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Abstract

Spiritual Discernment in Jonathan Edwards” Writings:
Distinguishing Marks and Religious Aftections

Lee, Kang Hack
Assistant professor of Practical Theology

Torch Trinity Graduate University

Many contemporary Korean Protestants feel they need some guidance
for their spiritual journey, especially in the area of discernment for their
spiritual experiences. This paper pays attention to Jonathan Hdwards’
writings, in particular, Distinguishing Marks and Religious Affections,
two of the prominent writings dealing with the issue of discernment
in terms of spiritual experiences which American Protestants in the
cighteenth century had during the Great Awakening, called major revivals.
In this paper, I briefly described the context of the two treatises and
analyze the negative and positive signs of true religion in Distinguishing
Marks and Reljgious Affections for understanding Edwards’ thoughts on
discernment. Then, I compared the two treatises and focused on some
characteristics.

In Distinguishing Marks, Edwards presents nine negative signs
and five positive signs. Here, negative signs mean those signs by which
opponents of the revival wrongly sought to discount the event as a
work of God but which are not reliable. Five positive signs mean those

signs which are evidences that the revival is a work of the Holy Spirit. In
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Reljgious Aftections, Edwards primarily provides definition of affections,
then twelve negative signs and twelve positive signs. His definition
shows the importance of reviewing affective inner movements including
emotions and feelings in spiritual experiences during the process of
discernment. By negative signs, Edwards mean those signs which are not
reliable as evidences of the work by the Holy Spirit. Here, different from
his target in the Distinguishing Marks, Edwards offers those signs against
the enthusiasts who tended to easily trust all the affectively uprising
experiences. Meanwhile, twelve positive signs are those signs which are
the more distinguishing and certain signs of the saving influence of the
Holy Spirit.

The differences between Distinguishing Marks and Religious
Affections seem to show the developmental aspects of Edwards’
discernment on affective experiences in revivals. Edwards’ signs, negative
and positive, show the importance of considering the balance between
the elements of cognition and affection in the process of discernment.
Other major important elements of Edwards’ discernment are a sense
of heart, an aesthetic element, and Christian practice. Those may help

Korean Christians for discerning their spiritual experiences.

[ Key Words

Spiritual Discernment, Jonathan Edwards, Revival, Distinguishing

Marks, Religious Affections.




