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A Sinner’s Saga through the Snare of Self-Sufficiency: 

Jonathan Edwards on Saving Conviction


Man longs for intimacy.  Intimacy is fulfilling, and man has an inherent emptiness that longs to be filled.  Man seeks out intimacy in many venues before acknowledging Christ as the only true Filler.  This realization comes about through the painful process of conviction.  Conviction, as examined in this paper, refers to the kind of brokenness over sin that leads to a revolution of one’s entire disposition.  God draws us to Himself by placing within us a certain discontentment with the world by setting eternity in the hearts of men, which implies an inherent and irreconcilable disconnectedness with this earth.
  Though complete communion with Christ will only be realized when we reign with Christ in His eternal kingdom, Divine conviction helps to bridge the disconnect and allows us a taste of that intimacy.  Man suffers broken fellowship with Christ because of his sin, but Jonathan Edwards perceives that, “This is one great design and end of God in suffering man to fall, that by a sense of evil he might have the greater sense of good.”
  Good is intimacy with Christ; and God desires that we experience that good in its greatest measure.  For an experience so personal to each believer, Edwards gives a well-articulated account of conviction: its characteristics, its fruits, and its purposes.  

Obstacles to our coming Brokenhearted before Christ
The Christian’s testimony is essentially a saga of his struggle against self-sufficiency as he battles his pride and struggles to overturn the different idols he erects in order to decrease his dependency upon God.  Even though the Christian knows better, he cannot escape the natural inclination for control of his own destiny.  Since Adam, man has rejected God’s wisdom in favor of his own arrogant scheming.  Such is the theme carried on throughout the Old Testament as the Israelites continually forsake their God and turn to worthless idols.  Therefore, an explanation of conviction necessarily begins by examining obstacles: the barriers that inhibit our fellowship with Christ due to our willful rejection of God’s sovereignty.  

Edwards names knowledge, independence, and self-sufficiency as primary obstacles to our coming brokenhearted before God.  

The spirit of self-sufficiency is older than the world.  It was self-sufficiency that made the devil aspire to independency....Men must feel their own wants before they will either look for or accept a supply.  A man who thinks himself hail and sound will laugh at the physician who pretends to prescribe to him.  It was nothing else but self-sufficiency that made our religion appear foolishness to the Greeks and indeed to all whoever in any age pretended to a reason for rejecting it.

Everyone is dependent upon something.  Man depends either upon Christ or upon the idols he makes for himself.  Even the man that claims independence is dependent; he has made his self-sufficiency an idol, and idols are dependencies apart from Christ.  Any comfort that is not Christ is sin.  No disposition lends itself more easily to pride than that of independence.  The self-reliant man is furthest from the cross.  There is an ongoing battle in every life that rages in the heart of man; that battle determines where his dependencies lie.  We substitute dependence upon idols for dependence upon Christ—but idols will never replace Christ.  That realization is the essence of true conviction, and that is why conviction is so painful.  Man is shedding a reality—albeit one that is held up by false dependencies.  But it is his reality nonetheless, and that is all he has.  Its parting is bittersweet:  “…tis God’s manner to convince men of the vanity of all their other confidences and to strip them wholly and cause them to stand naked and destitute on every side, and to yield up all other hope and give over all vain endeavors and to see that he only can help before he helps them.”
 Brokenness is foolish to the man whose outlook has not been stripped of every dependency aside from Jesus Christ.  But to trade an insulated reality with idols for wild reality with Christ is well worth the risk.  

A Negative Definition of Conviction

Before endeavoring to lay open the positive characteristics of conviction, it is helpful to mention what Edwards specifically tells us conviction is not; he distinguishes true conviction from moral virtue.  “There are many in this world who are wholly destitute of saving grace, who yet have common grace.  They have no true holiness, but nevertheless have something of that which is called moral virtue…”
  This distinction is important as it determines one’s disposition.  The man striving to live in accordance with virtue is trying to attain a certain morality by his own willpower and pride will naturally follow.  True conviction requires a disposition of utter dependency.  The wisdom of the true convert is that he is past trying to attain anything of morality; rather, he sees only the bitterness of his sin, approaches the cross from a position of brokenness, and cannot but cleave to Christ.  The morally virtuous man retains his good-intentioned will, which distances him from the cross.  He desires to be good for a vague, higher power’s sake.  The true convert desires to be broken for Christ Jesus’ sake, regardless of the suffering and humility that entails.  He is no longer deceived by the appeal of self-righteous virtue because he sees that it misses the point.  Saving grace cannot cover a man who won’t see the poverty of his own soul.  Fortunately for us, God approaches the individual just as he did the Israelites when they rejected Him; His anger burns against them, He punishes them, and then turns from His anger to graciously pursue their affections, again and again.  

The Positive Characteristics of Conviction
Due Apprehension of Truth 

Nehemiah chapter 8 describes a scene in which the priests are reading the law before the Israelites as the people weep and mourn because of their conviction of sin.  This is the same law that God had inscribed on the stone tablets one thousand years before.  The people were long-aware of this law, without having sensed its weight.  Edwards addresses this disconnect between mind and heart: 

But this spiritual light that I am speaking of…reveals no new doctrine, it suggests no new proposition to the mind, it teaches no new thing of God, or Christ, or another world, not taught in the Bible, but only gives a due apprehension of those things that are taught in the word of God….But when a person has discovered to him the divine excellency of Christian doctrines, this destroys the enmity, removes those prejudices, and sanctifies the reason, and causes it to lie open to the force of arguments for their truth.
 

 Edwards makes a critical differentiation between speculative-notional knowledge and that knowledge which consists in the sense of the heart.
  The sinner’s eyes are opened to see the worthiness and credence of Divine wisdom.  Whereas he once had merely a rational knowledge of Divine truth, or even held pretensions against it, the convert now sees the infinite merit of God’s Word, and his desperate need to receive of its wisdom.
Realization of Glory/Divine Excellency

One of God’s purposes in causing us to suffer conviction is so that we may have our eyes opened to His Divine excellency.  We can only have a true realization of glory when it is juxtaposed against the weight and heinousness of our sin: “It is by this view that the soul of a true convert is enabled savingly to see the sufficiency of Christ for his salvation.  He that has his eyes opened to behold the divine superlative beauty and loveliness of Jesus Christ, is convinced of his sufficiency to stand as a Mediator between him, a guilty hell-deserving wretch, and an infinitely holy God…”
  Whereas this man was once content to humble himself enough to ask God to supply his daily needs, he now sees his entire being as nothing but needy and dependent.  Such humility invites Glory to reveal itself most radiantly.

Pain

A due apprehension of truth and realization of Divine excellency entails suffering over sin because of its offensive contrast.  According to Edwards, conviction lies essentially in two things: despair in all other help, and humiliation--or a sense of their own unworthiness.
  Once the sinner has seen the weight of his offense, he can hardly bear up under his guilt and shame and the wrath of God bearing down upon him.  This is made especially difficult because he cannot turn to his former dependencies; God has rendered them worthless, and the sinner is left grasping only for the Lord, who, at this point, is meting out His just punishment.  The sinner is left utterly vulnerable.  But God does not inflict pain without purpose or promise.  Edwards quotes from Job 5:17-18 to make this point: “‘Blessed is the man whom God corrects; so do not despise the discipline of the Almighty.  For He wounds, but He also binds up; He injures, but His hands also heal.’  It shows that tis God’s manner first to make sore and wound to make way for his giving true health and soundness.”
  Edwards effectively employs the metaphors of God as the surgeon and our sin as the wound in order to describe the rotten condition of our hearts and the pain that necessarily ensues from its cure:

Bad wounds must be searched to the bottom and oftentimes when they are very deep they must be lanced and the core laid open though it be very painful to endure, before they can have a good cure.  The surgeon may skin them over, so that it may look like a cure without much hurting the patient, but it will not do the patient much good.  He does but deceive him for the present, but it will be no lasting benefit to him; the sore will break out again.  This figures forth to us the case of our spiritual wound the plague of our hearts which is great and deep and must be searched and must be lanced by painful conviction.  The core must be laid open.  We must be made to see that fountain of sin and corruption there is and what a dreadful state we are in by nature, in order to a thorough and saving cure.

The sinner saved by grace will testify to the agony of this wound and the merciless cutting of the Savior as surgeon, but also to the fierce and gentle grip of that Savior throughout the operation.  Edwards articulately states: “The deeper the sense of misery the sweeter is the sense of mercy.  How acceptable is the fountain of living waters to the chased panting heart and the blood of Christ to the thirsty soul and conscience scorched with a sense of God’s wrath.”
  There is a quality in suffering when done with Christ; it is actually one of the most precious things on earth.  
The Fruit of True Conviction

Joy

The sinner necessarily undergoes severe remorse in conviction; his heart is pulverized under the weight of his sin.  But Christ does not inflict saving conviction merely to beat us down.  His intent is to produce a foundation—“a sense of the supreme holy beauty and comeliness of divine things” which man can only apprehend by suffering it contrasted against his own filth and stain.  This, in the end, produces the purest and most abundant joy that sinner has ever known.
  This should not be surprising.  The fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
  There is no mention of brokenness, no room for regret.  We approach Christ with a broken and contrite heart, and he sends us away with the reverse.  

This knowledge is that which is above all others sweet and joyful.  Men have a great deal of pleasure in human knowledge, in studies of natural things; but this is nothing to that joy which arises from this divine light shining into the soul.  This light gives a view of those things that are immensely the most exquisitely beautiful, and capable of delighting the eye of the understanding.  This spiritual light is the dawning of the light of glory in the heart.  There is nothing so powerful as this to support persons in affliction, and to give the mind peace and brightness in this stormy and dark world.

Joy is the most overwhelming characteristic of a heart regenerated by Christ--not the sorrow and suffering experienced during the wrath of conviction.  The essence of saving conviction then, in its end, lies not in the negative measurement of the sinner’s insufficiency, but rather, in the positive realization of the sufficiency of Christ: of His salvation, of His righteousness, of His beauty, of His love, of His grace, of His wisdom, of His mercy.

Change of Disposition

The convert’s sense of the beauty of Christ, rather than his rational knowledge of it, and his heart’s newly inclined disposition towards Christ as his Redeemer is what differentiates the savingly convicted from the unregenerate.
  “This light is such as effectually influences the inclination, and changes the nature of the soul.  It assimilates the nature to the divine nature, and changes the soul into an image of the same glory that is beheld.”
  And not only this, but the Light, “…as it reaches the bottom of the heart, and changes the nature, so it will effectually dispose to a universal obedience.  It shows God’s worthiness to be obeyed and served.”
  This man is somehow no longer dutiful in his affections, but is inclined to demonstrating them both in quality and quantity out of a sincere desire to see Christ honored.  The convert longs for the beauty of Christ to be revealed to him in increasing measure because he knows the all-sufficiency of Christ and trusts in the capacity of that Fount to fill him with more love, more joy, more peace, more hope.  Only this man knows the paradox of being fulfilled by Christ: how is it that he can come away so truly satisfied, yet never quenched of his longing for more of Christ?  He cannot explain it, except to say that he is a new creation; the old is gone, the new has come.

Want of Divine Wisdom


Because the convert is so forcefully confronted with his need, he is also characterized by a sincere longing for Divine wisdom.  He dolefully realizes the opportunity for spiritual growth that has been lost because he chose to reject Divine wisdom in favor of his pride in doing things his own way.  The sinner, finally recognizing his desperate insufficiency, now seeks God out earnestly in order to glean of His wisdom.   

The sight of this congruity convinces the more strongly when at last it is seen because though the person was often told of it before [he] could see nothing of it—which convinces that it was beyond the invention of man to discover it or by experience they found themselves all their lifetime wholly blind to it but now they see the perfect suitableness there is which convinces them of the divine wisdom that is beyond the wisdom of man that contrived it.

So, the convert has come full circle.  His conviction was originally bred in his due apprehension of truth; it has led him through the miserable pain of seeing his own sin against that truth, to his indescribable joy in the due realization of the weight of that truth, and finally to his desiring to be one with, and to claim that truth for himself by knowing it fully.  The convert is not immune to the natural ups and downs that occur in every believer’s walk with Christ, but those deserts will parch him and those stalemates will urge him to actively seek God out where he may be found.

The Divine Purpose of Conviction


Saving conviction results in holy intimacy between man and his Savior.  This fellowship is mutually beneficial because man’s due apprehension of things Divine causes him to overflow with joy, which leads to intensified worship of his Redeemer.  The desperate realization of dependency that overtakes the sinner is most honoring and glorifying to God.  In a sermon preached on the book of Ruth, Edwards commends Ruth for her resolution in pursuing and cleaving to the God of Israel.
  In this sermon, Edwards gives a concise explanation of conviction: “You who are great sinners, who have made yourselves distinguishingly guilty by the wicked practices you have lived in, know that there are some of your sort who have lately….had their hearts broken for sin, and have forsaken it, and trusted in the blood of Christ for the pardon of it.  They have chosen a holy life, and have betaken themselves to the ways of wisdom…”
  Edwards exhorts his congregation to follow the example of such believers in order to grow the body of Christ, to see more experience His joy in increasing measure, and ultimately, to see God greater glorified.  
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