean W. Zimmerman, eds. The Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics (New York: Oxford 

University, 2003), pp. 246-280. 

38 Oliver Crisp provides a subtly different account Edwards’ stage theory, saying, ‘The world 

comprises all created minds and their ideas, which exist “in” God. “Matter” is a fiction; there are 

no material objects strictly speaking, though there are objects that have properties such as “being 

hard”, “being extended in space”, etc. But these are no more than sensations, percepts, ideas – 

there is nothing over and above such ideal entities that must be taken account of in metaphysics. 

The world exists in God as a set of stable ideas. But the world is not an entity that persists 

through time upon being created by God. Rather, God creates a four-dimensional set of 

numerically distinct world-stages that exist across time, and that he segues together seriatim, 

according to his good pleasure and will. This means that the world is created whereupon it 

immediately ceases to exist, to be replaced by a second momentary facsimile world created ex 

nihilo. This too immediately ceases to exist and replaced by another facsimile . . . and so on, 

each world-stage being succeeded by another seriatim, in the divine mind. Thus the “world” (i.e. 

the created order as it exists across space and time) is in reality a collection of world-stages. 

What is more, God causes these world-stages to obtain in the sequence they do, giving them the 

appearance of continuity through apparently stable laws and principles of operation. But God is 
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various constituents or composite structure of particular stages. The second, and intimately 

related, aspect has to do with what I will call ‘stage-intervals’ and how one stage ‘fits’ together 

with another. (I’ve chosen these two terms purposively in order to avoid what is a veritable 

black-hole of a discussion about the nature of time that could quite easily steer our particular 

interests off course. These categories will, I think, make our discussion of Edwards’ four-

dimensionalism much more navigable). The intent of the ensuing discussion is concerned with 

showing that Edwards’ account of temporal persistence hangs on his commitment to immaterial 

realism without which his commitment to either continuous creation or a continuous Christology 

would indeed be incoherent. More to the point, I am concerned with subtly augmenting the way 

we look at the way Edwards conceives of temporal stages, namely, by showing that temporal 

stages are in fact composed merely of percepts or ideas, not minds. 

 

III. 2. 1. Stage Theory 

 

Stage theorists think that created objects are divisible into spatial and temporal ‘stages’ rather 

than, as some had supposed to this point, spatial and temporal ‘parts’.39 The technical difference 

between persistence as ‘stages’ and persistence as ‘parts’ amounts to a distinction between an 

individuated time and space slices of a thing versus a thing that has, as the stage theorist argues, 

temporal and spatial counterparts.40 To work out this difference with more clarity, consider a 

                                                
 
the sole cause of the obtaining of these world-stages as well as being the causal agent responsible 

for all that obtains in these world stages. Creatures are merely the occasions of God’s action’, 

Crisp, “On the Orthodoxy of Jonathan Edwards”, Scottish Journal of Theology 67.3 (2014): 304-

22. 

39 The distinction between Edwards’ four-dimensionalism being described as a temporal parts 

and now temporal stages theory is a recent development. For a work that is reflective of this 

subtle interpretive revision, see Crisp, “On the Orthodoxy of Jonathan Edwards”, pp. 304-22. 

40 For a detailed argument for of Stage theory, see Katherine Hawley, How Things Persist 

(Oxford: Oxford University, 2001), pp. 189-91. For a more recent and additionally helpful, 
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mundane example of a chocolate cupcake—Edwards had a great affinity for chocolate.41 

On Edwards’ way of thinking about persistence, a chocolate cupcake has various spatial 

parts—parts of the cupcake that occupy distinct spatial regions, like the chocolate icing-part, the 

sprinkles-part, and the cake-part, et cetera. None of these parts are numerically identical nor do 

they occupy the same spatial region (strictly speaking, the sprinkles are only on top of the icing-

part, which is on top of the cake-part), even though together they occupy the same spatial region 

called ‘a chocolate cupcake’. Such objects not only have spatial parts, on Edwards’ view, they 

also have temporal parts, like the cupcake-in the oven, the cupcake-cooling on the counter, the 

cupcake-in Edwards’ mouth, the cupcake-digesting in Edwards’ large intestine, and so on and so 

forth.  

Strictly speaking, however, these cupcake-stages exist at different times on analogy with the 

physical parts that populate those stages of an object at any given moment. So when we talk 

about the cupcake-cooling on the counter, we are really talking about a cupcake-stage, of which 

there are various (perhaps infinite numbers of) cupcake-counterparts, depending on the duration 

of the cupcake’s station on the counter (and whether time is construed as discrete or dense—

about which, more in a moment).42 This, again, is ever-so-subtly distinguishable from what is 

often called a Temporal Parts theory, according to which objects persist through time as 

numerically distinct parts of a single spatiotemporally extended object that is ever only partly 

present at each time and space index that it occupies.43  

On the temporal parts model, we cannot truly be talking about the cupcake unless we are 

                                                
 
though brief account, of Stage theory, see Bradford Skow, Objective Becoming (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), pp. 216-21. 

41 See George Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2004), p. 420. 

42 Hawley, How Things Persist, p. 51. 

43 Rea, ‘Four Dimensionalism’, in Oxford Handbook to Metaphysics, p. 246. This view is 

sharply distinct from Endurantism, which explains that objects persist through time by their 

being altogether present at each moment they exist.  
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talking about the aggregate or sum of all the cupcake’s spatial and temporal parts, together which 

form the idea of the cupcake. Temporal parts theory-references to Edwards’ cupcake then are, 

technically speaking, references only to cupcake-parts. Stage theory-references to cupcakes, 

however, are references to the whole cupcake at a particular temporal interval. So what then do 

counterpart cupcakes have to do with continuous creation and continuous Christology? A lot, 

actually.  

In terms of continuous creation, a temporal-parts understanding of Edwards’ chocolate 

cupcake says that what God brings into existence each moment are numerically distinct temporal 

and spatial cupcake-parts across the duration of the cupcake’s existence.44 The continued 

existence of the cupcake parts are thereby a continuously creative divine act—each temporal and 

spatial part of the cupcake is immediately created out of nothing and renewed with each 

successive moment; each moment containing only part of the whole cupcake. Again, this is 

because the cupcake, as the temporal part theorist sees it, is, strictly speaking, never all there. 

And here is the subtle, but important difference. According to the stage theorists’ reading of 

Edwards’ cupcake, what God is continuously creating are counterpart or facsimile chocolate 

cupcakes. In this way, the cupcake is all there (momentarily) at whatever determined temporal 

and spatial slice it exists (or is ‘published’, to borrow a term from Berkeley).45 This difference 

between a time slice that is a temporal (and spatial) part of a thing versus a time slice that is a 

                                                
 

44 According to Rea, an object’s temporal parts ‘are like spatially distant objects: they exist, 

just not here, where we are,’ Ibid., p. 246. The implication for Edwards’ chocolate cupcake is 

that there is a potentially indeterminate and duration-less number of temporal and spatial 

cupcake stages that might be conceived.  

45 I am conscious that an A-theorist about time might object to the claim that a temporal stage 

of a thing means that that thing is in any which way ‘all there’ at a given moment. By ‘all there’, 

I am not saying that each stage of a thing is numerically identical with the others. Any account of 

an object’s change on a B-theory of time, especially ones as exotic as Stage theory, would seem 

to block such a claim. By ‘all there’ I am only trying to distinguish between the way a temporal 

parts theorist thinks about objects and tensed time and the way a stage theorist thinks about it.  
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temporal (and spatial) counterpart is something makes a significant difference for how we arrive 

at a coherent picture of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation of mundane things, but more 

importantly for his continuous creation of created minds and the mind of Jesus of Nazareth in 

particular. Determining this difference is a matter of defining ‘stage-content’. 

 

III. 2. 2. ‘Stage-Content’, Created Minds, and Percepts 

 

When we talk about what I am calling ‘stage-content’, we are attempting to isolate or 

distinguish the various properties of a particular stage, one from another; not stages, one from 

another, but the collective elements of a single, individuated counterpart stage or slice of time. 

Imagine we were somehow able to slow time down like a film editor does to a film, so that we 

are able to watch it according to a sort of frame by frame progress—a move similar to the one 

that Edwards ironically seems to think would establish the truth of continuous creation—so we 

might examine the composite structure of one frame (i.e. stage) in particular.46 By examining the 

stage-counterpart structure in this way, I am offering up slight revision to the majority report on 

Edwards’ stage theory in the literature, which has to this point been underpinned by anti-realist 

assumptions about Edwards’ immaterialism and is, as a result, much the cause for the charge of 

incoherence leveled against his doctrine of continuous creation. To put it differently, I think 

revising Edwards’ stage theory to account for his immaterial realist commitment is a key to 

establishing the coherence of both Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation in general and his 

continuous Christology in particular.  

The signal difference between an anti-realist understanding of a temporal stage and its 

relationship to other temporal stages and a realist understanding of a temporal stage and its 

related stages hinges on the difference between the relation of minds and ideas to those stages. 

And the difference is this. The content of these temporal stages is, I maintain, made up of various 

simple and complex ideas, which together compose stages that are nothing more than mental 
                                                
 

46 ‘The universe is created out of nothing every moment; and if it were not for our 

imaginations, which hinder us, we might see that wonderful work performed continually, which 

was seen by the morning stars when they sang together’, WJE 6:241-2. 
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projections; divine mental projections, to be more precise. 

This way of looking at the relationship of temporal stages is like looking at a series of blank 

canvases or canvas-stages on which are painted various perceptible images that created minds 

perceive at different times, of which they are only an ideal (self-perceived) part. In other words, 

created minds stand apart from or above these stages, as it were, in order to perceive them; even 

to the point of their perceiving their own participation in each canvas-stage scenario. This is what 

writers sometimes call writing from the imaginative, so-called ‘omniscient perspective’. And 

herein lies the critical distinction at issue for the coherence of Edwards’ account of conservation: 

the content of stages that are continuously created, including the ones for Jesus of Nazareth, are 

purely ideal. That is, to keep the analogy going, created minds are never painted into the picture 

in the same way their ideas are. 

The difference here, in more technical terms, is that Edwards thinks that created minds 

endure across temporal stages, while ideas exdure across them. Created minds are constants 

while ideas—whether complex or simply—are divisible into intervals of percepts. Minds are 

only ever observing, even though images of themselves (images of their bodies, actually) are 

somehow a part of these canvas-stages. This is because minds, harkening back to our previous 

discussion about created-mind-independence, are (indivisible) substances while ideas are not. 

This is why when Edwards says things like, ‘[God] causes all changes to arise as if all these 

things had actually existed in such a series in some created mind, and as if created minds had 

comprehended all things perfectly’, he does not say that created minds exist in a series of 

moments.47 This is because, similar to the uncreated mind God, Edwards seems to think that 

created minds exist independently of those stage-percepts.48  
                                                
 

47 “The Mind”, WJE 6:354.  

48 Edwards undertakes several protracted discussions about the status of uncreated ideas and 

minds that help us understand the shape of his thinking. At one point, and here I quote him at 

length, he writes, ‘Since all material existence is only idea, this question may be asked: In what 

sense may those things be said to exist which are supposed, and yet are in no actual idea of any 

created minds? I answer, they exist only in uncreated idea. But how do they exist otherwise than 

they did from all eternity, for they always were in uncreated idea and divine appointment? I 
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Imagine that you are actually watching Monet paint his famed Waterlilies. With the various 

canvas arranged in a lineal series of canvas-stages, Monet moves from one canvas to the next, 

painting his masterpiece. Monet in this analogy is, of course, God, having the perfect idea of his 

masterpiece in full mental view.49 To this point Edwards says:  
                                                
 
answer, they did exist from all eternity in uncreated idea, as did everything else and as they do at 

present, but not in created idea. But, it may be asked, how do those things exist which have an 

actual existence, but of which no created mind is conscious—for instance the furniture of this 

room when we are absent and the room is shut up and no created mind perceives it—how do 

these things exist? I answer, there has been in times past such a course and succession of 

existences that these things must be supposed to make the series complete, according to divine 

appointment of the order of things; and there will be innumerable things consequential which 

will be out of joint—out of their constituted series—without the supposition of these. For upon 

supposition of these things are infinite numbers of things otherwise than they would be, if these 

were not by God thus supposed; yea, the whole universe would be otherwise, such an influence 

have these things by their attraction and otherwise. Yea, there must be an universal attraction in 

the whole system of things from the beginning of the world to the end; and to speak more strictly 

and metaphysically we must say, in the whole system and series of ideas in all created minds, so 

that these things must necessarily be put in to make complete the system of the ideal world. That 

is, they must be supposed if the train of ideas be in the order and course settled by the supreme 

mind. So that we may answer in short, that the existence of these things is in God's supposing of 

them, in order to the rendering complete the series of things—to speak more strictly, the series of 

ideas—according to his own settled order and that harmony of things which he has appointed. 

The supposition of God which we speak of is nothing else but God's acting in the course and 

series of his exciting ideas, as if they, the things supposed, were in actual idea’, “The Mind”, 

WJE 6:357. 

49 In “Miscellany” 94, Edwards argues that ‘I am satisfied that though this word “begotten” 

had never been used in Scripture, it would have been used in this case: there is no other word that 

so properly expresses it. 'Tis this perfection of God's idea that makes all things truly and properly 

present to him from all eternity, and is the reason why God has no succession. For everything 
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'Tis [the] perfection of God's idea that makes all things truly and properly present to him 

from all eternity, and is the reason why God has no succession. For everything that is, has 

been, or shall be, having been perfectly in God's idea from all eternity, and a perfect idea 

(which yet no finite being can have of anything) being the very thing; therefore, all things 

from eternity were equally present with God, and there is no alteration made in [his] idea by 

presence and absence as there is in us.50 

 

Now imagine that Monet arranges his canvases to sit atop a series of subtly-backward-

leaning easels, at a certain, fixed, and optimal height, each one illumined by a certain, fixed, and 

optimal light. The canvases, of course, represent the temporal status and duration of God’s 

moment-to-moment creation of all perceptions; each canvas-stage governed by various settled or 

fixed and established laws of nature, like gravity, for example. Canvases in this case are merely 

ideas that we are presented with every moment whereas the laws of nature, like gravity, are in 

fact real. Again Edwards explains that ‘the existence and motion of every atom has influence, 

more or less, on a motion of all other bodies in the universe, great or small, as is most 

demonstrable from the laws of gravity’.51 Here are Edwards’ canvas-stages. Elsewhere Edwards 

                                                
 
that is, has been, or shall be, having been perfectly in God's idea from all eternity, and a perfect 

idea (which yet no finite being can have of anything) being the very thing; therefore, all things 

from eternity were equally present with God, and there is no alteration made in [his] idea by 

presence and absence as there is in us’, WJE 13:258. 

50 “Miscellany” no. 94, WJE 13:258. Compare with, ‘Things as to God exist from all eternity 

alike. That is, the idea is always the same, and after the same mode. The existence of things, 

therefore, that are not actually in created minds consists only in power, or in the determination of 

God that such and such ideas shall be raised in created minds upon such conditions’, “The 

Mind”, WJE 6:355. 

51 “The Mind”, WJE 6:358. Compare with: ‘God’s constitution that some of our ideas shall be 

connected with others according to such a settle law and order, so that some ideas shall follow 
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defends the idea that:  

  

God supposes [a thing’s] existence; that is, he causes all changes to arise as if all these things 

had actually existed in such a series in some created mind, and as if created minds had 

comprehended all things perfectly. And although created minds do not, yet the divine mind 

doth, and he orders all things according to his mind, and his ideas.52 

 

Accordingly, to keep the analogy going, you watch in wonder as Monet—canvas-stage by 

canvas-stage—steadily brings his masterpiece into your full view.53 It this sort of construction 

that I think Edwards has in mind—time and space are series of canvases on which God 

continuously paints his perceptible masterpieces, and created minds stand next to God, as it 

were, observing it all, including projections of themselves. Edwards says at one point: 

 

The secret lies here: that which is truly the substance of all bodies is the infinitely exact and 

precise and perfectly stable idea in God’s mind, together with his stable will that the same 

                                                
 
from others as their cause’, “The Mind”, WJE 6:359. This is also a clue to how we ought to 

understand the function of Edwards’ doctrine of occasionalism, namely, that divine causes are 

limited to perceptions (about which, more presently). 

52 “The Mind,” no. 34, WJE 6:354 (emphasis added).  

53 I am not necessarily hereby suggesting that Edwards’ thought created minds exist in an a-

temporal parallel stage like some sort of hypertime. It is not entirely clear to me how Edwards 

conceives of the state in which created minds relate to the stages they ‘occupy’. For a recent 

defense and compelling account of hypertime, see Hud Hudson, The Fall and Hypertime 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Perhaps, taking a cue from Sebastian Rehnman’s 

account of Edwards’ immaterialism, Edwards thinks in a way as does Descartes, namely, that 

Minds exist only in time but are independent of space (by virtue of their being without spatial 

extension. See Rene Descartes, “Third Meditation”, in Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. 

Donald A. Cress (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1993).  
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shall be gradually communicated to us, and to other minds, according to certain fixed and 

exact established methods and laws. The infinitely exact and precise divine idea, together 

with an answerable, perfectly exact, precise and stable will with respect to correspondent 

communications to created minds, and effects on their minds.54 

 

Notice, briefly, Edwards’ classification of bodies as ‘ideas’ which are ‘gradually 

communicated’ and dependent upon ‘fixed laws’ for their being properly communicated to 

created minds. It seems from this that created minds exist in some sense apart from the stages 

they occupy, kind of like how an actor acts in a film, to change the analogy, and then views 

himself acting in that film at the film’s theater debut. But what about ‘fixed laws’? What are 

those? In order to complete our augmented account of Edwards’ stage theory, and answer this 

question specifically, let us consider how these percept-stages fit together. 

 

III. 2. 3. ‘Stage-Intervals’, Dense or Discrete Time, and Occasionalism 

 

According to Edwards, ‘[God] causes all changes to arise as if all these things had actually 

existed in such a series in some created mind, and as if created minds had comprehended all 

things perfectly’.55 Having already established that when Edwards talks about ideas in a series, he 

is rightly understood as endorsing a stage theoretic account of persistence and that these stages 

are in fact divine-percepts that are shared with created minds, we now come the question(s) 

about ‘stage-intervals’ and how Edwards thinks God puts together or organizes this series of 

stages. And when we talk about ‘stage-intervals’ we are talking about both the temporal duration 

or length of a given temporal stage or what others call a ‘temporal index’, and what we might 

think of as instants between instants of time or the moment-to-moment temporal space between, 

as it were, temporal stages, if there even is such a thing. Technically speaking, the discussion 

about what I am calling stage-intervals has to do with the difference between dense and discrete 

                                                
 

54 “The Mind”, no. 13, WJE 6:344 (emphasis added). 

55 “The Mind”, WJE 6:354.  
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accounts of time on the one hand, about which Edwards says little that is definitive, and divine 

and secondary causes on the other, about which Edwards says comparatively more. For this 

reason, following a brief word about the dense and discrete time, we will spend the remainder of 

our exploration of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation in this section bringing some clarity 

to Edwards’ occasionalism.  

 

III. 2. 3. 1. Dense or Discrete Time 

 

We recall from the beginning of the chapter that one (admittedly small, though not 

insignificant) part of the objection to the coherence of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation 

has to do with how long a person exists—whether they exist long enough to perform a moral 

action. The majority report claims that Edwards looked at the nature of temporal stages along a 

dense view of time.56 Dense accounts of time look at temporal stages as duration-less intervals; 

near-indistinguishable instants of time, of which there are a potential infinite number.57 So, when 

looking at any given mundane object across a densely ordered account of time—something like a 

chocolate cupcake, to return to our previous analogy—there are a potentially infinite number of 

chocolate cupcake-stages; each one, a temporal counterpart of a chocolate cupcake. That is a lot 

of cupcakes. Carving up time in this dense way becomes a problem for Edwards because, so it is 

argued, he supposedly thinks that human persons persist through time similar to any other 

mundane other object, and therefore exist for no more than a duration-less instant (i.e. a 

‘moment’), which is not long enough for any person, save only for a divine person, to make a 

moral choice. The problem should be relatively straight forward.  

                                                
 

56 Crisp, “How ‘Occasional’ was Edwards’s Occasionalism”, in JEPT, p. 67-8. 

57 Assuming that objects like bananas are composed of material substance, Hawley argues that 

the nature of change requires that stages be as ‘fine-grained’ as possible, at one point referring to 

them as ‘instantaneous stages’. It is not clear to me that immaterial realist metaphysical 

assumptions about such mundane created objects like bananas, being only perceptions, likewise 

require this. See Hawley, How Things Persist, p. 52.  
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Now, it must first be said that attempts to measure what Edwards thinks a stage’s temporal 

duration might be from what little he says about the subject are not a little challenging. This is 

because Edwards offers only subtle hints about this technical aspect of his metaphysics of time. 

It seems to me altogether possible that Edwards understood time in discrete terms.58 Discrete 

accounts of time look at temporal stages as having more than mere instantaneous duration, 

                                                
 

58 Edwards gives us what is a subtle clue, for example, to his understanding of these so-called 

stage-intervals in Original Sin, when he argues that ‘In [a] point of time, what is past entirely 

ceases, when present existence begins; otherwise it would not be past’, Original Sin, WJE 3:400. 

About this statement, in particular, I have three observations. First, by ‘points of time’, I think 

Edwards means a distinguishable slice of tensed time. Just how long a ‘point of time’ is is not 

altogether clear from this statement or the context, of course. What is clear, I think, is that 

Edwards seems to believe that the duration of a time interval is long enough to be distinguishable 

from another, perhaps lending support to a discrete account of time. But how long? Long enough 

to perform a morally responsibly act? Possibly. Compare this previous statement with Edwards’ 

discussion of duration and the succession of time in “The Mind”: ‘Number is a train of 

differences of ideas put together in the mind's consideration in orderly succession and considered 

with respect to their relations one to another, as in that orderly mental succession. This mental 

succession is the succession of time. One may make which they will the first, if it be but the first 

in consideration. The mind begins where it will and runs through them successively, one after 

another. It is a collection of differences; for it is its being another in some respect, that is the very 

thing that makes it capable of pertaining to multiplicity. They must not merely be put together in 

orderly succession, but it's only their being considered with reference to that relation they have 

one to another, as differences and in orderly mental succession, that denominates it number. To 

be of such a particular number, is for an idea to have such a particular relation, and [be] so 

considered by the mind, to other differences put together with it in orderly succession. So that 

there is nothing inexplicable in the nature of number but what identity and diversity is, and what 

succession, or duration, or priority and posteriority is’, “The Mind”, WJE 6:372. 
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thereby reducing the number of candidate stages a thing might have.59 If not instantaneous, the 

difficulty facing the discrete theorist is one of demarcating the boundaries of a stage’s duration, 

which is, of course, no easy business. How long does one stage last before it is replaced by 

another? A second? A minute? An hour? A day? Scouring Edwards’ works to find a definitive 

answer to such questions would be is a fruitless exercise. Thus the real question for us is: If an 

answer—whether dense of discrete—is indiscernible, how is this even material to the debate 

about Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation? Simply put, on an immaterial realist reading of 

Edwards’ metaphysics, it isn’t. What possible explanatory value does a dense or discrete theorist 

reading of Edwards’ stage theory have if stages are nothing but percepts? None. This move 

effectively reframes the debate.  

For if we think that Edwards construes created minds as existing apart from their own 

perceptions—like the actor who is both in the film and yet able to watch himself at its public 

theater debut—and if he thinks time and space are populated only by perceptions and not with 

created minds themselves, it makes no difference whether temporal stages are carved up as 

instantaneous duration-less intervals or whether they unfold by increments of a second, a minute, 

or an hour. In other words, because Edwards thinks that created minds are real—existing 

moment-to-moment across temporal stages—and are not, like percepts which God is re-creating 

at every moment, then the problem of whether a created mind can be morally responsible 

amounts to no problem at all. Whether an agent (a created mind) has percepts that ‘last’ for this 

or that duration of time is irrelevant to the issue of moral responsibility. On this way of thinking 

about Edwards’ stage theory, it does not follow from the argument which says that Edwards 

ordered time densely that his account of continuous creation is incoherent. And we need not stop 
                                                
 

59 Imagine an unrolled strip of 35mm film and how the ‘negatives’ of each ‘still’ photograph 

are linked together by a sort of blackish, translucent material. On a discrete view of time, the 

shadowy-black negative ‘space between’ each photograph represents discernible breaks in 

temporal stages. Whereas, on a dense view of time, these ‘negative’ spaces are actually stages 

themselves (of which there are a potentially infinite number—stills between stills, as it were), 

giving the appearance of being stitched seamlessly together as one continuously uninterrupted 

photograph of still separate images, despite their all being ‘stills’ in and of themselves. 
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here, for Edwards’ immaterial realism also reframes the debate about his commitment to 

occasionalism. 

 

III. 2. 3. 2. Occasionalism 

 

To this point in the literature, a nearly inseparable conceptual link has been forged in the 

minds of many of Edwards’ contemporary interpreters between his doctrine of continuous 

creation and his supposed purchase upon the idea that God is the singular causal agent, with the 

combined result, again, that Edwards finds himself on the side of doctrinal incoherence.60 In other 

words, for some interpreters, it is occasionalism for Edwards all the way down. To this I have 

basically no material objection. That is, I do not think we have any good reason for denying that 

Edwards is an occasionalist of some sort. I have, instead, a formal objection. That is, my 

objection is to how Edwards’ occasionalism has hitherto been construed. So the question for us 

                                                
 

60 Crisp, “Jonathan Edwards’ Ontology: A Critique of Sang Hyun Lee’s Dispositional 

Account of Edwardsian Metaphysics”, Religious Studies 46 (2010), p. 11; see also idem, JEMS, 

pp. 131-32. It is interesting that Crisp points out that the sources Lee uses to make the case 

against Edwards’ occasionalism are often those also used to prop up Sang Lee’s widely 

influential interpretation of Edwards’ supposed development of a Dispositional Ontology. For a 

helpful treatment of the differences between Crisp and Lee on these matters, see Stephen H. 

Daniel, “Edwards’ Occasionalism”, Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary, pp. 1-14. A more 

extensive and comprehensive comparison of Lee and Crisp’s findings about divine action is 

something that demands more attention. 
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then is not whether Edwards believed in some version of occasionalism.61 He did. Neither is the 

question whether Edwards believed in mundane or secondary causes. He did—something for 

which there is a (often ignored) trove of primary source support.62 The question for us is how to 

bring clarity to the fact that Edwards somehow managed to square secondary and occasional 

causes—occasional causes being those for which God is the sole agent, and secondary causes 

                                                
 

61 There are a variety of species of occasional causation. For a helpful historical account of 

occasional causation in the early modern and modern periods, see Nadler, Occasionalism: 

Causation Among the Cartesians. The debate about the species of occasionalism that Edwards 

supposedly developed is by no means an open-and-shut case. There is still a great deal of work 

that needs to be done to make clear Edwards’ position, for example, a significant challenge to the 

metaphysical assumptions that Crisp lays out in his interpretation of Edwards has yet to appear. 

62 There is considerable (more than one hundred occurrences) textual support, both public and 

private, that Edwards made logical room for secondary—or what he sometime calls ‘natural’—

causes. See e.g. WJE 1:156-7, 451; 2:208; 5:145; 6:49; 13:478; 14:33, 214, 220; 17:26, 97, 359, 

365, 409, 422; 18:89, 157; 19: 77, 466; 20:327-8; 21:57, 304; 23:207, 242; 24:235; 25:64,90, 

274, 288; 26:205. It is additionally noteworthy that there may in fact be—clear differences in 

their metaphysics notwithstanding—based on a comparison of argumentative development and 

language, much more to the relationship that Edwards had with Ames on this very issue. Ames 

says, for example, that, ‘All secondary causes are predetermined to some extent by the force of 

this [common] government. First, they are stirred to work by an influence or previous motion. 

Some such process is necessary to put into action that which was before only potentially in the 

creature (before the communication and maintenances of powers). Second, the causes are applied 

to the object toward which they work, Ezekiel 21:21, 22; 2 Samuel 16:10. Third, by force of the 

same government they are given order, i.e., limits and bounds are set to their action, Job 1:12; 

2:6; 38:10. Some good results from their actions, Genesis 50:20’, Marrow 1.9.25, p. 110. Such 

distinctions sound quite a lot like those which Edwards employs in various places when he talks 

about the distinctions between God’s moral government. 
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being those which are attributed by God to some other agent, moral or otherwise.63 In other 

words, what I am concerned with is how we make sense of places where Edwards affirms, on the 

one hand, that it is ‘certain with me that the world exists anew every moment, that the existence 

of things every moment ceases and every moment is renewed’, and then go on to affirm that 

‘God’s constitution that some of our ideas shall be connected with others according to such a 

settled law and order, so that some ideas shall follow from others as their cause’.64 The answer to 

this question is bound up with Edwards’ immaterial realism as well as several subtle and 

interrelated distinctions about divine causation. 

The first distinction, from which it seems like the others follow, turns on Edwards’ account 

of God’s communication of himself to created minds. Edwards carefully explains that in the case 

of God’s communicating divine knowledge to persons (minds), that it is paramount in the mind 

of God to act upon ‘intelligent creatures’ immediately (occasionally), rather than mediately 

                                                
 

63 It is noteworthy that, according to Anderson, Edwards considered ten additional 

refinements (c. 1724-25) to the standard Aristotelian notion of an efficient cause (i.e. agent 

change); offering a clue into what we might call a ‘thicker’ account of Edwards’ notion of 

mundane causation. Edwards says, ‘What a cause, how we get a notion of it. In most natural 

things partial causes. ‘Tis the proper effect of rain to be advantageous, the hurt by wetting 

accidental to it. ‘Tis the proper effect of virtue to get a good name, accidental that it gets a bad 

one. Proper effect of God’s Word to make a man better, an accidental to make him worse. ‘Tis 

the proper Effect of God’s Word to make a man better, an accidental that it softens. Of water to 

cool, accidental that it heats. The rays of the sun the next cause of corn’s growing; the remote, 

the plowing the ground. The string is the next cause of the flying of the arrow, the powder of the 

bullet; remote, man’s hand . . . . Light in the sun is the universal cause of light in the looking 

glass. Knowledge in the teacher is the universal cause of knowledge in the scholar. Holiness in 

God of holiness in man. The heat of the sun is the universal cause of plants’ growing’ (WJE 

6:350, n. 6). There is yet a great deal more technical work to be done on Edwards’ model of 

divine action. 

64 “The Mind”, WJE 6:359; Compare with: “Miscellany” no. 125a, WJE 13:288. 
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(through some secondary causes). In that now famous sermon, “A Divine and Supernatural 

Light”, he says that, and here I quote him at length: 

 

'Tis strange that men should make any matter of difficulty of it. Why should not he that made 

all things, still have something immediately to do with the things that he has made? Where 

lies the great difficulty, if we own the being of a God, and that he created all things out of 

nothing, of allowing some immediate influence of God on the creation still? And if it be 

reasonable to suppose it with respect to any part of the creation, 'tis especially so with respect 

to reasonable intelligent creatures; who are next to God in the gradation of the different 

orders of beings, and whose business is most immediately with God; who were made on 

purpose for those exercises that do respect God, and wherein they have nextly to do with 

God: for reason teaches that man was made to serve and glorify his Creator. And if it be 

rational to suppose that God immediately communicates himself to man in any affair, it is in 

this. 'Tis rational to suppose that God would reserve that knowledge and wisdom, that is of 

such a divine and excellent nature, to be bestowed immediately by himself, and that it should 

not be left in the power of second causes. Spiritual wisdom and grace is the highest and most 

excellent gift that ever God bestows on any creature: in this the highest excellency and 

perfection of a rational creature consists. 'Tis also immensely the most important of all divine 

gifts: 'tis that wherein man's happiness consists, and on which his everlasting welfare 

depends. How rational is it to suppose that God, however he has left meaner goods and lower 

gifts to second causes, and in some sort in their power, yet should reserve this most excellent, 

divine, and important of all divine communications, in his own hands, to be bestowed 

immediately by himself, as a thing too great for second causes to be concerned in? 'Tis 

rational to suppose that this blessing should be immediately from God; for there is no gift or 

benefit that is in itself so nearly related to the divine nature, there is nothing the creature 

receives that is so much of God, of his nature, so much a participation of the Deity: 'tis a kind 

of emanation of God's beauty, and is related to God as the light is to the sun. 'Tis therefore 
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congruous and fit, that when it is given of God, it should be nextly from himself, and by 

himself, according to his own sovereign will.65 

 

There are several other distinctions that Edwards makes here that are worth noting. Broadly 

speaking, it is quite clear that Edwards thinks that God’s intimate conservation of his creation is 

not at odds with secondary causes. More specifically, it is also clear from the outset of this 

passage that Edwards thinks God’s continuous creation of things describes his post-creation (i.e. 

conserving) activity, at which point, he then introduces a division of two sorts of continuously 

creative acts. Let us call them direct and indirect acts.66 Direct continuously creative acts appear 
                                                
 

65 “A Divine and Supernatural Light”, WJE 17:421-2.  

66 Edwards elsewhere describes what I am calling direct and indirect activity as God’s 

‘arbitrary’ and ‘natural operations’, about which, much has been made in the literature (See e.g. 

Crisp, “How ‘Occasional’ is Edwards’s Occasionalism?”, p. 71ff). Accordingly, Edwards argues 

that ‘Of the two kinds of divine operation [arbitrary and natural], viz. that which is arbitrary and 

that which is limited by fixed laws, the former, viz. arbitrary, is the first and foundation of the 

other, and that which all divine operation must finally be resolved into, and which all events and 

divine effects whatsoever primarily depend upon. Even the fixing of the method and rules of the 

other kind of operation is an instance of arbitrary operation’, “Miscellany” no. 1263, WJE 

23:202. Wanting to avoid getting lost on the various protracted distinctions that Edwards then 

goes on to describe as part and parcel of these arbitrary and natural divine operations, I will 

continue with the direct-indirect distinction. For it is not my intention to work out the intricacies 

of all that Edwards thought about divine causation. Rather, it is only my intent to point out and 

attempt to reconcile the fact that Edwards’ occasionalism somehow made room for secondary 

causes, and what is more, to show, in light of Edwards’ other metaphysical commitments, that 

the combination of these notions was not a road-block, as it were, either to the coherence of 

Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation or his continuous Christology. That said, as an 

immaterialist, and one that believes that perceptions are re-created moment by moment, it would 

seem that there is an implied necessitarianism or determinism in play. It would be truly 

problematic for what we might call ‘normal human existence’ if a created mind were presented 
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to be those that Edwards thinks correspond to God’s ‘emanating’ communications of himself to 

‘intelligent creatures’ (i.e. created minds), whereas indirect continuously creative acts are those 

that Edwards thinks correspond to those causes (i.e. laws) that are designed by God to occur 

naturally to perceiving minds. I say ‘continuously creative acts’ because I think that the context 

of these previous statements warrants as much. Edwards is discussing continuous creation in two 

ways: direct and indirect. What constitutes God acting directly, is, as Edward says, the 

communication of ‘knowledge and wisdom, that is of such a divine and excellent nature’ and ‘a 

participation of the Deity’ that results in the creature’s glorification of God. What constitutes 

God acting indirectly through natural causes amounts to what Edwards calls ‘meaner goods and 

lower gifts’, about which he says nothing further in any great detail.67 

From what we have seen of Edwards’ commitment to immaterial realism, two things occur to 

me. First, that on Edwards’ way of thinking, direct (occasional) divine activity is restricted to the 

creation and re-creation of the perceptible world, not to created minds.68 This is what Edwards 

                                                
 
at one moment with the idea of a spoonful of cereal in one’s mouth only to be presented with the 

idea of a shovelful of cereal in one’s mouth the next moment. In this way there is a 

nesecessitarianism at play with respect to the normal functioning of a created mind that expects 

this or that consequence of a previous experience like eating cereal in a world of divinely ordered 

perceptions. If I have gotten Edwards right as an immaterial realist, I don’t think Edwards would 

have thought otherwise. 

67 This is not the only place Edwards makes this distinction. Compare with “Miscellany” no. 

1263, WJE 23:201-212. There may also be something to this distinction as it pertains to 

Edwards’ soteriology, particularly his account of regenerate and unregenerate knowledge. For 

more on this distinction, see Norman Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’s Moral Thought and Its British 

Context (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1981), ch. 2. 

68 In fact, this sounds quite similar to Berkeley, who argues, ‘A proper active efficient cause I 

can conceive none but Spirit; not any action, strictly speaking, but where there is a Will. But this 

doth not hinder the allowing occasional causes (which are in truth but signs); and more is not 

requisite in the best physics, i.e. the mechanical philosophy. Neither doth it hinder the admitting 
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means when he says that ‘[God] causes all changes to arise as if all these things had actually 

existed in such a series in some created mind, and as if created minds had comprehended all 

things perfectly’.69 Second, Edwards seems to think that secondary causes themselves follow laws 

that are programed, as it were, to perform this or that same sort of continuously creative action. 

Whether (for some reason) these secondary causes occur in concert with or altogether without 

(i.e. Edwards’ relative realism) God’s immediate causal influence or activity is really beside the 

point (When God works in concert with those laws that he established, Edwards’ calls them 

‘mixed operations’, and when God acts in no way beyond the regular order of what Edwards 

sometimes calls the ‘course of nature’, causes follow from these established laws).70 This is why 

Edwards, on analogy, says, ‘All dependent existence whatsoever is in a constant flux, ever 

                                                
 
other causes besides God; such as spirits of different orders, which may be termed active causes, 

as acting indeed, thought by limited and derivative powers. But for an unthinking agent, no point 

of physics is explained by it, nor is it conceivable’, Philosophical Correspondence with Johnson, 

“II. Berkeley to Johnson [November 25, 1729]”, WGB 2:280-1 (emphasis added). 

69 “The Mind”, WJE 6:354.  

70 “Miscellany” no. 1263, WJE 23:201-212. Edwards lists several, so-called, ‘mixed 

operations’, including among them ‘the laws of the operation of the minds of men’, which seems 

to suggest that God and laws of nature (‘at least, the laws of resistance and attraction or 

adhesion’) are charged with the production or publication of (presumably continuously created) 

perceptible ideas (p. 205). He then goes on to classify, ‘two kinds of divine operation, viz. that 

which is arbitrary and that which is limited by fixed laws, the former, viz. arbitrary, is the first 

and foundation of the other, and that which all divine operation must finally be resolved into, and 

which all events and divine effects whatsoever primarily depend upon. Even the fixing of the 

method and rules of the other kind of operation is an instance of arbitrary operation. When I 

speak of arbitrary operation, I don't mean arbitrary in opposition to an operation directed by 

wisdom, but in opposition to an operation confined to and limited by those fixed establishments 

and laws commonly called the laws of nature. The one of these I shall therefore, for want of 

better phrases, call a natural operation; the other, an arbitrary operation’. Ibid., 202. 
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passing and returning; renewed every moment, as the colours of bodies are every moment 

renewed by the light that shines upon them; and all is constantly proceeding from God, as light 

from the sun’.71 It seems that Edwards thinks that these secondary causes—like gravity for 

instance—have a mechanism that makes them function God-like, in that they are re-creating the 

very percepts that they are tasked by God with performing.72 In other words, what is continuously 

created is that which is strictly phenomenal; nothing but a sea of percepts.73 There are, of course, 

                                                
 

71 WJE 3:404 (emphasis added). 

72 See e.g. Crisp argues that for Edwards, ‘God creates “arbitrarily” [that is, according to his 

will], and conservation is an illusion: God recreates all things ex nihilo each moment, including 

the “laws” themselves, which appear to be physical constants at each index merely because God 

“arbitrarily” designs that they operate in such a fashion’, ‘How “Occasional” is Edwards’s 

Occasionalism?’, p. 73. According to Edwards, ‘the operation by which these things was done 

was not so absolutely, purely and unmixedly arbitrary as the first creation out of nothing. For in 

these secondary operations, or the works of what may be called a secondary, some use was made 

of laws of nature before established; such, at least, as the laws of resistance and attraction, or 

adhesion and vis inertiæ, that are essential the very being of matter, for the very solidity of the 

particles of matter itself consists in them. But the putting these particles into motion supposes 

'em to exist. In the moving inert, resisting and adhering matter, there is use made of the laws of 

resistance and adhesion. They are presupposed as the basis of this secondary operation of God in 

causing this resistance, vis inertiæ, and adhesion to change place, and in causing the consequent 

impulses and mutual influences which is the end of those motions and dispositions of the 

situation of particles. So that the creation of particular natural bodies, as the creation of light, the 

creation of the sun, moon and stars, of earth, air and seas, stones, rocks and minerals, the bodies 

of plants and animals, was by a mixed operation, partly arbitrary and partly by stated laws’, 

“Miscellany” no. 1263, WJE 23:204-5. 

73 It would certainly be an interesting project to square Edwards’ doctrine of continuous 

creation—and all that he says about occasional and secondary causes—with his discussion of the 

so-called ‘Images of divine things’. 
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a host of questions that follow from this sort of distinction, one of which is of primary interest to 

me and the debate about the coherence of Edwards’ account of occasionalism. 

Part of what characterizes the supposed incoherence of Edwards' account of temporal 

persistence is the idea that Edwards thought temporal stages, upon being re-created, were 

destroyed. For Edwards says, ‘’Tis certain with me that the world exists anew every moment, 

that the existence of things every moment ceases and every moment is renewed’.74 Some have 

taken this to mean that ‘past’ temporal stages (or temporal parts, depending on the model of four-

dimensionalism used to explain Edwards’ account of persistence), fall out of existence. The 

implication here, were Edwards an anti-realist and were God re-creating minds every moment, 

that persons are destroyed every moment. This is a problem in general and sheds some light on 

the issues related to moral responsibility that have populated the literature related to this subject 

to this point. It is similarly a Christology problem. For it follows on this way of thinking, that the 

created mind of Jesus is destroyed every moment, re-created every moment, and hypostatically 

re-united to the Son every moment. It is for these reasons and their insuperable consequences 

that I think we ought to take issue; Edwards was not so careless a thinker to make such a 

theological misstep. 

I think that by ‘ceases’ Edwards does not mean that past stages are destroyed or eliminated. 

This would undermine what I take to be Edwards’ commitment to what contemporary 

philosophers call eternalism, which is, roughly, the idea that all stages or ‘points of time’—past 

or future—are equally real, though not necessarily present.75 Given what we have now seen about 

                                                
 

74 “Miscellany” no. 125a, WJE 13:288. 

75 Copan and Craig seem to think that if the doctrine of divine conservation (i.e. Providence) 

is construed as continuous creation, the idea of original creation (i.e. Temporal beginning) is 

undermined, if not made altogether irrelevant; see Paul Copan and William Lane Craig, Creation 

out of Nothing: A Biblical, Philosophical and Scientific Exploration (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2004), pp. 13, 148-50. One ‘condition’ it seems is the ‘published’ (to borrow a term 

from Bishop Berkeley) existence of created minds as so-called ‘notions’. Prior to created minds 

being notions, on Berkeley’s view, such minds are merely ideas in the divine mind.  
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the function of Edwards’ immaterialism and occasionalism, I think what he means when the past 

‘entirely ceases’ is not something referring to persons. Certainly persons do not cease to exist. 

Neither, strictly speaking, do their ideas. ‘Entirely ceases’ might more helpfully be referred to 

‘archived’. That is, these stages are re-indexed as an event upon which God alone has 

comprehensive access—his seeing all from eternity—and which he gives created minds access to 

by the service of their memory. To tweak our actor-film analogy slightly, think of those now 

largely-obsolete 35mm film carousel-projectors that hold ‘slides’ of individuated negative 

photographs. When the carousel-projector operator pushes a remote bottom, an individual slide is 

moved into a position in front the light, displaying the image for all to see.76 When the operator 

activates the carousel-projector to change to the next slide, the former slide moves into an 

imperceptible (though still extant) position. The slide remains. It is simply no longer in our view. 

This is what I mean by ‘archived’. Edwards elsewhere explains something like what I have 

described here, saying: 

 

‘Pastness’, if I may make such a word, is nothing but a mode of ideas. This mode perhaps is 

nothing else but a certain veterascence attending ideas. The mind judges [pastness] by 

nothing but the difference it observes in the idea itself, which alone the mind has any notice 

of. But it judges distance by a particular mode of indistinctness, as has been said before. So it 

is which respect to distance, by a certain peculiar inexpressible mode of facing and 

indistinctness which I call veterascence.77 

 

                                                
 

76 This analogy sounds very much like a ‘moving-spotlight’ account of temporal persistence, a 

recent and novel defense of which stage theory is a possible explanation is given in Ross P. 

Cameron, The Moving Spotlight: An Essay on Time and Ontology (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2015), pp. 152-54. 

77 “The Mind”, WJE 6:372. It is not an insignificant clue that, according to Anderson, 

Edwards’ reference to ‘as been said before’, is a reference to Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision, 

(WJE 6:372, n. 1). 
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Archiving is what I take as the ‘mode of ideas’ to which Edwards refers. These are simply 

ideas that have a status of non-present perceptions. Of course, these perceptions are present to 

the mind of God, who, as Edwards says, ‘sees all from eternity’, but are no longer ‘present’ us. 

These temporal stages still exist. That is, these perceptions exist as stages where the perceptions 

are instantiated exist. But they exist only by one’s recollected memory of them, whereas for God, 

they are in full divine view.  

To this point it has been my aim to offer up an alternative reading of Edwards’ 

immaterialism, stage theory, and occasionalism, all in service of clarifying what Edwards says 

about continuous creation as it relates to Edwards’ theological anthropology. And having arrived 

at is an understanding that Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation is in fact not incoherent, as 

it has hitherto been depicted, we have now reached the point at which we can look with greater 

precision, clarity, and accuracy into Edwards’ continuous Christology.  

 

IV. Clarifying Continuous Christology 

 

Upon the broader metaphysical foundation just laid, let us now consider three corresponding 

points of interest to Edwards’ continuous Christology, beginning with the created mind of Jesus 

as real substance and its relation to other created minds and to the Son, after which we will 

consider the impact of stage theory on the mind and body of the God-man. Third and finally we 

will look at the causal structure at play for the God-man and his ability to be a morally 

responsible representative for humanity. 

 

IV. 1. Christological Anthropology 

 

We recall from the previous chapter that of the various models of the hypostatic union on 

offer in contemporary philosophical theology, I argued that Edwards’ thinking falls best into a 

category that is sometimes called an ‘abstract-nature’ Christology. On the abstract-nature view of 

hypostasis, the Son assumes a set of properties—better still, ideas, in view of Edwards’ 
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immaterial realism—that together compose a human nature.78 Cramming Edwards’ thinking 

about such things into these contemporary philosophical categories runs some pretty significant 

anachronistic risks.79 What we need to get greater clarity about concerning Edwards’ continuous 
                                                
 

78 For some recent and helpful discussion about abstract-nature Christology, see Tim Pawl, In 

Defense of Conciliar Christology: A Philosophical Essay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2016), ch. 2. These properties would be (minimally) things like ‘having a human soul (or mind)’ 

and ‘having a human body’ (in other words, that which are necessary and sufficient conditions 

for being human). Whether Edwards thinks that such properties belong to a particular human 

nature that would have otherwise been born to Mary, had the Son not, by the Spirit, assumed 

them to himself—properties like ‘being born in Bethlehem’ or ‘being the carpenter’s son’ or 

‘being of Nazareth’— is not something about which he makes a particular claim that I am aware 

of. This is in categorical contrast to what is often called the ‘concrete-nature’ account of 

hypostasis, which says that the Son assumes a concrete particular, in this case, a soul-body 

composite of some sort, which most say consists of an immaterial soul that is somehow united to 

a material body, both of which are distinct, property-bearing substances that the Son 

personalizes. It is worth noting that there is what appears to be at least some evidence that might 

possibly be marshaled to support a concrete-nature reading of Edwards’ doctrine of Hypostasis. 

See e.g. “Miscellany” no. 738, WJE 18:364. Compare with “Miscellany” no. 513, where 

Edwards argues, ‘It seems to me reasonable to suppose, that that which the man Christ Jesus had 

his divine knowledge by, that he had his union with the divine Logos by. For doubtless, this 

union was some union of the faculties of his soul; but Christ had his divine knowledge by the 

Holy Ghost. Acts 1:2, “After that he through the Holy Ghost had given commandments unto the 

apostles.”’ Edwards was in the habit of discussing both his theological and philosophical 

speculations in what is called ‘the old way’, namely, the way that does not expressly take into 

account his idealism. 

79 Models of the hypostatic union of this sort are often referred to in the literature as ‘parts 

Christologies,’ of which there are two principal species: two-part and three-part Christologies. 

For some helpful and further detailed discussion of so-called ‘parts Christologies’, see Richard 

Cross, “Parts and Properties in Christology”, in M.W.F. Stone, ed., Reason, Faith and History: 
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Christology is a working understanding of the anthropology that Edwards deploys in service of 

hypostasis. So borrowing some elements from the previous chapter, I take the following set of 

propositions as filling out some of the basics of Edwards’ Christological anthropology.  

 

(1) A complete human nature consists of a created mind and body, rightly related. 

 

(2) Created human minds are immaterial substances. 

 

(3) Rightly related bodies to created minds are merely physical (non-material). 

 

(4) Physical bodies are complex percepts in the uncreated divine mind that are immediately  

moment-to-moment communicated to created minds. 

 

(5) A created mind’s proper function in an immaterial world requires a physical body. 
                                                
 
Philosophical Essays for Paul Helm (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 177-92. Now, the Son’s 

assumption and union with a human nature, where the Son bears the properties of human nature, 

is an example of what some concrete-nature theorists call a ‘two-part Christology’. This is 

because the abstract-nature view unfolds along as similar metaphysical storyline as the two-part 

concrete-nature account, the sole difference between it and the concrete-nature account being 

that rather than assuming a composite substance in the form of a human nature consisting of an 

immaterial soul and a material body, the Son assumes a particular set of properties that compose 

his individual and common—common to all humanity—human nature. Now, if we press in a 

little more, we see that Edwards’ version of abstract-nature hypostasis is, I think, also a version 

of a two-part Christology, in that the Son himself is an immaterial ‘substance’ (what Edwards 

calls an ‘uncreated mind’) who assumes—takes ownership of—an immaterial soul or mind in the 

form of the man Jesus of Nazareth (whom Edwards would describe as a ‘created mind’), whose 

body is also immaterial, that is, not composed of material substance. In effect, the human nature 

of Christ is a mind, provided the idea of Christ’s body is a perception that this nature also has, 

which of course, it does. 
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(6) Jesus of Nazareth is a created mind with a physical body. 

 

(7) Jesus of Nazareth is united (by the Spirit) to the Son of God, who himself either is 

uncreated mind or is an uncreated mind or has an uncreated mind. 

 

(8) The union of the uncreated mind of the Son to the created mind of Jesus of Nazareth is 

ideal—though not by perception; the Son’s ideas are productive and not mediated to him by 

any sense, like taste, touch, smell, et cetera, and this somehow includes the idea of the 

created mind of Jesus.80 

 

(9) Bound up in the Son’s generation of the created mind of Jesus of Nazareth is the creation 

of all other created minds and their ideas, including those ideas presented to the mind of 

Jesus of Nazareth.81  

 

With these theses now before us, let us consider the three aspects of Edwards’ continuous 

Christology that are at issue and correspond to the above revision to Edwards’ metaphysics. 

Because the matter of created minds as substances is among the more controversial claims about 

                                                
 

80 I am grateful for Jim Spiegel, who recently pointed out to me the altogether curious fact that 

for all their efforts to defend a top-to-bottom immaterialism, Edwards and Berkeley both offer 

little to no explicit explanation of how an uncreated mind (the Son) can produce not only ideas, 

but other minds (i.e. Jesus + All humanity).  

81 The uncreated mind of the Son does not require sensory knowledge, according to Edwards, 

like a created mind does. There is nothing standing between, as it were, an idea in the divine 

mind and complete knowledge of that idea. Accordingly, Edwards argues that, ‘Seeing the 

perfect idea of a thing is to all intents and purposes the same as seeing the thing; it is not only 

equivalent to the seeing of it, but it is the seeing it: for there is no other seeing but having the 

idea’, WJE 21:118a. 
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Edwards’ metaphysics in this chapter, I will spend the bulk of what remains in this chapter 

addressing that specifically, giving less space to those matters which I think are less contentious 

and require less explanation.  

 

IV. 2. Substantializing Human Nature: ‘A Fusion Model’ 

 

Earlier in the chapter I hinted at the idea that created minds are substances of a sort and that 

they are somehow bound up in or ‘substantialized' by the created mind of Jesus of Nazareth, who 

is the pattern for all human nature. Substantializing human nature is intimately tied up with 

Edwards’ doctrine of union with Christ.82 For this reason I want to briefly take up our discussion 

from chapter one, fixing upon the relationship between what Edwards calls the ‘relative union’ 

and the ‘union of hearts’ and, more specifically, focusing on what Edwards means that the elect 

are ‘parts of Christ’.  

We recall from chapter one that according to Edwards’ account of the relative union, ‘[B]y 

that act of taking the human nature upon himself, he sufficiently in the sight of God and in the 

sight of angels assumed the elect part of mankind into an union with himself’.83 We also recall 

that the relative union is something that Edwards describes as an effect of the incarnation. That 

the Son assumes a human nature in the incarnation, Edwards explains, is predicated on an act of 

                                                
 

82 I am grateful to Joshua Farris for pointing this out to me. The germ of the idea of Christ’s 

substantializing human nature he expounds in “Edwardsian Idealism, Imago Dei, and 

Contemporary Theology”, in Joshua R. Farris and S. Mark Hamilton, eds., Idealism and 

Christian Theology: Idealism and Christianity, Vol. 1 (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 

2015), pp. 83-106. Farris presented a more recently developed iteration of this idea in a paper 

entitled, “Capturing Edwards’ Substance in his Christology Anthroplogy”, presented at the 

national meeting the Evangelical Theological Society (Fall, 2016). 

83 WJE 14:403 (emphasis added). For more on Edwards’ discussion of the relative union, see 

WJE 25:231; Sermon Series II, 1747, n. 879; 2 Cor 5:8, WJEO 65; Sermon Series II, 1749, n. 

932; John 6:54, WJEO 67; Sermon Series II, 1750, n. 952; 1 Cor 10:17a, WJEO 68. 
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divine love, when he says that ‘Christ loves the elect with so a great and strong a love, they are 

so near to him, that God looks upon them as it were as parts of him’.84 This is the ‘union of 

hearts’ (from eternity). Notice that Edwards makes Christ’s love of the elect equivalent to their 

being made ‘parts of him’. Now, the ‘union of hearts’, unlike the relative union is, as we saw 

previously, atemporal or, as he says, ‘from eternity’; it occurs prior to the first creation. 

Describing the link between the two unions, in “Miscellany” 769, Edwards intimates that:  

 

. . . we are elected in Christ, as we are elected in his election. For God having in 

foreknowledge given us to Christ, he thenceforward beheld us as members or parts of him; 

and so ordaining the head to glory, he therein ordained the members to glory. Or, in destining 

Christ to eternal life, he destined all parts of Christ to it also, so that we are appointed to 

eternal life in Christ, being in Christ his members from eternity.85 

 

With this, we come up against three questions. First, how does Edwards see that the Son is 

united to the elect portion of humanity in the incarnation, that is, to elect human nature, en 

masse? Second, how does Edwards see that this union is established both from eternity and is yet 

somehow executed at a particular temporal stage in the life of the Christ (presumably at the 

incarnation)? Third, how does Edwards see that the love of the Son to his human nature (and all 

those elect bound up in it) or to human nature in general is equivalent to those human natures 

being ‘parts’ of him? What Edwards means by ‘parts’ is the key. 

What Edwards means by ‘parts of Christ’ has, I think, to do with the relationship that the 

created mind of Jesus of Nazareth and all other elect created minds bears to temporal stages. 

Created minds, we have previously established, are, on Edwards’ way of thinking, substances in 

some attenuated or shadowy sense. This includes, of course, the created mind of the man Jesus of 

Nazareth, who exists as an idea of the Son from eternity, and who nevertheless appears, as the 

Apostle says, ‘at the fulness of time’ (Galatians 4.4). What I think Edwards assumes is that these 

                                                
 

84 WJE 14:404-5 (emphasis added). 

85 “Miscellany” no. 769, WJE 13:418 (emphasis added). 
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diminished—created mind—substances somehow exist a-temporally with the Son who, as we 

have just seen, substantializes them by virtue of their particular relationship or union with him 

and his union with the created mind of Jesus. In this way, the elect portion of created minds can 

exist ‘from eternity’, namely, by being an idea of human nature, along with the man, Jesus, in the 

uncreated mind of the Son, all of whom appear at some point or temporal stages (in a way 

similar to Berkeley, Edwards seems to think these ideas in the mind of God are eventually, as 

Berkeley says, ‘published’). Let us call this relationship ‘collective-nature-perichoresis’ or the 

interpenetration of Christ’s human nature en masse with those to whom he is a-temporally 

united.86  

Nature-perichoresis (in contrast to the so-called person-perichoresis of Trinitarian relations) 

is the doctrine that has historically attempted to describe the relationship, specifically the 

interpenetration, of the divine and human natures of the God-man.87 Nature-perichoresis has to do 

                                                
 

86 This is perhaps one of those aspects of Edwards’ Christology that lends support to the idea 

put forward by some interpreters that Edwards comes dangerously close to Apollinarianism. 

McGuckin explains that ‘The Logos, according to Appollinaris, constituted humans as the image 

of God. The image was particularly located in the nous, the spiritual intellect. In the case of 

Jesus, the Logos did not need to assume a human mind (logos or rationality), as he himself was 

the archetype of all intellect’, John Anthony McGuckin, s.v. “Apollinaris of Laodicea”, The 

Westminster Handbook to Patristic Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Know Press, 2004), 

p. 22. In a parallel discussion about Edwards’ account of personal identity and the transmission 

of sin, in is interesting that Helm speaks of what he calls humanity’s ‘linear collective 

responsibility’ and its origin in Adam, based on what he thinks is a temporal parts reading of 

Edwards’ four-dimensionalism; see Paul Helm, “Locke and Edwards on Personal Identity”, in 

JEPT, pp. 56-7. 

87 For some additionally helpful discussion of both nature-perichoresis and person-

perichoresis, see Charles C. Twombly, Perichoresis and Personhood: God, Christ, and Salvation 

in John of Damascus (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2015); Randall Otto, “The Use and 

Abuse of Perichoresis in Recent Theology”, Scottish Journal of Theology 54 (2001): pp. 366-84; 
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with how one nature that is divine is united with another nature that is human, not such much 

with how contradictory properties might be attributed to one or the other nature.88 We need not 

get bogged-down with a full-orbed discussion of nature-perichoresis here. What we need is a 

rough and ready idea of how something like collective-nature-perichoresis helps explain the 

relationship of the 'parts' of Christ and what this has to do with at the intersection of Edwards’ 

relative union and the union of hearts.  

Perhaps the best way to explain what I mean by collective-nature-perichoresis is in terms of 

what I will more accurately refer to as Fusion theory. Playing off of Michael Rea’s suggestion 

that Edwards’ hamartiology (and the transmission of sin in particular) is explained best by what 

he calls the Fission theory, according to which at the moment of Adam’s primal sin, Adam 

‘underwent fission, splitting into billions of people’. On the Fusion theory, the human nature of 

Jesus, presumably for Edwards at the moment of the incarnation, absorbs or reconstitutes the 

human nature of those whom he elects into himself (across all temporal stages), such that there is 

a property of Christ’s human nature shared by all elect human natures.89 So where in a way 

similar to the fracturing of humanity into Rea’s ‘billions of persons’ that occurs across space-

time at the temporal stage of the Fall, we might say that there is a sort of reconstituting effect 

upon elect humanity (what Edwards goes on to describe in Original Sin as a ‘moral whole’ of 

humanity) such that elect persons (created minds) ‘from eternity’ who exist across different parts 

of space and time are brought into a collective-perichoretic-union with the human nature of the 

God-man; the incarnation being the trigger, as it were.90 As we will return to this in more detail in 

                                                
 
Richard Cross, “Christological Predication in John of Damascus”, Medieval Studies 62 (2000): 

pp 69-124. 

88 For some helpful discussion of the differences associated with the doctrine of perichoresis 

and doctrine of the communication of attributes, see Crisp, “Problems with Perichoresis”, 

Tyndale Bulletin 56.1 (2005): pp. 119-140. 

89 Rea, “The Metaphysics of Original Sin”, Persons: Human and Divine, p. 343-45. 

90 This leaves open to question the relation that non-elect created minds bear to the human 

nature of Jesus. It may be that the perichoretic-union envisioned here has two stages, one that 
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chapter four when we look at the indwelling of the Spirit of Christ, let us conclude this section 

by observing the following.91  

First, I do not think that Edwards’ thought that the uncreated mind of the Son and the created 

mind of Jesus of Nazareth, perichoretically united together, formed another substance. The Son 

bears the human nature of Jesus as a property that is also, somehow, a substance itself. Perhaps 

we might think of this relation as similar to the one that is shared by a substance and substantive 

dualist, as in the previous chapter’s chainsaw accident analogy. However, to say that the created 

mind of Jesus of Nazareth, to whom the Son is hypostatically united, exists in the divine mind as 

idea would mean that one sort of property-bearer (a created mind—Jesus) was also a property (of 

an uncreated mind—the Son). This is clearly a category confusion of two sorts of things: 

properties and property-bearers. Nevertheless, strangely, Edwards thinks that created minds 

somehow exist “within” and are “communications” of the divine mind, almost as if such minds 

are not simply property-bearers of those ideas that are communicated to them by God, but that 

they themselves are properties of the divine mind—ideas that God some way or another has of 

himself. This is much in keeping with what we have seen thus far regarding Edwards’ doctrine of 

union with Christ and human nature. This is nothing short of bizarre. It is not entirely clear what 

Edwards means by this. We say that Edwards conceived of created minds as existing in a sort of 

                                                
 
obtains at the incarnation and is effective for all humanity (including non-elect human minds) 

and another that obtains exclusively and soteriologically for elect human minds at the atonement 

where Edwards’ ‘legal union’ is effective. While there may be some precedence for this based on 

our reasoning in chapter one, it is not entirely clear to me how Edwards made sense of the status 

of those human natures of non-elect minds. 

91 I am conscious of the fact that talk of indwelling and immaterialism together poses a 

problem because immaterial things have no extension; by definition they are nowhere. This is 

problematic from both the human and divine side of Edwards’ Christological equation by virtue 

of the fact that both the uncreated mind of the Son and the created mind of Jesus are both 

immaterial substances. It is not clear to me at this point that Edwards was conscious of this 

problem. 
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shadowy sense as the mental projections of the divine mind. He says as much in several places, 

that ‘all being is, in strictness only a shadow of [God’s]’.92 It may well be that this is what 

Edwards means when he describes the idea of ‘self-union’, which he says is something that 

occurs ‘in pure love to others (i.e. Love not arising from self-love) [when] there’s a union of the 

heart with others; a kind of enlargement of the mind, whereby it so extends itself as to take 

others into a mans self’.93 Such statements, I think, reinforce the idea that Edwards thought that 

the Son substantializes human nature; substances that are themselves (created) minds, existing 

independently of other minds, though notwithstanding their dependence on the divine mind.94 

Edwards’ very explanation of the begottenness of the Son seems to include this sort of collective 

relation in human nature. Accordingly, he says, ‘all God's ideas are only the one idea of himself, 

as has been shown, [then God's idea of himself] must be his essence itself. It must be a 

substantial idea, having all the perfections of the substance perfectly; so that by God's reflecting 

on himself the Deity is begotten, there is a substantial image of God begotten’.95 In “Miscellany” 

183, he offers a similar explanation, saying: 

                                                
 

92 “The Mind”, WJE 6:364 (emphasis added). See also “Of Atoms”, WJE 6:214 and 

“Miscellany” no. 108, WJE 13:279). 

93 WJE 8:589 (emphasis added). 

94 According to Edwards, ‘Such was the love of the Son of God to the human nature, that he 

desired a most near and close union with it, something like the union in the persons of the 

Trinity, nearer than there can be between any two distinct [beings]. This moved him to make the 

human become one with him, and himself to be one of mankind that should represent all the rest, 

for Christ calls us brethren and is one of us. How should [we] be encouraged, when we have such 

a Mediator! 'Tis one of us that is to plead for us, one that God from love to us has received into 

his own person from among us. And 'tis so congruous that it should be so, and is also so 

agreeable to the Scripture, that it much confirms in me the truth of the Christian religion, 

“Miscellany” no. 183, WJE 13:329-30. 

95 “Miscellany” no. 94, WJE 13:257-8. Amazingly, Edwards later argues that ‘What insight I 

have of the nature of minds, I am convinced that there is no guessing what kind of union and 
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Such was the love of the Son of God to the human nature, that he desired a most near and 

close union with it, something like the union in the persons of the Trinity, nearer than there 

can be between any two distinct [beings]. This moved him to make the human nature become 

one with him, and himself to be one of mankind that should represent all the rest, for Christ 

calls us brethren and is one of us. How should [we] be encouraged, when we have such a 

Mediator! 'Tis one of us that is to plead for us, one that God from love to us has received into 

his own person from among us.96 

 

And again in “The Mind”, he writes: 

 

Seeing God has so plainly revealed himself to us, and other minds are made in his image, and 

are emanations from him, we may judge what is the excellence of other minds by what is his, 

which we shewn in love. His infinite beauty is his infinite mutual love of himself. Now God 

is the prime and original being, the first and the last, and the pattern of all, and has the sum of 

all perfection. We may therefore doubtless conclude that all that is the perfection of spirits 

may be resolved in that which is God’s perfection, which is love.97 

 

                                                
 
mixtion, by consciousness or otherwise, there may be between them. So that all difficulty is 

removed in believing what the Scripture declares about spiritual unions—of the persons of the 

Trinity, of the two natures of Christ, of Christ and the minds of saints’ (“Miscellany” no. 184, 

WJE 13:530). Edwards speaks as though there is some sort of equivalency in how we are to 

make sense of the nature of these various unions. 

96 “Miscellany” no. 183, WJE 13:529-30. 

97 “The Mind”, WJE 6:362-3. Compare with: ‘Though the divine nature be vastly different 

from that of created spirits, yet our souls are made in the image of God: we have understanding 

and will, idea and love, as God hath, and the difference is only in the perfection of degree and 

manner’, “Discourse on the Trinity”, WJE 21:113. 
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For Edwards, it seems then that he thinks that created minds are indeed substances by virtue 

of their relation to the human nature assumed by the Son at the incarnation and for this reason, 

these created minds (including, of course, Jesus of Nazareth) are not re-created every moment as 

it has been suggested by some. Jesus was not ‘in constant flux’. His ideas, in eluding those about 

himself, were. And this brings us around to Edwards’ stage theoretic account of persistence.  

 

IV. 3. Jesus Across Time 

 

To this point I have argued, contrary to the majority report, that Edwards’ stage theory 

proceeds on the immaterial realist assumption that created minds are substances and therefore 

‘constants’ whereas ideas merely percepts are, and Edwards says, ‘in constant flux’. Minds, I 

argued, persist through (or across) time from moment-to-moment, whereas ideas do not. Ideas 

are simple and complex forms of perceptible objects that are created out of nothing every 

moment by the divine mind in the form of (perhaps innumerable) perceptibly indistinguishable 

temporal stages immediately presented to created minds by God. This, I argue, includes 

Edwards’ thinking about the created mind of Jesus of Nazareth and all of his ideas.  

On Edwards’ construal of hypostasis, the Son—the uncreated mind of God—assumes a 

created mind whose body is composed of percepts that are simply made visible or perceptible to 

other created minds, and that, by God’s immediately presenting various ideas of Jesus to those he 

encountered.98 Speaking of the circumstances of the Son’s appearance in the man Jesus of 

Nazareth, he says: 

 

The things that are here spoken of Christ are spoken of him as God-man, either so actually, 

or so by constitution or immutable undertaking and appointment. All things are from him as 

God-man, but he him[self] as God-man is from the Father. He is here spoken of as the image 

of the invisible God, i.e. the image of the Father. The Father is the author of his own image, 
                                                
 

98 That Jesus of Nazareth ‘makes visible’ the Son of God is an idea is similarly developed by 

Bishop Berkeley and recently explained in Marc Hight and Joshua Bohannon, “The Son More 

Visible: Immaterialism and the Incarnation”, Modern Theology 26:1 (2010): pp. 120-48. 
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as in Hebrews 1:3 he is called "the brightness or the shining forth of the Father's glory, and 

the express image of his person," which shows that the glory of this image, as it exists in the 

view of the creature, comes immediately from the Father, as light does from the sun, or as 

effulgence does from a luminary.99  

 

So the strain felt by Mary at his birth; the disciples’ sight of his fearlessness before the 

demonic ‘Legion’; the taste of his skin when Judas betrayed him with a kiss; the chilling sound 

of his dereliction; the smell of death at his tomb; for Edwards, all these were ideas of the God-

man that God made perceptible to the minds of his parents, his disciples, his followers, even his 

executioners. The same is true and more interesting still for Jesus’ perception of such things, that 

is, his self-perception. For because the human nature of Jesus is for Edwards under the same 

metaphysical conditions as any other human nature, such things as the gritty-feel of the salt of 

the Dead Sea at his baptism; the pressure of John leaning on his bosom in the upper room; the 

scent of flowers in Gethsemane; the sting of the slap of the soldier’s hands in the Praetorian; the 

taste of the gall when he hung on the cross—these were ideas that were presented to him by the 

Spirit of the Father, whereby he—by the Spirit of the Son, in his humanity—perceived the 

world.100 I do not think that what Edwards had in mind here is that at each of these moments (and 

perhaps at the infinite number of moments between each of them) that Jesus of Nazareth—both 

the mind and body—ceased to exist, only to be immediately re-created out of nothing at the next 

                                                
 

99 “Miscellany” no. 958, WJE 18:238-9. 

100 In Miscellany 985, Edwards makes the following interesting distinction, one which will be 

part of the concern of the next chapter when we look into Edwards’ Spirit Christology. He says, 

‘All the works of God ad extra are wrought by Christ, excepting those that are immediately 

wrought upon or about Christ, or in which Christ himself is the effect or object, and these are 

more immediately from God the Father. All universally are by the Spirit, but the human nature of 

Christ and what belongs to it is by the Spirit as the Spirit of the Father; but all the rest are by the 

Spirit as the Spirit of the Son. The incarnation of Christ was the work of the Father’, WJE 18:234 

(emphasis added).  
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moment and instantaneously hypostatically united again to the Son. Rather, the Son assumes 

what the councils call a ‘reasonable soul and body’—a human mind whose body is but a 

collection of ideas in the mind (a claim which seems to still satisfy councilor conditions for 

orthodoxy)—and continuously maintains his hypostatic union with that human mind, despite the 

fact that the ideas that are presented to his various senses are ever-changing, including his sense 

of self.101 For the sake of clarity, let us consider the sort of perceptible transaction that I envision 

is what is going on in Edwards’ mind when he reads the narrative account of, say, Jesus’  

transfiguration. 

A cursory look at his collected works shows that Edwards dedicates a relatively small 

amount of attention to the Transfiguration. The bulk of this attention is paid to Peter’s account of 

the event (2 Peter 1:16-18) rather than any of the gospel narratives themselves, and is often and 

interestingly linked with his discussion of spiritual perception or what he sometimes calls 

‘regenerate knowledge’, something we had cause to note previously. For example, in Religious 

Affections, he writes: 

 

When Christ appeared in the glory of his transfiguration to his disciples, with that outward 

glory, to their bodily eyes, which was a sweet and admirable symbol and semblance of his 

spiritual glory, together with his spiritual glory itself, manifested to their minds; the 

manifestation of glory was such, as did perfectly, and with good reason, assure them of his 

divinity.102 

 

Elsewhere Edwards offers the following explanatory refinement of the previous statement, 

saying: 

 

                                                
 

101 “The Chalcedon Formula”, Documents of the Christian Church, trans. Henry Betterson 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 73.  

102 Religious Affections, WJE 2:300. 
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Spiritual light discovers the spiritual excellency and glory of God and Christ, and not merely 

an outward excellency. There is a great deal of difference between spiritual excellency and 

outward excellency. If we see or conceive of great beauty of the countenance, that is outward 

excellency. When we see the brightness and glory of the sun, that is an outward glory. So if 

we conceive of a being or countenance shining like the sun, why still it is but an outward 

glory. Spiritual excellency consists in the excellency of holiness, and truth, and justice, and 

grace, and such like. Therefore if a man seems to see God or Christ with great beauty of 

countenance and great outward glory, if that be all—if there be no sense [regenerate 

knowledge] of the spiritual excellency of God accompanying of it—that is nothing. If the 

body of man were never so beautiful, and shone brighter than the sun, that would be no 

spiritual excellency. When the disciples see Christ when he was transfigured, ‘and his face 

did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the light,’ that was not seeing the spiritual 

glory of Christ; though 'tis probably a great discovery of his spiritual glory [that] might 

accompany it.103 

 

                                                
 

103 “False and True Light”, WJE 19:136. Previous to the comment, Edwards describes in some 

greater and illuminating detail the function of perception and the imagination, saying, ‘The 

imagination is the power of the mind whereby a man is capable of having the images or ideas of 

an outward thing in his mind. And when a person has some strong and lively idea or image of 

some outward thing impressed upon his mind, that is what is called an impression upon the 

imagination. Thus for instance, if a person has a lively impression of the countenance of his 

absent friend, that is an impression on his imagination; for the form of countenance is an outward 

[thing]. So if a person seems to have an impression or strong notion in his mind of a voice, or of 

some bright visible light, or of the pleasantness or nauseousness of the taste of anything, these 

things are impressions on the imagination; because all these are all images of outward things that 

we perceive with our bodily senses. So any image or idea of any outward thing whatsoever, is an 

impression upon the imagination. But spiritual light don't consist in any impression upon the 

imagination, but is an exceeding different thing from it’, p. 135.  
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So if this is what was seen by the disciples, how did they see it? The simple answer is as the 

statement above records, namely, that it was ‘manifested to their minds’. The more complex 

answers, as I already indicated, that ‘The mere exertion of a new thought is a certain proof of 

God. For certainly there is something that immediately produces and upholds that thought; here 

is a new thing, and there is a necessity of a cause. It is not antecedent thoughts, for they are 

vanished and gone; they are past, and what is past is not’.104 Recall that for Edwards, ‘[God] 

causes all changes to arise as if all these things had actually existed in such a series in some 

created mind, and as if created minds had comprehended all things perfectly. And although 

created minds do not, yet the divine mind doth, and he orders all things according to his mind, 

and his ideas’. Now, we certainly want to be careful not to inject Edwards’ speculative 

metaphysics too deep into the vein of his exegetical labors (I say ‘too deep’ because, recalling 

Schweitzer’s observation, Edwards did not insulate his exegetical inquiries from his 

metaphysical ones in several cases regarding continuous creation). So what was manifested to 

the disciples’ minds? It was the moment-to-moment projection of ideas; divine ideas in fact, that 

is, ideas that God desired Peter, John, and James to know. These ideas not only established such 

empirical evidence for a truth claim, like, Jesus’ garments are really white—what Edwards calls 

‘outward excellency’—they also further confirmed to the disciples the ‘his divinity’—what 

Edwards calls ‘spiritual excellency’. In either case, the ideas ‘manifested to their minds’ in the 

event of Jesus’ Transfiguration were individual slices of time and space, each slice of which was 

uniquely created by God out of nothing—the grass beneath the disciples’ feet, the light before 

their eyes, the fresh scent of the mountain air, the cool breeze, the stars in the sky, all the way 

down to the very vision of Jesus transfigured in light before them. So what this means then is 

that, in the ‘moment’ Jesus is praying, and ‘his appearance was altered’, God is not snuffing 

Jesus out of existence instantaneously and replacing him with another facsimile Jesus at the next 

moment. All that is ‘changed’ are the ideas presented to the disciples’ minds. The same is true of 

the created mind of Jesus.  

There no evidence to support the idea that Edwards distinguished, save for a matter of 

degree, between the way in which the created mind of Jesus operated in the created world from 
                                                
 

104 “Miscellany” no. 268, WJE 13:373. 
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the operations of any other created mind. Jesus had ideas presented to him in the same way as 

any another created mind. To the contrary, comparing the human nature of the God-man with 

regenerate persons, Edwards clarifies, saying: 

 

The man Jesus becomes one person by a communion of knowledge and will; but as in 

believers all divine knowledge is by the Spirit—'tis by the Spirit that the knowledge of 

inspiration and prophecy is given, and 'tis by the Holy Ghost that the spiritual knowledge of 

all believers is given: "The Spirit searcheth all things, even the deep things of God" [1 

Corinthians 2:10]—so, I suppose, 'tis by the Spirit that divine knowledge and consciousness 

is given to the man Jesus. And so, as 'tis by the Spirit of God that a divine temper is given to 

men and angels, so I suppose 'tis by the Spirit of the Logos that the man Jesus hath the spirit 

and temper of the only begotten Son of God.105 

 

(We will see in the next chapter that the rather odd Christological consequence of this 

hypostatic union is that Jesus did—‘by the Spirit’—comprehend all things ‘perfectly’ because 

Jesus was indwelt by the ‘Spirit of the Son’ to a degree different than regenerate persons). If 

there is such an equivalence between the human nature of Jesus and any other human nature, 

then it appears we have warrant for thinking that, as it pertains to our example of 

Transfiguration, Jesus himself underwent changes to his body and in his mind similar to the 

manner of his disciples. The grass beneath the his feet, the light before his eyes, the fresh scent 

of the mountain air, the cool breeze, the stars in the sky, all the way down to the emissions of 

light coming off of his body and reflecting off the faces of his astonished followers, Jesus’ 

experience of the world around him were composed of stages of simple and complex ideas 

brought immediately and repetitiously (i.e. continuously) before all his senses, and all the while, 

his created mind remained in a constant state of perceptivity to observe and participate in them. 

The human nature of Jesus was not created and then recreated every moment. Every idea that 

came into his purview, however, was.  

                                                
 

105 “Miscellany” no. 460, WJE 13:530. 
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The next question, to which Edwards only hints at an answer, is whether the Son is the causal 

agent of the very percepts of his own human mind? As we shall see in the next chapter, this is an 

issue to be resolved in his Spirit Christology. That said, because we have considered in some 

detail the supposed deleterious impact that Edwards’ commitment to occasionalism has upon the 

moral responsibility of created minds, let us think through one initial consideration in order to set 

up the next chapter.  

 

IV. 3. Christ and Causes 

 

Edwards’ immaterial realism together with the augmented account of stage theory just laid 

out makes the robust occasionalism that Edwards is charged with adhering to, in my estimation, 

no problem at all. In fact, this sort of occasionalism follows from—and may well be entailed 

by—these other metaphysical commitments. God’s being the sole cause of moment-to-moment 

continuously created percepts presents no obvious conceptual road blocks to the coherence of 

Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation. What then of Edwards’ occasionalism and continuous 

Christology? If God is the sole cause of all percepts, does Edwards think that God is causing the 

percepts of the created mind that he assumed to himself in the incarnation? More to the point, is 

the Son continuously creating Jesus’ ideas? Edwards does not answer this question directly. And 

yet, in “Miscellany” 1358, Edwards asserts that: 

 

'Tis evident that the same WORD, the same Son of God, that made the world or gave it 

being, also UPHOLDS it in being and governs it. This is evident in part unto reason. For 

upholding the world in being and creating of it, are not properly distinct works. For 'tis 

manifest that upholding the world in being is the same with a continued creation, and 

consequently that creating of the world is but the beginning of upholding of it, if I may so 

say, the beginning to give the world a supported and dependent existence; and preservation is 

only continuing to give it such a supported existence. 

 

Upon this Edwards goes on to consider the following interesting trinitarian implication, 

saying:  
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But if these things are so, what shall we think of the upholding and government of the world 

while Christ was in his humbled state? [A]nd while an infant, when he had less knowledge 

than afterwards, when it is said that he increased in wisdom and stature, and [had] far less 

strength than he had afterwards? [W]hen we are told that he was wearied with his journey, 

wearied and his strength in a measure spent only with governing the motions of his own 

body? Who upheld and governed the world at that time? Doubtless it will be said that God 

the Father took the world out of the hands of the Son for that time, to uphold and govern it, 

and returned it into his hands again at his exaltation. But is there any ground to suppose such 

a mighty change as this as to the Author of the universe, its having such different authors of 

its being and of all its properties, natural principles and motions and alterations and events, 

both in bodies and all created minds, for one, three, or four and thirty years, from what it had 

ever before or since? Have we any hint of such a thing? [O]r have we any revelation of 

anything analogous that ever has been? Has God ever taken the work of a creature out of its 

hand—that which is that creature's ordinary operation and care according to the ordinary 

course of things, out of that creature's hands—performing it precisely and exactly in the same 

manner that that creature did, as if the creature still went on in his own way, and then 

returned it into the hand of the creature again so that no interruption, not the least, should 

appear?106 

 

In what remains of this lengthy entry, Edwards reasons that, in point of fact, the Son is in the 

end not divested of this sort of creative activity following the incarnation. He reasons that it is by 

the ‘Spirit of the Son’ that such activity occurs. This is Edwards’ Spirit Christology. As this is 

something like opening pandora’s box, in terms of the possible theological complexities, let us 

make only two observations here about the preceding statements, leaving closer scrutiny for the 

next chapter.  

That Edwards thinks a great deal about the Spirit’s agency in the God-man is evident from a 

variety of statements, like the following. Of the hypostatic union, Edwards writes: 

 
                                                
 

106 “Miscellany” no. 1358, WJE 23:608-9. 
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The bond of this union is the Holy Spirit. 'Tis manifest that the divine speeches that Christ 

uttered, and the divine works that Christ wrought, were by the Spirit of God. The divine 

words that he uttered, with which he taught the world divine things, and revealed God and 

the things of God to mankind, were by the Spirit of God. And the divine works that Christ 

wrought, wherein he manifested divine power, were by the Spirit of God. It will therefore 

follow that the union of Christ's human nature with the divine is by the Spirit of God. For 

those divine works that he wrought were his own works; they were not wrought by the Spirit, 

as the apostles and prophets wrought miracles by the power and in the name of another, but 

as wrought in his own name and by his own power. Though he was directed by the Spirit of 

God when and how to work those works, and was moved by the Spirit to work them, yet he 

wrought them as of his own wisdom and his own will. For those works of the divine power 

were his own no otherwise than as they were the works of the divine Logos, united to the 

human nature, or to the human understanding and will. But if that human understanding and 

will was directed and moved by the Holy Ghost, and yet it might be said to be done as of his 

own wisdom and will, the Holy Ghost must in this act as a means of conveyance of the 

understanding and will of the divine Logos, to the understanding and will of the human 

nature, or of the union of these understandings and wills. And so, though it was of the motion 

of the Spirit of God, yet it was of himself, because these motions of the Spirit themselves 

were of himself, i.e. of his divine person, the person of the Logos, conveying and uniting the 

divine understanding and will, and so of the divine nature with the human.107 

                                                
 

107 “Miscellany” no. 766, WJE 18:412-13. Elsewhere, Edwards writes, ‘The divine Logos is so 

united to the humanity of Christ that it spake and acted by it, and made use of it as its organ, as is 

evident by the history of Christ's life, and as it is evident he will do at the day of judgment. And 

this he does not occasionally once in a while, as he may in the prophets, but constantly, not by an 

occasional communication, but a constant and everlasting union. Now 'tis manifest that the 

Logos, in thus acting by the humanity of Christ, did not merely make use of his body as its 

organ, but his soul, not only the members of his body, but the faculties of his soul; which can be 

no otherwise than by such a communication with his understanding as we call identity of 

consciousness. If the divine Logos speaks in and by the man Christ Jesus, so that the man Christ 
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Accordingly, Edwards seems to think that the Spirit is integral to the agency of the Son in the 

various internal and external activities of Jesus of Nazareth. The Son and Spirit both are actively 

at work; the Son is not simply a passive agent following his incarnation, as some might suppose. 

The Spirit’s agency, too, seems distinctly communicative. The Spirit (of the Son) prompts, 

motivates, discloses, and directs the Son’s incarnate activity. This includes the provision of those 

perceptions that for the God-man are made sensible. But if we compare this to “Miscellany” 709, 

Edwards speaks more specifically about the activities of these two agents, and of particular 

interest to us, the Spirit’s act of establishing the union of the Son to a human nature of Jesus ‘out 

of nothing’. Edwards writes: 

 

It was necessary that the same person that acted as the principle or union between the 

manhood of Christ and the person of the Son, should make the manhood of Christ. For it 

must be by that person that acted as the principle of union that the human nature must be 

assumed, for assuming implies the uniting, and making is what belongs to assuming. This 

assuming may be considered as one act, but having two effects, viz. the being of the 

manhood, and his union with the person of the Son. Assuming is the making the human 

nature in the person of the Logos. It was the uniting something out of nothing (i.e. something 

as yet unmade) to him. Whatever Christ assumes into union to himself must be by that person 

that acts as the principle of union; and therefore, when something was to be assumed out of 

nothing into union to himself, the Logos or Word sent forth this constituent, or principle of 

assumption or unition, to assume it out of nothing to himself. But this implies making and 

uniting in one act, or making in union. If the making had been by one person and the unition 

by another, it must have been by two distinct acts because by two distinct agents; and the 

                                                
 
Jesus in his speaking should say, I say thus or thus, and his human understanding is made use of 

by the Logos, and it be the speech of his human understanding, it must be by such a 

communication between the Logos and the human nature as to communicate consciousness’, see: 

“Miscellany” no. 738, WJE 18:364. 
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humanity would not, by him that made it, be made out of nothing into the Son, nor could the 

person that made it, be properly said to make the Word flesh.108 

 

Are we to believe that Edwards thinks that the Spirit is making Jesus—his mind and body—

out of nothing every moment, as in those places where he speaks of continuous creation? I do not 

think so. I think Edwards is here referring to the act of the person of the Spirit of God who 

established the union between the Son and man, Jesus Christ, which he then explains, consists of 

the formation or ‘the making’ of the human nature to whom the Son would then be united; also 

an act attributed to the Spirit. Interestingly, notice that Edwards call this ‘one act’, referring to 

the person of Spirit as the singular actor. As he says, ‘Assuming is the making the human nature 

in the person of the Logos’, and that, ‘out of nothing’. What this means then is that the Spirit is 

involved in the activity of creating the human nature of Jesus—what for Edwards is, as we have 

now clearly seen, a mind with what we might call a ‘mental body’, that is, a body conceived of 

ideas. This is why Edwards can speak of two creations, both of which are qualitatively different, 

the latter of which is continuous and restricted to perceptions. Now, lest we think that Edwards 

contradicts himself between this passage and the previous one, it appears that the ‘one act’ of the 

Spirit in assuming/making the human nature out of nothing is complemented by the Logos and 

his own ‘principle or assumption’. In this way, the two passages—this one and the previous 

one—appear congruent in terms of how Edwards deploys the time-worn doctrinal principle of 

Trinitarian agency, namely, opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa (the creative or external work 

of the persons of the Godhead are undivided). In a sense, the Son and the Father have an equal 

share, as it were, with the Spirit in the work of generating Jesus of Nazareth. By assigning a 

concurrent action of the Son and the Spirit’s work, Edwards cleverly (though perhaps not 

consciously) closes the door on the idea that the Son could have assumed something that was 

made by the Spirit (i.e adoptionism). Notice, however, that Edwards does not reference the 

Father in this passage. Why? I think this is because Edwards thinks that this work of assumption 

is peculiar to the Spirit; peculiar in the sense that the Spirit is a sort of intermediary actor. This is 

                                                
 

108 “Miscellany” no. 709, WJE 18:333-5 (emphasis added). 
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why Edwards uses discriminating language like, ‘Spirit of the Son’ and ‘Spirit of the Father’. 

And of course this is borne out by several examples in the previous passage.  

Perhaps then, the continuous creation of Jesus’ ideas of himself terminate on the Spirit as the 

intermediary agent between the eternal Son and his assumed humanity. In the above passage, 

Edwards does intimate several times that he thinks that it is the Spirit who is the agent who 

‘assumes out of nothing’. Could it not also be the case that the Spirit performs this continuously 

creative work at every moment in the life of the God-man? In this sense, the assumption literally 

is what some theologians would describe as the sustaining of Christ’s humanity by the Spirit (of 

the Son). Thus there would thereby be no qualitative difference in the Spirit’s acting upon the 

man, Jesus, in the womb and his acting upon the man, Jesus, say, at the Transfiguration. The 

Spirit’s activity would effectively swallow up the idea of the Spirit’s continuously creative 

activity, because the self-consciousness of Jesus, to whom Edwards says the Spirit continually 

communicates, exists for no more than a moment before the Spirit is ‘making’ Jesus’ reality 

anew at a subsequent moment. As Edwards sees it, the Spirit (of the Son) is the causal agent 

responsible for the systematic formation of numerically distinct, imperceptibly individualized 

temporal stages of Jesus’ self-perception. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 

We have covered a lot of ground, having at times come near the edge of the imponderable in 

our pursuit of greater philosophical and theological clarity about Edwards’ doctrine of 

continuous creation and his continuous Christology. I argued that the metaphysical storyline on 

which Edwards’ Christology unfolds—indeed, the metaphysical storyline itself unfolds—quite 

different than what has appeared in the literature to this point. Specifically, in this chapter, I 

argued for an alternative reading of Edwards’ account of substance(s), stage theory, and 

occasionalism in order that I might show that Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation and his 

continuous Christology are, in fact, coherent. Specifically, the combination of necessary 

revisions I argued include Edwards’ commitment to: 
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1- An immaterial realism, which means in this case (among several other things) that he 

thinks that all created human minds are substances by virtue of their being substantialized by 

their union with the archetype of all human nature, namely, Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

2- A stage theoretic account of persistence, according to which stages are composed 

exclusively of ideas or perceptions with which created minds have only phenomenal 

interaction, whose duration is necessary and sufficient unto the upholding of moral 

responsibility. 

 

3- A species of occasional causation that is limited to God’s causing perceptions rather than 

the intentions of created minds.  

 

Such revisions, I have tried to show here, stem from a close reading of Edwards’ 

philosophical speculations and what I think is the best explanation of the evidence derived from 

them, about which a great deal more could be said and ought to be explored further. With these 

revisions in place, it seems that Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation is thus insulated from 

the charge of incoherence, and, by extension, the supposed incoherence of his continuous 

Christology. Summarily speaking, Edwards’ continuous Christology amounts to his thinking 

that: 

 

1- The humanity of Jesus is a real substance, composed of an immaterial mind and a body 

composed entirely of ideas presented to him by the Spirit. 

 

2- The mind of Jesus persists through time by enduring moment-to-moment whereas the 

body of Jesus, like all other perceptible objects, is continuously created (by the Spirit) and re-

presented ex nihilo to the mind of Jesus. 

 

3- The Spirit (of the Son) is the principal actor and sole cause of this continuously creative 

activity, ever bringing the world into view for Jesus to perceive. 
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The careful reader will notice the degree to which Edwards’ Pneumatology features in the 

development of his Christology. This doctrinal relationship, as we shall see in the next chapter, is 

formally known as Spirit Christology and is a subject that is garnering increased levels of 

attention among contemporary theologians. It is also a subject in Edwards’ theology about which 

little has been written. Let us now turn to Edwards’ Spirit Christology. 
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CHAPTER 4 

On Spirit Christology 
The man Christ is united to the Logos these two ways: first, by the respect which 

God hath to this human nature. God hath respect to this man and loveth him as 

his own Son; this man hath communion with the Logos, in the love which the 

Father hath to him as his only begotten Son. Now the love of God is the Holy 

Ghost. 

           -Jonathan Edwards1 

 

I.  Introduction2 
 

At the close of the previous chapter I suggested that the doctrine of Spirit-Christology is a bit 

like opening pandora’s box in terms of theological complexity.3 I also stipulated that Edwards 

appears to think that the Spirit of God is integral to both the identity and agency of the Son in 

both the various internal and external activities of the humanity of Jesus of Nazareth. In this 

chapter, I turn my attention directly toward an exploration of several Pneumatologically specific 

aspects of Edwards’ Christology. Here, I take stock of what Edwards has to say about Christ’s 

divine-self-knowledge and the particulars of how he regards the Spirit’s agency in forging this 

unique noetic relationship. 

                                                
 

1 WJE 13:529 (emphasis added). 

2 Part of the ensuing argument relative to Lee’s dispositional ontology and the tradition that 

followed from it appears in “Jonathan Edwards, Dispositional Ontology and Spirit Christology”, 

Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 36.2 (Autumn 2018).  

3 Here I am echoing Ralph Del Colle, who argues that ‘As one enters into [Spirit 

Christology’s] arena it seems various theological problems begin to multiply’, Christ and the 

Spirit: Spirit Christology in Trinitarian Perspective (New York: Oxford University, 1994), p. 5ff 

(hereafter, Christ and the Spirit). 
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While there have been several brushes with Edwards’ Sprit Christology in the literature to 

this point, and some more significant that others, it should come as no great surprise that like so 

much of Edwards’ Christology, his Spirit Christology is largely underdeveloped both 

philosophically and theologically and by Edwards himself as well as by his interpreters. But for a 

small collection of sermons, like the “Excellency of Christ” or “The Three-fold Work of the 

Holy Ghost” and a few lengthy “Miscellanies”, much of Edwards’ Spirit Christology is parceled 

out across his unpublished notebooks and his various published works. And with comparatively 

few exceptions in the secondary literature, Edwards’ Spirit Christology is cast as a 

Pneumatological reflection of John Owen.4 However, the secondary literature offers little in the 

way of any philosophically sensitive account of Edwards’ Spirit Christology. For these reasons, 

it will be once again necessary to ply our abductive trade, as it were, in an attempt to make sense 

of both the primary and secondary source material. Practically speaking, this means several 

things. 

First, it means that I shall self-consciously exclude the bulk of any sort of technical 

exploration of Edwards’ broader trinitarian and Pneumatological discussion. For while much 

could be (and indeed, has been) said about Edwards’ trinitarianism and his Pneumatology at 

large, it is the various Pneumatic pronouncements—and pronouncements about the Spirit’s 

causal activity in particular—that appear in his exclusively Christological discussions that are at 

the fore of our concern here.  
                                                
 

4 Among Edwards’ more significant interpreters are Stephen R. Holmes, God of Grace, God 

of Glory: An Account of the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 2000), pp. 

136-42; Amy Plantinga-Pauw, ‘The Supreme Harmony of All’: The Trinitarian Theology of 

Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), pp. 145-48; Brandon Withrow, Jonathan 

Edwards’s Incarnational Spirituality within the Christian Tradition (Eugene: Cascade Books, 

2011), pp. 41-43, 126-34, 188-91 (hereafter, Becoming Divine); Studebaker, Trinitarian Vision; 

Kyle Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology: A Reinterpretation (Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 

2014), pp. 149-207; Seng-Kong Tan, “Trinitarian Action in the Incarnation”, in Don Schweitzer, 

ed., Jonathan Edwards as Contemporary: Essays in Honor of Sang Hyun Lee (New York, Peter 

Lang, 2010), pp. 127-50 (hereafter, “Trinitarian Action in the Incarnation”). 
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Second, it means that this strategy will invariably overlap Edwards’ soteriological discussion. 

Taking the same cue from Jenson that provoked our initial inquiry into Edwards’ doctrine of the 

election of Christ in chapter one, namely, that ‘the concern that drives Edwards’ Christological 

construction is soteriological’, we will use this overlap to our advantage, by leveraging Edwards’ 

account of regeneration and sanctification as a way to back into, so to speak, an aspect of 

Edwards’ discussion of human nature and its bearing on the hypostatic union.5 For as we shall 

see, but for a degreed and originating difference, Edwards thinks that the structure of the Spirit’s 

indwelling of the God-man is nearly equivalent to the saints.  

Of course, we will, I think, run a considerable risk of mischaracterizing Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology if we do not, thirdly, keep one eye on the metaphysical apparatus that I have hitherto 

labored to show underpins so much of Edwards’ Christology at large, something that I think 

discussions of Edwards’ Spirit Christology to this point are in large part missing. I shall limit this 

attention to an interaction with Edwards’ immaterialism and occasionalism, building upon the 

previous chapters.  

Fourth and finally, whereas in the previous chapter I fixed upon a method of equal-parts 

philosophical clarification and theological construction, in this final chapter, I continue my 

interest in theological construction, this time, however, giving slightly more attention to what we 

                                                
 

5 Jenson, “Christology”, in Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton Companion to Jonathan 

Edwards (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 73. That Edwards’ Christology has 

much to do with his soteriology, and in particular with the unequal and inaugural sanctifying 

work of the Spirit is echoed by Tan. Accordingly, Tan argues that ‘Edwards constructs his 

theology of the incarnation upon a Chalcedonian dyophysitism which emphasizes a new relation 

inaugurated between God the Father and Jesus Christ. The Logos-Jesus unity and Jesus-Father 

relation, in turn, are built upon a Spirit Christology in which the Father ‘incarnated him [the Son] 

by sanctification’. Edwards thus reintegrates the Father and Spirit into his Christological 

thinking’, “Trinitarian Action in the Incarnation”, p. 130 (“Miscellany” no. 709, WJE 18:334). 
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might call hermeneutical clarification.6 That is, I have self-consciously paid close attention to 

Edwards’ use of select terms and how they govern our understanding of various claims that he 

makes throughout his literary career. Edwards is famous for his use of some pretty loaded 

concepts—concepts like ‘disposition’, ‘habit’, ‘laws of nature’, ‘spirit’, ‘mind’, ‘idea’, and so on. 

But for the rare occurrence, you will not find this chapter an explicit comparison of, say, 

Edwards’ use of ‘idea’ or ‘disposition’ in 1725 with his use of it in 1755. Hermeneutical 

clarification is a methodological convention that is largely at play in the background of this 

chapter more than in previous chapters and, therefore, warrants this explicit mention.  

So that we might shed some light on this and many other such statements throughout 

Edwards’ works, this chapter unfolds in the following three parts. In the first part, I lay out some 

of the rudiments of Spirit and Logos Christology. This will set the stage for part two, where I 

offer up an assessment of what I think is the most philosophically self-conscious interpretation of 

Edwards’ account of the Spirit’s indwelling of the God-man to date, that put forward by Seng-

Kong Tan.7 Then, in part three, I offer up an alternative account of Edwards’ Spirit Christology, 

one that begins with a discussion of his soteriology and, at the same time, makes sense of the 

philosophical axis of his thought. Let us begin, then, with what is probably the most obvious 

question at this point: What is Spirit Christology? 

 

II. Spirit and Logos Christology: A Brief Dogmatic Introduction 

 

A formal distinction that likely owes its origin to Harnack,8 Spirit Christology is a term of art 

that has commonly (and rather unfortunately) been deployed to describe the patristic-era heresy 

                                                
 

6 See e.g. Cyril Orji, “Does Hermeneutical Clarification of ‘Presence’ Advance O’Collins’s 

Christology”, New Blackfriars 98.1078 (2017): 653-75. 

7 I am not alone in this assessment of Tan’s work; see e.g. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards's 

Theology, p. 150, n. 1. 

8 Maarten Wisse and Hugh Meijer, “Pneumatology: Tradition and Renewal”, in Herman 

Selderhuis, ed., A Companion to Reformed Orthodoxy (Leiden: Brill, 2013), p. 474. 
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of Adoptionism, according to which the humanity of Jesus of Nazareth was merely endowed 

with the power of God (by the Spirit) without which he would have otherwise been a common 

man.9 More recently, Spirit Christology has been taken up by some theologians as a strategic way 

around the supposed constraints of so-called ‘Logos Christology’.10 Logos Christology—a 

hallmark of Chalcedon—is a common way that theologians talk about the God-man from the 

perspective of the eternal Son’s assumption of a human nature in the incarnation.11 Chalcedonian 

Christology, we will recall from the previous chapter, is (roughly) the catholic symbol of 

orthodox belief that Christ is one (divine) person with two (divine and human) natures.12 For 

                                                
 

9 Ian A. McFarland, “Spirit and Incarnation: Toward a Pneumatic Chalcedonianism”, 

International Journal of Systematic Theology 16:2 (April, 2014): p. 143 (hereafter, ‘Spirit and 

Incarnation’). A leading voice for so-called ‘Third-Article theology’—the lion’s share of interest 

being that of Spirit Christology—Myk Habets argues that ‘the role that the holy Spirit plays [in 

Christology at large] has been grossly overlooked. What a Spirit Christology achieves is to bring 

the role of the Holy spirit back into focus in all of the manifold expressions of the Spirit’s 

relationship to Jesus and the Father’; “Spirit Christology: The Future of Christology?”, in Myk 

Habets, ed., Third Article Theology: A Pneumatological Dogmatics (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2016), p. 211 (hereafter, Third Article Theology). See also Gregory J. Liston, “A ‘Chalcedonian’ 

Spirit Christology”, Irish Theological Quarterly 81:1 (2016): pp. 74-93. 

10 For an example of this sort of thinking, see Roger Haight, “The Case for Spirit 

Christology”, Theological Studies 53 (1992): pp. 267-87. 

11 For a recent and helpful account of the distinctions between Logos and Spirit Christology, 

see Cornelius van der Kooi, “On the Identity of Jesus Christ: Spirit Christology and Logos 

Christiology in Converse”, in Third Article Theology, pp. 193-207 (hereafter, “On the Identity of 

Jesus Christ”). For a more expansive account of van der Kooi’s Spirit Christology, see This 

Incredibly Benevolent Force: The Holy Spirit in Reformed Theology and Spirituality (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017).  

12 The Chalcedon Formula, Documents of the Christian Church, trans. Henry Betterson 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 73. Alan Spence I think rightly observes that ‘It 
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theologians like Geoffrey Lampe, for example, Spirit Christology offers a wholesale alternative 

to the Logos Christology of Chalcedon, for what he appears to think is an imperiled doctrine of 

Christ’s humanity.13 However, following the lead of theologians like Colin Gunton, who argues 

that ‘Christology which is abstracted from a discussion of its relation to Pneumatology is not 

Christology rooted in the actual human career of the incarnate Lord’, in the last quarter-century, 

Spirit Christology has steadily taken on something of a new character.14 This is Spirit Christology 

as I understand it, in broad strokes. Drilling down into it a bit further, let us turn now and 

                                                
 
seems possible, therefore, to interpret the Christological (already in last comments . . .) debate 

that led to the Chalcedonies Definition, as a conflict between an incarnational and inspirational 

Christology. It is generally acknowledged that the Definition of Chalcedon was an affirmation of 

the positive aspects of both the Antiochene and Alexandrian Christologies. But if we are to 

interpret it as the settlement of the conflict between an inspirational and incarnational 

Christology, it means that both of these, or at least the conditions necessary for both of these to 

operate, were formally endorsed at Chalcedon. It is a small wonder that Chalcedon was 

considered by many as a compromise rather than as a theological solution’, Incarnation and 

Inspiration: John Owen and the Coherence of Christology (London: T & T Clark, 2007). pp. 14-

15 (hereafter: Incarnation and Inspiration). 

13 Geoffrey W. H. Lampe, God as Spirit: The Bampton Lecture 1976 (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1976). It is notable that, despite his apparent gravitation towards adoptionism (see: Oliver D. 

Crisp, “John Owen [1616-1683] on Spirit Christology”, in Revisioning Christology [Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2011], pp. 91), that Lampe, much like Edwards, argues for a degree (rather than a kind) 

difference in the way he accounts for the Spirit’s indwelling Christ’s humanity. The difference, 

as we shall see, between the degreed-Spirit Christology of Edwards and that of Lampe is that 

Edwards appears to think Christ's humanity underwent more than just a degreed-change. That is, 

as we shall see in more detail later in the chapter that, for Edwards, there is an inimitable link 

between the change of one’s ideas and the change of one’s mind. 

14 Colin Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian Theology (London: T&T Clark, 1997), p. xxx 

(emphasis added). 
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consider two recent approaches to Spirit Christology in some more detail. In so doing, I am not 

attempting to overlay some interpretive cipher over Edwards. I am instead simply trying to show 

that the shape of one’s Spirit Christology depends in part on his approach. The two examples that 

I set out, while paying mutual respect to one another’s starting points (Scripture and Tradition), 

arrive at several different conclusions. Being much more subtle and driven by the biblical-text 

rather than some constructive theological angle, Edwards’ Spirit Christology has unique 

character that, we shall see, tells us something about just how developed these ideas were in his 

mind. To put it differently, there is a Spirit Christology that is robustly present in Edwards’ 

works. It is simply part and parcel of his more biblical and occasional, rather than traditional and 

systematic, approach to such doctrinal matters. 

 

II.1. An Incarnational-Inspirational Approach 

 

It is with increasing frequency that some scholars are attempting to systematically account 

for the Pneumatic identity and agency and mission in the human nature of Jesus Christ in service 

of what Ian McFarland recently usefully calls, ‘Pneumatic (already in earlier comments) 

Chalcedonianism’.15 According to McFarland:  

 

… that the Spirit is not what makes Christ divine, but rather what makes him human, in that 

Jesus fulfills his specifically human vocation from conception to glory through the power of 

the Spirit. In this Jesus shows his likeness to us, since for every human being it is the gift of 
                                                
 

15 Various particulars notwithstanding, efforts toward McFarland’s ‘Pnuematic 

Chalcedonianism’ are reflected in similar works, such as: Del Colle, Christ and the Spirit; Kelly 

Kapic, Communion in God: Divine and Human in the Theology of John Owen (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2007); Myk Habets, The Anointed Son: A Trinitarian Spirit Christology 

(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2010). Leveraging Piet Schoonenberg’s distinction of ‘ascending and 

descending Christology’, van der Kooi offers a similar mediating position to that of McFarland’s 

with his proposal of a ‘mutual complementarity’ Spirit-Logos Christology (see “On the Identity 

of Jesus Christ”, p. 202-6).  
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the Spirit that both constitutes (in creation) and completes (in glory) a person’s human 

nature. And so attention to the Spirit’s role as that which defines the character of Jesus’ 

humanity also gives shape to a properly Christian anthropology. Quite simply: the Spirit is 

what makes human beings children of God. This is as true for Jesus as for the rest of us, for 

while hypostatically Jesus is eternally already the Son, it is only through the Spirit that he is 

the Son humanly.16  

                                                
 

16 McFarland, “Spirit and Incarnation”, p. 158. McFarland’s Spirit Christology, contra Lampe, 

appears motivated entirely by a kind (versus the degreed) difference. Earlier McFarland argues 

that, and here I quote him at length, ‘crucial to a proper understanding of the hypostatic union is 

the principle that the divine hypostasis – the Word – is the subject who wills and acts, but within 

the realm of time and space the Word’s willing and acting are properties of his human nature. 

Consequently, while it is true whenever Jesus wills and acts, it is no less than the only-begotten 

Son who wills and acts, it is also true that in his life as the son of Mary he wills and acts 

humanly. In short, with respect to the phenomenal features of his life in time and space the 

difference between Jesus and all other human beings is a matter of predication: to say that the 

human being Jesus of Nazareth is the divine Word, is to say that this particular, concrete 

instantiation of human attributes, capacities, powers and actions are properly named as God’s. In 

this way, the hypostatic union dictates a very particular understanding of what it means to be a 

subject that runs counter to the idea that identity is a matter of capacity. Myself – who I am – is 

not a principle of action that drives my humanity, or that enables me to do anything. It is not, in 

short, an efficient cause of my being or doing. If it were, then the claim that Jesus lacks a human 

hypostasis would indeed be Apollinarian, since it would mean that some feature of human nature 

(i.e. something integral to its normal operation and thus the living of a human life) was in him 

replaced by a divine analogue that did the equivalent work. To affirm with Chalcedon that Jesus 

has a complete human nature is to maintain that all the parts of human nature, including 

everything that causes the nature to function, are included in Christ’s humanity. Because he is 

fully human, the principles of Christ’s action are necessarily fully human. To invoke divinity as a 

causative principle is necessarily to undermine Christ’s humanity, since it implies that God is 

taking over some activity that in other human beings is enacted through the human nature’, 
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Several important differences notwithstanding, as a result of developments like McFarland’s, 

it has become increasingly common for Spirit Christologists to deploy such heuristic distinctions 

as the incarnational and the inspirational activity of the Spirit in order to bring shape to the Spirit 

Christology of certain historic thinkers.17 The Spirit’s so-called incarnational work amounts to the 

unification, formation, and sanctification of Christ’s human soul/mind and body at conception 

(see e.g. Luke 1.35) whereas the Spirit’s so-called inspirational work finds expression in the 

                                                
 
“Spirit and Incarnation”, pp. 151-5 (emphasis added).  Compare this with such statements in 

Edwards, like, ‘God gave Jesus Christ the Spirit without measure, but he gives the saints his 

Spirit by measure and in different proportion. It immediately appears in the proportion of light in 

the understanding, in the proportion of strength of faith and entireness of dependence on God; in 

the degree of holy disposition and inclination of soul; in the degree of humility and sense of our 

own unworthiness; in the degree of spirituality and affections, the degree of heavenliness of the 

disposition, whereby it is weaned from the world and looks at things which are not seen’, 

“Profitable Hearers of the Word”, WJE 14:267 (emphasis added). See also: ‘The name of the Son 

of God is Messiah and Christ, not only because there was an extraordinary pouring out of the 

Holy Ghost upon the man Christ Jesus, and giving the Spirit without measure unto him, as 

separating him to and preparing him for his work; nor are these names proper to Christ only as 

man, or as Mediator: but God the Son from all eternity was Christ, or anointed with the Holy 

Spirit without measure, strictly speaking, or with the infinite love of the Father towards him’, 

“Miscellany” no. 225, WJE 13:346 (emphasis added). Finally, see: ‘Many have wrong 

conceptions of the difference between the nature of the Deity and created spirits. The difference 

is no contrariety, but what naturally results from his greatness and nothing else, such as created 

spirits come nearer to, or more imitate, the greater they are in their powers and faculties. So, if 

we should suppose the faculties of a created spirit to be enlarged infinitely, there would the Deity 

to all intents and purposes, the same simplicity, immutability, etc’, “Miscellany” no. 135 (150), 

WJE 13:295.  

17 A recent deployment of this incarnation-inspirational convention appears in Oliver D. 

Crisp, “John Owen (1616-1683) on Spirit Christology”, pp. 91-109. 
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Spirit’s motivation of Christ’s human nature to perform particular acts during his earthly 

ministry, such as Jesus’ being driven by the Spirit into the wilderness in order to be tempted (see 

e.g Matthew 4.4).18 To make use of this incarnational-inspirational distinction to describe 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology is certainly useful, but only to a point. That is, it might help us 

develop a sort of macro-picture of Edwards’ Spirit Christology. For as we saw in the previous 

chapter, Edwards’ account of the Spirit’s incarnational activity seems that it effectively swallows 

up the idea of the Spirit’s inspirational activity.19 Edwards presents us with neither a 

thoroughgoing systematic account of his Christology nor his Pneumatology, in contrast to 

someone like John Owen. Thus, simply deploying the incarnational-inspirational convention to 

make sense of Edwards’ Spirit Christology may well introduce more complications than it would 

provide us with greater clarity about what Edwards actually thought. At various points, a survey 

of the secondary literature’s attempt to reconcile Edwards with Owen reveals this tension.20 This 

                                                
 

18 See e.g. Alan Spence, Incarnation and Inspiration. In carefully locating the patristic 

development and usage of such categories, Spence assigns what he calls the ‘incarnational type’ 

of Christology to Cyril of Alexandria (for support, Spence directs his readers to: “Cyril of 

Alexandria, Third Letter to Nestorius, 10”, in Cyril of Alexandria: Select Letters, in Lionel R. 

Wickam, ed.[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983], p. 27) and the ‘inspiriational type’ of Christology 

to Theodore of Mopsuestia (for support, Spence points his readers to: R.A. Norris, Manhood and 

Christ: A Study in the Christology of Theodore of Mopsuestia [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963], 

p. 204). 

19 See Section IV.3. Christ and Causes in Chapter 3. 

20 Often made out to be a shadowy reflection of Owen, Edwards’ Spirit Christology has 

hitherto been characterized as less singular and original that one might suppose. It is a somewhat 

curious feature of Withrow’s survey of the secondary literature that while drawing attention to 

Plantinga-Pauw’s criticism of Holmes’ apparent ‘overplaying [of] the similarities’ of Owen and 

Edwards, Withrow himself—and not without precedence and even backed up with some indirect 

evidence—concludes that ‘Edwards formulated his Spirit-Christology and views of Christ’s 

incarnation based on John Owen’s work on the Holy Spirit’, Becoming Divine, p. 165. Withrow 
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naturally begs the next question, What then should we look for amongst Edwards’ disparate 

Christological and Pneumatic claims in order to make sense of his Spirit Christology? Where 

then do we start? 

 

II. 2. An Episodic Approach 

 

We might well follow Myk Habets’ identification of what he calls ‘six messianic kairoi, or 

identity-disclosing episodes throughout the life of Christ, through which’ he says, ‘the Spirit is 

seen as the interpretation of Jesus’ Identity’.21 Habets’ six episodes include Christ’s: 1) 

conception and birth; 2) baptism and temptation; 3) ‘Messianic vocation’; 4) passion; 5) 

resurrection; 6) ‘ascension and Pentecost’.22 With each episode, Habets carefully points to the 

various instances of Pneumatic agency as a confirmation of Christ’s identity as full human. The 

question then is this: Is Habets’ episodic approach to the biblical narrative the best approach into 

Edwards’ thought? It seems to me that a modified version of it may well be.23 For however under-

                                                
 
even goes one step further, claiming that Edwards had access to the more developed thought of 

the eastern theologian Didymus of Alexandria's famed De Spiritu Sanctu via Owen’s 

Pneumatologia. This may be a bit of a historical stretch, much like the claim of Morimoto’s 

Catholic Vision, that because Edwards read Turretin, he might as well have read Thomas. I am 

not disputing the influence of Owen on Edwards. Nor am I suggesting that Edwards did not 

encounter Thomistic sentiments in Turretin. I am merely drawing attention to the possibility that 

those claims that the Christology (and the Spirit Christology, in particular) of Owen directly 

influenced Edwards may be over-burdened. 

21 Habets, “Spirit Christology: The Future of Christology?”, pp. 209. 

22 Ibid., pp. 209-14. For an extended account of Habet’s “Messianic Kairoi”, see Anointed 

Son, pp. 118-87.  

23 Echoing the literature and at the same time confirming the episodic breakdown of Edwards’ 

Spirit Christology, Habets argues that ‘Edwards, as with Didymus and Owen, provide evidence 

of his Spirit-Christology through an examination of the unction of the Holy Spirit Jesus in his 
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developed Edwards’ Spirit Christology appears, he certainly and self-consciously incorporated 

his Pneumatology into his larger Christological scheme at nearly each of the points at which 

Habets identifies an episode.24 Consider the following. 
                                                
 
conception; baptism, growth in grace, wisdom, and knowledge; the power of his miracles and 

exorcisms; the empowerment for preaching and teaching; Gethsemane; the cross and 

resurrection’, “The Surprising Third Article Theology of Jonathan Edwards”, in Kyle C. Strobel, 

ed., The Ecumenical Edwards (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), p. 205. 

24 That Edwards carved up his Christology into episodes similar to Habets’ proposal is evident 

from a variety of places throughout his works. See e.g.: ‘Then the greatest things were done by 

arbitrary power, and most out of and beyond the course of nature: as the incarnation of Christ, 

the conception of a child in the womb of a woman without intercourse with a man, the union of 

the soul of the child conceived in such a manner with the divine Logos, the rising of Christ from 

the dead to everlasting life, the alteration made in the human nature of Christ at his ascension 

into heaven, and the alteration made in his state from such meanness, abasement, suffering and 

subjection to his enemies (see note on Ephesians 1:19–20)—these are infinitely greater effects 

than the creation of the world—the great degrees in which the miraculous influences of the Spirit 

of [God] was given to Christ and to his apostles, and the great degrees in which a spirit of saving 

grace was given, which is properly supernatural and in many respects arbitrary in its operation’, 

“Miscellany” no. 1263, WJE 23:210-11. Compare this with: ‘And this was by the Spirit, as the 

formation of Christ in the womb of the virgin, for it was that which breathed into him the breath 

of life. Adam, though made of the mean vile dust of the earth, yet was made in the image of God; 

as is particularly observed, Genesis 1:27, “God created man in his own image, in the image of 

God created he him.” By which four things are typified: (1) Christ, the antitype of Adam, his 

being the brightness of God's glory, and the express image of his person. (2) The man Christ 

Jesus being made in union with the divine nature, so as to be in the divine person. He was made 

in that person that was the essential image of God; and so had in a sense the Godhead 

communicated to him. (3) Christ's having the image of God as God-man; as such, representing 

the person of God the Father as his vicegerent in governing and judging the world. (4) The 

transcendent advancement of men in their union with God, whereby they partake of the beauty, 
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From the virgin birth and the incarnation to the resurrection, ascension, and session of the 

Christ, Edwards’ Spirit Christology makes a consistent and somewhat unique appearance. 

Regarding the Spirit’s activity in the virgin birth, Edwards argues rather straightforwardly that 

‘’Tis unreasonable to suppose that the body of Christ only was made by the Holy Ghost. ‘Tis 

evident that the whole human nature, the holy thing that was born of the Virgin, was by the Holy 

Ghost (Luke 1:35). But the Son of the Virgin was a holy thing especially with regard to his 

soul’.25 Elsewhere he says similarly that ‘if ’tis by the Spirit of God that the human nature of 

Christ was conceived, and had life and being, why should we not suppose that ’tis also by the 

Spirit that he has union with the divine nature?’26 Speaking specifically of the Spirit’s so-called 

incarnational activity, Edwards argues that ‘in Jesus who dwelt here upon earth, there was [sic] 

immediately only these two things: there was the flesh, or the human nature; and there was the 

Spirit of holiness, or the eternal Spirit, by which he was united to the Logos. Jesus who dwelt 

among us, was as it were compounded of these two’.27 Interestingly, he goes on to qualify this 

distinction by saying that:  

 

The man Jesus becomes one person by a communion of knowledge and will; but as in 

believers all divine knowledge is by the Spirit—’tis by the Spirit that the knowledge of 

inspiration and prophecy is given, and ’tis by the Holy Ghost that the spiritual knowledge of 

                                                
 
life, honor and joy of the eternal Son of God; and so are made as gods by communion of his 

Spirit, whereby they are made partakers of the divine nature’, “Miscellany” no. 702, WJE 

18:287. 

25 “Miscellany” no. 1349, WJE 23:423. 

26 “Miscellany” no. 184, WJE 13:528, 531. 

27 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:532. Compare with: ‘By this sanctifying was given 

communion in divine personality to human nature. And here is the force of Christ’s argument 

[with the Pharisees about his claim to divinity]: seeing the Father hath sanctified him [by the 

Spirit] and sent him into the world [by the Spirit], he has given his manhood being, so as to be 

the Son of God’, “Miscellany” no. 709, WJE 18:334. 
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all believers is given: ‘The Spirit searcheth all things, even the deep things of God’ [1 Cor 

2:10]—so, I suppose, ’tis by the Spirit that divine knowledge and consciousness is given to 

the man Jesus.28 

 

In a similar and perhaps more revealing statement, Edwards argues that ‘the Spirit of the 

Logos may dwell in a creature after such a manner, that that creature may become one person 

[with the Logos or the Spirit of the Logos], and may be looked upon as such and accepted as 

such’.29 Hinting at the kind-degreed nature of the Spirit’s indwelling of the God-man, Edwards 

maintains that ‘it may be worthy to be considered, whether or no the union of the divine with the 

human nature of Christ ben’t by the Spirit of the Logos indwelling him after a peculiar manner 

and without measure’.30 Of the Spirit’s causal activity and the Son, about which we have already 

spoken in part of the previous chapter, Edwards writes, ‘The universe is made by the Son’s Spirit 

in order that He might communicate His Spirit. He who by his immediate influence gives being 

every moment and by his Spirit actuates the world, because he inclines to communicate himself 

and his excellencies, doth doubtless communicate his excellency to bodies, as far as there is any 

consent or analogy’.31 Recalling our discussion of his doctrine of election in chapter one, 

                                                
 

28 Ibid., WJE 13:530.  

29 Ibid., WJE 13:528.  

30 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:528 (emphasis added). Later Edwards argues that ‘When 

Jesus is called Christ, or Anointed, it imports that he is a divine person and signifies the manner 

how he becomes so, viz. by the communication of the Spirit of God, the true oil which was 

poured upon him without measure’, p. 205. 

31 “Miscellany,” no. 108, WJE 13:279. Considering the excellency of Christ and the Spirit’s 

work in establishing it in the union of the God-man, Edwards elsewhere argues that ‘In the 

person of Christ do meet together, infinite glory, and the lowest humility. Infinite glory, and the 

virtue of humility, meet in no other person but Christ. They meet in no created person; for no 

created person has infinite glory: and they meet in no other divine person but Christ. For though 

the divine nature be infinitely abhorrent to pride, yet humility is not properly predicable of God 
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Edwards’ Spirit Christology appears as the Pneumatic cause that affects the union of persons to 

Christ when he says that ‘herein lies the mystery of the vital union that is between Christ and the 

soul of a believer, which orthodox Divines speak so much of, Christ's love – that is, His Spirit is 

actually united to the faculties of their souls. So it properly lives, acts, and exerts its nature in the 

exercise of their faculties’.32 This reasoning is also reflected in Edwards’ thinking about the 

nature of substitutionary atonement, when he argues that: 

 

Christ unites mankind [i.e. the elect] with the Father, by being the bond of union between 

them, as the third person in whom both are united (for the Father and he from eternity are 

one); and therefore, by making sinful men one with himself, as he does by three things, viz. 

by substituting himself in their stead from eternity, and by taking on their nature, and 

bringing them home to an union of hearts.33 

 

In terms of the Spirit’s work in Christ’s resurrection: 

                                                
 
the Father, and the Holy Ghost, that exist only in the divine nature; because it is a proper 

excellency only of a created nature; for it consists radically in a sense of a comparative lowness 

and littleness before God, or the great distance between God and the subject of this virtue; but it 

would be a contradiction to suppose any such thing in God. But in Jesus Christ, who is both God 

and man, these two diverse excellencies, are sweetly united’, “The Excellency of Christ”, WJE 

19:567-68. 

32 “Documents on the Trinity, Grace, and Faith; Treatise on Grace”, WJEO 37. We should 

also recall that Edwards says that the believer’s vital union remains ‘exceedingly imperfect’ until 

the resurrection (Sermon Series II, 1733, n. 308; John 15:15, WJEO 48), perhaps indicating two 

things. First, it seems to indicate that Edwards understands indwelling in terms of degree rather 

than kind. Second, it seems to indicate, as we noted at the end of the previous chapter, that a 

perfected vital union is both what Christ enjoyed by hypostasis and what all who are ‘in Christ’ 

will enjoy by an absorbance into this Christological relation. 

33 “Miscellany” n. 781, WJE 18:451.  
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The Spirit of God is represented as giving life to the body and infusing the living soul into it 

in a resurrection, or restoration to life: Ezekiel 37:9–10, there called ‘wind’ and  ‘breath.’ But 

the same word in the original which signifies ‘wind’ and ‘breath’ signifies ‘spirit.’ And the 

Spirit of God is often in Scripture expressly compared to wind, as in John 3:8, Acts 2:2, 

Canticles 4:16. If it be the work of the Spirit of God to give understanding to the soul of man, 

we may well argue from that that 'tis the work of the Spirit of God to give that rational, 

intelligent thing the soul, and that the faculty of understanding, as well as the habit, is from 

him. But giving understanding to the heart is spoken of as the work of the Spirit of God. Job 

32:8, ‘there is a spirit in man: and the inspiration of the Almighty giveth him understanding.’ 

Compare Job 35:11 and Job 38:36, Proverbs 2:6, Daniel 2:21. 'Tis the work of the Spirit of 

God to renew the soul, which the Scripture represents as creating it anew, and a greater work 

than the first creation of it. And therefore, doubtless 'tis the work of the Spirit to create it at 

first. Again, ’tis the work of the Spirit of God to form Christ in the souls of men in their 

regeneration, whereby a renewed person is represented as becoming, as it were, the mother of 

Christ, as resembling the formation of Christ in the womb of his mother. But this formation 

of Christ is more like the causing of Christ to be born of the Virgin, than the body.34  

 

Like Habets, Edwards links the Spirit’s activity in the resurrection, ascension, and Pentecost, 

saying that ‘after his resurrection and ascension was the most full and remarkable effusion of the 

Spirit in his miraculous gifts, beginning with the day of Pentecost following Christ's 

resurrection.’35 Notice that Edwards’ reference to the ‘effusion of the Spirit’ qualifies both 

Pentecost and the resurrection and ascension, indicating the Spirit’s purposive activity at all three 

of these Christological episodes.  

From this brief survey, it appears that Habets’ episodic approach helps us understand how 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology might be built from the Scripture (rather than, say, the tradition) up, 

                                                
 

34 “Miscellany” no. 1349, WJE 23:429. 

35 WJE 8:357. 
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as it were. It also appears—echoing what has become something of a consensus among 

interpreters like Hastings, Holmes, and McClymond, among others—that it anticipates 

something of the telos of Edwards’ Spirit Christology.36 Habets himself explains that ‘seeing how 

the Spirit functions in Christ moves Edwards to articulate how the Spirit functions in believers. 

In Edwards’ theology such a Pneumatic work may be characterized as theosis’.37 And there is no 
                                                
 

36 See e.g.: Hastings argues that ‘The hypostatic union in Christ takes its character from the 

other unions, the union of the immanent Trinity by the Spirit and the union of the saints with 

God enacted by the Spirit, in light of the Spirit’s essence as the mutual love the Father for the 

Son’, “Honoring the Spirit”, p. 298. According to Holmes, ‘In common with Eastern Orthodox 

thought, Edwards was prepared to see salvation as theosis, being made one with God’, God of 

Grace and God of Glory, p. 58. McClymond argues most explicitly that ‘Edwards taught a 

doctrine of divinization. The only thing missing is the word itself, although, as shown above, 

Edwards employed a rich vocabulary of terms and phrases such as “communion”, “emanation”, 

“participation”, “partaking”, and “uniting” to describe the divine-human communion from either 

God’s side or the creatures’, Michael J. McClymond, “Salvation as Divinization: Jonathan 

Edwards, Gregory Palamas and the Theological Uses of Neoplatonism”, in Paul Helm and Oliver 

D. Crisp, eds., Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), p. 141. 

37 Habets, “The Surprising Third Article Theology of Jonathan Edwards”, 208. According to 

Studebaker, ‘Edwards came to Spirit Christology in a round about way. He inferred from the 

Spirit’s work in uniting believers to Christ to the Spirit’s function in the Incarnation. Indeed, the 

Spirit’s activity of drawing believers into union with Christ is the principle from which he 

arrived at Spirit Christology. The Spirit’s role in grace, therefore, corresponds with the Spirit’s 

role in the Incarnation’, Steven M. Studebaker, The Trinitarian Vision of Jonathan Edwards and 

David Coffey (Amherst, NY: Cambria, 2011), p. 90 (emphasis added; hereafter, The Trinitarian 

Vision). This sentiment is corroborated by more than one of Edwards’ expositors. For instance, 

Brandon Withrow observes that ‘At his conversion, Edwards discovered the beauty and love of 

God. He felt his mind opened to the divine being and he finally began to connect the dots. The 

sinner is cut off, unable to see the beauty of this excellency by virtue of a sinful nature inherited 

from Adam. When the person is regenerated, he or she can see and embrace the beauty of the 
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shortage of claims made by Edwards to this end, some more astonishing—some might say 

outlandish—than others. For example, Edwards argues that ‘[Christ] and his Father and [the 

elect] should be as it were one society, one family; that this people should be in a sort admitted in 

that society of three persons in the Godhead’.38 Hinting at what Edwards might mean by such 

statements, Strobel argues that ‘Edwards understands the soul to have the capability of spiritual 

sight, a sight that allows the saint to experience God himself by partaking in God’s own self-

experience’.39 For Edwards argues elsewhere that ‘Not only as they partake of holiness that God 

gives, but partake of that holiness by which he himself is holy’.40 Edwards goes on to describe 

this Pneumatic participation, ‘not [in terms of] selfishness, because it is not a confined self-love, 

because his self-love flows out in such a channel as to take in others with himself. The self which 

                                                
 
eternal God through Christ and enjoy it. Spirit-Christology leads to Spirit Conversion; the 

incarnation serves as an analogy for Edwards’s conversion’; Becoming Divine, p. 133. 

Conversely, Caldwell develops the idea at some length that Edwards started with his Christology 

and from there worked out his soteriology, see: Communion in the Spirit.  

38 “Miscellany” no. 571, WJE 18:110 (emphasis added). 

39 Kyle C. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’ Theology: A Reinterpretation (Bloomsbury T&T 

Clark, 2013), p. 173 (emphasis added). In his illuminating discussion of Edwards, Pannenberg, 

and prayer—one that echoes Strobel’s findings—Kent Eilers observes, ‘The Spirit is not 

something other than God’s grace but is God’s grace that resides in Christians as their “vital 

principle”, uniting them to Christ, enlivening (already in earlier comments) them, and turning 

them toward God in religious affection. The Christian’s own religious affection is the Spirit’s 

“breathing and acting” and draws the Christian into the work of the Spirit, who returns God’s 

love (Rom. 5:5; 2 Cor. 6:6; Col. 1:8; Phil. 2:1). The Spirit is their “vital principle”—grace in 

action—who draws believers into the cycle of outgoing and returning love. God’s love come 

alive as they turn with the Spirit toward others in love and toward God in praise, obedience, and 

affection’, “Jonathan Edwards and Wolfhart Pannenberg toward Trinitarian Prayer”, in Kyle C. 

Strobel, ed., The Ecumenical Edwards, p. 225. 

40 WJE 21:195. 
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he loves is, as it were, enlarged and multiplied, so that in those same acts wherein he loves 

himself he loves others’.41 The saints in heaven will be ‘transformed into love, dissolved into joy, 

become activity itself [and] changed into mere ecstacy’, Edwards writes.42 And at the heart of 

these astonishing claims lies Edwards’ Spirit Christology. Before we begin tugging too much 

more at this Gordian knot, we need to turn our attention, briefly, to what I think is the most 

philosophically challenging work on Edwards’ Spirit Christology in the literature to date, 

namely, that put forward by Seng Kong Tan. 

 

III. Dispositionalism and Christology 

 

What we conclude about Edwards’ Spirit Christology is inimitably linked to—better still, 

governed by—those conclusions we make about Edwards’ trinitarianism. And at the heart of 

Edwards’ trinitarianism (and as we shall see, by extension, his Spirit Christology), is what is now 

more than a quarter-century-long debate about the extent to which Edwards employed the 

concept of so-called dispositionalism, and more precisely the extent to which he used it to make 

sense of divine ontology.  In this section, I am interested in the impact that Edwards’ supposed 

development of a so-called Dispositional Ontology has for making sense of Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology. To measure this impact is a two-stage move. The first move is definitional and is 

concerned with the question: What is a dispositional ontology? The second move is 

developmental and asks this question: To what extent does a dispositional ontology change our 

understanding of Edwards’ theology, and more specifically for the purposes of this chapter, his 

Christology? The various implications that a dispositional reading of Edwards’ metaphysics has 

for his Christology are, as we shall see, far reaching. In order to get at Tan’s use of this 

metaphysical convention to explain Edwards’ Christology, and aspects of his Spirit Christology 

in particular, let us begin with the first question: What is a dispositional ontology?  

 

                                                
 

41 WJE 8:258 (emphasis added). 

42 “Miscellany” no. 94, WJE 13:260-61 (emphasis added).  
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III. 1. A Dispositional Ontology? 

 

The longstanding and controversial claims that have motivated much of the recent interest in 

Edwards’ metaphysics are those made by Sang Hyun Lee in his formidable work The 

Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (1988).43 Lee’s work remains one of the most 

enduring interpretations of Edwards’ philosophical-theology to date, having impacted the bulk of 

scholarly interpretations of Edwards’ metaphysics for more than a quarter-century.44 Those who 

have since taken up (aspects of) Lee’s mantle include, McClymond, McDermott, Morimoto, 

Plantinga-Pauw, and, more recently, Seng Kong Tan.  

                                                
 

43 There are several helpful summaries of Lee’s thesis that can be found in his “Editor’s 

Introduction”, WJE 21:1-106, “Grace and Justification by Faith Alone” and “God’s Relation to 

the World”, in Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards (Princeton: 

Princeton University, 2005), pp. 130-46 and pp. 59-71, respectively. Other summaries, both 

critical and helpful, include: John J. Bombaro, “Jonathan Edwards’s Vision of Salvation”, 

Westminster Theological Journal 65 (2003): 45-67; et al., “Dispositional Peculiarity, History, 

and Edwards’s Evangelistic Appeal to Self-Love”, Westminster Theological Journal 66 (2004): 

pp. 121-57; “The Formation of Jonathan Edwards’ Metaphysics”, The Clarion Review (January 

2004): pp. 8-19; Oliver D. Crisp, “Jonathan Edwards on the Divine Nature”, Journal of 

Reformed Theology 22 (2009): pp. 175-201; idem., “Jonathan Edwards’ Ontology: A Critique of 

Sang Hyun Lee’s Dispositional Account of Edwardsian Metaphysics”, in Religious Studies 29 

(2009): pp. 1-20; Stephen R. Holmes, “Does Jonathan Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology? A 

Response to Sang Hyun Lee”, in Jonathan Edwards: Philosophical Theologian, eds. Paul Helm 

and Oliver Crisp (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 99-114 (hereafter, “Does Jonathan Edwards 

Use a Dispositional Ontology?”). 

44 I am conscious that there has been an interpretive shift underway since the appearance of 

Holmes’ essay, “Does Jonathan Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology?” I am merely drawing 

attention to the fact that there still remains a great many interpreters of Edwards for whom Lee’s 

thesis remains an integral part. 
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According to Lee, Edwards ‘[re-conceived] the nature of reality itself’, the result of which 

was a self-conscious and ‘thoroughgoing metaphysical reconstruction’ of his entire theology’.45 

Lee claims that Edwards rejected traditional Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysics because of ‘the 

inadequacy of the old metaphysics of substances and substantial forms to function as the 

intellectual framework in an age that was increasingly thinking of reality in terms of motion, 

power, and relationship laws’.46 Instead, Lee argues that Edwards developed a ‘modern 

conception of reality as a dynamic network of dispositional forces and habits’, according to 

which created things are no longer substances which possess dispositions but are themselves 

dispositions—real, active tendencies or principles of action that possess power even if un-

actualized.47 It is at this point that Lee carries his revisionist account of Edwards’ metaphysics 

into his reading of Edwards’ doctrine of God, claiming that ‘Edwards’s dispositional definition 

of the divine being means that God is inherently a tendency toward and increase or self-

enlargement of God’s own being. God, in other words, is truly actual, but he is also inherently 

disposed to achieve that actuality again and again as the divine disposition is further exercised’.48 

In other words, Lee seems to think that Edwards ultimately abandoned classical theism. The Lee-

thesis has since garnered support from a variety of philosophical and theological quarters and 

remains a subject of focused and technical debate. Let us look a bit closer at Lee’s two principal 

and controversial claims.  

The first claim is that Edwards rejected traditional Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysics, 

developing instead a ‘modern conception of reality as a dynamic network of dispositional forces 

                                                
 

45 Sang Hyun Lee, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 3 (hereafter, PTJE). 

46 Lee, PTJE, p. 10. According to Crisp, ‘such radical revisions to traditional Aristotelian 

ways of carving up ontology into substances and their properties was very much a part of the 

intellectual furniture of the period in which Edwards was active’, Jonathan Edwards’ Ontology, 

p. 7. 

47 Ibid., pp. 4, 7. 

48 Ibid., pp. 170, 184. 
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and habits’.49 According to Lee, Edwards altered such Aristotelian metaphysical distinctions as 

‘forms and substance’, substituting them for more modern designations of ‘dispositions and 

habits’.50 Lee defines his understanding of Edwards’ use of ‘Habit’ as ‘a mode of reality apart 

from its manifestations in actual actions and events. A habit, as an abiding principle, is also law-

like for Edwards, in that it actively and prescriptively governs the occurrence and character of 

                                                
 

49 Ibid., p. 4. Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysics, as Lee describes, is a specific reference to 

Aristotle’s, and later Aquinas’, designation between being as substance and being as accident. 

According to Lee, Aristotle regarded ‘substances as either fully actual or purely potential, this 

not allowing any middle point between potentiality and actuality. So a substance or the existence 

of an entity cannot be in a state of a habit. Although the place of habits in the 

potentiality/actuality metaphysics is fully developed only in Saint Thomas, it is clear already in 

Aristotle that habits play a role only on the level of the accident and not the substance. So habits, 

according to Saint Thomas, occupy the unique ontological status of being neither fully actual nor 

purely potential. By participating both in potentiality and in actuality, habits help explain how 

potency can be moved to actuality’, PTJE, pp. 20-22. 

50 Lee, PTJE, 4; see also Lee, “God’s Relation to the World”, pp. 59-60. Lee argues, for 

Edwards, ‘dispositions and habits, conceived as active and ontologically abiding principles . . . 

play the roles substance and form used to fulfill’, p. 4. Traditionally, human dispositions are 

understood as ‘capacities which animals lack: the capacity to learn languages, for instance, and 

the capacity for generosity. These capacities are realized in action when particular human beings 

speak particular languages or perform generous actions. But between capacity and action there is 

an intermediate state possible. When we say that a man can speak French, we mean neither that 

he is actually speaking French, nor that his speaking French is mere logical possibility . . . . 

States such as knowing French . . . are [habits or] dispositions. A [habit or] disposition . . . is 

halfway between a capacity and an action, between pure potentiality and full actuality’, Anthony 

Kenny, ed., “Introduction”, in St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, “Dispositions for 

Human Acts” (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964), XXII:xxi. 
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actual events’.51 Edwards certainly spends a great deal writing about these matters, particularly in 

his private notebooks. And certainly there are a variety of anomalous claims that appear in these 

notebooks. But a wholesale revision to his metaphysics goes too far. As we saw in the previous 

chapters, Edwards articulates a two-part ontology consisting of minds and ideas. Such a move 

may seem revisionistic to more traditional three-part ontological categories of substances and 

properties and events. And it may well be in some ways. There is no doubt his private notebooks 

were a cauldron, as it were, wherein he attempted (over and over in some cases) to mixed up 

various philosophical and theological brews.52 It is quite another thing to say that Edwards 

abandoned the theological tradition to which he explicitly assented.53  

The second claim follows from the first, namely, that Edwards was ultimately compelled to 

reconsider the nature of God’s very existence. Lee concludes that ‘Edwards’ dispositional 

ontology, which underlies his re-conception of the divine being, is the clue to the originality and 

unity of Edwards’ philosophical theology as a whole’.54 On Lee’s reading of Edwards, he 

maintains that Edwards fundamentally reworked the nature of God’s very existence to meet his 

own dispositional account of reality.  

According to one of the first critics of Lee’s thesis, for God to be dispositional requires that 

‘God is inherently a tendency toward an increase or enlargement of God’s own being’.55 This is 

                                                
 

51 Ibid., p. 4. 

52 According to Douglas Sweeney, such private notebooks as Edwards’ “Miscellanies” acted 

as ‘intellectual workbooks’ that he used ‘to extend and clarify his ideas’, “Editor’s Introduction”, 

WJE 23:1. 

53 Here I have in mind one such instance wherein Edwards dispatched a letter to the Scottish 

Presbyterian John Erskine, stating his glad willingness to assent to the Westminster Standards. 

Determining how Edwards can do that and at the same time affirm a doctrine of God that 

undermines these standards is one reason to doubt the extent to which Lee thinks Edwards goes 

in re-defining reality (see “To the Reverend John Erskine”, WJE 16:355). 

54 Lee, PTJE, p. 7.  

55 Ibid., p. 184. 
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quite strong. On this reading, it is this implication in particular where Lee’s thesis becomes most 

problematic. Lee’s argument is that Edwards ultimately rejected classical theism.56 Similar in part 

to Lee’s claim of the insufficiencies of pre-eighteenth century metaphysical categories to satisfy 

the demands of enlightenment thinkers, Lee argues that Edwards ‘replaced the older notion of 

God as the absolutely self-contained actus purus with the dynamic conception of God as at once 

eternally actual and inherently and inexhaustibly self-enlarging’.57 Lee goes so far as arguing that 

                                                
 

56 Lee, PTJE, pp. 104, 170. The first to seriously call the Lee’s dispositional approach to 

Edwards into question is Stephen Holmes. Of the variety of criticisms Holmes levels against the 

Lee’s thesis, it is Lee’s notion of God’s ‘self-enlargement’ that comes to the fore. According to 

Holmes, ‘the Lee-thesis leads Edwards toward a wholesale rejection of classical theism, 

according to which, God is actus purus—a simple (non-composite), self-existent, fully actualized 

being. The impact to Lee’s account of Edwards’ Christology, Holmes argues (quoting Lee’s 

PTJE) is that ‘[b]oth the generation and the procession of the Spirit are described as ‘exercise[s] 

of the Father’s disposition’ (p. 192). Given this, the trinitarian grammar that demands that the 

origin of the Spirit is different from the origin of the Son is seriously endangered by Lee’s 

constructions’, see Stephen R. Holmes, “Does Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology?”, pp. 99-

114. The Less thesis has many adherents in the Edwards fraternity, whose work rests squarely on 

the assumption that Lee’s thesis is the most accurate explanation of Edwardian metaphysics and, 

for this reason, Lee’s thesis is likely to endure in these quarters, despite the most recent and 

direct challenges to it in Oliver D. Crisp, Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2012).   

57 Holmes, “Does Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology?”, p. 110. The Latin phrase actus 

purus is ‘a term applied to God [describing him] as the fully actualized being, the only being not 

in potency; God is in other words, absolutely perfect and the eternally perfect fulfillment of 

himself. It is of the essence of God to be actus purus or purissimus insofar as God, self-existent 

being, is in actu (q.v.), in the state of actualization, and never in potentia (q.v.) in the state of 

potency or incomplete realization. This view of God as fully actualized being lies at the heart of 

the scholastic exposition of the doctrine of divine immutability (immutabilitas Dei, q.v.)’, see 
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Edwards’ notion of God ought best to be spoken of in terms of ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’.58 

Thus, God’s act of creation is the ‘increase or enlargement of God’s own being’.59 Clearly, these 

are some strong and serious claims. Stronger still are those claims that Lee makes regarding 

Edwards’ account of divine ontology. 

By this account, Lee argues that Edwards perceived God himself as a disposition. More 

precisely, Lee contends that Edwards conceived of the Son and the Spirit existing as ‘eternal and 

absolutely complete repetitions of the Father’s self-existent actuality’.60 Thus, the second and 

third persons of the Trinity become no more than the ‘exercise of the Father’s disposition’.61 Such 

a conclusion about Edwards’ trinitarianism, according to Holmes, is a rejection of ‘the basic 

grammar of orthodox Trinitarian theology that was developed by the patristic theologians and 

enshrined in the ecumenical creeds’.62 If Holmes is right about this, as I believe him to be so, then 

it looks like Lee’s thesis undermines Edwards’ theology as a whole. A revision such as this 

should not be understood as simply a choice between, say, an Augustinian way to understand the 

Godhead and a Social Trinitarian way, both of which safely fall under the guise of orthodoxy. 

Lee’s reading of Edwardsian metaphysics depicts Edwards as rejecting orthodox beliefs of God 

all the way down, so to speak. If Lee is right, the Edwards’ God is not a pure act. Nor is he three 

persons—a worry similar to the one that may be entailed by Tan’s reading of Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology (about which, more in a moment).  

Lee’s proposal is that while attempting to maintain his various theological allegiances, 

Edwards accommodated his theology to keep company, as it were, with the likes of Newton and 

                                                
 
Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally from 

Protestant Scholastic Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), p. 24. 

58 Lee, PTJE, p. 203.  

59 Lee, PTJE, p. 203. 

60 Ibid., p. 189. 

61 Ibid., p. 192. 

62 Holmes, “Does Jonathan Edwards Use a Dispositional Ontology?”, p. 105. 
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Locke, both of whom developed a theory of reality quite unlike those of traditional metaphysics. 

To this point, Lee offers the following helpful summary: 

 

The basic problem that seventeenth-century thought bequeathed to Jonathan Edwards’ 

generation was that of revising the Aristotelian-Scholastic world view so as to come up with 

a perspective that could accommodate the new methods and categories of thought presented 

by mechanic-experimental science. The issue can be divided into two areas: the ontological 

(cosmological) and the epistemological. The ontological problem stemmed from the 

inadequacy of the old metaphysics of substances and substantial forms to function as the 

intellectual framework in an age that was increasingly thinking of reality in terms of motion, 

power, and relationship laws.  The notions of substance and substantial forms were also 

branded as occult qualities by mechanical science as it pursued its empirical and 

experimental methodology.63 

 

In other words, Lee’s account of Edwards’ theism moves him away from his own tradition 

(which in the case of his detailed trinitarianism would be located among the Protestant 

Scholastics). Lee’s theory, having offered up a new definition for Edwards’ metaphysics—divine 

and otherwise—has resulted in attempts to square it to the rest of his theology. For those who 

have since followed Lee, ‘metaphysics determines ontology; ontology drives soteriology’.64 

Foremost among Lee’s followers is Anri Morimoto. It is Morimoto who takes Lee’s dispositional 

ontology into Edwards’ soteriology, developing the concept of what he calls a Dispositional 

Soteriology, something that has (like Lee’s thesis) taken deep root in much of the literature.65  

                                                
 

63 Lee, PTJE, p. 10. 

64 Bombaro, “The Formulation of Jonathan Edwards’s Theocentric Metaphysics” (pt. 1 of 4), 

pp. 8-19 (emphasis added). 

65 Lee himself attempted to make several inroads into Edwards’ soteriology with his 

dispositional ontology proposal. According to Lee, among the more impactful implications of 

Edwards’ dispositional ontology (beyond that which characterizes his trinitarianism) is its effect 
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III. 2. A Dispositional Soteriology? 

 

According to Morimoto, ‘in Edwards’ dispositional view, all being is a disposition, an active 

tendency to realize itself in certain ways’.66 Like Lee, Morimoto characterizes dispositionalism as 
                                                
 
upon the Spirit’s work of justification regeneration and sanctification. Lee argues that ‘A 

disposition is a law that certain type of action or event should occur upon certain kinds of 

occasions. The most fundamental occasion necessary for the divine disposition to exercise in the 

regenerate, this precondition is the Holy Spirit’s immediate action of causing an act according to 

the divine disposition. But according to Edwards’ epistemology and the logic of disposition, 

appropriate sense data have to be received from outside the mind or order for the internal 

disposition to be triggered into exercises. Since the disposition involved is the third person of the 

Trinity, the appropriate external sense date would come from earthly embodiments of the 

transcendent beauty of God. The beauty of God embodied in time and space functions as the 

occasion that triggers the habit of grace to exert itself into acts of knowing and loving that true 

beauty’, “Editor’s Introduction”, WJE 21:56-8.  

66 Morimoto, Catholic Vision, p. 6 (emphasis added). Organized in terms of Edwards’ 

Catholic Concerns and Protestant Concerns, Morimoto fixes upon Edwards’ doctrine of infused 

grace, drawing him into the middle of Lombardian and Thomistic Pneumatological discussions 

regarding gratia increata and gratia creata or ‘uncreated’ and ‘created’ grace, according to 

which the infusion of the Holy Spirit to persons amounts to his indwelling them either 

holistically—Lombard’s view—or as a habitual principle—Thomas’ view (pp. 42-3). Morimoto 

summarily describes Edwards’ Protestant concern as the notion that salvation is neither achieved 

nor maintained by anything but ‘God’s immediate and continual activity from above’, while at 

the same time describing Edwards’ Catholic concern in terms of how ‘the transformative power 

of grace effectuates in human nature a real and qualitative change that regenerate persons enjoy 

[as] an abiding reality of salvation created with them’ (p. 7; emphasis added). Morimoto goes on 

to argue that ‘Being is, for Edwards, essentially a network of laws that prescribe certain actions 

and events to take place on specified occasions. These laws are active and purposive tendencies, 

or dispositions, that automatically come into “exertion” when the specified circumstances are 
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a specific mode or character of being, inherent to all (by means of the atoning work of Christ), 

and by which all individuals are then enabled, under certain natural constraints of its ‘law-like 

powers and forces’, to actuate their innate, ontological tendencies (i.e. habits or dispositions) to 

be saved without any ‘particular acts and exercises’ of faith.67 According to John Bombaro—a 

critic of both Lee and Morimoto—dispositional soteriology is ‘a logic of being in terms of law-

like powers and forces, in which dispositions are conceived as active and real tendencies that 

have ontological reality even when unexercised’.68 To put it differently, dispositional soteriology 

refers to the specific action of an individual’s inherent tendency toward salvation. As a result, 

individuals are enabled, under certain natural constraints of its ‘law-like powers and forces’, to 

actuate their innate, ontological tendencies (i.e. dispositions or habits) to be saved, without any 

‘particular acts and exercises’.69 Morimoto’s development of a dispositional soteriology has had 

                                                
 
met’, p. 6. For a helpful and additionally constructive account of Edwards’ soteriological 

deployment of Morimoto’s dispositional ontology, see Steven M. Studebaker, “Jonathan 

Edwards’s Pneumatological Concept of Grace and Dispositional Soteriology: Resources for an 

Evangelical Inclusivism”, Pro Ecclesia 14:3 (2005): pp. 324-39. 

67 Bombaro, “Dispositional Peculiarity”, p. 123 (Here, according to Bombaro, ‘particular acts 

and exercise’ are references to ‘means or ordinances’ or ‘the gospel of Jesus Christ and its 

accompaniments’.) 

68 Bombaro, “Dispositional Peculiarity”, p. 123. Bombaro continues, pointing out that 

‘McDermott suggests that, in Edwards’s theology, theoretically there is enough non-Christian 

revelation in the world to mechanistically “trigger” the [universally applied] disposition and 

justify the religiously or philosophically inclined’, p. 124. The result of those who contend for an 

Edwardsian inclusivism necessarily argue for his private abandonment of particularism, and 

more importantly, his Christocentrism. See McDermott, “Jonathan Edwards, John Henry 

Newman, and non-Christian Religions,” in Paul Helm and Oliver D. Crisp, eds., Jonathan 

Edwards: Philosophical Theologian (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 129-30.  

69 Ibid., p. 123. 
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the most significant impact on discussions of Edwards’ doctrine of justification.70 So that we 

might see the extent of this impact, let us briefly consider the following four results of 

Morimoto’s soteriological convention. Looking briefly at these four results will achieve two 

things. First, it will showcase the trajectory of Lee’s thinking (at least, in part) and how such 

thinking remains employed by those of Edwards’ interpreters who are influenced by the Lee-

thesis. This is of primary importance here. A protracted and detailed engagement with Morimoto 

is less important than showing that developments to the dispositional reading of Edwards have 

occurred since Lee. Second, it will help synthesize the worries associated with the Lee-thesis by 

showing how the speculations about Edwards’ philosophical theology are deleteriously 

compounded. 

First, it makes Edwards’ doctrine of the atonement effectual only in the sense that it 

universally infuses all people with a disposition: ‘the bare (i.e. “unexercised”) possession of 

[which] constitutes regeneration and, therefore, salvation’.71 This cuts crossways of several 

explicit comments—both private and public— that I have shown elsewhere which Edwards 

makes to the contrary.72 Second, given the emphasis of dispositional soteriology upon 

                                                
 

70 Notably, recent surveyor of the Protestant doctrine of justification John Fesko, while noting 

Alister McGrath’s inclusion of Edwards into the broad Reformed tradition, follows the trend of 

recent Edwards-scholarship, which contests his Protestant orthodoxy, and that, as a result of 

Morimoto’s claims. See John V. Fesko, Justification: Understanding the Classic Reformed 

Doctrine (Philipsburg, NJ: P&R: 2008), pp. 34-9. McGrath, by contrast, positions Edwards’ 

formulation of justification well within the boundaries of the Reformed tradition. See Alister E. 

McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University: 2005), pp. 208-18, 291.  

71 Bombaro, “Jonathan Edwards’s Vision of Salvation”, p. 47. 

72 S. Mark Hamilton, “Jonathan Edwards, Anselmic Satisfaction, and God’s Moral 

Government”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 17.1 (January 2015): 1-22; 

“Jonathan Edwards on the Atonement”, International Journal of Systematic Theology 15.4 

(October 2013): 394-415. 
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‘ontological transformation (i.e. infusion) and not legal imputation’, Edwards’ notion of faith is 

as the necessary and volitional act of unition to Christ whereby what is natural (i.e. not moral and 

thus meritorious) receives its ‘due recognition’, principally because this act is love (i.e. what 

Thomas Schafer argued was the Roman Catholic notion of ‘formed faith’).73 That Edwards 

espoused something close to a Roman account of justification is something that has been recently 

contested in the literature.74 Third, and following from the first two points, advocates of 

Morimoto’s dispositional soteriology are commonly found attempting to redraw certain historical 

lines, once drawn from Edwards to his traditionally recognized theological benefactors (i.e. the 

Reformers, Protestant Scholastics, and the Puritans), now to Roman Catholics such as Thomas 

Aquinas and Peter Lombard.75 Fourth and finally, upon this foundation of the previous points, 

Morimoto and his exponents go a step further, suggesting that because of Edwards’ admiration 

for the metaphysical successes discerned by non-Christian religious commentators and ancient 

philosophers in revealed theology, and because Edwards had conceded the reasonableness of 

Deist objections to particularism, and because of his use of a natural typology as a solution to 

such objections, and because of his development of a dispositional soteriology, Edwards ‘clearly 

opens the possibility that these heathen could have used revelation for their own spiritual 

                                                
 

73 Morimoto, Catholic Vision, p. 97. Putting the first two points together, Morimoto states, ‘In 

Edwards’s view of faith, the division between Christians and non-Christians is not simply a 

division between those who have faith and those who do not. Rather, the difference lies in 

whether or not the disposition in faith has been actualized’, p. 6 (emphasis added). 

74 For an explicitly anti-Roman account of Edwards’ doctrine of Justification, see Douglas A. 

Sweeney, “Justification by Faith Alone? A Fuller Picture of Edwards’s Doctrine”, in Josh 

Moody, ed., Jonathan Edwards on Justification (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), pp. 129-54. 

75 Morimoto, Catholic Vision, p. 92. Interestingly, Morimoto also cites Tillich’s, ‘to accept 

acceptance’ (cited as: Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. [1951, Chicago: University of 

Chicago, 1963], 3:222, 224-26, 228) as possessing some explanatory value for making sense of 

Edwards. 
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benefit—a notion that is incoherent unless it means they can be saved’.76 That Edwards opened 

such a door is hard to imagine because his commitments to a doctrine of election, for example, 

the limitations of which I have shown in chapter one, preclude such possibilities. These facets of 

Morimoto’s reading of Edwards—in some sense like Lee’s reading—leads Edwards down a 

theological road that is fraught with problems. Morimoto’s proposal is less exotic than Lee’s. 

This may be because Morimoto’s constructive analysis of Edwards is less philosophical than it is 

theological. Morimoto’s effort is far more concerned with attempts to wed Edwards to a Roman 

Catholic soteriology. In the hands of Morimoto, Lee’s thesis acts more than anything like a point 

of leverage that aids him in re-classifying Edwards’ supposed theological allegiances. And with 

this, we come to what I will henceforth refer to as Edwards’ supposed Dispositional Christology.  

 

III. 3. A Dispositional Christology? 

 

Lee’s (and Morimoto’s) Dispositionalism has gone on to fund—in some ways as the next 

logical step—several explorations of Edwards’ Christology. These works are more or less 

governed by Lee’s thesis, rather than explicit Christological out-workings of it.77 That is, they 

                                                
 

76 Gerald McDermott, Jonathan Edwards Confronts the Gods: Christian Theology, 

Enlightenment Religion, and Non-Christian Faiths (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 

p. 141. 

77 According to one inquiry of Edwards’ Christology—one that assumes the explanatory 

power of Lee’s thesis for making sense of Edwards’ broader metaphysics—Michael Bush argues 

that ‘One of the most fruitful insights of recent Edwards studies is Sang Hyun Lee’s recognition 

that the metaphysics underlying Edwards’s understanding of reality is a “dispositional ontology” 

. . . . It is in this relational, dispositional perspective that it makes sense to say of Edwards that 

everything is Christological, even though Edwards does not proceed methodologically in a 

Christocentric way; perhaps one might say that for Edwards, reality is Christocentric, in that 

Christ is at the center, holding everything together, but theology is not Christocentric at the level 

of method (at least not in the way it is for Karl Barth) because Jesus Christ is not the key to the 
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assent to Lee’s Dispositional Ontology as a critical assumption, incorporating it as part of their 

explorative prolegomena, but provide little specific evidence for just how it bears upon Edwards’ 

Christology at large.78 Discerning those particular points at which Lee’s Dispositionalism actually 

makes a significant conceptual difference for our understanding Edwards’ doctrine of the person 

of Christ (as opposed to his work) is, in the end, a challenge. In what remains of this part of the 

charter, I will attempt to stake out such differences by interacting with the recent work of Seng 

Kong Tan. 

Tan’s treatment of Edwards’ Christology is arguably the most detailed to appear in the 

literature. For a discerning reader of both the Patristic and Thomistic traditions—both of which 

play a considerable part in his treatment and classification of Edwards (the later playing for Tan 

much like it does for Morimoto)—Tan offers up a complex and philosophically sophisticated 

reading of several aspects of Edwards’ Christology. And it is in his treatment of Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology where Tan’s dispositional assumptions about Edwards’ metaphysics are most 

evident. For the sake of brevity and clarity, I consider three assumptions in some detail. The first 

is a matter of the Pneumatic identity of the God-man—a specifically Trinitarian problem. The 

second is a matter of the Pneumatic constitution of the God-man. The third is a matter of the 

Pneumatic agency of the God-man. It is not my intent to deal with each of these matters 

comprehensively. I will instead simply sketch each matter at hand and offer some points of 

critical import to our dealing with Edwards’ Spirit Christology. Let us take the identity problem 

first. 

 

                                                
 
answer to every theological question’, Jesus Christ in the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (PhD 

Thesis, Princeton Theological Seminary, 2003) pp. 12-13. 

78 It is not an inconsiderable observation that Tan, for instance, works out Edwards’ 

Christology on the assumption of Lee’s (and perhaps to a greater degree, Morimoto’s version of 

Lee’s) thesis, over and against that of several Edwards scholars who have more recently and 

explicitly dissented from Lee’s reading of Edwards (e.g. Crisp, Strobel, and Schweitzer). 
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III. 3.1 Dispositionalism and Christ’s Pneumatic Identity 

 

Tan is rather straightforward about his thinking that Edwards articulates (albeit in Edwards’ 

own way) something like McFarland’s Pneumatic Chalcedonianism. Accordingly, he says, 

‘Edwards favors the pneumatic Christology of Irenaeus rather than a more developed Logos 

Christology that describes the divinity as the ointment of Christ’s human nature’.79 However, 

Tan’s account of the Spirit as a disposition seems to imperil the Spirit’s personhood.80 He argues 

that, ‘since the divine “Habit and Act” are [for God] identical, the Spirit of God is both “the 

disposition . . . of the divine mind” as well as the pure and perfect act of God’.81 Elsewhere Tan 

argues that ‘as God’s disposition is identical to God’s act, divine Love is in perfect fruition in 

God’.82 Ironically, Tan invokes Edwards’ own account of the end of creation to corroborate his 

claim, quoting Edwards as saying, ‘[t]herefore, to speak strictly according to truth, we may 

suppose that a disposition in God, as an original property of his nature, to an emanation of his 

own infinite fullness, was what excited him to create the world; and so that the emanation itself 

                                                
 

79 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, pp. 112-13. 

80 Caldwell observes that Edwards’ own ‘formulation of the Holy Spirit as divine love 

threaten[s] the personhood of the Spirit’, Communion in the Spirit, p. 7.  

81 Tan, “Trinitarian Action”, pp. 128-29 (emphasis added). See also “Discourse on the 

Trinity”, WJE 21:122; and “Miscellany” no. 94, WJE 13:259. 

82 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 15-16 (emphasis added). I think we would be 

better off reading Edwards in light of Bruce Marshall’s helpful explanatory statement: ‘The 

Spirit Proceeds from the Father and the Son eternally as love in person, the suit and seal of the 

Father’s infinite donation of himself to the Son, infinitely returned by the Son’, “The Deep 

Things of God: Trinitarian Pneumatology”, in Gilles Emery and Matthew Levering, eds., The 

Oxford Handbook on the Trinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 407 (emphasis 

added). 
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was aimed by him as a last end of the creation’.83 From this, Tan concludes that for Edwards 

‘[t]his disposition in God—the Holy Spirit—is both the moving and final cause of the creation’, 

while at the same time admitting of the fact that ‘Edwards’s trinitarianism comes under fire for 

depersonalizing the Holy Spirit—the well-worn critique of the Augustinian psychological 

analogy’.84 So, which is it? Who (or what) is the Spirit on Tan’s reading of Edwards? A person? 

A disposition? Both? Tan does not take pains to make this clear.  
                                                
 

83 “Concerning the End”, WJE 8:435. Interestingly, a similar claim is made by Thomas 

Weinandy, namely that ‘The Holy Spirit is love fully in act’, without, however, diminishing the 

personhood of the Son. See “Trinitarian Christology: The Eternal Son”, in Gilles Emery and 

Matthew Levering, eds., The Oxford Handbook on the Trinity, p. 390. In his treatment of 

Augustine’s Pneumatology, Chris Holmes helpfully explains some of the mechanics of how this 

construction works, saying that ‘All three are love, but the Spirit is love in a distinct sense. That 

the Spirit is love (charity) is because the Spirit proceeds as love from the Father. The Spirit 

cannot author anything other than love, for that is what the Spirit is. However, unlike the Son, 

who is eternally born of the Father, the Spirit proceeds eternally from the Father and/through the 

Son. The Spirit proceeds from the Son too, but the Son has this only from the Father. The Spirit 

has a different originating relation with respect to the Father than the Son does—proceeding 

rather than begetting—and so is love in a different way’, The Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, New Studies in Dogmatics, 2015), p. 173 (emphasis added). 

84 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 55 and p. 13. Edwards certainly pushes the 

envelope of constructive Trinitarian speculations. For example, in a personal letter entitled “To 

the Reverend Mr. Stephen Williams, Pastor of the Church of Christ in Long Meadow” (c. 1743), 

Edwards intimates several amazing pneumatic claims (the entirety of which is worth rehearsing 

here), saying, ‘As to my saying that the Spirit of God in his saving operation communicates 

himself to the soul in his own proper nature, implying, as you suppose, God's communicating his 

essence. After all that is said that property which is natural to anyone and is eminently his 

character, I think, is, without abuse of language or going cross to the common use of it, called his 

proper nature, though [it] is not just the same with his essence. Thus we say concerning an 

exceeding good-natured man, that ingenuity is his very nature. I think holiness may, without 
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absurdity, be said to be the proper nature of the Holy Spirit on two accounts: 1) As 'tis his 

peculiar beauty and glory and so may in a special manner be called his nature, as brightness may 

in a peculiar manner be said to be the nature of the sun, and [as] that which is in a peculiar 

manner the nature of honey is its sweetness. 2) 'Tis the proper character of the Spirit above all 

other things, in that office and work of his wherein we are concerned with him. This is that in his 

nature which he especially manifests and exercises in his office, acts, and operations towards us; 

and therefore this in his nature is singled out from all other things to denote him by, as he is 

revealed [to] us; so his name by which he is called in Scripture is the Holy Ghost. And this is that 

in his nature which he communicates something of to the saints, and therefore is called by 

divines in general a communicable attribute; and the saints are made partakers of his holiness, as 

the Scripture expressly declares (Hebrews 12:10), and that without imparting to them his 

essence. Light and heat may in a special manner be said to be the proper nature of the sun: and 

yet none will say that everything to which the sun communicates a little of its light and heat has 

therefore communicated to it the essence of the sun, and is sunned with the sun, or becomes the 

same being with the sun, or becomes equal to that immense fountain of light and heat. A 

diamond or crystal that is held forth in the sun's beams may properly be said to have some of the 

sun's brightness communicated to it; for though it han't the same individual brightness with that 

which is inherent in the sun, and be immensely less in degree, yet it is something of the same 

nature. I don't know that I have exceeded the due bounds of a writer in divinity, in expressing 

that communication that God makes to his saints of his holiness in the very forms that God 

himself does in his Word, in calling it their being made partakers of the divine nature; and I think 

the representation I have made of the matter is such as the Scriptures do abundantly warrant in 

innumerable texts that might be mentioned’, WJE 16:201-3 (emphasis added). Edwards 

nevertheless and inevitably returns (assuming, of course, that he actually departed from it) to 

orthodoxy with such statements as: ‘The Holy Spirit is certainly distinct from the other two 

[persons]; the delight and energy that is begotten in us by an idea is distinct from the idea. So it 

cannot be confounded in God, either with God begetting or [with] his idea and image, or Son. It 

is distinct from each of the other two, and yet it is God; for the pure and perfect act of God is 

God, because God is pure act’, “Miscellany” no. 94, WJE 13:260. 
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A clue to Tan’s thinking, and to what I think is evidence of his indebtedness to Lee, appears 

at two points. The first is his admission—directly following Lee—that, ‘[Edwards] not only 

restated the Reformed tradition by appropriating many philosophical ideas of his time but also 

advanced a thorough reconstruction of the substance ontology of the Western theological 

tradition’.85 By this I take Tan to mean not only a renovation of the metaphysics in general, but a 

renovation of the metaphysics of Edwards’ account of the divine nature (i.e. dispositional 

ontology). The second clue appears in his discussion of God's ‘self-enlargement’, something 

about which much has been made by Lee and his exponents. Similar to Lee, who we recall 

argues that ‘God is inherently a tendency toward an increase or enlargement of God’s own 

being’, Tan appears to ground Edwards’ controversial emphasis on God’s self-enlargement 

Christologically, saying that ‘the temporal “Becoming” of God, (and the world) in some sense 

echoes the “becoming” that happens in the eternal, hypostasis differentiation within God.’86 For 

these reasons, it seems that not only dispositional ontology is an underlying assumption for 

Tan—however latent its appearance—but it seems that it is a part of how Tan makes sense of 

Edwards’ Christology.87 So what does all this mean and how is this a Christologically-specific 

problem for the identity of the God-man? I think it introduces the possibility that on Tan’s 

reading, the Son’s divine nature amounts to something less than full divine personhood and 

therefore less than a full divine nature. Can personhood—and divine personhood at that—be 

                                                
 

85 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 4, n. 7.  

86 Lee, PTJE, p. 184; Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 169, n. 65. 

87 And an earlier point, Tan tips his hand slightly toward an answer to these questions when he 

says that ‘Edwards’s modification of the unipersonal-psychological analogy permits him to 

affirm both intersubjectivity within God and Augustine’s filioque clause—the latter places him 

squarely in the Western Tradition. However, this configuration ironically grants a special 

significance to the third person—as the common Spirit of the Father and the Son—thus 

according to the Spirit the status of unifying principle in this analogy’, Fullness Received and 

Returned, pp. 16-17 (emphasis added). From this it seems that Tan sees Edwards reducing the 

Spirit to a mere principal of act (i.e. a disposition). 
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reducible to a disposition? If so, this seems to be a problem of no mean significance for Edwards' 

Christology. Conscious himself of this worry, Tan’s interpretation of Edwards comes 

dangerously close to making such a claim (in some ways, just like Edwards himself).88 This idea 

is something that we will come back to again when dealing with Edwards’ account of identity 

and consciousness. Keeping one close eye on that, let us turn and consider Tan’s account of the 

Pneumatic constitution of the God-man. 

 

III. 3. 2. Dispositionalism and Christ’s Pneumatic Constitution 

 

What I mean by Christ’s Pneumatic constitution is the metaphysical make-up of Christ’s 

humanity-plus-Holy Spirit. For, according to Edwards, ‘In Jesus who dwelt here upon earth, 

there was [sic] immediately only these two things: there was the flesh, or the human nature; and 

there was the Spirit of holiness, or the eternal Spirit, by which he was united to the Logos. Jesus 

who dwelt among us, was as it were compounded of these two’.89 Earlier in the same 

Miscellany—one in which Tan’s spends a great deal of contemplative capital—Edwards explains 

that:  

 

As the union of believers with Christ be by the indwelling of the Spirit of Christ in them, so it 

may be worthy to be considered, whether or no the union of the divine with the human nature 

of Christ ben't by the Spirit of the Logos dwelling in him after a peculiar manner and without 

measure. Perhaps there is no other way of God's dwelling in a creature but by his Spirit. The 

Spirit of Christ's dwelling in men causes an union, so that in many respects [they may be] 

                                                
 

88 I am grateful to Oliver Crisp, who showed me that Tan can, in fact, say that his 

interpretation is not that far from Aquinas’ notion that God is tri-personal and also pure act. That 

is, there are divine persons in the Godhead, but these persons are wholly in act. Whether a 

dispositional understanding of actus purus is what Tan intends, to speak of Edwards’ divine 

ontology in such terms edges him ever-closer to the precipice of the unorthodox. 

89 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:531. 
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looked upon as one: perhaps the Spirit of the Logos may dwell in a creature after such a 

manner, that that creature may become one person [with the Logos], and may be looked upon 

as such and accepted as such.90 

 

What is this ‘peculiar manner’? And what does Edwards’ mean by ‘without measure’? What 

I am interested in here is Tan’s account of the Spirit’s indwelling of the God-man—Christ’s 

pneumatic constitution—and more to the point, how, if at all, Tan’s dispositional assumptions 

about the Spirit factor into Edwards’ understanding of this Christological ‘compound’. For Tan 

also poses the question about ‘peculiar manner’, saying, ‘If sanctification (whether in Christ or in 

the saint) involves a self-communication of the Spirit no different from the Spirit’s operation ad 

intra, how does Jesus have the Spirit in a “peculiar” manner’?91 It is Tan’s assumption of the 

equivalence between the Spirit’s indwelling of the humanity of Jesus and the Spirit’s 

dispositional sort of relation in the Godhead that is the worry about which I am concerned. In 

order to get at Tan’s actual meaning, and thereby the implications of his position, let us briefly 

zero in on his account of Edwards’ doctrine of sanctification, which is interestingly something 

that Edwards argues extends to the God-man. This will in effect bring to the fore the question of 

Tan’s dispositional ontology and Edwards’ account of the Christ’s union with the Spirit and the 

Pneumatic agency, to which we will turn next. 

So how does Tan understand Edwards’ meaning that the human nature of Jesus is indwelt—

and that, ‘without measure’—by the Holy Spirit? The answer, I think, consists of two parts. The 

first part, according to Edwards, is that the humanity of Jesus was sanctified. Edwards himself 

says that the Father ‘incarnated [the Son] by sanctification’ and thereby his humanity was 

‘quicken[ed], enliven[ed], and beautif[ied]’.92 Edwards believes that this indwelling, as Tan 

rightly points out, is a personal union of the Spirit to the humanity of Jesus. But what does Tan 

mean by this personal union? And this brings us to the second part of the answer.  

                                                
 

90 Ibid., WJE 13:529 (emphasis added). 

91 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 113. 

92 “Miscellany” no. 709, WJE 18:333 (emphasis added); “Efficacious Grace”, WJE 21:123.  
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Edwards explains that by ‘personal union’—and thereby ‘without measure’—he means ‘the 

consequence of God’s communicating his Spirit without measure to [Jesus’] human nature, so as 

to render it the same person with him that is God’.93 And as he explains elsewhere, ‘in the 

sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit the Spirit of God exerts its own proper nature; that is to say, 

it communicates and exerts itself in the soul in those acts which are its proper nature, natural and 

essential acts in itself ad intra, or within the Deity from all eternity’.94 Putting these two things 

together, it looks like Tan’s notion of dispositional indwelling makes Edwards fall short of an 

orthodox Christology. For if the ad intra nature of the Spirit is dispositional, and this 

dispositional nature of the Spirit becomes one with the human nature of the God-man, then it 

looks like at least two things happen. First, the humanity of Jesus is itself either reduced to a 

disposition or completely divinized or both. This borders on a sort of Apollinarian reading of 

Edwards’ Christology, where the mind is replaced by a divine agent. Second, the agency of 

Christ’s humanity seems all but completely undercut, making him impotent (a problem we 

encountered briefly in the previous chapter) and therefore unable to do the very work he set out 

to do on behalf of humanity. Because this is critical to understanding Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology at large, we shall return to Edwards’ account of ‘personal union’ and ‘without 

measure’ in the subsequent section of the chapter. For now, let us consider the third worry of 

Tan’s dispositionalism—the Pneumatic agency of Christ’s humanity. 

 

III. 3. 3. Dispositionalism and Christ’s Pneumatic Agency  

 

Here’s what we know so far on Tan’s reading of Edwards: the Spirit ad intra seems to be 

reduced to a mere disposition (i.e. a dispositional force), thereby seemingly reducing Christ’s 

humanity itself to a dispositional force (and a divine one at that) upon the resulting union of the 

Spirit to the God-man. Bound up with this move is the following proposal that Tan makes about 

                                                
 

93 “Miscellany” no. 764b, WJE 18:411. 

94 “Miscellany” no. 471, WJE 13:513 (emphasis added). 
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the Spirit’s continuously creative agency and Christ’s humanity, a move that I think imperils his 

account of Edwards’ Christology. According to Tan: 

 

The unio, on Edwards’ ontology, being a unio continua, involves an ongoing moment-by-

moment re-creation and re-assumption of the human nature into the person of the Son. As the 

Spirit of the Father, the Spirit continually gives existence to Christ’s human nature 

(enhypostaton). As the Spirit of the Son, the Spirit ensures that this individual human nature 

has personhood in its perpetual in-existence in the Word (enhypostaton). In a status idea of 

the unio personalis, the enhypostatos would have to exclude the anhypostatos, but in a 

dynamic conception of the union, the case is quite different. Of itself the humanitas has no 

dispositio to become and remain as the human nature of the Word; it has to be continuously 

occasioned by divine power. Christ’s human nature is not self-perpetuating but is granted 

both reality and in-existence by the dispositio of God moment-by-moment. The Holy Spirit 

must continually cause the incarnation as the Spirit of the Father and Son, creating and 

uniting the human nature to the Word in one (two-fold) act.95 

 

In a more recent (and doubly thought-provoking) work on Edwards’ Christology, Tan again 

puts his dispositional notion of Christ’s constitution and agency together, claiming that, ‘for 

Edwards, this continual communication of consciousness from the divine to the human nature 

just is the communion of natures.’96 These are perhaps the most explicit statements Tan makes 

relative to a dispositional reading of Edwards’ Christology. Tan’s conclusion that the Spirit is 

continuously re-uniting the Son to his human nature is, as we saw in the previous chapter, 

burdened by several problems.  

                                                
 

95 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 146; “Discourse on the Trinity”, WJE 21:122. 

96 Tan, “Jonathan Edwards’s Dynamic Idealism and Cosmic Christology”, in Joshua R. Farris, 

S. Mark Hamilton & James S. Spiegel, eds., Idealism and Christianity, Vol. 1: Christian 

Theology (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), p. 210.  
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On Tan’s view, the humanity of Christ, to whom Edwards says the Spirit continually 

communicates, literally exists for no more than a moment before the Spirit is assuming or 

‘making’ the human nature of Jesus anew at a subsequent moment. At the incarnation then, the 

Spirit would thus, as we saw in the previous chapter, form and sanctify numerically distinct, 

qualitatively different, individual ‘stills’ of the human nature of Christ and systematically unite 

each of them to the Son.97 However, recall that on our abstract-nature Christology reading of 

Edwards, the Son bears or exemplifies the human nature of Jesus of Nazareth as a property or set 

of properties. In this way, the Son takes on or assumes a set of (necessary and sufficient) 

properties essential to human nature—the particular mind and body of Jesus—which are 

nevertheless contingent to the Son; the God-man being a divine person with a contingent human 

nature. The properties that belong to Christ’s body, being both simple and complex ideas, are, as 

we also recall, nothing but percepts. On this reading of the Spirit’s agency in Christ’s humanity, 

Christ’s human mind endures from moment to moment, whereas his body does not. In other 

words, the Spirit is not snuffing Jesus’ humanity out of existence and subsequently re-creating it 

moment by moment. What the Spirit seems to be doing is continuously creating all creaturely 

perceptions, including those of the God-man. For reasons such as these, Tan’s reading of 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology presents us with more problems than solutions. So where do we go 

from here? To get at Edwards’ Spirit Christology, we look back to his soteriology and his 

doctrine of regeneration, in particular. For, as we shall see, the manner in which Edwards thinks 

created minds are regenerated and thereby indwelt by the Spirit sets in relief the manner in which 

the humanity of Christ, though not himself regenerated but sanctified, is indwelt. 

 

IV. Regeneration and the Spirit’s Indwelling 

 

The doctrine of regeneration might seem like an unusual spot to start working out Edwards’ 

Spirit Christology. Yet in more than one place he considers the equivalence of the sort of 

indwelling (i.e. the identity, constitution, and agency) that is experienced by the created mind of 

Christ’s humanity and that is experienced by all created minds. Accordingly, ‘As the union of 
                                                
 

97 See: Section III.2. “Created Minds Across Time” of Chapter 3. 
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believers with Christ be by the indwelling of the Spirit of Christ in them, so it may be worthy to 

be considered, whether or no the union of the divine with the human nature of Christ ben't by the 

Spirit of the Logos dwelling in him after a peculiar manner and without measure.’98 Notice his 

emphasis, once again, on the manner and measure of this sort Christological indwelling.  

Working from the account of Edwards’ immaterialist account of human nature that we have 

hitherto developed, here I want to look at two principal aspects of Edwards' account of 

regeneration that have to do with the nature of the Spirit’s indwelling that I think bear directly on 

the how we understand the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ’s humanity. For even though Edwards 

nowhere says that Christ was regenerated—indeed, based on what we saw in chapter two about 

Christ’s impeccability, he would not have been—his explanation of the sort of thing that happens 

by the Spirit’s sanctification of Christ’s human nature is remarkably similar.99 For regeneration is 

the inaugural sanctifying event for the saint—something which, for Christ’s humanity, 

apparently happens all at once, without his human nature being brought from a corrupt state to a 

                                                
 

98 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:529 (emphasis added). 

99 Of Christ’s impeccability and sanctification, he says, ‘Though Christ was conceived in the 

womb, and of the substance of a mother that was one of the corrupt race of mankind, and born of 

her, yet being conceived by the power of the Holy Ghost, which is the omnipotent holiness of 

God itself, that which was conceived and formed must needs be a perfectly holy thing; as Luke 

1:35, “The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow 

thee: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.” 

Here it seems to be supposed, that seeing this thing is formed by the Holy Ghost, it must needs 

be an holy thing. Seeing it was the immediate work of infinite, omnipotent, holiness itself, the 

thing wrought must needs be perfectly holy, without any unholiness. Though wrought in the 

midst of pollution and brought out of it, yet this agent being infinitely powerful, its influence 

must needs infinitely prevail over any ill influence, that the nature of the mother might be 

supposed to have. It is the proper work of this infinite, divine, holy energy to bring good out of 

evil, light out of darkness, life out of death, holiness out of impurity’, “Miscellany” no. 767, WJE 

18:414. 
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holy one.100 With that in mind, I want to proceed in this final section by first considering 

Edwards’ discussion of regeneration and the imago Dei. Next, I want to consider Edwards’ 

account of the so-called ‘new spiritual sense’ which is the Spirit’s endowment to the saints. By 

looking at these soteriological benefits, we can, I think, back our way into Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology and a fuller understanding of the identity, constitution, and agency of Christ’s 

humanity. 

 

IV. 1. On Regeneration 

 

Let’s start with a definition of regeneration. As there is no shortage of places where Edwards 

provides one, I have selected a pair of definitions that I think will help us build the surest 

conceptual bridge to his Spirit Christology. Accordingly, Edwards writes: 

 

Regeneration is that work of God's Spirit, whereby the soul is brought back from that state of 

sin into which we fell by the first apostasy of mankind, and [the Spirit] restoring it to its 

former state of holiness, restoring the image of God to it that was lost by the fall; but this is 

done gradually through the whole work of the sanctification of the Spirit. The destruction and 

death that the nature of man fell under by Adam, and which it is subject to by the first birth, 

and that new birth, in which the soul is restored by Christ, are so related one to another, that 

                                                
 

100 It is not entirely clear to me—because he does not make it clear—how Edwards can argue 

that the nature of the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ’s human mind and his indwelling of any other 

human mind are structurally the same and simply assert that the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ’s 

human mind can simply happen all at once. This certainly merits further inquiry. Perhaps there is 

some ground to be gained by an assessment of his notion of the Spirit’s indwelling and his 

broader account of Christ’s five-fold union with believers. For more on Edwards’ doctrine of 

union with Christ, see “Jonathan Edwards on the Atonement”, International Journal of 

Systematic Theology 15.4 (October 2013): 394-415. 
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one is to be measured by the other: one consists in the removal of the other, and in restoring 

the soul from the other.101 

And in another place he says: 

 

And now I would observe that it is no less evident that all that are regenerated love God, 

because 'tis in regeneration that all spiritual and supernatural virtues are given. This is the 

great supernatural work of God in the heart [in regeneration], and that which is born, viz. the 

new creature, is a supernatural effect, [for] it bears the image of God. Colossians 3:10, ‘And 
                                                
 

101 “Miscellany” no. 847, WJE 20:71 (emphasis added). Compare this statement with that 

offered up Francis Turretin, John Owen, and Peter Van Mastricht. According to Turretin, ‘God 

regenerates the minds of the elect by a certain intimate and wonderful operation and creates them 

as it were anew by infusing his vivifying Spirit, who, gliding into the inmost recesses of the soul, 

reforms the mind itself, healing its depraved inclination and prejudices, endues it with strength 

and elicits the formal principle to spiritual and saving acts . . . . This habitual conversion consists 

in principles of action, which God confers upon the faculties of corrupt man. They are 

supernatural qualities or habits and dispositions, from which results an active power of 

converting himself’, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, ed. by George M. Giger, trans. by James T. 

Dennison, Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 1992), 2:523. Compare with John Owen 

(1616-1683): regeneration is ‘infusion of a new, real, spiritual principle into the soul and its 

faculties, of spiritual life, light holiness, and righteousness, disposed unto and suited for the 

destruction or expulsion of a contrary, inbred, habitual principle of sin and enmity against God, 

enabling unto all acts of holy obedience;’ The Holy Spirit, in William H. Gould, ed., The Works 

of John Owen, Vol. 3 (London: Banner of Truth, 1966), pp. 218-19 (hereafter, citations will 

appear: Works, followed by volume number, colon, and page reference, in this case: Works 

3:218-19). Similarly, Peter van Mastricht (1630-1706) defines regeneration as the ‘operation of 

the Holy Ghost whereby He begets in men who are elected, redeemed, and externally called, the 

first act or principle of spiritual life, by which they are enabled to receive the offered Redeemer, 

and comply with the conditions of salvation’, A Treatise on Regeneration, ed. Brandon Withrow 

(Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 2002 [Theoretico-Practica Theologia, 1699]), p. 13.  
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have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created 

him’.102 

 

Notice from both of these definitions Edwards’ emphasis on two things: 1) that regeneration 

is signally the work of the Spirit, and 2) that the Spirit’s regenerative work effects the restoration 

of the imago Dei. Humanity, claims Edwards, bears the imago in two ways: morally and 

spiritually. The moral image—what Edwards also calls the ‘inferior’ or ‘natural’ principles—

consists in a person’s reason, understanding, will, and authority. The spiritual image—what 

Edwards sometimes calls the ‘superior’ or ‘supernatural’ principles—summarily consisting in 

divine love. Of this distinction, in Religious Affections, Edwards writes: 

 

As there are two kinds of attributes in God: his moral attitudes, which are summed up in his 

holiness, and his natural attributes of strength, knowledge, etc., that constitute the greatness 

of God; so there is a twofold image of God in man, his moral or spiritual image, which is his 

holiness, that is the image of God's moral excellency (which image was lost by the fall) and 

God's natural image, consisting in man's reason and understanding, his natural ability, and 

dominion over the creatures, which is the image of God's natural attribute.103 

 

And in Original Sin, Edwards offers a similar account, saying: 

 

The case with man was plainly this: when God made man at first, he implanted in him two 

kinds of principles. There was an inferior kind, which may be called natural, being the 

principles of mere human nature; such as self-love, with those natural appetites and passions, 

which belong to the nature of man, in which his love to his own liberty, honor and pleasure, 

were exercised: these when alone, and left to themselves, are what the Scriptures sometimes 

call flesh. Besides these, there were superior principles, that were spiritual, holy and divine, 

                                                
 

102 WJE 25:528-9 (emphasis added). 

103 “Religious Affections”, WJE 2:256. 
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summarily comprehended in divine love; wherein consisted the spiritual image of God, and 

man's righteousness and true holiness; which are called in Scripture the divine nature.104  

 

Now, if we construe Edwards’ account of the imago Dei along the lines of his immaterialism, 

which we recall from chapter two means that human nature consists of created minds and 

physical (i.e. non-material) bodies (rightly related), there appear to be two ways to conceive of 

humanity: First, as ordered minds with ordered ideas about God and creation. These would 

include: Adam (pre-lapsum), Christ, and all regenerate persons (in an attenuated and still 

imperfect sense). Second, as disordered minds with disordered ideas about God and creation. 

These would include: Adam (post-lapsum) and all his morally corrupt progeny.  

 

IV. 2. Regeneration, Corruption, and Minds 

 

Edwards is quite clear that when God created Adam, he endowed him with the full—natural 

and spiritual—image, whereas after the fall, both he and his progeny retained only the natural 

image. No longer was Adam fit, in his state of corruption, to bear the spiritual image. The 

spiritual image is that which regeneration restores. Edwards explains, and here I quote him at 

length: 

 

When man sinned, and broke God's covenant, and fell under his curse, these superior 

principles left his heart: for indeed God then left him; that communion with God, on which 

these principles depended, entirely ceased; the Holy Spirit, that divine inhabitant, forsook the 

house. The inferior principles of self-love and natural appetite, which were given only to 

serve, being alone, and left to themselves, of course became reigning principles; having no 

superior principles to regulate or control them, they became absolute masters of the heart. 

Man did immediately set up himself, and the objects of his private affections and appetites, 

as supreme; and so they took the place of God. These inferior principles are like fire in a 

house; which, we say, is a good servant, but a bad master; very useful while kept in its place, 
                                                
 

104 “Original Sin”, WJE 3:381. 
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but if left to take possession of the whole house, soon brings all to destruction. Man’s love to 

his own honor, separate interest, and private pleasure, which before was wholly subordinate 

unto love to God and regard to his authority and glory, now dispose and impel man to pursue 

those objects, without regard to God's honor, or law; because there is no true regard to these 

divine things left in him.105 

Notice the precision of Edwards’ causal distinction that the spiritual principles left Adam as a 

result of God’s (i.e. the Spirit’s) departure from him. The loss of the spiritual image is the loss of 

the Spirit of God himself that leads to moral corruption, the result of which is the distortion or 

disordering of Adam’s created mind and therefore his ideas about God and creation. From this I 

think we can begin to see what Edwards has in mind regarding the Spirit’s regeneration and 

indwelling of created minds and, what is more, what he has in mind for the Spirit’s indwelling of 

the created mind of Christ.106 Let’s take the first matter. 

In keeping with Puritan morphologies of conversion, Edwards refers to the change wrought 

in regeneration as the Spirit’s provision of a new ‘spiritual’ sense, about which we will discuss 

more in detail in a moment.107 For now, we can say that the significance of Edwards’ ‘new sense’ 
                                                
 

105 “The Great Doctrine of Original Sin Defended”, WJE 3:381-3 (emphasis added). 

106 I am tempted to think that there is an equivalence of sorts between how Edwards’ discusses 

the manner in which the Spirit indwells created minds at large and the created mind of Jesus. For 

he says such things as, ‘Though the divine nature be vastly different from that of created spirits, 

yet our souls are made in the image of God: we have understanding and will, idea and love, as 

God hath, and the difference is only in perfection of degree and manner’ (WJE 21:113). 

107 Edwards is careful to distinguish that ‘the Spirit of God, in all his operations upon the 

minds of natural men, only moves, impresses, assists, improves, or some way acts upon natural 

principles; but gives no new spiritual principle. Thus when the Spirit of God gives a natural man 

visions, as he did Balaam, he only impresses a natural principle, viz. the sense of seeing, 

immediately exciting ideas of that sense; but he gives no new sense’, “Religious Affections”, 

WJE 2:206. Elsewhere, of the mind’s natural man, made in the image of God, Edwards carefully 

differentiates that ‘the mind of man, without any supernatural principle, is in like manner capable 
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is its explaining 1) the sort of change that occurs in persons (at one level) as a result of the 

infusion of the Spirit in regeneration and 2) the mechanics of how the Spirit of Christ operates in 

those persons in whom he dwells, including the human nature of Jesus. What Edwards means by 

this ‘new sense’ is a matter of significant and longstanding debate in the literature.108 Sorting 

through this literature, and what is more, sorting through Edwards’ own discussion of the subject 

would undoubtedly consume what remains of this chapter, for it is a subject about which he says 

a great deal. However, the question with which I am most concerned—one that is at the heart of 

this debate—is whether Edwards’ account of the ‘new sense’ is a matter of epistemology or 

ontology. Or, put in terms of Edwards’ immaterialism, is the ‘new spiritual sense’ a change of 

ideas or a change of mind? 

                                                
 
of two things, viz. (1) of a conviction of the judgment by reasons that evince the truth of the 

things of religion, that respect natural good; and (2) of a sense of heart of natural good. And so 

God assists these principles in common illumination. Such a conviction and illumination of the 

mind, or such an assistance of the soul to a sense of the good or evil things of religion, is the 

proper work of the Spirit of God: for the Spirit of God is indeed the author of our capacity of 

discerning, or having a sense of heart, of natural good or evil, for this really differs not from the 

faculty of man's will. And it was especially the work of the Spirit of God in creation, wherein the 

three persons of the Trinity were conjunct, to infuse this principle, this part of the natural image 

of God: for herein man is made in the image of God, who has understanding and will, which will 

is the same with the Holy Ghost; and therefore, the assisting this principle in its actings and in 

giving a sense of good and evil, is proper to the Holy Ghost’, WJE 18:358-59. 

108 For some helpful discussion of Edwards on the ‘new spiritual sense’, see Strobel, Jonathan 

Edwards’s Theology, ch. 4; McClymond, Encounters with God: An Approach to the Theology of 

Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), ch. 1; Norman Fiering, Jonathan 

Edwards’s Moral Thought and Its British Context (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, year?), pp. 123-

29; Terrence Erdt, Jonathan Edwards and the Sense of the Heart (Amherst, MA: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 1980).  
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Given Edwards’ immaterialist account of humanity, I think we can say that the change to 

Adam and humanity that Edwards has in mind is not merely epistemic. That is, the corrupting 

effect of sin that occurred, again, according to Edwards’ immaterialism, was not merely a change 

in perceptible phenomena (i.e. ideas), external to the mind. I say ‘merely’, because there 

certainly was an epistemic change. The question is: What kind of a change? In other words, is 

this change a problem for how the mind sees a thing, as with someone who has astigmatism or 

puts on a welding helmet? No, I think it’s more than that.  

Wallace Anderson hints at what I have in mind when he discusses Locke’s account of 

abstraction. He says, ‘Locke describes abstraction as an operation in which our minds have 

created nothing new, but only leave out of the complex idea of several particulars, that which is 

peculiar to each, and retain only what is common to them all’.109 The change in Adam’s ideas is 

more fundamentally based on his change in mind. It is corrupt created minds that have corrupt 

and disordered ideas about God and creation. Thus, the change that regeneration brings about 

must be to the mind first, which by extension, orders the mind’s ideas. In this way there is a sort 

of problem-to-solution relationship between the doctrine of Corruption and the doctrine of 

Regeneration.  

This raises a panoply of questions. For example, if the privation of the Spirit of God himself 

leads to moral corruption of humanity, what does the endowment of it lead to? What kind of 

change must persons undergo to receive what Edwards calls the spiritual image? How does the 

Spirit effect such changes? What changes are in fact effected? In what way does Edwards think 

the Spirit is restored to created minds? Is it a matter of the Spirit’s habitation in the mind? These 

and other questions bring us to the heart of Edwards’ doctrine of regeneration and by extension 

to his understanding of the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ’s human nature.110

                                                
 

109 “The Mind”, WJE 6:361, n. 3. 

110 There are similar questions that might be asked of Edwards’ doctrine of atonement. For 

instance: What is the work of the (Son’s) Spirit in the application of the benefits of the work of 

Christ’s atonement to believers? Or, perhaps, what is the specific work of the (Son’s) Spirit on 

the mind of Christ in making atonement? These and numerous other questions remain answered, 
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IV. 3. Regeneration, the New ‘Spiritual Sense’, and Created Minds 

 

On more than a few occasions, Edwards rather boldly asserts that ‘in those gracious exercises 

and affections which are wrought in the minds of the saints, through the saving influences of the 

Spirit of God, there is a new inward perception or sensation of their minds, entirely different in 

its nature and kind, from anything that ever their minds were the subjects of before they were 

sanctified.111 What does he mean by ‘entirely different in its nature and kind’? Before we consider 

the answer that I think squares Edwards’ meaning, consider what he says next: 

 

Because this spiritual sense is immensely the most noble and excellent, and that without 

which all other principles of perception, and all our faculties are useless and vain; therefore 

the giving this new sense, with the blessed fruits and effects of it in the soul, is compared to a 

raising the dead, and to a new creation. This new spiritual sense, and the new dispositions 

that attend it, are no new faculties, but are new principles of nature. I use the word 

‘principles,’ for want of a word of a more determinate signification. By a principle of nature 

in this place, I mean that foundation which is laid in nature, either old or new, for any 

particular manner or kind of exercise of the faculties of the soul; or a natural habit or 

foundation for action, giving a person ability and disposition to exert the faculties in 

exercises of such a certain kind; so that to exert the faculties in that kind of exercises, may be 

said to be his nature. So this new spiritual sense is not a new faculty of understanding, but it 

is a new foundation laid in the nature of the soul, for a new kind of exercises of the same 

faculty of understanding. So that new holy disposition of heart that attends this new sense, is 

                                                
 
which again shows that a great deal more research is necessary to understand Edwards’ doctrine 

of atonement and the implications that his account of Spirit Christology has for it.  

111 “Religious Affections”, WJE 2:205. 
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not a new faculty of will, but a foundation laid in the nature of the soul, for a new kind of 

exercises of the same faculty of will.112 

 

The regenerative change that Edwards here describes appears to occur with the soul or mind 

(wherein lies the understanding), which then leads to a new sense, which in turn excites the 

mind's dispositions, resulting in creaturely action. According to Conrad Cherry, in the Spirit’s 

indwelling of human nature, ‘new faculties are not given in illumination, but a new basis is given 

to the mind from which the natural faculties operate in a new way.’113 Prima facie, this sounds 

similar to Tan’s dispositionalism. But notice that Cherry, and Edwards himself, carefully situates 

the regenerative change in chronological order before the mind’s dispositional activity. This is 

why Edwards says that ‘the first act of the Spirit of God [in regeneration], or the first that this 

divine temper exerts itself in, is in spiritual understanding, or in the sense of the mind, its 

perception of glory and excellency’.114 According to Tan, ‘if the soul is a disposition to action, 

then the Spirit is the disposing disposition that rehabilitates the soul toward gracious action’.115 On 

Tan’s line of reasoning then, the Spirit’s personhood seems undercut and the human nature of 

                                                
 

112 “Religious Affections”, WJE 2:205-6 (emphasis added). 

113 Conrad Cherry, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards: A Reappraisal (Bloomington: Indiana 

University, 1990 [1966]), p. 30. 

114 WJE 13:463-4. Schweitzer argues that ‘For Edwards, the content of what God 

communicates to his intelligent beings is, ultimately, himself’, God is a Communicative Being: 

Divine Communicativeness and Harmony in the Theology of Jonathan Edwards (London: T&T 

Clark, 2012), p. 20. 

115 Tan, Fullness Received and Returned, p. 284. Tan goes on, saying that ‘This convertibility 

between the Spirit and the divine energia is not a novel idea in the history of theology. Human 

beings image God, who as a dispositional essence, in the coincidence of habit and act. 

Sanctification, then, is the nature flowering of regeneration, just as God’s nature is bountiful. As 

an inward principle disposed to outward action, grace re(integrates) spirituality and ethics. That 

saints become so because they mimic the cause of their exaltation’, p. 290 (emphasis added). 
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Christ seems reduced to a substratum-less act, thereby removing (rather than blurring), the lines 

between the identity and agency of the creator-creature distinction.116 The further we go down this 

rabbit-hole, the more it seems that the problems multiply. So what then is the sort of regenerate 

change that Edwards might have in mind? Fiering give us a clue. He says, ‘love is the key to 

comprehending [Edwards’] theory of the will as well as his notion of the spiritual sense’.117 It is 

for this reason that I think it means that the ‘foundation laid’ in the created mind at regeneration 

is a new consciousness effected by the Holy Spirit.118 Consider the following three comments that 

Edwards makes, the last of which will help us make sense of Edwards’ Spirit Christology. 

                                                
 

116 According to McFarland, ‘to affirm with Chalcedon that Jesus has a complete human 

nature is to maintain that all the parts of human nature, including everything that causes the 

nature to function are included in Christ’s humanity. Because he is fully human, the principles of 

Christ’s action are necessarily fully human. To invoke divinity as a causative principle is 

necessarily to undermine Christ’s humanity since it implies that God is taking over some activity 

that in other human beings is enacted through human nature’, Ian A. McFarland, “Spirit and 

Incarnation: Toward a Pneumatic Chalcedonianism”, International Journal of Systematic 

Theology 16:2 (April, 2014): p. 152. 

117 Fiering, Jonathan Edwards’ Moral Thought, pp. 126-7 (emphasis added). 

118 According to Edwards, ‘herein lies the mystery of the vital union that is between Christ and 

the soul of a believer, which orthodox Divines speak so much of, Christ's love – that is, His 

Spirit is actually united to the faculties of their souls. So it properly lives, acts, and exerts its 

nature in the exercise of their faculties’, “Documents on the Trinity, Grace, and Faith; Treatise 

on Grace”, WJEO 37. We should also recall that Edwards says that the believer’s vital union 

remains ‘exceedingly imperfect’ until the resurrection (Sermon Series II, 1733, n. 308; John 

15:15, WJEO 48), perhaps indicating two things. First, it seems to indicate that Edwards 

understands indwelling in terms of degree rather than kind. Second, it seems to indicate, as we 

noted at the end of the previous chapter, that a perfected vital union is both what Christ enjoyed 

by hypostasis and what all who are ‘in Christ’ will enjoy by an absorbance into this 

Christological relation. 
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Edwards says: 

 

Here the Apostle does fully explain himself what he means when he so often calls that holy 

principle that is in the hearts of the saints by the name ‘spirit.’ This he means, the Spirit of 

God itself dwelling and acting in them. So that that holy, Divine principle, which we have 

observed does radically and essentially consist in Divine Love, is no other than a 

communication and participation of that same infinite Divine Love, which is GOD, and in 

which the Godhead is eternally breathed forth; and subsists in the Third Person in the blessed 

Trinity. So that true saving grace is no other than that very love of God—that is, God, in One 

of the Persons of the Trinity, uniting Himself to the soul of a creature, as a vital principle, 

dwelling there and exerting Himself by the faculties of the soul of man, in His own proper 

nature, after the manner of a principle of nature.119 

 

Comments like this recall the previous chapter’s emphasis on collective-nature-perichoresis, 

and the union of the created mind of Christ’s humanity's with those created minds that are 

substantialized by it.120 Dovetailing the previous comment, Edwards says:  

 

In the truly holy affections of the saints is found that proportion, which is the natural 

consequence of the universality of their sanctification. They have the whole image of Christ 

upon them: they have ‘put off the old man, and have put on the new man’ entire in all his 

parts and members. ‘It hath pleased the Father that in Christ all fullness should dwell’: there 

is in him every grace; he is full of grace and truth: and they that are Christ's, do of his 

fullness receive, and grace for grace (John 1:14, 16); i.e. there is every grace in them, which 

                                                
 

119 “Treatise on Grace”, WJE 21:194 (emphasis added). Earlier in Edwards’ Treatise, he says, 

‘The Scripture seems in many places to speak of love in Christians as if it were the same with the 

Spirit of God in them, or at least as the prime and most natural breathing and acting of the Spirit 

in the soul’, WJE 21:125,183. 

120 See Section IV.2. “Substantializing Human Nature: ‘A Fusion Model’” in Chapter 3. 
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is in Christ: ‘grace for grace’; that is, grace answerable to grace: there is no grace in Christ, 

but there is its image in believers to answer it: the image is a true image; and there is 

something of the same beautiful proportion in the image, which is in the original; there is 

feature for feature, and member for member. There is symmetry and beauty in God's 

workmanship.121 

 

Recall that Edwards thinks that created minds are weak substances of some sort which are 

‘substantialized’ by the creation of the created mind of Jesus of Nazareth, at which time elect 

humanity is somehow absorbed into or reconstituted by the human nature of Christ. As Edwards 

explains, it is by the Spirit’s agency that these created minds are substantialized and united with 

the God-man.122 ‘[B]y that act of taking the human nature upon himself, [Christ] sufficiently in 

the sight of God and in the sight of angels assumed the elect part of mankind into an union with 

himself’.123  

This is the doctrine of regeneration according to Edwards’ scheme: that there is a sort of 

reconstituting effect upon elect humanity such that elect persons (created minds) ‘from eternity’ 

who exist across different parts of space and time are brought into this perichoretic union with 

the human nature of the God-man—an event that Edwards appears to think is triggered by the 

incarnation (wherein the ‘relative union’ is established). For the Son assumes a human nature in 

the incarnation, in an act of divine love, according to which ‘Christ loves the elect with so a great 

and strong a love [i.e. the Spirit], they are so near to him, that God looks upon them as it were as 

parts of him’.124 And for Edwards, Christ assumes a human nature that shares a property or set of 

                                                
 

121 “Religious Affections”, WJE 2:365. 

122 See Section IV.2. “Substantializing Human Nature: ‘A Fusion Model’” in Chapter 3. 

123 WJE 14:403 (emphasis added). For more on Edwards’ discussion of the relative union, see 

WJE 25:231; Sermon Series II, 1747, n. 879; 2 Cor 5:8, WJEO 65; Sermon Series II, 1749, n. 

932; John 6:54, WJEO 67; Sermon Series II, 1750, n. 952; 1 Cor 10:17a, WJEO 68. 

124 WJE 14:404-5 (emphasis added). Consequently, this is how I think we can explain 

comments like Robert Jenson’s assertion that Edwards thinks that ‘our love to God is the same 
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properties with all other elect human natures. And pushing our discussion one step further is 

Strobel’s assertion that ‘Edwards understands the soul to have the capability of spiritual sight, a 

sight that allows the saint to experience God himself by partaking in God’s own self-

experience’.125 With Strobel’s assertion in mind, we consider Edwards’ final comment, in which 

he says, ‘Selfishness is a principle which does, as it were, confine a man’s heart to himself. Love 

enlarges it and extends it to others. A man’s self is as it were extended and enlarged by love. 

Others so far as [they are] beloved do, as it were, become parts of himself’.126 Here we have all 

three strands of Edwards’ thinking about regeneration, minds, and the indwelling of the Spirit 

brought together into one cord.  

Briefly, notice Edwards’ emphasis here on the principles and the selfishness of mankind. 

This is the disposition of corrupt humanity, and notice that is in utter contrast to that which 

Edwards says in the previous comments about the divine principle and the regenerate’s divinely 

oriented self-interest. Such a change is effected, accordingly, by love (i.e. by the Spirit), with the 

result that these minds become parts of Christ’s humanity. If this perichoretic union is something 

that Edwards thinks is an effect of the incarnation, which he seems to, what then happens to 

Christ himself, Pneumatologically speaking, when he took on flesh?127 Was the created human 

                                                
 
event as God’s triune love to himself’, Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation 

Jonathan Edwards, p. 73 (emphasis added). Astonishingly, Edwards goes so far as to describe 

‘the mind of the spiritual nature in the saints [as] the same with the mind of the Spirit of God 

himself’, “The Great Doctrine of Original Sin Defended”, WJE 3:276, n. 1. 

125 Kyle C. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology, p. 173. 

126 WJE 8:263 (emphasis added). 

127 Of this (relative) union, Edwards offers the following extended explanation, saying, ‘For 

hereby the saints' relation to God becomes much nearer; they are children of God in a higher 

manner than otherwise could be. For being members of God's own Son, they are in a sort 

partakers of his relation to the Father: they are not only sons of God by regeneration, but by a 

kind of communion in the Sonship of the eternal Son . . . . So we being members of the Son, are 

partakers in our measure of the Father's love to the Son, and complacence in him [John 16:27 
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mind of Jesus endowed with a new spiritual sense? Is there a ‘foundation to be laid’ by the Spirit 

in his created mind? In other words, if the Spirit's work in regenerating created minds is in effect 

‘ordering’ those minds and their ideas about God, which Edwards thinks happens at the most 

fundamental metaphysical level, and this means those minds are perichoretically united to the 

created mind of Christ, what must the Spirit do, if anything, to the created mind of Christ? How 

do we make sense of statements where Edwards says of humanity that:  

 

‘the manifestation of the glory of God in the person of Christ, as it were, accommodated to 

our apprehensions. The brightness is suited to our eyes. Christ being a person who is come to 

us in our nature has, as it were, softened the light of God’s glory and accommodated to our 

view’, what happened to Christ’s humanity when he saw that the Son’s glory was his very 

own?128  

 

I think the answer to these questions lie at least in part in Edwards’ account of what he calls 

the sameness of consciousness and the function of Christ’s human memory. And with this, we 

pivot toward the final section of this chapter and to a certain fixedness of inquiry on what 

Edwards thinks about the Spirit’s establishment of Christ’s divine-self-knowledge.  

 

V. Christ’s Created Mind and the Sameness of Consciousness 

                                                
 
and John 17:13, John 17:23]. So again, we being united to a divine person, as his members, can 

have a more intimate union and intercourse with God the Father, who is only in the divine 

nature, than otherwise could be. Christ who is a divine person, by taking on him our nature . . . is 

brought nigh to us; whereby we have advantage for the full enjoyment of him. And, on the other 

hand, we, by being in Christ a divine person, do as it were ascend up to God, through the infinite 

distance and have hereby advantage for the full enjoyment of him also’, WJE 8:736. 

128 Edwards, “Jesus Christ in the Shining Forth of the Father’s Glory (Hebrews 1.2)”, in 

Michael D. McMullen, ed., The Honor and Glory of God: The Previously Unpublished Sermons 

of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 2 (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2003-04), p. 233. 
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As we saw in the previous chapter, Edwards does not believe that the uncreated mind of the 

Son comes to his ideas by sensory knowledge, like a created mind does. In other words, there is 

no gulf fixed between an idea in the uncreated, divine mind and complete knowledge of that idea 

(more in a moment). That Christ enjoys such direct or unaccommodated access to divine ideas 

follows from the uniqueness of the hypostatic union. Edwards does not so much defend this 

notion as much as he apparently assumes it. Interestingly, I am not aware of a single occurrence 

in Edwards’ literary remains where he explicitly says that the Spirit endowed the humanity of 

Christ with a new spiritual sense. Why he would require this sense is a puzzle, for the created 

mind of Christ is a different story—a story that is bound up in Edwards’ account of the nature of 

consciousness and the nature of memory for establishing identity.129 For Edwards says:  

 

The man Jesus becomes one person by a communion of knowledge and will; but as in 

believers all divine knowledge is by the Spirit—’tis by the Spirit that the knowledge of 

inspiration and prophecy is given, and ’tis but the Holy Ghost that the spiritual knowledge of 

all believers is given: “The Spirit searcheth all things, even the deep things of God” [1 Cor 

2:10]—so, I suppose, ’tis by the Spirit that divine knowledge and consciousness is given to 

the man Jesus.130 

 

‘Consciousness’, explains Edwards, ‘is the mind’s perceiving what is in itself—its ideas, 

actions, passions, and everything that there is perceivable. It is a sort of feeling within itself’.131 

‘Nothing’, says Edwards elsewhere, ‘has any existence anywhere else but in consciousness; no, 

certainly nowhere else, but either in created or uncreated consciousness’.132 In what follows we 

shall try to drill down into ‘the particular manner of [Christ’s] consciousness, and how far the 

                                                
 

129 WJE 21:118a. 

130 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:530.  

131 “The Mind” no. 15, WJE 6:345 (emphasis added). 

132 “On Being”, WJE 6:203. 
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ideas of a creature can be after the manner of the divine, and how a creature may be said to 

remember what is in God’.133 

 

V.1. Shared or Sameness of Consciousness 

 

Recalling, as we said we would, Edwards’ discussion of the ‘peculiar manner’ of the Spirit’s 

‘personal union’ with Christ’s created mind and his indwelling him ‘without measure’, Edwards 

offers what I think is a significant clue about the Spirit’s manner of indwelling—and with it, 

perhaps a way forward—when he describes the sameness of consciousness that is shared by the 

Spirit of the Son and Christ’s humanity.134 Consider, briefly, when he says, ‘’Tis not [just] any 

communion of understanding and will that makes the same person, but the communion of 

understanding is such that there is the same consciousness. Thus the man Christ Jesus was 

conscious of the glory and blessedness the Logos had in the knowledge and enjoyment of the 

Father before the world was, as remembering of it (John 17:5)’.135 This ‘same consciousness’ is 

                                                
 

133 “Miscellany” no. 205, WJE 13:341. 

134 This notion of shared consciousness appears at multiple points in Edwards’ work, showing 

part of the Lockean deposit of his thinking. In Locke’s Essay, he says, ‘He might have said that 

identity of spirits, too consisted in the same consciousness. For a mind or spirit is nothing but 

consciousness and what is included in it. The same consciousness is, to all intents and purposes, 

individually the very same spirit or substance, as much as the same particle of matter can be the 

same with itself at different times’, “The Mind”, WJE 6:114 (emphasis added). In several places 

throughout Edwards’ work, he directly cites this passage from Locke’s essay.  

135 “Miscellany” no. 487, WJE 13:529 (emphasis added). By the possession of a ‘filial spirit’, I 

think Edwards means the capacity to enjoy God—what he elsewhere calls ‘regenerate 

knowledge’. In his commentary on the Scripture, he says, ‘Even in this present state, Christians, 

by receiving the Spirit, which is a filial spirit, a spirit of adoption, are brought forth as the sons of 

God, and have the liberty and privileges of God's children in part. Yet it is but in part; they have 

only the first fruits of the Spirit of adoption’, “Blank Bible”, WJE 24:1018. 
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what I think Edwards has in mind by the ‘peculiar manner’ of the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ 

mentioned above.136 That Christ’s humanity and divinity had a shared consciousness is different 

than that his divinity and humanity had the same consciousness. Had he a shared consciousness 

seems to imply a sort of going back-and-forth between two entities; a communication of ideas 

that the divine mind shares (presumably by the Spirit) with the human mind and vice versa. On 

this way of conceiving of it, I imagine Christ praying for a thing and waiting for the Spirit to 

disclose the answer. This is not what I think Edwards has in mind. I do not think that Edwards 

believed Christ was simply waiting around for divine knowledge to be bestowed upon him at this 

or that moment. He would have heartily affirmed texts like Luke 2:52, according to which Christ 

‘grew in wisdom and knowledge’, or Hebrew 5:8, where the author says that he ‘learned 

obedience’. Nor do I think Edwards believed that Christ has some sort of full possession of 

divine knowledge from birth.  Clearly, he would have affirmed such texts Mark 13:32, where 

Christ asserts that he did not possess all knowledge. That the Scriptures speak so explicitly of his 

growth in knowledge and wisdom, and his lack of certain knowledge to which he was not party, 

precludes this possibility. So how did Christ have and handle divine knowledge? That Christ’s 

humanity and divinity had the same consciousness gets to the point. But what is this ‘sameness 

of consciousness’? What is more, how can the humanity of Jesus ‘remember’ anything of the 

                                                
 

136 William Alston, “The Indwelling of the Holy Spirit”, in Thomas V. Morris, ed., Philosophy 

and the Christian Faith (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1988). Alston’s account of 

indwelling seems to hit upon the same notion as Edwards, namely, that one mind can have two 

consciousnesses. For a critical interaction of Alston’s treatment, one that interacts explicitly 

(though in large part unhelpfully for our purposes here) with Edwards, see Ray S. Yeo, “Towards 

a Model of Indwelling: A Conversation with Jonathan Edwards and William Alston”, Journal of 

Analytic Theology 2 (2014): 210-37. I am grateful to Jordan Wessling for granting me early 

access to his Love Divine: A Systematic Account of God’s Love for Humanity (Oxford University 

Press, [forthcoming] 2019), ch. 7, wherein he offers up a slightly refined account of Alston’s 

consciousness view, according to which the humanity of Christ possesses what Wessling thinks 

is an ‘impression’ of divine knowing.  
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Son’s divine knowledge? Edwards hints at what is perhaps the fullest answer that his works 

provide in “Miscellany” 205. Let us turn and consider it in some greater detail. 

 

V.2. “Miscellany” no. 205 

 

Composed during the winter of 1725 and 1726 (at age 23, mind you), contemporaneous with 

some concentrated work on the subjects of excellency, identity, and conscience in the 

philosophical notebook “The Mind”, Edwards constructs the following account of the Spirit’s 

indwelling of the created mind of Christ. He says, and here I quote him at length: 

 

The man Christ Jesus, being the same person with the eternal Son of God, has a reminiscence 

or consciousness of what appertained to the eternal Logos, and so of his happiness with the 

Father. Therefore we often find Christ speaking as being very well acquainted with the 

Father before he came into the world, and speaking of transactions betwixt him and the 

Father before he came, as if there were an agreement about the work of redemption, what he 

should teach, what he should do and who should be his. Now when he remembered those 

things, he could not remember [them] as they were in the infinite mind, for the idea of the 

Creator cannot be communicated to the creature as it is in God; but the remembrance, as it 

was in his mind, was the same after a different manner: the things which he remembered 

were from all eternity in the Logos after the manner of God; and the man Christ Jesus was 

conscious to himself of them as if they had been after the manner of a creature. 'Twas 

impossible that the man Christ Jesus should remember [the covenant of redemption] as it was 

in the Deity, for then an idea of the eternal mind could be communicated to a finite mind 

even as it is in the infinite mind; but he remembered it as if it had been really such a 

transaction, before the world was, between him and the Father. Not that he was deceived, for 

he knew how it was; but as the consciousness of it was communicated to him, it must of 

necessity seem thus. So he prays in the forementioned place [John 17:5] that God would 

glorify him with the glory he had with him before the world was. 'Tis very manifest that he 

speaks as remembering, but 'twas impossible that he should remember infinite glory and 

happiness; but he remembered and was conscious [of it] to himself. His idea was finite, 

otherwise he could not pray that he might have the same glory again; for the man did not 
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desire infinite glory, but he desired such glory as he remembered, that was the same as God 

the Son had, as near as the same could be communicated, either in conception or enjoyment, 

to Christ the creature. That in the general it was thus is no bold conjecture, but so it must of 

necessity be; though the particular manner of this consciousness, and how far the ideas of a 

creature can be after the manner of the divine, and how a creature may be said to remember 

what is in God, is uncertain. And this may satisfy, with respect to all that can be said about a 

glorious created spirit, which was the Son of God, being created before the world was 

created. Christ Jesus did indeed remember, as if he had existed [as] a creature before the 

foundation of the world; because 'twas impossible that the idea of the Logos should be 

communicated to a creature, otherwise than as the idea of a creature, nor cause a creature to 

remember it, otherwise than as if it had been the idea of a creature.137 

 

This is nothing short of astonishing and, in the end, presents us with more questions than 

answers! Notice, however, Edwards’ distinction between divine ideas that are, as he says, ‘the 

same after a different manner’ with those ‘after the manner of a creature’.138 In this way it seems 

that the Spirit provides the humanity of Christ with finitely accommodated ideas (whatever that 

means) of infinite ones—perhaps like seeing a color-photographic-image through a black and 

white photo-filter; the filter thereby governing the perception of the actual idea in its raw form, 

so to speak. Notice that Edwards’ view touches upon on the pre-existence of Jesus when he says 

that ‘we often find Christ speaking as being very well acquainted with the Father before he came 

into the world’. However, I do not think that a pre-existent Jesus is what Edwards has in mind. 

Rather, I think that what he has in mind is that the humanity of Christ possessed some sort of 

Spirit-mediated deposit of ideas about the ‘agreement about the work of redemption, what he 

                                                
 

137 “Miscellany” no. 205, WJE 13:340-41. 

138 Interestingly, Edwards talks about the ‘immediate sight of God’ that Christ possess, by 

which he must not mean, in view of the preceding comment, that he has a comprehensive sight 

of it. He argues that ‘There is no creature can thus have an immediate sight of God, but only 

Jesus Christ, who is in the bosom of God’, “Miscellany” no. 777, WJE 18:428.   
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should teach, what he should do and who should be his’. Notice also that despite Edwards’ 

assertion that assent to his view is, as he says, ‘of necessity’, he admits of the uncertainty there is 

in explaining how divine ideas are accommodated for Christ’s human mind. There is little hope 

of determining with certainty much more about the precise structure of these Pneumatically 

accommodated ideas that Jesus possessed. However we carve up the distinctions at this point in 

the puzzle, Edwards thinks that Jesus had ideas about God (and about being God) that were his 

own and were mediated to him and accommodated for him of those ideas that God has of himself 

in eternity.  

Perhaps Edwards thinks that Christ has what Joseph Jedwab describes as a ‘two-spheres’ 

view of consciousness, according to which the divine and human consciousnesses overlap, as it 

were, similar to a pair of overlapping mathematical sets.139 Or maybe—going right for the 

historic-theological explanation—we might think of Christ’s divine and human mental states as 

the difference between and somehow the sharing of archetypal and ectypal knowledge.140 

Roughly, God alone has archetypal knowledge, that is, knowledge of himself. Those things that 

God has disclosed (and perhaps accommodated in his disclosure) to creatures make up ectypal 

knowledge. Edwards seems to think that the Spirit’s indwelling of the humanity of Christ 

provides Christ’s created mind with some sort of access to those ideas that God has of himself—

his archetypal knowledge.141 However we classify or arrange this distinction, the sort of access to 

                                                
 

139 Joseph Jedwab, “The Incarnation and Unity of Consciousness”, in Anna Marmodoro and 

Jonathan Hill, eds., The Metaphysics of the Incarnation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 

pp. 168-85. 

140 For an additionally helpful discussion of ectypal and archetypal knowledge and a modified 

use of it by Edwards, see Strobel, Jonathan Edwards’s Theology, ch. 4. 

141 Elsewhere Edwards argues that ‘the Holy Ghost must act as a means of conveyance of the 

understanding and will of the divine Logos, to the understanding and will of the human nature, or 

of the union of these understandings and wills’, “Miscellany” no. 766, WJE 18:412. ‘A spiritual, 

created being’, Edwards argues, ‘can’t have an immediate view of another mind without some 

union of personality’, “Miscellany” no. 777, WJE 18:427 (emphasis added). ‘An immediate and 
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the divine mind that the Spirit grants to Christ’s humanity is the question, and the answer appears 

to lie in Edwards’ understanding of memory and identity.142 Memory, for Edwards, is somehow 

the mechanism that makes the consciousness of the uncreated mind of the Son able to 

communicate with the created mind of his humanity. 

 

V. 3. Remembering Divinity? 

 

In “The Mind” no. 11, Edwards says that:  

 

Well might Locke say that identity of person consisted in identity of consciousness; for he 

might have said that identity of spirit, too, consisted in the same consciousness. A mind or 

spirit is nothing else but consciousness, and what is included in it. The same consciousness is 

to all intents and purposes the very same person or substance, as much as the same particle or 

matter can be the same with itself at difference times.143  

 

                                                
 
intuitive view of any mind, if it be consequent and dependent on the prior existence of what is 

viewed in that mind, is the very same with consciousness . . . . For there is no difference between 

immediate seeing ideas, and immediate having them’, “Miscellany” no. 777, WJE 18:427. 

142 Sebastian Rehnman further distinguishes the ectypal knowledge into several, more refined, 

categories, saying, ‘Ectypal theology can be distinguished according to its causality, which is 

either of nature or above nature; the supernature or revealed ectypal theology is subdivided 

according to the subject. The latter is in descending order either of Jesus Christ, or of men. 

Human ectypal theology can be further distinguished into that of pilgrims or of the blessed’, 

Divine Discourse: The Theological Methodology of John Owen (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2002), p. 63. 

143 Locke famously writes, ‘As far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any 

past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person’, Essay, bk. 2, ch. 27, nos. 9ff. 
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If this is the fact of the matter, in which it seems that Edwards follows (or goes a step further, 

as Anderson suggests) Locke, the Christological implication seems to be that Christ’s humanity, 

being of the same consciousness of the Son, had some sort of memory of the Son’s glorious 

existence before the Son ‘emptied himself’ as the Apostle Paul says to church at Philippi.144 But 

what sort of memory? In “Miscellany” 81, Edwards hints at part of the answer to this question 

when he says that:  

 

’Tis probable that the faculties of the man Christ Jesus, now in his glorified state, are so 

enlarged that he can, with a full view and clear apprehension of mind, at the same time think 

on all the saints in the world, and be in the exercise of an actual and even of a passionate love 

(such as we experience) to all of them in particular. 'Tis certain that human souls can have 

two ideas and more at the same moment in the mind; otherwise, how could the mind compare 

ideas and judge between them? ’Twill not suffice, that they are very speedily one after 

another in the mind, for comparing; for let the second idea be in the mind never so quick 

after the first, yet the mind cannot at that moment compare the second idea with the first, if 

the first be entirely gone out of the mind: for how can the mind compare an idea that is in the 

mind with another, at the same time that ’tis not in the mind? And I don’t see why a mind 

can’t be of such powers, as to be exercised about millions of millions of ideas, with as great 

intenseness and clearness of apprehension as we about two only.145 

 

Accordingly, Edwards seems to think that Christ could somehow see more than two ideas at 

once. Notice that he says both ‘the man Christ Jesus’, and ‘that human souls can have two ideas 

and more at the same moment in the mind.’ Clearly, Edwards is talking about Christ’s created 

mind and its capacity to reconcile multiple and simultaneous ideas. Notice also that it is in his 

glorious state where the God-man resides that he has ‘full view and clear apprehension of mind’, 

                                                
 

144 Anderson shows that, unlike Locke, Edwards wants to assign consciousness to particular 

spirits or minds; see “Editor’s Introduction”, WJE 6:113-14. 

145 “Miscellany” no. 81, WJE 13:247-48. 
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indicating that ideas which he had prior to this point were in some such way not in full view or 

clear apprehension. This must mean that Christ came to his ideas about his divinity 

progressively. But how? I do not think Edwards saw Christ in full possession of those ideas of 

his divinity from birth. It seems, based on “Miscellany” 81 that Christ’s created mind possessed 

a (Spirit-endowed) capacity to sense levels of ideas—perhaps multiple ideas of the same thing, 

simultaneously—for what they actually were; like a metaphysical sort of x-ray vision, whereby 

he could see through to the substratum of a thing. Recall that for Edwards, ‘[God] causes all 

changes to arise as if all these things had actually existed in such a series in some created mind, 

and as if created minds had comprehended all things perfectly. And although created minds do 

not, yet the divine mind doth, and he orders all things according to his mind, and his ideas’. 

Perhaps on Edwards’ Christology, Christ’s human (pre-glorified) mind comprehended all things 

almost perfectly. Maybe. But this still does not answer the question of Christ’s memory of 

divinity.  

Another part of the answer recalls our discussion from the previous chapter of Edwards’ 

notion of ‘entirely ceasing’, which we explained as ‘archiving’.146 Edwards, we argued, is an 

eternalist of some sort, which means, roughly, that all temporal stages or ‘points of time’—past 

or future—are equally real, though not necessarily present. According to the archiving account of 

Edwards’ eternalism, these stages, which are composed entirely of divinely generated 

perceptions, are re-indexed as an event upon which God alone has comprehensive access—his 

seeing all from eternity—and which he gives created minds access to by the service of their 

memory. Remember our example of that largely-obsolete 35mm film carousel-projector that we 

said holds slides of individuated negative photographs. When the operator activates the carousel-

projector to change to the next slide (i.e. temporal- stage), the former slide-stage moves into an 

imperceptible (though still extant) position. The slide remains. It is simply no longer in view. 

This is because it has been reindexed. Well, perhaps Christ’s humanity had something like a little 

less than comprehensive access to those re-indexed slide stages of the divine life. ‘“Pastness,” 

Edwards says, ‘if I may make such a word, is nothing but a mode of ideas. This mode perhaps is 

nothing else but a certain veterascence attending ideas. The mind judges [pastness] by nothing 
                                                
 

146 See Chapter 3, section III. 2.3.2. 
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but the difference it observes in the idea itself, which alone the mind has any notice of’.147 

Archiving is the ‘mode of ideas’ to which Edwards here refers. These are simply ideas or 

collections of ideas that have a status of non-present perceptions. Of course, these perceptions 

are present to the mind of God, who as Edwards says, ‘sees all from eternity’, but are no longer 

‘present’ to created minds. These temporal stages still exist. That is, these perceptions exist as 

stages of simple and complex ideas where the perceptions that are instantiated exist. But they 

exist only by one’s recollected memory of them, whereas for God, they are in full divine view. 

And this is what the Spirit gives Christ’s humanity some access to. But access to this 

knowledge—that is, to the ideas that God has of himself—is a one way road. This is why 

memory, for Edwards, is the key. The humanity of Jesus of Nazareth, recollects (albeit in a 

diminished sort of way) the ideas that the Son has of the Father in glory.148 For Edwards to think 

that the created mind of the God-man has first person access to the divine life or that he might 

recall the covenant of redemption, for example, in such a way as though it had been made with 

his humanity is simply astonishing. Such a proposal sheds light on what Edwards might mean 

when he says things like: 

 

Many have wrong conceptions of the difference between the nature of the Deity and created 

spirits. The difference is no contrariety, but what naturally results from his greatness and 

nothing else, such as created spirits come nearer to, or more imitate, the greater they are in 

their powers and faculties. So, if we should suppose the faculties of a created spirit to be 

enlarged infinitely, there would the Deity to all intents and purposes, the same simplicity, 

immutability, etc.149 

                                                
 

147 “The Mind”, WJE 6:372. 

148 That memory is the mechanism of this sameness of consciousness, may actually serve to 

insulate Edwards’ (and perhaps Alston, Yao and Wessling’s) theory of the Spirit’s indwelling 

from undercutting divine impassability.  

149 “Miscellany” no. 135 (150), WJE 13:295. Compare with: ‘Seeing God has so plainly 

revealed himself to us, and other minds are made in his image, and are emanations from him, we 
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Of course, this leads us to all sorts of curious questions about the mechanics of Edwards’ 

Spirit Christology; questions like, for example: At what point does the humanity of Jesus become 

aware of the consciousness of the Son? And questions like, at what point did Edwards think that 

Jesus remembered what the enjoyment of the Father was like before the world was? Such 

questions make me think that it may be that at this point we have reached the bottom of 

Edwards’ explicit thoughts about the manner of the Spirit’s indwelling of Christ. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 

We have acquainted ourselves in this chapter with some aspects of Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology, focusing in particular on the nature of the Spirit’s indwelling Christ’s humanity, his 

establishment and maintenance of the hypostatic union, chiefly in terms of his disclosure of ideas 

to the mind of the God-man, and the sort of divine self-knowledge that the Spirit enables the 

humanity of Christ to experience. As we did in the previous chapter, we have once again covered 

a significant amount of conceptual ground. We began by laying out what I called an ‘episodic’ 

approach to Edwards’ Spirit Christology, differentiating it from the incarnation-inspiration 

approach that is common to many contemporary approaches to this subject. And we considered 

one recent approach to the subject of Edwards’ Pneumatic Christology based on a longstanding 

and still strident metaphysical thesis that assumes a dispositional ontology. Differentiating our 

approach from this so-called Dispositional Christology, we backed into Edwards’ Spirit 
                                                
 
may judge what is the excellence of other minds by what is his, which we shewn in love. His 

infinite beauty is his infinite mutual love of himself. Now God is the prime and original being, 

the first and the last, and the pattern of all, and has the sum of all perfection. We may therefore 

doubtless conclude that all that is the perfection of spirits may be resolved in that which is God’s 

perfection, which is love’ (“The Mind” WJE 6:362-3). See also: ‘Though the divine nature be 

vastly different from that of created spirits, yet our souls are made in the image of God: we have 

understanding and will, idea and love, as God hath, and the difference is only in perfection of 

degree and manner’ (WJE 21:113). 
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Christology, using as our vehicle his account of regeneration. Here we saw that as a result of the 

Spirit's work of regeneration, Edwards’ thinks that created minds undergo both an ontological 

and therefore epistemic change of minds with the result that they then have new ideas about God 

and creation. Recalling some of the findings of the previous chapter, particularly those dealing 

with the perichoretic union of the saints in conjunction with the incarnation, we looked at 

Edwards’ account of the Spirit’s work of regeneration and the similarities wherewith Edwards 

articulates the change wrought in created minds by the Spirit’s indwelling and the manner in 

which Christ’s humanity is indwelt. Upon a closer examination of this relationship—the signal 

discriminating difference being that Christ’s humanity was not regenerated from corruption, but 

sanctified by the Spirit—we saw that the Spirit becomes what Edwards calls the ‘bond of union’ 

in a unique sameness of consciousness experienced by the God-man. According to this sameness 

of consciousness, Edwards concludes (astonishingly) that the created human mind of Christ has 

some sort of muted-memory of the Son’s eternal, glorious, beatific enjoyment of the Father. How 

this memory of divinity is accessed by the created mind of Jesus remains, as Edwards himself 

says, ‘uncertain’, but is nevertheless bound up in the mind’s capacity to share ideas. To drill 

down much deeper into the bedrock of Edwards’ thinking about this subject is a matter of more 

and more theological and philosophical speculation and beyond the purview of this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Not merely the most important but the most relevant and beautiful problems in 

dogmatics begin at the very point where the fable of ‘unprofitable scholasticism’ 

and the slogan about the ‘Greek thinking of the Fathers’ persuade us that we 

ought to stop.  

                                                                -Karl Barth1      

 
I. Introduction 

 

This study has labored to show that Jonathan Edwards has a great deal more to say about the 

doctrine of the person of Christ that is both philosophically and theologically significant, 

original, and profitable for contemporary Christological discourse than has hitherto been 

believed. The four aspects of Edwards’ Christology that we isolated and interrogated were, as I 

said at the inception of this study, a sort of necessary set of first steps into Edwards’ 

philosophical and theological thinking about the person of Christ. By first steps, I mean that they 

were necessary to establish a conceptual baseline whereby we could properly evaluate and begin 

to situate Edwards’ Christology along the spectrum of orthodoxy. For while there have been 

several studies that have waded-out, as it were, into the waters of Edwards’ Christology, no one 

has gone so philosophically deep as has this one. Because Edwards’ explicit Christological 

claims were largely diffuse throughout his works, the original analogy that I used to describe my 

approach and method of inquiry was that of one trying to find his footing in a dark room with a 

flickering lamp.2 The selection of these particular Christological loci emerged from an extensive 

                                                
 

1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. xiv. 

2 Bishops Berkeley and Malebranche both speak of their own method of inquiry in ways 

similar to this. Berkeley refers to his method of such inquiry as a vast exploration. ‘Much terra 

incognito to be travel’d over and discovered. As a vast field of invention’, Berkeley says 

(“Commonplace Book”, WGB, p. 436). And speaking of the need for great depth of inquiry, 

Malebranche says, ‘we must above all take care not to satisfy ourselves with some glimpse or 

[likelihood]; but begin anew so often the comparisons that are conducible to discover the truths 

 



 

229 

reading of Edwards’ literary remains and a determination that, of all that Edwards says about the 

person of Christ, these were those loci which ranked among his most explicit Christological 

claims. So just how important are the four loci to Edwards’ Christology at large?  Well, there are 

certainly other Christological loci wherein Edwards makes important statements and which 

warrant much closer examination. The four loci chosen for this study were those that, upon 

further investigation, were supposed to pay out the most significant dividends for our further 

understanding of Edwards’ Christology at large. By exploring these four loci in such detail, the 

reader should now see at least two things with greater clarity about Edwards’ Christology at 

large. First, the reader should see with more clarity that Edwards’ ideas about the God-man are 

far more philosophically nuanced and theological interesting than some others in the tradition 

whose Christology has been worked out en toto. This, I suggested from chapter to chapter, is 

owing in large part to the fact that Edwards wrote far more occasionally than he did 

systematically about both his theology and philosophy. Second, the reader should see this study 

as merely an initial deposit on a much larger work that is required for us to arrive at the fullest 

and most systematic account of Edwards’ Christology. Despite making what I think is some 

considerable headway into understanding Edwards’ Christology at large, the previous four 

chapters reveal that there is much more constructive theological and philosophical work to be 

done before we arrive at the full picture of Edwards’ thinking about the person of Christ. So what 

do we know now about Edwards’ Christology that we did not know before? Well, because the 

research question that motivated this study was designed to pay out in several broad and specific 

terms, let us consider, now in summary, some of the findings of the preceding chapters. 

 

                                                
 
enquired after, as that we may not withhold our assent to it, without feeling the secret lashes and 

reproofs of our internal master that answers our question, that is, the application of our minds 

and the desires of our heart. Then will that truth serve as an infallible Principle, to proceed in the 

acquisition of sciences’, quoted in A.A. Luce, Berkeley and Malebranche: A Study in the Origins 

of Berkeley’s Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 20. 
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II. Summary of Findings 

 

In chapter one, I set out Edwards’ unique two-stage doctrine of election. I showed that 

Edwards thinks that God elects Christ logically prior to and in one important sense as the 

foundation of God’s election of the elect ‘in Christ’. This move, I argued, is integral to Edwards’ 

development of a doctrine of atonement, according to which Christ and the elect are somehow 

metaphysically united in what he calls, at more than one point, a ‘moral whole’. Laying out one 

possible explanation of the metaphysics that account for Edwards’ account of this ‘moral whole’, 

commensurate with contemporary accounts of how objects persist through time, I then 

considered whether there might be a better explanation of this evidence in the historical debates 

that surround Edwards’ doctrinal relationship to his friend and pupil Joseph Bellamy and his 

development of a doctrine of hypothetical universalism. Forging a genetic link in the relationship 

between Edwards and Bellamy on this matter proved to be too much for the evidence to bear. As 

it turned out, the evidence led to Edwards’ doctrine of union with Christ as a way to explain 

Edwards’ account of this two-stage decree of election—a move that, in the end, provided the 

most explanatory power for making sense of how Edwards conceived of election in two stages 

and in Christological terms. 

How this chapter meets the demands of the broad aspect of the research question is evident 

from a variety of important features of Edwards’ doctrine of the election of Christ. One 

prominent feature that I have in mind has to do with those conceptual linkages that Edwards and 

his predecessors forged between the doctrine of divine decrees and the doctrines of Christ’s 

person and work. That Edwards’ forged such a link offers additional shoring to those 

contemporary interpreters of Edwards who continue to highlight not only the often overlooked 

theological relationship between Edwards and those of the post-Reformation, but the relationship 

that his philosophy has to his theology. The theological uniqueness of making such a move, and 

more importantly, the unique philosophical reasons Edwards has for making it, together with the 

fact that this is something of a new discovery in Edwards-studies, should tell the reader that we 

have only just begun to understand Edwards’ Christology. As to the specific aspect of the 

research question, and how this chapter answers that specific question, the theological and 

philosophical innovativeness of Edwards should be a clarion call to contemporary theologians, 
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and contemporary Reformed theologians in particular, that there are indeed ways of working out 

the doctrine of union with Christ in not only theologically sensible but philosophically defensible 

terms that go beyond the common appeals to ‘mystery’. Such theological and philosophical 

innovation is, of course, part of the intellectual furniture of the period and is thus one of the 

many retrievable aspects of Edwards’ doctrine of election. Where contemporary systematic 

theologians tend toward parsimonious explanations of Christ’s person and his work, so also is 

Edwards’ assumption that the composition of Christ’s person and his relationship to humanity at 

large is necessary to our understanding to his work. And this brings us to chapter two and 

Edwards’ two-nature’s doctrine. 

In chapter two, I considered Edwards’ two-natures doctrine of Christ in the context of both 

historic and contemporary debates in the Reformed tradition about the impeccability or 

sinlessness of Christ. That we would work out Edwards’ thinking about the relationship between 

Christ’s divinity and humanity within the context of such debates about his impeccability or 

sinlessness is motivated by three practical ideas. First, it is motivated by my contention that 

Edwards’ explicit remarks about the person of Christ ought to take precedence in our analysis of 

his Christology at large, and, as the chapter shows, the evidence suggests that Edwards says 

several important things—things that have hitherto received mostly scant attention—about this 

debate. Second, it is motivated by my interest in seeing not only the practical outworking of 

Edwards’ theoretical commitment to Christ’s impeccability, but my interest in seeing how he 

might have put together his ideas about the two-nature doctrine that would ultimately ensure the 

practical result that Christ was impeccable. To work out Edwards’ theoretical ideas by 

themselves is, to my mind, a bit like telling me that Vermeer’s Girl with the Pearl Earring is at 

the Mauritshuis. To work out the practical implications of Edwards’ theoretical commitments is 

like seeing Vermeer’s masterpiece with my own eyes. To engage in the constructive work of 

determined the theoretical steps envisioned by Edwards’ two-natures doctrine is like seeing 

Vermeer actually paint his masterpiece. Something like this is what I tried to do in this chapter. 

That is, I specifically tried to show how Edwards himself might have put together his 

philosophical commitments about the nature of Christ’s humanity, and in the process I tried to 

work out two pieces of the christological puzzle: his two-nature’s doctrine (the theoretical piece) 

and stance on the moral status of the God-man (the practical piece). Third, it is motivated by my 

own impulse to weigh the retrievability of an idea. After reading my way through some of the 
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contemporary literature relative to the impeccability-sinlessness debate, I considered whether 

what Edwards said might speak constructively into this long-standing controversy. And as the 

chapter shows, I think, quite plainly, Edwards’ immaterialism offers some considerable support 

to the idea that Christ was not merely sinless.  

After laying out a basic criterion for an orthodox Christology, which requires that Christ 

(somehow) possess a soul and a body, chapter two offers up a constructive account of Edwards’ 

two-natures doctrine, with a view to measuring the relative Christological impact that Edwards’ 

denial of material substance has for contemporary theological discourse. In order to measure this 

impact, I developed a synthetic account of Reformed appropriations of mind-body dualism, 

pointing to what I conclude is a not insignificant obstacle to those who want to uphold both the 

Son’s impeccability and his assumption of a material body, that is, a body composed of extended 

unthinking substance. This obstacle—commonly referred to as mind-body interactionism—I 

went on to show pays various negative dividends for how we cash out what it means for Christ to 

assume a body that is admittedly corrupt, the origin of which is derivative of the soul. I 

considered how Edwards’ Christology plays out along the lines of his commitment to 

immaterialism as it pertains to his doctrine of Christ’s impeccability. I concluded by giving some 

reasons why one might think that immaterialism may actually offer a theologically preferable 

account of the doctrine of impeccability that makes sense of human moral corruption, 

appropriations of a mind-body dualism, and how we best make orthodox sense of the hypostatic 

union and the humanity of Christ. That Edwards is both an immaterialist and Christologically 

orthodox is one of the most significant ways that this chapter is answerable to the specific aspect 

of the research question. For few, if any, Reformed theologians in all of the tradition have 

subscribed to what is regarded as a rather exotic metaphysic by philosophical standards today. 

The bearing that Edwards’ commitment to it, as this and the other three chapters reveal, is 

considerable, which is quite a contemporary recommendation for theological retrieval. Had I 

merely fixed my attention on one particular document in Edwards’ corpus from which to derive 

my conclusions about his Christology, as is the interest of some, I would have not only 

misrepresented Edwards’ Christology at large, I would have missed the significance of those 

appreciable benefits that follow from this sort of constructive work. Such is the result of the 

breadth of the research question. 
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Drilling further down into Edwards’ two-natures doctrine with a goal of bringing 

philosophical clarity to a recent debate, in chapter three, I made a defense for Edwards’ 

commitment to the curious doctrine of continuous creation and an orthodox Christology. That is, 

I tried to show that Edwards could maintain his orthodox commitments and uphold the idea that 

God is somehow recreating the world from moment to moment. Working with the assumption 

that Edwards was an immaterialist and an anti-realist, at the heart of the debate is the idea that 

God’s conservation of all things amounts to his continuous creation of all things out of nothing 

(ex nihilo) every moment. This, so it is claimed, assumes that God is the sole cause of all that 

occurs in the creation (i.e. occasionalism), and when taken together these two ideas require the 

continuous creation of Christ’s human nature. On this view, Christ cannot be said to exist long 

enough to perform a moral act. Defending against the idea that Edwards’ Christology is 

incoherent because of his commitment to continuous creation required a series of (extensively 

and technically argued) moves. I began with an account of Edwards’ doctrine of continuous 

creation. I considered at length what Edwards says about created minds and ideas, upon which I 

suggested that the metaphysics of Edwards ought to be read along the line of what I referred to as 

‘relative realism’, which is the difference between created-mind-independence and uncreated-

mind-independence. I argued that something is real if that something has mind-independent 

existence. Relative realism describes something that is created-mind-independent, that is, 

something which is not contingent on a created minds’ perception of it—something like another 

created mind. In other words, just because something may be radically dependent for its 

existence on the uncreated (divine) mind, it does not necessarily follow that it has no 

independent existence from created minds. This, I argued, is a subtle but crucial refinement for 

making sense of both Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation and his so-called doctrine of 

continuous Christology. At this, I turned my attention to the next clarifying plank of the 

argument, namely, Edwards’ account of stage theory. Here, I considered two principal aspects of 

how objects exist from one moment to the next, what I called ‘stage content’ and ‘stage 

intervals’. This part of the argument had to do with undercutting two claims: 1) that both ideas 

and minds are ‘falling in and out of existence’, and 2) that Edwards’ commitment to 

occasionalism necessarily revoked his commitment to mundane causation. After dispelling both 

of these assertions, I then turned my attention to Edwards’ Christological anthropology and some 

curious statements that he makes about humanity’s vital union to Christ—a subject that I 
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introduced in part in chapter one. Taking several cues from Michael Rea’s speculations about 

Edwards’ ‘Fission Model’ of original sin and Thomas Flint’s account of the hypostasis and its 

eschatological implications, I developed an argument for what I called ‘A Fusion Model’ for 

Edwards’ account of the relation between the created minds of the elect and the created mind of 

Christ. The implications for the Fusion Model I then fleshed out in a discussion of how the 

created mind of Christ (i.e. his humanity) exists in a continuously created world, followed by an 

account of how Christ retains moral agency in view of Edwards’ occasionalism. 

Covering as much conceptual ground in this chapter as I did, there are a host of both broad 

and specific gains that we might enumerate in answer to the research question. Broadly speaking, 

this chapter pushes the reader to consider just how complicated and nuanced is Edwards’ notion 

of causation in general and his notion of divine action in particular. It also pushes the reader to 

recognize just how complicated are some of the deeper questions in Christology—complications 

that crescendo in chapter four, where we looked at Edwards’ Spirit Christology. No doubt, 

Edwards says a lot about divine action. But the reader might not have gained such an 

appreciation for the specific content of what he says (or its impact on his Christology) were we 

to have approached this subject by looking at just a sermon or an essay or a treatise in isolation 

from the rest of what he says. The merits of the design of the breadth of the research question 

that governed the inquiry of this chapter should thus be evident. Similarly profitable and 

answerable to the breadth of the research question is the methodological approach taken in this 

chapter. In other words, the method of philosophical clarification (i.e. the rigorous interrogation 

of the various propositions that make up Edwards’ doctrine continuous creation) is precisely the 

reason why the results of this chapter proved to be so fruitful for our understanding what 

Edwards is actually (philosophically) committed to and more important for the purposes of this 

thesis at large, how these commitments bear upon his Christology. As for the specific aspect of 

the research question, there are a variety of profitable conclusions that we reached. For example, 

we now see that Edwards’ Christology is not imperiled by his commitment to his notion of 

divine action, as has been believed to this point. This does not mean that there remains nothing 

for which Edwards’ account of continuous Christology must answer as much as it means that 

there is a way to read Edwards faithfully, albeit exotically, and maintain that his philosophical 

and theological thoughts about the matter remained coherent. Another example of the way that 

this chapter answers the specific aspect of the proposed research question is in its giving 
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constructive and clarifying voice to a historic expression of a controversial set of ideas. As I 

explained in the chapter, Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation has been either under-

represented or entirely overlooked in the literature relative to historic expression of the doctrine, 

the reason for which is in part due to the claims regarding his doctrine’s supposed incoherence. 

Undercutting these claims of incoherence opens the door for much more research of not only a 

philosophical and theological nature, but a historic nature too.  

Finally, in chapter four, I explored several aspects of Edwards’ Spirit Christology. 

Specifically, I looked closely at his thoughts about the Spirit’s agency in the communication of 

ideas between the divine and human mind of Christ. I began by setting up the exploration in the 

context of two recent approaches to Spirit Christology laid out in the literature: The 

incarnational-inspirational approach, and the so-called episodic approach. Finding Edwards’ 

Spirit Christology better situated along the lines of an episodic approach, I then turned my 

attention to a recent and controversial account of Edwards’ Spirit Christology put forward by 

Seng-Kong Tan. In order to set up my treatment of what I labeled Tan’s Dispositional 

Christology, I systematically walked through the development of an interpretation of Edwardian 

metaphysics that explains nature at large and the divine nature in particular in terms of Edwards’ 

suspicious uses of dispositions. I then worked out three aspects of Tan’s dispositional reading of 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology: 1) Christ’s Pneumatic identity, 2) Christ’s Pneumatic constitution, 

and 3) Christ’s Pneumatic agency. At each point, I tried to make clear that Tan’s dispositional 

reading of Edwards presented a variety of worries that seemed to undermine his original 

orthodox assumptions about not only Edwards’ Christology but Edwards’ trinitarianism at large. 

Looking for a better way into Edwards’ Spirit Christology, I turned my attention back to his 

soteriology and his doctrine of regeneration, and, more importantly, his account of the Spirit’s 

indwelling of the created minds. Looking at his doctrine of regeneration, I was able to work out 

how Edwards understands there to be a sort of equivalence between the manner of the Spirit’s 

indwelling of the saints and the Spirit’s indwelling the humanity of Christ—a manner that, I 

showed, is bound up in a difference of degrees. Taking a cue from several statements where 

Edwards talks about this degreed difference in the context of what he calls the ‘sameness of 

consciousness’ that is forged in the hypostatic union of the Son and his humanity, I went on to 

explore the notion that, on Edwards’ reckoning, the humanity of Christ possessed some sort of 

Spirit-mediated deposit of ideas about the ‘agreement [with the Father] about the work of 
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redemption, what he should teach, what he should do and who should be his’. Working out 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology in greater detail will undoubtedly require researchers to keep one 

eye on his philosophical commitments as they work out his theology. 

When considering once again how this chapter answers the broad aspect of the original 

research question, we must necessarily conclude that we are still very much in the beginning of 

our understanding of this aspect of Edwards’ Christology. Again, it is undoubtedly an issue 

which requires both philosophical and theological inquiry. It is also clear that it may well be one 

of Edwards’ most controversial commitments to date, particularly when looking closely at the 

teleology of Edwards’ doctrine of regeneration, namely, the saints’ timeless enjoyment of the 

visio dei. For, as I pointed out at one point in chapter two, Edwards thinks that the saints undergo 

changes in the next life—inaugurated by the Spirit’s work of regeneration in this one—that are 

so radical that their individualized identities are somehow progressively transformed from being 

mere created minds that are distinct from the uncreated mind of God—minds which have ideas 

of God, ideas of themselves, and ideas of the created world—into ideas that the uncreated mind 

of God has of himself and his own moral perfection and excellency. Such a grand and obviously 

controversial proposal as this, being almost altogether overlooked in the literature, demarcates 

yet another researchable area in Edwards-studies, one that offers the long-suffering researcher a 

veritable world for theological retrieval. As it pertains to the specific nature of the research 

question, chapter four makes a strong case for a contemporary return to a philosophically 

sensitive Spirit Christology. Again, the next step in a project that explores Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology in particular will require making more refined sense of the mind-idea and divine-

human relation. Because, with few exceptions, theologians of the Reformed tradition (save, of 

course, for Owen) have traditionally not been held up as the foremost champions of a robust 

Pneumatology, explorations of this sort, particularly of Edwards’ Spirit Christology, may affect 

this theological narrative irrevocably. More than this, because Edwards articulates what I think is 

a more metaphysically sensitive Spirit Christology, explorations of his thought will, I think, open 

theologically fruitful dialogue amongst contemporary Spirit Christologists with their more 

metaphysically conscious heritage, and contemporary philosophical theologians at large with the 

doctrine of Spirit Christology. In other words, from what we have seen in this chapter, I think 

that Edwards supplies us with reasons for thinking that contemporary Spirit Christology could 

pay significantly more important theological dividends by retrieving the metaphysical 
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seriousness with which its more descriptive claims have historically been made. Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology is perhaps the strongest evidence that the surest way forward in Edwards-studies at 

large, and the surest way forward in understanding his doctrine of the person of Christ in 

particular, requires an exploration of both his philosophy and his theology. 
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SUMMARY 
 

This thesis is chiefly concerned with the following research question: What is the impact that 

Edwards’ philosophical commitments have for his Christology? This question is one for which 

only a few scholars have proposed an answer. Fewer still are the number of scholars who have 

paid sufficient attention to the philosophical axis of Edwards’ thought. This thesis is the first 

book-length analysis of Edwards’ Christology whose principal interest is in work of constructive 

philosophical theology and theological retrieval. I argue in the following four chapters that 

Edwards has a great deal more to say about the doctrine of the person of Christ that is both 

philosophically and theologically significant, original, and profitable for contemporary 

Christological discourse than has hitherto been believed. 

The four chapters that together compose this thesis are an attempt to contribute to the 

literature where these two interests meet. Because what Edwards has to say about the person of 

Christ is equal parts metaphysics and theology, making sense of his Christological commitments 

is, from chapter to chapter, an exercise in abductive argumentation. That is, each chapter 

attempts to faithfully construct and clarify what Edwards says about this or that Christological 

matter in a way that makes sense of the most significant and explicit parts of the doctrine. 

Because Edwards offers little in the way of any systematic exposition of his Christology, I have 

undertaken to isolate, interrogate, and partition Edwards’ Christology into various manageable 

parts in order to make sense of those parts with a view to reconstructing his doctrine in such a 

way that displays its advantages and liabilities for contemporary theological discussion. As one 

of the least-researched aspects of his theology, shedding analytic philosophical light, as it were, 

on what Edwards thinks about the doctrine of the person of Christ and its metaphysical 

substructures is a project that is long overdue. 

Chapter one is concerned with Edwards’ doctrine of divine decrees. Specifically, it is 

concerned with the decree of the election of Christ. Here, I demonstrate that Edwards proposes a 

two-stage doctrine of election, according to which he thinks that Christ is the elect one in whom 

the election of particular individuals ‘in Christ’ logically and necessarily follows. Situating the 

discussion in the context of post-Reformation Christological innovations that attempt to put the 

work of Christ together with the doctrine of divine decrees, I engage directly with the work of 

Oliver Crisp on Edwards’ doctrine of the divine decrees. I argue that Crisp’s account overlooks 
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this two-stage account of election. I then offer up two possible explanations related to Edwards’ 

doctrine of atonement for why he might have proposed this two-stage doctrine. According to the 

first explanation, I argue that there is strong evidence that Edwards thinks that Christ and the 

elect are somehow metaphysically united via a shared humanity in what he calls at more than one 

point in his literary remains a ‘moral whole’. I then offer up a constructive explanation of the 

metaphysics that account for Edwards’ account of this ‘moral whole’ in keeping with 

contemporary proposals of how objects persist through time and the doctrine of union with 

Christ. I then consider a second possible explanation of the evidence in accordance with the 

debate that continues to surround the doctrinal relationship of Edwards and the secondary 

generation Edwardsian Joseph Bellamy and his development of a doctrine of hypothetical 

universalism. In the end, however, I show that the evidence points to back to Edwards’ doctrine 

of union with Christ as a way to explain Edwards’ account of this two-stage decree of election. 

Beginning as it does with Edwards’ doctrine of the work of Christ, this chapter is an important 

starting place for his doctrine of the person of Christ. For as I suggested at the outset of the 

chapter, Edwards’ Christology at large is driven by his soteriology and what Edwards says about 

the union that Christ shares with humanity—something that is at the heart of his doctrine of 

atonement—bears significantly upon the how we understand some of the theological and 

philosophical mechanics of what he thinks about the union between the divine nature of the Son 

and the human nature he assumes at the incarnation. 

In chapter two, I take up Edwards’ two-natures doctrine directly. In order to motivate this 

inquiry, I look specifically at Edwards’ doctrine of Christ’s hypostatic union in light of both his 

commitment to immaterialism and Reformed debates about the moral ability of the human nature 

that the Son of God assumed at the incarnation. While Edwards’ immaterialism has been a 

source of varied and occasional philosophical interest in the literature, no one has exposited his 

account of Christ’s impeccability. By looking at his account of hypostasis, I show how Edwards’ 

immaterialism seems to fortify Christ’s impeccability against those more recent claims that Jesus 

of Nazareth is merely sinless, that is, that he never sinned despite having the capacity or power to 

do so. For this reason, I argue that Edwards might provide a resource for contemporary 

theologians interested in defending Christ’s impeccability. First, I sketch out the constituents of 

an orthodox councilor Christology, which I take to be, minimally, that the Son assumes a 

reasonable human soul and human body. I then discuss some of the features of Edwards’ 
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immaterialism and his Christology, utilizing some recent discussion on the matter offered up by 

Oliver Crisp and Seng Kong Tan. At this, I put together what I call a ‘synthetic account’ of 

Reformed accounts of what contemporary philosophers call mind-body dualism, pointing to what 

I think is a not an insignificant obstacle that stands in front of those who want to uphold both the 

Son’s impeccability and the Son’s possession of a material body (i.e. a body made of matter). To 

this end, rather than an appeal to one theologian in the Reformed tradition, I take a core sample 

of ideas about theological anthropology from thinkers that I think represent a spectrum of 

commitments within the tradition. By roughing out this synthesis of ideas, I show how this 

enables us to see those ideas to which the majority of theologians in the Reformed tradition have 

historically subscribed as well as identify with greater clarity the extent to which mind-body 

dualism makes up the metaphysical apparatus for Reformed Christological anthropology. What 

is more, I show how this metaphysical apparatus seems to imply that Christ must be merely 

sinless and not impeccable. This too is something that I show is not an inconsiderable conclusion 

as it pertains to claims within the historic Reformed tradition. Finally, I consider how Edwards’ 

Christology plays out along the lines of immaterialism as it pertains to his doctrine of the Son’s 

impeccability. I conclude by giving some reasons why one might think that immaterialism may 

actually offer a more theologically robust defense for the doctrine of impeccability because it 

makes sense of human moral corruption, appropriations of a mind-body dualism, and how we 

best make orthodox sense of the hypostatic union and the humanity of Christ. 

In chapter three, I explore—near to the point of imponderability—what I refer to as Edwards’ 

Continuous Christology. That is, I look at Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation, according to 

which God is somehow, moment by moment, re-creating the world ex nihilo and the impact this 

has for making sense of Edwards’ commitment to an orthodox Christology. Some of his 

interpreters have claimed that Edwards’ version of continuous creation has nothing but a 

corrupting effect on his Christology, among other doctrines. So in the first part of the argument, I 

work out how his interpreters argue that on Edwards’ account of continuous creation, created 

things persist through time for no more than a moment (however long that might be) before they 

cease to exist whereupon facsimiles or copies of those created objects are then immediately re-

created anew (ex nihilo), that together generate the illusion of that created object’s persistence 

through time. As a result, so they argue, continuously created humans do not exist long 

enough—from one ‘moment’ to the next—to either perform or be responsible for any moral act. 
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This, it is argued by these interpreters, is evidence of several insuperable problems that Edwards’ 

account faces, Christological and otherwise. The reason why, so the argument goes, is because of 

the eternal status of the Son and because he is a divine agent assigned with the performance of all 

moral acts attributed to the hypostatic union. In other words, because the Son is eternally 

‘constant’ (a-temporal), it makes no difference whether his assumption of a human nature is, as 

Edwards says, ‘in constant flux’. Against this line of reasoning, I argue in favor of the coherence 

of both Edwards’ doctrine of continuous creation as well as his Continuous Christology. The 

chapter then unfolds in two stages. The first stage has two parts and the second has only one. 

Methodologically speaking, this chapter is a bit different from the previous one because it is 

marked expressly by the interplay of philosophical clarification and theological construction. In 

the first stage, I revisit and ultimately revise several aspects of Edwards’ ontology, aspects 

which, I go on to show in the second stage, necessarily bring revision to several aspects of 

Edwards’ Christology. Those revisions I propose in the first stage of the chapter are threefold: 

First, that Edwards is an immaterial realist and not an immaterial anti-realist, which means in this 

case (among several other things) that he thinks that all created human minds are substances by 

virtue of their being substantialized by their union with archetype of all human nature, namely, 

Jesus of Nazareth. Second, I propose that on Edwards’ account of stage theory, stages are 

composed exclusively of ideas or perceptions with which created minds have only phenomenal 

interaction, whose duration is necessary and sufficient unto the upholding of moral responsibility 

instead of their being composed of created minds. Third, I propose that Edwards’ notion of 

occasional causation is limited to God’s causing perceptions rather than the intentions of created 

minds. In the second stage, I propose three corresponding revisions to Edwards’ Continuous 

Christology. First, I propose that the humanity of Christ is a real substance, composed of an 

immaterial mind and a body that is composed entirely of ideas presented to him by the Spirit. 

Second, I propose that the mind of Jesus persists through time by enduring moment-to-moment 

whereas the body of Jesus, like all other perceptible objects, is continuously created (by the 

Spirit) and re-presented ex nihilo to the mind of Jesus. Third and finally, I propose that the Spirit 

(of the Son) is the principal actor and sole cause of this continuously creative activity, ever 

bringing the world into view for Jesus to perceive. Such revisions, I show, derive a great deal of 

their meaning from Edwards’ Pnuematology, which is the subject of final chapter. 
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Chapter four is about more than Edwards’ Pneumatology. It is about his Spirit Christology. 

That is, it is about Edwards’ understanding of the constitution, the identity, and the agency of the 

Spirit of God as he establishes and maintains the hypostatic union of Christ’s divine and human 

natures. Situating the discussion in the context of a debate about Edwards’ understanding of 

dispositions, in this chapter I put together a model for making sense of Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology, using as a way into the discussion his doctrine of regeneration and the Spirit’s 

indwelling of the saints. In the first part of the chapter, I make the argument that Edwards’ Spirit 

Christology is best made sense of along a so-called ‘episodic’ approach rather than an 

‘incarnation-inspiration’ approach. Upon this constructive footing, we considered one recent 

approach to the subject of Edwards’ Pneumatic Christology based on a theory of Edwardsian 

metaphysics that is referred to in the literature as dispositional ontology. Differentiating our 

approach from what I call Dispositional Christology, we then moved into an examination of 

Edwards’ Spirit Christology via the doctrine of regeneration. Here we saw that as a result of the 

Spirit's work of regeneration, Edwards thinks that created minds undergo an ontological and an 

epistemic change. That is, the Spirit changes both the mind of the believer and his ideas, and as a 

result they then have new and stable ideas about God and creation. With echoes of chapter three 

looming large in the background of this chapter, particularly those having to do with the 

perichoretic union of the saints with the God-man, I finally turn to Edwards’ account of those 

changes that he thinks are similarly wrought in the created minds by the Spirit’s indwelling and 

the manner in which Christ’s humanity is indwelt. In other words, I argue that Edwards thinks 

that there is an equivalence of sorts between the way that the Spirit indwells the saints and the 

way the Spirit indwells the humanity of Christ. Then, keying off several places where Edwards 

talks about the supposed degreed difference between this indwelling in contexts where he 

describes what he calls the ‘sameness of consciousness’ that is forged in the hypostatic union of 

the Son and his humanity, I went on to suggest that Edwards thinks that the humanity of Christ 

possessed some sort of Spiritually endowed set of ideas about being divine. I concluded this 

chapter with several suggestions for further research in this still fruitful area of Edwards-studies. 

The four chapters of this thesis are aimed precisely at the question: How do Edwards’ 

philosophical commitments shape his Christology? Each chapter answers this question in part by 

grappling with some of Edwards’ most fundamental, albeit exotic, philosophical assumptions in 

the context of his commitment to an orthodox Christology. No doubt, the result of this study 
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should make clear that there are, indeed, enormous and still largely underappreciated aspects of 

Edwards’ Christology that are of a significant, original, and profitable nature for contemporary 

Christological discourse. 

Having now summarized the findings for each chapter of the thesis—looking intentionally at 

both the broad and specific aspects of the original research question—we now come to one final 

and perhaps obvious question that must be answered. And the question is this: What is the 

impact that Edwards’ philosophical commitments have for his Christology? Simply put, the 

impact of Edwards’ philosophical commitments for his Christology is nothing short of colossal. 

Or maybe we could say that their impact is total or comprehensive. In fact, so colossal and so 

total are these commitments that Edwards’ Christology is not understood without them. It is not 

enough to simply assert that he was christologically orthodox, as many have suggested. He 

was—at least, that is what I have argued for here. But how did he arrive at christological 

orthodoxy in light of a commitment to such things as immaterialism, Augustinian realism, and 

Four-dimensionalism? To answer these (and other) questions is the work required if we are going 

to conclude much, if anything, substantive about his Christology. Now, if you’re not ‘into’ 

Edwards’ philosophy, I understand. It is not easy sifting through the thoughts of a man who had 

what Holmes once called ‘a mind on fire’.1 Indeed, I wish I could say you could skip to the end 

of each chapter of this thesis and quench your intellectual thirst, so to speak. Unfortunately, it is 

not that easy. Edwards was a philosophical theologian. Highlighting this fact has been the trend 

in Edwards-studies for some time now, and this thesis is but another recent reassertion of that 

fact. Avoiding his philosophy in this context in particular is to imperil one's understanding and, 

frankly, one's enjoyment of the significance and wonder of what he actually believed about the 

God-man. So too does it puts us at greater, if not total, risk of altogether missing the uniqueness 

of his contribution to the development of this doctrine in the Christian tradition. I suggested in 

the introduction that the reader will find it surprising just how significant is the impact of his 

philosophy for his Christology, far more than one might expect. Upon reflection, it now seems to 

me that so impactful are these philosophical commitments that it is a wonder that Edwards’ 

Christology has been the subject of any inquiry whatsoever that consciously avoids working 
                                                
 

1 Stephen R. Holmes, Christian History 77 (22.1): pp. 10-15. 
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them out in detail. For this reason, I think, it is safe to assume that attempts to mine greater 

conceptual treasures from Edwards’ Christological trove run more than a mere risk of running 

into some occasional philosophical resistance. And yet, the immense labor required to work 

through these aspects of Edwards’ philosophy is itself one of unique rewards that awaits those 

intent on understanding his Christology. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 

De onderzoeksvraag voor deze dissertatie is: ‘Wat is de invloed van Edwards’ filosofische 

overtuigingen op zijn christologie?’ Slechts enkele onderzoekers hebben een antwoord op deze 

vraag voorgesteld. Nog minder onderzoekers hebben voldoende oog voor de filosofische 

structuur van Edwards’ denken. Dit onderzoek is het eerste boek dat volledig gericht is op deze 

analyse van Edwards’ christologie. Deze studie kan gezien worden als een constructieve 

filosofische theologie en een theologische herneming. In de volgende vier hoofdstukken laat ik 

zien dat Edwards veel meer heeft te zeggen dan tot hiertoe is verondersteld over de persoon van 

Christus dat filosofisch en theologisch belangrijk, origineel en voor het hedendaagse 

christologische debat profijtelijk is.  

In deze dissertatie wil ik een bijdrage leveren aan het snijvlak van filosofie en theologie.  

Omdat Edwards’ christologie zowel metafysica als theologie bevat, is dit onderzoek een 

oefening in abductieve argumentatie. In elk hoofdstuk probeer ik zo zuiver mogelijk weer te 

geven en te verhelderen wat Edwards over de belangrijkste en expliciete aspecten van de 

christologie zegt. Omdat Edwards geen systematische verhandeling van zijn christologie geeft, 

heb ik zijn christologie in verschillende overzichtelijke onderdelen uiteen gelegd met het oog op 

een reconstructie die de relevantie voor het hedendaagse theologische debat laat zien. Eigenlijk is 

het veel te laat om analytisch filosofisch licht te laten schijnen over Edwards’ christologie en de 

metafysische substructuren ervan.  

 Het eerste hoofdstuk gaat in op Edwards’ leer van Gods besluiten. Het richt zich vooral op 

de verkiezing van Christus. Hier laat ik zien dat Edwards een twee-fasen verkiezingsleer 

voorstelt. Christus is de uitverkorene en de verkiezing van personen ‘in Christus’ volgt logisch 

en noodzakelijkerwijs. Omdat dit onderzoek plaatsheeft in de context van de na-reformatorische 

vernieuwingen in de christologie die het werk van Christus en de goddelijke besluiten samen 

willen brengen, ga ik in gesprek met Oliver Crisp over Gods besluiten. Hierbij laat ik zien dat 

Crisps betoog voorbijgaat aan de verkiezing in de twee fasen. Vervolgens geef ik twee aan 

Edwards’ verzoeningsleer gerelateerde verklaringen voor zijn twee-fasen verkiezingsleer. In 

mijn eerste verklaring laat ik zien dat er sterke bewijzen zijn dat Edwards ervan uitgaat dat 

Christus en de uitverkorenen op een bepaalde manier metafysisch verenigd zijn door een gedeeld 
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mens-zijn. In zijn literaire nalatenschap noemt hij die eenheid meerdere keren een ‘moreel 

geheel’. Vervolgens geef ik een constructieve verklaring van de metafysica die Edwards’ 

spreken over dit ‘morele geheel’ verklaart in lijn met hedendaagse verklaringen hoe objecten 

voortbestaan in de loop van de tijd en de leer van de vereniging met Christus. Daarna ga ik in op 

een tweede mogelijke verklaring van het bewijs in overeenstemming met het debat dat wordt 

gevoerd over de dogmatische relatie tussen Edwards en de tweede-generatie-‘Edwardsian’ 

Joseph Bellamy en zijn ontwikkeling van een hypothetisch universalisme. Uiteindelijk laat ik 

zien dat het bewijs terugwijst naar Edwards’ leer van de vereniging met Christus, als een manier 

om Edwards’ spreken over het verkiezingsbesluit in twee fasen te verklaren. Dit hoofdstuk 

begint met Edwards’ leer van het werk van Christus, hetgeen een belangrijk uitgangspunt is voor 

zijn leer van de Persoon van Christus. Zoals ik aan het begin van het hoofdstuk duidelijk maak, 

wordt Edwards’ christologie bepaald door zijn soteriologie. De eenheid tussen Christus en de 

mensheid – iets wat wezenlijk is voor zijn verzoeningsleer – is bepalend voor de manier waarop 

wij aankijken tegen een deel van de theologische en filosofische structuren die hij hanteert 

omtrent de vereniging tussen de goddelijke natuur van de Zoon en de menselijke natuur die Hij 

aanneemt bij de vleeswording.  

In hoofdstuk twee bespreek ik Edwards’ tweenaturenleer. Om dit onderzoek te onderbouwen, 

kijk ik specifiek naar Edwards’ leer van Christus’ hypostatische vereniging in het licht van zijn 

immaterialistische overtuiging, alsook in het licht van gereformeerde debatten over de morele 

vermogens van de menselijke natuur die de Zoon van God aannam bij de incarnatie. Hoewel er 

in de wetenschappelijke literatuur regelmatig aandacht is voor  

Edwards’ immaterialisme, heeft nog niemand zijn spreken over Christus’ impeccabiliteit 

onderzocht. Door te kijken naar zijn spreken over hypostase, laat ik zien dat Edwards’ 

immaterialisme Christus’ impeccabiliteit lijkt te versterken tegen de recentere stelling dat Jezus 

van Nazareth slechts zondeloos is, dat wil zeggen dat Hij nooit zondigde hoewel hij wel het 

vermogen of de macht had om dat te doen. Daarom stel ik dat Edwards een bron zou kunnen zijn 

voor hedendaagse theologen die er belang in stellen om de impeccabiliteit van Christus’ te 

verdedigen. Ten eerste schets ik de componenten van een orthodoxe concilie-christologie, 

waaronder ik ten minste versta dat de Zoon een redelijke menselijke ziel en een menselijk 

lichaam aanneemt. Vervolgens bespreek ik enkele kenmerken van Edwards’ immaterialisme en 

zijn christologie, met gebruikmaking van het recente gesprek daarover dat wordt aangereikt door 
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Oliver Crisp en Seng Kong Tan. Hier geef ik een ‘synthetische beschrijving’ van het 

gereformeerde spreken over wat hedendaagse filosofen lichaam-geest dualisme noemen. Daarbij 

wijs ik op iets wat volgens mij geen onbelangrijk obstakel is dat in de weg staat voor degenen die 

zowel de impeccabiliteit van de Zoon willen verdedigen als de gedachte dat de Zoon een 

materieel lichaam bezit (d.w.z. een lichaam gemaakt van materie). Daartoe doe ik niet slechts 

een beroep op één theoloog uit de gereformeerde traditie, maar neem ik een kern van gedachten 

over theologische antropologie van denkers die naar mijn mening een spectrum van 

overtuigingen binnen de traditie vertegenwoordigen. Door deze synthese aan ideeën ruw te 

schetsen laat ik zien hoe dit ons in staat stelt de concepten te zien die de meeste theologen in de 

gereformeerde traditie historisch hebben onderschreven, alsook duidelijker vast te stellen in 

hoeverre het lichaam-geest dualisme de metafysische structuur vormt van de gereformeerde 

christologische antropologie. Bovendien toon ik aan hoe deze metafysische structuur lijkt te 

impliceren dat Christus slechts zondeloos is en er geen sprake is van impeccabiliteit. Ook dit is, 

zoals ik aantoon, geen onbelangrijke conclusie aangezien deze behoort binnen de historische 

gereformeerde traditie. Ten slotte besteed ik er aandacht aan hoe Edwards’ christologie gestalte 

krijgt in lijn met het immaterialisme zoals dat een plaats heeft in zijn leer van de impeccabiliteit 

van de Zoon. Ik sluit af met enkele argumenten waarom het immaterialisme een theologisch 

robuustere verdediging kan bieden van de impeccabiliteit van Christus, omdat het een verklaring 

geeft voor menselijke morele verdorvenheid, toepassingen van lichaam-geest dualisme, en hoe 

we het beste kunnen aankijken tegen de hypostatische vereniging en de mensheid van Christus.  

In hoofdstuk drie verken ik – bijna tot aan de grenzen – wat ik Edwards’ continue 

christologie noem. Dat wil zeggen: ik kijk naar Edwards’ leer van de continue schepping, 

volgens welke leer God op de een of andere wijze, van moment tot moment, bezig is de wereld 

ex nihilo te herscheppen. Ook bekijk ik welke invloed dit heeft voor een verklaring van Edwards’ 

toewijding aan een orthodoxe christologie. Enkele onderzoekers stellen dat Edwards’ versie van 

de voortgaande schepping een kwalijk effect heeft gehad op ondermeer zijn christologie. Dus in 

het eerste deel van het betoog werk ik uit hoe deze wetenschappers stellen dat in Edwards’ 

spreken over de voortgaande schepping de geschapen dingen niet langer dan een moment (hoe 

lang dat ook moge zijn) voortbestaan door de tijd, voordat ze ophouden te bestaan, waarop 

facsimile’s of kopieën van die geschapen objecten daarna onmiddellijk opnieuw herschapen 

worden (ex nihilo), die samen de illusie genereren van het voortbestaan van dat geschapen object 
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door de loop van de tijd. Daarom, zo stellen zij, bestaan voortdurend geschapen mensen niet lang 

genoeg – van het ene ‘moment’ tot het volgende – om enige morele daad te verrichten of daar 

verantwoordelijk voor te zijn. Dit, zo stellen deze onderzoekers, is bewijs voor verschillende 

onoverkomelijke problemen waar Edwards’ spreken mee geconfronteerd wordt, christologisch 

en anderszins. Dit komt, volgens deze redenering, door de eeuwige status van de Zoon en omdat 

Hij een goddelijk persoon is die belast is met de uitvoering van alle morele daden die behoren tot 

de hypostatische vereniging. Met andere woorden, omdat de Zoon eeuwig ‘constant’ 

(atemporeel) is, maakt het geen verschil of zijn aanneming van een menselijke natuur 

‘voortdurend in beweging’ is, zoals Edwards zegt. Tegenover deze interpretatie wil ik pleiten ten 

gunste van de coherentie tussen Edwards’ leer van de voortgaande schepping en van zijn 

continue christologie. Het hoofdstuk ontvouwt zich daarna in twee fasen. De eerste fase bestaat 

uit twee delen en de tweede fase heeft er slechts een. Methodologisch gezien is dit hoofdstuk 

enigszins anders dan het voorgaande hoofdstuk, omdat het uitdrukkelijk gekenmerkt wordt door 

de wisselwerking van filosofische verklaring en theologische constructie. In de eerste fase 

heroverweeg en herzie ik uiteindelijk ook verschillende aspecten van Edwards’ ontologie, 

aspecten die, zoals ik in de tweede fase laat zien, noodzakelijkerwijs ook een herziening met zich 

meebrengen met betrekking tot verschillende aspecten van Edwards’ christologie. De 

herzieningen die ik aandraag in de eerste fase van het hoofdstuk zijn drievoudig: Ten eerste, dat 

Edwards een immateriële realist is en geen immateriële antirealist, wat in dit geval (onder 

andere) betekent dat hij denkt dat alle geschapen menselijke geesten substanties zijn krachtens 

het feit dat ze gesubstantialiseerd zijn door hun vereniging met het archetype van heel de 

menselijke natuur, namelijk Jezus van Nazareth. Ten tweede draag ik aan dat, in Edwards’ 

spreken over een fasetheorie, de fasen uitsluitend bestaan uit ideeën of percepties waarmee 

geschapen geesten slechts fenomenale interactie hebben, waarvan het voortbestaan noodzakelijk 

en voldoende is voor het in stand houden van een morele verantwoordelijkheid in plaats dat ze 

bestaan uit geschapen geesten. Ten derde draag ik aan dat Edwards’ notie van occasionalisme 

beperkt is tot Gods veroorzaken van percepties in plaats van de intenties van geschapen geesten. 

In de tweede fase stel ik drie corresponderende herzieningen voor van Edwards’ continue 

christologie. Ten eerste stel ik dat de mensheid van Christus een werkelijke substantie is, 

bestaande uit een immateriële geest en een lichaam dat geheel bestaat uit ideeën die aan Hem 

door de Geest worden gepresenteerd. Ten tweede stel ik dat de geest van Jezus door de tijd voort 
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bestaat door van moment tot moment te blijven bestaan, terwijl het lichaam van Jezus, net als 

alle andere waarneembare objecten, voortdurend geschapen wordt (door de Geest) en ex nihilo 

aan de geest van Jezus worden gere-presenteerd. Ten slotte stel ik dat de Geest (van de Zoon) de 

voornaamste actor en enige oorzaak is van deze voortdurende scheppingsactiviteit, die 

voortdurend de wereld voor Jezus waarneembaar maakt. Dergelijke herzieningen, zo laat ik zien, 

ontlenen veel van hun betekenis aan Edwards’ pneumatologie, wat het onderwerp is van het 

laatste hoofdstuk.  

Hoofdstuk vier gaat over meer dan Edwards’ pneumatologie. Het gaat over zijn Geest-

christologie. Dat wil zeggen: het gaat over Edwards’ opvattingen over de constitutie, de identiteit 

en het handelen van de Geest van God in het tot stand brengen en onderhouden van de 

hypostatische vereniging van Christus’ goddelijke en menselijke natuur. Door de discussie te 

situeren binnen de context van een debat over Edwards’ visie op disposities, ontwikkel ik in dit 

hoofdstuk een model voor het begrijpen van Edwards’ Geest-christologie, met gebruikmaking 

van zijn opvattingen over de wedergeboorte en de inwoning van de Geest. In het eerste deel van 

het hoofdstuk beargumenteer ik waarom Edwards’ Geest-christologie het beste te begrijpen is via 

een zogenoemde ‘episodische’ benadering, in plaats van via een ‘incarnatie-inspiratie’-

benadering. In deze constructieve context onderzochten we een recente benadering van Edwards’ 

pneumatische christologie die gebaseerd is op een theorie van Edwardsiaanse metafysica, 

namelijk de dispositionele ontologie. We onderscheidden onze benadering van de dispositionele 

christologie, en onderzochten vervolgens Edwards’ Geest-christologie via de leer van de 

wedergeboorte. Hier zagen we dat, als gevolg van het werk van de Geest in de wedergeboorte, 

Edwards meent dat geschapen geesten een ontologische en een epistemische verandering 

ondergaan. Dat wil zeggen dat de Geest zowel de geest van de gelovige als zijn ideeën verandert, 

zodat hij of zij nieuwe en stabiele gedachten over God en de schepping heeft. Terwijl de echo’s 

van hoofdstuk drie nog nadreunen op de achtergrond van dit hoofdstuk, vooral de echo’s met 

betrekking tot de perichoretische eenwording van de heiligen met de God-mens, wend ik mij ten 

slotte tot Edwards’ spreken over die veranderingen die naar zijn mening op gelijke wijze tot 

stand worden gebracht door de inwoning van de Geest in geschapen geesten en in Christus’ 

mensheid. Met andere woorden: ik stel dat Edwards gelooft dat er een soort equivalentie bestaat 

tussen de wijze waarop de Geest in de heiligen woont en in de wijze waarop de Geest in de 

mensheid van Christus woont. Na de bespreking van enkele teksten van Edwards over het 
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veronderstelde graduele verschil tussen deze inwoning in contexten waar hij de ‘gelijkheid van 

bewustzijn’ beschrijft die wordt nagebootst in de hypostatische vereniging van de Zoon en Zijn 

mensheid, heb ik vervolgens gesuggereerd dat Edward meent dat de mensheid van Christus een 

soort Geestelijk begiftigde ideeën bezat over het goddelijk zijn. Ik heb dit hoofdstuk afgerond 

met verschillende suggesties voor vervolgonderzoek op dit nog steeds vruchtbare terrein van 

Edwards-onderzoek.  

De vier hoofdstukken van deze dissertatie zijn gericht op de vraag: In hoeverre zijn Edwards’ 

filosofische overtuigingen vormend voor zijn christologie? Elk hoofdstuk beantwoordt deze 

vraag gedeeltelijk door in te gaan op enkele van Edwards’ meest fundamentele, ofschoon 

exotische, filosofische aannames binnen de context van zijn toewijding aan een orthodoxe 

christologie. Het staat buiten kijf dat het resultaat van dit onderzoek duidelijk maakt dat er 

werkelijk enorme en nog grotendeels onderschatte aspecten van Edwards’ christologie zijn die 

van significante, originele en profijtelijke aard zijn voor het hedendaagse christologische debat. 

Nu ik de resultaten van elk hoofdstuk van de dissertatie heb samengevat – en bewust gekeken 

heb naar zowel de algemene als de specifieke aspecten van de originele onderzoeksvraag – 

komen we nu bij één laatste en misschien voor de hand liggende vraag die beantwoord moet 

worden: Welke invloed hebben Edwards’ filosofische overtuigingen op zijn christologie? De 

invloed van Edwards’ filosofische overtuigingen op zijn christologie is geweldig groot. 

Misschien kunnen we wel zeggen dat die invloed totaal of allesomvattend is. De invloed van 

Edwards’ filosofische overtuigingen is zo groot dat men zijn christologie zonder deze niet kan 

verstaan. Het is niet genoeg om eenvoudig te zeggen dat hij christologisch orthodox was, zoals 

velen suggereren. Dat was hij wel – ten minste, dat heb ik hier beargumenteerd. Maar hoe kwam 

hij terecht bij een christologische orthodoxie met behulp van concepten als immaterialisme, 

Augustiniaans realisme, en vierdimensionalisme? Het is nodig om deze (en andere) vragen te 

beantwoorden als wij veel – of ook maar iets – inhoudelijks willen concluderen over zijn 

christologie. Welnu, als u niet ‘weg bent’ van Edwards’ filosofie, dan begrijp ik dat. Het is niet 

gemakkelijk om de gedachten door te pluizen van een man wiens geest ‘in brand’ stond, zoals 

Holmes ooit zei.2 Ik zou wel willen dat ik kon zeggen dat u, bij wijze van spreken, direct kon 

                                                
 

2 Stephen R. Holmes, Christian History 77 (22.1): p. 10-15. 
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doorbladeren naar het einde van elk hoofdstuk van deze dissertatie om uw intellectuele dorst te 

lessen. Helaas is het niet zo gemakkelijk. Edwards was een filosofische theoloog. Het is nu al 

enige tijd de trend in Edwards-onderzoek om dit feit te benadrukken, en deze dissertatie is 

slechts een nieuwe recente bevestiging van dit feit. Wie zijn filosofie, in het bijzonder in deze 

context, negeert, brengt schade toe aan zijn verstaan van en, eerlijk gezegd, genieten van de 

significantie en het wonder van wat hij werkelijk geloofde over de God-mens. Daarom stelt dit 

ons ook bloot aan het risico dat wij compleet voorbijzien aan de uniciteit van zijn bijdrage aan de 

ontwikkeling van deze leer in de christelijke traditie. Ik heb in de introductie gezegd dat de lezer 

het verrassend zal vinden hoe significant de invloed van zijn filosofie is op zijn christologie, veel 

belangrijker dan men zou verwachten. Achteraf gezegd komt het mij nu voor dat deze 

filosofische overtuigingen zo invloedrijk zijn dat het een wonder is dat Edwards’ christologie 

ooit onderwerp van enig onderzoek is geweest zonder dat die in detail werden uitgewerkt. 

Daarom denk ik dat we zeker kunnen veronderstellen dat men bij pogingen om grotere 

conceptuele schatten op te diepen uit Edwards’ christologische goudmijn een niet te 

onderschatten risico loopt dat men af en toe zal stuiten op filosofische weerstand. En toch, het 

immense werk dat vereist is om deze aspecten van Edwards’ filosofie door te werken is op zich 

al een van de unieke beloningen die diegenen wachten die zich inspannen om zijn christologie te 

begrijpen. 
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