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INTRODUCTION 
 

Jonathan Edwards was a key figure in the First Great Awakening of the 18th Century and sought to 

exhort believers toward discernment with regard to apparent manifestations: intense visions of heaven, 

hell, loud noises (moaning, sighing, shouting, etc.), going limp for long hours, and more. On one hand, he 

exhorted against “overcredulousness” (believing everything), and on the other, he exhorted skeptics to 

welcome true works of the Holy Spirit. In his own words, 

 

My design therefore at this time is to show what are the true, certain, and distinguishing 

evidences of a work of the Spirit of God, by which we may safely proceed in judging of 

any operation we find in ourselves, or see in others (Jonathan Edwards. Distinguishing 

Marks of a Work of the Holy Spirit, Kindle eBook, Loc. 38. All quotes from same source). 

 

Edwards divides his work into three sections. First, he lists negative signs (that is, ungrounded 

accusations that a work is not from God); second, he lists positive signs (that is, clear evidence that a 

work is from God); last, he connects his arguments with the revival in New England to make his 

conclusions. 

 

SECTION 1: NEGATIVE SIGNS 
 

1. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that it is unusual. 

There is a great aptness in persons to doubt of things that are strange; especially 
elderly persons, to think that to be right which they have never been used to in 
their day, and have not heard of in the days of their day, and have not heard of in 
the days of their fathers. But if it be a good argument that a work is not from the 
Spirit of God, that it is very unusual, then it was so in the apostles’ days. The work 
of the Spirit then, was carried on in a manner that, in very many respects, was 
altogether new; such as never had been seen or heard since the world stood (73). 

The great unusualness of the work surprised the Jews; they knew not what to 
make of it, but could not believe it to be the work of God: many looked upon the 
persons that were the subjects of it as bereft of reason; as you may see in Acts ii. 
13. xxvi. 24. and 1 Cor. iv. 10 (80). 

It may be reasonably expected that the extraordinary manner of the work, then, 
will bear some proportion to the very extraordinary events… (83). 

2. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that it profoundly affects the human 
body with tears, trembling, groans, loud outcries, agonies of the body, or failing of 
bodily strength. 
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We cannot conclude that persons are under the influence of the true Spirit 
because we see such effects upon their bodies, because this is not given as a 
mark of the true Spirit; nor, on the other hand, have we any reason to conclude, 
from any such outward appearances, that persons are not under the influence of 
the Spirit of God, because there is no rule of Scripture given us to judge of spirits 
by, that does either expressly or indirectly exclude such effects on the body, nor 
does reason exclude them (89). 

It may be easily accounted for from the consideration of the nature of divine and 
eternal things, and the nature of man, and the laws of the union between soul 
and body, how a right influence, a true and proper sense of things, should have 
such effects on the body, even those that are of the most extraordinary kind, such 
as taking away the bodily strength, or throwing the body into great agonies, and 
extorting loud outcries (94). 

Note: Edwards mentions the Philippian jailer as trembling in holy fear (Acts 16) 
and King David being drained of bodily strength over unconfessed sin (Ps. 32). 

3. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that it stirs great commotion and 
opposition in the religious community. 

Such is human nature, that it is morally impossible there should be a great 
concern, strong affection, and a general engagedness of mind amongst a people, 
without causing a notable, visible, and open commotion and alteration amongst 
the people (151). 

When Christ’s kingdom came, by that remarkable pouring out of the Spirit in the 
apostles’ days, it occasioned a great stir everywhere (165). 

4. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that people have intense visions 
(Edwards does not consider them visions, per se; his word is “imaginations”). 

I dare appeal to any man, of the greatest powers of mind, whether he is able to 
fix his thoughts on God, or Christ, or the things of another world, without 
imaginary ideas attending his meditations? And the more engaged the mind is, 
and the more intense the contemplation and affection, still the more lively and 
strong the imaginary idea will ordinarily be; especially when attended with 
surprise (179). 

It is no argument that a work is not of the Spirit of God, that some who are the 
subjects of it have been in a kind of ecstasy, wherein they have been carried 
beyond themselves, and have had their minds transported into a train of strong 
and pleasing imaginations, and a kind of visions, as though they were rapt up 
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even to heaven, and there saw glorious sights. I have been acquainted with some 
such instances, and I see no need of bringing in the help of the devil into the 
account that we give of these things, nor yet of supposing them to be of the same 
nature with the visions of the prophets, or St. Paul’s rapture into paradise. 
Human nature, under these intense exercises and affections, is all that need be 
brought into the account (194). 

5. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that people are emulating others’ 
experiences (Edwards: “example is a great means” of the work). 

There never yet was a time of remarkable pouring out of the Spirit, and great 
revival of religion, but that example had a main hand. So it was at the 
reformation, and in the apostles’ days, in Jerusalem and Samaria, and Ephesus, 
and other parts of the world, as will be most manifest to any one that attends to 
the accounts we have in the Acts of the Apostles. As in those days one person was 
moved by another, so one city or town was influenced by the example of another. 
1 Thess. 1:7-8: “So that ye were ensamples to all that believe in Macedonia and 
Achaia, for from you sounded out the word of the Lord, not only in Macedonia 
and Achaia, but also in every place your faith to God-ward is spread abroad.” 
(236). 

6. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that those who experience it do foolish 
and unbiblical things. 

The end for which God pours out his Spirit, is to make men holy, and not to make 
them politicians. Is it no wonder that, in a mixed multitude of all sorts--wise and 
unwise, young and old, of weak and strong natural abilities, under strong 
impressions of mind--there are many who behave themselves imprudently (266). 

Yea, if there be not only imprudences, but many things prevailing that are 
irregular, and really contrary to the rules of God’s holy word. That it should be 
thus may be well accounted for from the exceeding weakness of human nature, 
together with the remaining darkness and corruption of those that are yet the 
subjects of the saving influences of God’s Spirit, and have a real zeal for God 
(270). 

  Note: Edwards cites the church at Corinth as a prime biblical example. 

7. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that there are also errors in judgment 
and Satanic delusions intermixed with it. 

If many delusions of Satan appear, at the same time that a great religious concern 
prevails, it is not an argument that the work in general is not the work of God, any 
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more than it was an argument in Egypt, that there were no true miracles wrought 
there, by the hand of God, because Jannes and Jambres wrought false miracles at the 
same time by the hand of the devil (317). 

8. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that some who experience Him 
powerfully later fall into error and scandal. 

That there are some counterfeits, is no argument that nothing is true: such things are 
always expected in a time of reformation. If we look into church history, we shall find 
no instance of any great revival of religion, but what has been attended with many 
such things. Instances of this nature in the apostles’ days were innumerable; some 
fell away into gross heresies, others into vile practices, though they seemed to be the 
subjects of a work of the Spirit--and were accepted for a while amongst those that 
were truly so, as their brethren and companions--and were not suspected till they 
went out from them. And some of these were teachers and officers--and eminent 
persons in the christian church--whom God had endowed with miraculous gifts of the 
Holy Ghost (325). 

Therefore the devil’s sowing such tares is no proof that a true work of the Spirit of 
God is not gloriously carried on (358). 

Note: Edwards cites Judas and Nicolas as biblical examples. The latter—one of the 
first seven “deacons” in Acts 6:3, 5—is often said to have founded the Nicolaitians of 
Rev. 2:6, 15. 

9. It is no argument against the work of the Spirit that the preachers make strong 
emotional appeals (“a great deal of pathos and earnestness”). 

If there be really a hell of such dreadful and never-ending torments, as is generally 
supposed, of which multitudes are in great danger--and into which the greater part 
of men in christian countries do actually from generation to generation fall, for want 
of a sense of its terribleness, and so for want of taking due care to avoid it--then why 
is it not proper for those who have the care of souls to take great pains to make men 
sensible of it?... When ministers preach of hell, and warn sinners to avoid it, in a cold 
manner—though they may say in words that it is infinitely terrible—they contradict 
themselves (361, 376). 

Section 2: Positive Signs 

In section 2, Edwards looks to 1 John 4 for guidance—especially the first ten verses: 

1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are 

from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 By this you 
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know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in 

the flesh is from God, 3 and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from 

God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was coming and now is in 

the world already. 4 Little children, you are from God and have overcome them, 

for he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world. 5 They are from the 

world; therefore they speak from the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We 

are from God. Whoever knows God listens to us; whoever is not from God does 

not listen to us. By this we know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 7 

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has 

been born of God and knows God. 8 Anyone who does not love does not know 

God, because God is love. 9 In this the love of God was made manifest among us, 

that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. 10 

In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to 

be the propitiation for our sins. 

1. It is a sure sign of the work of the Holy Spirit when Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and 
salvation are more deeply confirmed in peoples’ hearts. 

This sign the apostle gives us in the 2d and 3d verses, “Hereby know ye the Spirit 
of God; and every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of 
God; and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is 
not of God.” This implies a confessing not only that there was such a person who 
appeared in Palestine, and did and suffered those things that are recorded of 
him, but that he was Christ, i.e. the Son of God, anointed to be Lord and Saviour, 
as the name Jesus Christ implies. That thus much is implied in the apostle’s 
meaning, is confirmed by the 15th verse, where the apostle is still on the same 
subject of signs of the true Spirit; “Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son 
of God, God dwelleth in him, and he in God.” And it is to be observed that the 
word confess, as it is often used in the New Testament, signifies more then 
merely allowing: it implies an establishing and confirming of a thing by 
testimony, and declaring it with manifestation of esteem and affection; so Matt. 
x. 32. “Whosoever therefore shall confess me before men, him will I confess also 
before my Father which is in heaven.” (401). 

“the person to whom the Spirit gives testimony, and for whom he raises their 
esteem, must be that Jesus who appeared in the flesh, and not another Christ in 
his stead; nor any mystical fantastical Christ; such as the light within. This the 
spirit of Quakers extols, while it diminishes their esteem of and dependence upon 
an outward Christ--or Jesus as he came in the flesh—and leads them off from 
him; but the spirit that gives testimony for that Jesus, and leads to him, can be no 
other than the Spirit of God.” (424). 
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2. It is a sure sign of the work of the Holy Spirit when it devastates Satan’s Kingdom, 
opposing sin and promoting righteousness. 

This sign we have given us in the 4th and 5th verses. “Ye are of God, little 
children, and have overcome them; because greater is he that is in you, than he 
that is in the world. They are of the world, therefore speak they of the world, and 
the world heareth them.” Here is a plain antithesis: it is evident that the apostle 
is still comparing those that are influenced by the two opposite kinds of spirits, 
the true and the false, and showing the difference; the one is of God, and 
overcomes the spirit of the world; the other is of the world, and speaks and 
savours of the things of the world. The spirit of the devil is here called, “he that is 
in the world”… What the apostle means by the world, or “the things that are of 
the world,” we learn by his own words, in the 2d chapter of this epistle, 15th and 
16th verses. “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world: if any 
man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him: for all that is in the 
world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of 
the Father, but is of the world.” So that by the world the apostle evidently means 
every thing that appertains to the interest of sin, and comprehends all the 
corruptions and lusts of men, and all those acts and objects by which they are 
gratified (432). 

That Satan would not cast out Satan, Matt. xii. 25, 26.--And therefore, if we see 
persons made sensible of the dreadful nature of sin, and of the displeasure of 
God against it; of their own miserable condition as they are in themselves, by 
reason of sin, and earnestly concerned for their eternal salvation--and sensible of 
their need of God’s pity and help, and engaged to seek it in the use of the means 
that God has appointed--we may certainly conclude that it is from the Spirit of 
God, whatever effects this concern has on their bodies; though it cause them to 
cry out aloud, or to shriek, or to faint; or, though it throw them into convulsions, 
or whatever other way the blood and spirits are moved (468). 

3. It is a sure sign of the work of the Holy Spirit when it intensifies a love for Holy Scripture. 

This rule the apostle gives us in the 6th verse: “We are of God; he that knoweth 
God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth not us: hereby know we the spirit 
of truth, and the spirit of error.” We are of God; that is, “We the apostles are sent 
forth of God, and appointed by him to teach the world, and to deliver those 
doctrines and instructions, which are to be their rule; he that knoweth God, 
heareth us,” &c.--The apostle’s argument here equally reaches all that in the 
same sense are of God; that is, all thos that God has appointed and inspired to 
deliver to his church its rule of faith and practice; all the prophets and apostles, 
whose doctrine God has made the foundation on which he has built his church, as 
in Eph. ii. 20. in a word, all the penmen of the Holy Scriptures (476). 
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To the law and to the testimony, is never the cry of those evil spirits that have no 
light in them; for it is God’s own direction to discover their delusions. Isa. viii. 19, 
20. “And when they shall say unto you, Seek unto them that have familiar spirits, 
and unto wizards that peep and that mutter: should not a people seek unto their 
God? for the living to the dead? To the law and to the testimony; if they speak 
not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them.” (485). 

4. It is a sure sign of a work of the Holy Spirit when it intensifies a love for truth, not error. 

“The spirit of truth and the spirit of error.” These words exhibit the two opposite 
characters of the Spirit of God, and other spirits that counterfeit his operations. 
And therefore, if by observing the manner of the operation of a spirit that is at 
work among a people, we see that it operates as a spirit of truth, leading persons 
to truth, convincing them of those things that are true, we may safely determine 
that it is a right and true spirit. For instance, if we observe that the spirit at work 
makes men more sensible than they used to be, that there is a God, and that he is 
a great and sin-hating God; that life is short, and very uncertain; and that there is 
another world; that they have immortal souls, and must give account of 
themselves to God, that they are exceeding sinful by nature and practice; that 
they are helpless in themselves; and confirms them in other things that are 
agreeable to some sound doctrine; the spirit that works thus operates as a spirit 
of truth; he represents things as they truly are (501). 

5. It is a sure sign of a work of the Holy Spirit when it promotes love toward God and man. 

“This sign the apostle insists upon from the 6th verse to the end of the chapter. 
“Beloved, let us love one another; for love is of God, and every one that loveth is 
born of God, and knoweth God: he that loveth not, knoweth not God; for God is 
love,” &c. Here it is evident, that the apostle is still comparing those two sorts of 
persons that are influenced by the opposite kinds of spirits; and mentions love as 
a mark by which we may know who has the true spirit: but this is especially 
evident by the 12th and 13th verses. “If we love one another, God dwelleth in us, 
and his love is perfected in us: hereby know we that we dwell in him, and he in us, 
because he hath given us of his Spirit.” (518). 

Therefore this last mark which the apostle gives of the true Spirit he seems to 
speak of as the most eminent: and so insists much more largely upon it, than 
upon all the rest; and speaks expressly of both love to God and men; of love to 
men in the 7th, 11th, and 12th verses; and of love to God, in the 17th, 18th, and 
19th verses; and of both together, in the last two verses; and of love to men, as 
arising from love to God, in these last two verses. Therefore, when the spirit that 
is at work amongst the people, tends this way, and brings many of them to high 
and exalting thoughts of the Divine Being, and his glorious perfections; and works 
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in them an admiring, delightful sense of the excellency of Jesus Christ; 
representing him as the chief among ten thousand, and altogether lovely, and 
makes him precious to the soul; winning and drawing the heart with those 
motives and incitements to love… I say, when a spirit operates after this manner 
among a people, there is the highest kind of evidence of the influence of a true 
and divine spirit” (533). 

SUMMARY: 

And therefore when there is an extraordinary influence or operation appearing 
on the minds of a people, if these things are found in it, we are safe in 
determining that it is the work of God, whatever other circumstances it may be 
attended with, whatever instruments are used, whatever methods are taken to 
promote it; whatever means a sovereign God, whose judgments are a great 
deep, employs to carry it on; and whatever motion there may be of the animal 
spirits, whatever effects may be wrought on men’s bodies. These marks, that the 
apostle has given us, are sufficient to stand alone, and support themselves. They 
plainly show the finger of God, and are sufficient to outweigh a thousand such 
little objections, as many make from oddities, irregularities, errors in conduct, 
and the delusions and scandals of some professors (568). 

Section 3: Applications then (and now) 

1. To those who object that God is a God of order, not confusion: 

If God is pleased to convince the consciences of persons, so that they cannot 
avoid great outward manifestations, even to interrupting and breaking off those 
public means they were attending, I do not think this is confusion, or an unhappy 
interruption, any more than if a company should meet on the field to pray for 
rain, and should be broken off from their exercise by a plentiful shower. Would to 
God that all the public assemblies in the land were broken off from their public 
exercises with such confusion as this the next sabbath day! We need not be sorry 
for breaking the order of means, by obtaining the end to which that order is 
directed. He who is going to fetch a treasure, need not be sorry that he is 
stopped, by meeting the treasure in the midst of his journey (703). 

2. To those who object that the work is messy: 

And as to the imprudencies, irregularirietes, and mixtures of delusion that has 
been observed; ti is not at all to be wondered at, that a reformation, after a long-
continued and almost universal deadness, should at first, when the revival is new, 
be attended with such things… When God at first began His great work for the 
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deliverance of His people, after their long-continued bondage in Egypt, there 
were false wonders mixed with the true for a while (729). 

3. Exhortation: Let us be warned to by no means oppose or hinder the work of the Spirit, 
but on the contrary, to promote it. 

Those who stand wondering at this strange work, not knowing what to make of 
it, and refusing to receive it—and ready… to speak contemptibly of it, as was the 
case with the Jews of old—would do well to consider, and to tremble at St. Paul’s 
words to them, Acts 13:40-41: “Beware therefore lest that come upon you, which 
is spoken of in the prophets, Behold, ye despisers, and wonder, and perish; for I 
work in your days, which you shall in no wise believe, though a man declare it 
unto you.’ Those who cannot believe the work to be true, because of the 
extraordinary degree and manner of it, should consider how it was with the 
unbelieving lord in Samaria who said, ‘Behold, if the Lord should make windows 
in heaven, might this thing be?’ To whom Elisha said, “behold, thou shalt see it 
with thine eyes, but shalt not eat thereof.’ Let all to whom this work is a cloud 
and darkness—as the pillar of cloud and fire was to the Egyptians—take heed 
that it be not their destruction, while it gives light to God’s Israel (802). 

It is indeed to be wondered at, that those who have doubted of the work, which 
has been attended with such uncommon external appearances, should be easy in 
their doubts, without taking thorough pains to inform themselves, by going 
where such things have been to be seen, narrowly observing and diligently 
inquiring into them; not contenting themselves with obvserving two or three 
instances, nor resting till they were fully informed by their own observation… 
How greatly have they erred who only from the uncertain proofs of others have 
ventured to speak slightly of these things (836)! 

There is no kind of sins so hurtful and dangerous to the souls of men, as those 
committed against the Holy Ghost. We had better speak against God the Father, 
or the Son, than to speak against the Holy Spirit in his gracious operations on the 
hearts of men. Nothing will so much tend for ever to prevent our having any 
benefit of his operations on our own souls (843). 

4. Exhortation: Be careful about “extraordinary gifts” of the Spirit (note: Remnant Radio 
obviously disagrees with Edwards’ conclusion here). 

For my part, I had rather enjoy the sweet influences of th Spirit, showing Christ’s 
spiritual divine beauty, infinite grace, and dying love, drawing forth the holy 
exercises of faith, divine love, sweet complacence, and humble joy in God, one 
quarter of an hour, than to have prophetical visions and revelations the whole 
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year. I would therefore entreat the people of God to be very cautious how they 
give heed to such things. I have seen them fail in very many instances” (948). 

5. Exhortation: Be exceedingly careful about judging who is part of the Christian 
community, and who is not—before the appointed Day. 

Whatsoever kind of judging is the proper work and business of the day of 
judgment is what we are forbidden, as in 1 Cor. 4:5: “Theforefore judge nothing 
before the time, until the Lord come…” But to distinguish hypocrites, that have 
the form of godliness and the visible conversation of godly men, from true saints; 
or to separate the sheep from the goats, is the proper business of the day of 
judgment (999). 

The therefore do greatly err who take it upon them positively to determine who 
are sincere, and who are not—to draw the dividing line between true saints and 
hypcorites, and to separate between sheep and goats, setting the one on the 
right hand and the other on the left—and to distinguish and gather out the tares 
from among the wheat (1000). 

Note: Edwards goes on to cite examples with both Ahithophel and Judas, whose 
true colors were not shown until later. 

To suppose that men have the ability and right to determine the state of the 
souls of visible Christians, and so to make an open separation between saints and 
hypcrites… carries in it an inconsistency: for it supposes that God has given men 
power to make another visible church, within the visible church (1038). 

6. Exhortation: Avoid opposing your enemies with too much heat and anger. 

It becomes Christians to be like lambs, not apt to complain and cry when they are 
hurt; it becomes them to be dumb and not to open their mouth, after the 
example of our dear Redeemer, and not to be like swine that are apt to scream 
aloud when they are touched (1048). 

7. Exhortation: Don’t ‘put new wine in old wineskins’ by rigidly holding to old forms that 
can’t contain a new work of the Spirit. 

I am afraid the wine is now running out in some part of this land, for want of 
attending to this rule. For though I believe we have confined ourselves too much 
to a certain stated method and form in the management fo our religious affairs; 
which ahs had a tendency to cause all our religion to degenerate into mere 
formality (1061). 


