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Foreword

I n my responsibilities as a professor of Systematic 
Theol ogy, I have the opportunity at times to select 
elective courses of my own choosing to teach. One of 

my favorite such courses is “The Theology of Jonathan Edwards 

as Seen in His Sermons.” The study of sermonic material is not 

usually undertaken in the context of theology courses. But the 

ser mons of Edwards are so rich in theological content that they 

merit inclusion in a theological curriculum.

Edwards’s theological writings, such as The Freedom of the Will, 

or A Treatise on Original Sin, and even The Religious Affections, 

can be intellectually intimidating, even to seminary students. 

His work is so profound and so precise as to be de manding 

even to the most acute thinker. When we canvas the magiste-

rial teachers God has given to the church throughout the ages 

we may be in awe at the prodigious display of knowl edge and 

acumen they manifest. Calvin’s knowledge of the Bible and of 

the church Fathers was encyclopedic in scope. Luther’s insights 

into various vignettes of Scripture were un canny. Turretine’s 

systematic grasp of the entire scope of the ology was awe- 

inspiring. But when we consider the sheer power of intellect, 

the native brilliance of mind, and the depth of ratiocination, 

three thinkers reach the acme of thought in church history. 

They are Aurelius Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Jonathan 
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Edwards. Augustine has been esteemed as the greatest thinker 

of the first millennium of Christian history. Those who followed 

him had the advantage of standing on his shoulders.

In my judgment, however, the two most prodigious thinkers 

of all time are Aquinas and Edwards. Aquinas was more pro-

lific in his literary productions than Edwards, but, in terms of 

intellectual brilliance, Edwards was at least his peer, if not his 

superior. He was to theology what Newton and Einstein were 

to physics.

The value of Edwards’s work is not found merely in his lu cid 

and penetrating mind. What is most singular is his combi nation 

of rational analysis with spiritual ardor. Here was a man whose 

heart was aflame with love and devotion for the sweetness and 

excellence of Christ. His work exudes authentic religious affec-

tion. He was, above all things, a lover of God who made the 

seeking of His Kingdom the chief business of his life.

Edwards embodied the twin principles of the primacy of 

the intellect and the primacy of the heart. He exhibited the pri-

macy of the intellect in terms of order. That is, he under stood 

that though there can be a quasi-knowledge of God in the 

mind that never pierces the soul or inflames the heart, there 

can never be a passion of the soul that is not first awak ened in 

the understanding. Edwards’s pursuit of the knowl edge of God 

was never an end in itself. It always served a higher purpose: 

to move the soul to adoration and the heart to obedient faith.

For Edwards, the primacy of the heart was a primacy of 

importance. Though the heart follows the mind in the tempo ral 

order of learning, the most important dimension of gen uine 

faith was the response of the heart to God. The things of God 

captured Edwards’s heart and invested it with an all-con suming 

passion of love.

When teaching my course on the sermons of Edwards, I 



introduce it with a bold claim. I assert that, “In all probability 
this will be the most significant and life-changing course you 
will ever take.” I hasten to add, “The significance of this course 
will have nothing to do with the one who teaches it, but will 
rest in the exposure you have to Edwards.” The stu dent who 
discovers the treasures contained in the writings of Edwards is 
a student whose life will be unalterably changed. Edwards takes 
us to a new level of understanding and sets a new standard of 
godliness that wreaks havoc upon the level we were previously 
satisfied with. In this respect, the reading of Edwards is a dan-
gerous business. But it is a delightful busi ness worth all the peril 
it involves. What we risk is simply the loss of the enticements of 
the world, the flesh, and the devil.

Soli Deo Gloria has provided a marvelous service to the 
church by re-issuing these sermons of Edwards in an updated 
version of punctuation and style that enhances the readability 
of Edwards’s writings for the contemporary reader. It will bring 
us face to face with the One who is “Altogether Lovely.”

—R. C. Sproul
Orlando

September, 1997 
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God the Best Portion  
of the Christian

u

Whom have I in heaven but Thee?  

and there is none upon earth that I desire besides Thee. 

Psalm 73:25

I n this psalm, the psalmist (Asaph) relates the great 
diffi culty which existed in his own mind from the con-
sideration of the wicked. He observes in verses 2 and 3: 

“As for me, my feet were almost gone; my steps had well nigh 

slipped. For I was envious at the foolish, when I saw the prosper-

ity of the wicked.” In the 4th and following verses he informs 

us what in the wicked was his temptation. In the first place, he 

observed that they were prosperous and all things went well 

with them. He then observed their behavior in their prosperity, 

and the use which they made of it, and that God, notwithstand-

ing such abuse, continued their prosperity. Then he tells us by 

what means he was helped out of this difficulty: by going into 
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the sanctuary (verses 16–17), and proceeds to inform us what 

considerations they were which helped him:

The consideration of the miserable end of the wicked men. 

However they prosper for the present, yet they come to a woe-

ful end at last (verses 18–20).

The consideration of the blessed end of the saints. Although 

the saints, while they live, may be afflicted, yet they come to a 

happy end at last (verses 21–24).

The consideration that the godly have a much better por tion 

than the wicked, even though they have no other portion but 

God (verses 25–26). Though the wicked are in prosperity, and 

are not in trouble as other men, yet the godly, though in afflic-

tion, are in a state infinitely bet ter because they have God for 

their portion. They need desire nothing else. He who has God 

has all. Thus the psalmist pro fesses the sense and apprehension 

which he had of things: “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? and 

there is none upon earth that I desire besides Thee.”

In the verse immediately preceding, the psalmist takes no tice 

how the saints are happy in God, both when they are in this 

world and also when they are taken to another. They are blessed 

in God in this world, in that He guides them by His counsel. And 

when He takes them out of this world they are still happy, in that 

then He receives them to glory. This prob ably led him in the text 

to declare that he desired no other portion, either in this world 

or in that to come, either in heaven or upon earth. Whence we 

learn that it is the spirit of a truly godly man to prefer God before 

all other things, either in heaven or on earth.

I. A godly man prefers God before anything else in heaven.

1. He prefers God before anything else that actually is in 

heaven. Every godly man has his heart in heaven; his affec tions 
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are mainly set on what is to be had there. Heaven is his chosen 

country and inheritance. He has respect to heaven as a traveler 

who is in a distant land has to his own country. The traveler can 

content himself to be in a strange land for a while, but his own 

native land is preferred by him to all oth ers. Hebrews 11:13–

16: “These all died in faith, not having re ceived the promises, 

but were persuaded of them, and em braced them, and con-

fessed that they were strangers and pil grims on the earth. For 

they that say such things declare plainly that they seek a coun-

try. And truly if they had been mindful of that country from 

whence they came out, they might have had opportunity to 

have returned; but now they desire a better country, that is, a 

heavenly.” The respect which a godly person has to heaven may 

be compared to the respect which a child when he is abroad has 

to his father’s house. He can be contented abroad for a little 

while, but the place to which he desires to return, and in which 

to dwell, is his own home. Heaven is the true saint’s Father’s 

house. John 14:2: “In My Father’s house are many mansions.” 

John 20:17: “I as cend to My Father and your Father.”

Now the main reason why the godly man has his heart thus 

to heaven is because God is there; that is the palace of the Most 

High. It is the place where God is gloriously present, where 

His love is gloriously manifested, where the godly may be with 

Him, see Him as He is, and love, serve, praise, and en joy Him 

perfectly. If God and Christ were not in heaven, he would not 

be so earnest in seeking it, nor would he take so much pains in 

a laborious travel through this wilderness, nor would the con-

sideration that he is going to heaven when he dies be such a 

comfort to him under toils and afflictions. The martyrs would 

not undergo cruel sufferings from their perse cutors with a 

cheerful prospect of going to heaven did they not expect to 

be with Christ and to enjoy God there. They would not with 
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that cheerfulness forsake all their earthly pos sessions, and all 

their earthly friends, as many thousands of them have done, 

and wander about in poverty and banish ment, being destitute, 

afflicted, and tormented, in hopes of exchanging their earthly 

for a heavenly inheritance, were it not that they hope to be with 

their glorious Redeemer and heavenly Father. The believer’s 

heart is in heaven because his treasure is there. 

2. A godly man prefers God before anything else that might be 

in heaven. Not only is there nothing actually in heaven which 

is, in his esteem, equal with God, but neither is there any of 

which he can conceive as possible to be there, which by him is 

esteemed and desired equally with God. Some suppose quite 

different enjoyments to be in heaven from those which the 

Scriptures teach us. The Mohammedans, for instance, suppose 

that in heaven are to be enjoyed all manner of sensual delights 

and pleasures. Many things which Mohammed has feigned are 

to the lusts and carnal appetites of men the most agreeable 

that he could devise, and with them he flattered his followers. 

But the true saint could not contrive one more agreeable to his 

inclination and desires, than such as is revealed in the Word 

of God—a heaven of en joying the glorious God and the Lord 

Jesus Christ. There he shall have all sin taken away, and shall 

be perfectly conformed to God; he shall spend an eternity in 

exalted exercises of love to Him, and in the enjoyment of His 

love. If God were not to be enjoyed in heaven, but only vast 

wealth, immense treasures of silver and gold, great honor of 

such kind as men obtain in this world, and a fullness of the 

greatest sensual delights and pleasures—all these things would 

not make up for the want of God and Christ, and the enjoy-

ment of them there. If heaven were empty of God, it would 

indeed be an empty, melancholy place. The godly have been 



God the Best Portion of the Christian 5

made sensible, as to all creature-enjoyments, that they cannot 

satisfy the soul; and therefore nothing will content them but 

God. Offer a saint what you will, if you deny him God he will 

esteem himself miserable. God is the center of his desires; and 

as long as you keep his soul from its proper center it will not 

be at rest.

II. It is the temper of a godly man to prefer God before all other 
things on the earth.

1. The saint prefers that enjoyment of God, for which he hopes 

hereafter, to anything in this world. He looks not so much at 

the things which are seen and temporal as at those which are 

unseen and eternal (2 Corinthians 4:18). It is but a little of God 

that the saint enjoys in this world; he has but a little acquain-

tance with God, and enjoys but a little of the manifestations of 

the divine glory and love. But God has promised to give him 

Himself hereafter in full enjoyment. And these promises are 

more precious to the saint than the most precious earthly jew-

els. The gospel contains greater treasures, in his esteem, than 

the cabinets of princes or the mines of the Indies.

2. The saints prefer what of God may be obtained in this life 

before all things in the world. There is a great difference in 

the present spiritual attainments of the saints. Some attain to 

much greater acquaintance and communion with God, and 

conformity to Him, than others. But the highest attainments 

are very small in comparison with what is future. The saints are 

capable of making progress in spiritual attainments, and they 

earnestly desire such further attainments. Not contented with 

those degrees to which they have already attained, they hunger 

and thirst after righteousness, and, as newborn babes, desire 
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the sincere milk of the Word that they may grow thereby. It is 

their desire to know more of God, to have more of His image, 

and to be enabled more to imitate God and Christ in their walk 

and conversation. Psalm 27:4: “One thing have I desired of the 

Lord, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the 

Lord all the days of my life, to be hold the beauty of the Lord, 

and to inquire in His temple.” Psalm 42:1–2: “As the hart pan-

teth after the water-brooks, so panteth my soul after Thee, O 

God. My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God: when shall 

I come and appear before God?” Psalm 63:1–2: “O God, Thou 

art my God, early will I seek Thee. My soul thirsteth for Thee, 

my flesh longeth for Thee in a dry and thirsty land where no 

water is; to see Thy power and Thy glory, so as I have seen Thee 

in the sanctuary.” See also Psalm 84:1–3 and Psalm 130:6: “My 

soul waiteth for the Lord more than they that watch for the 

morning; I say, more than they that watch for the morning.”

Though every saint has not this longing desire after God 

to the same degree that the psalmist had, yet they are all of the 

same spirit: they earnestly desire to have more of His presence 

in their hearts. That this is the temper of the godly in general, 

and not of some particular saints only, appears from Isaiah 

26:8–9 where not any particular saint, but the Church in gen-

eral, speaks thus: “Yea, in the way of Thy judg ments, O Lord, 

have we waited for Thee; the desire of our soul is to Thy name, 

and to the remembrance of Thee. With my soul have I desired 

Thee in the night, and with my spirit within me will I seek Thee 

early.” See also Song of Solomon 3:1–2; 6–8.

The saints are not always in the lively exercise of grace; but 

such a spirit they have, and sometimes they have the sensible 

exercise of it. They desire God and divine attainments more 

than all earthly things, and seek to be rich in grace more than 

they do to get earthly riches. They desire the honor which is of 
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God more than that which is of men (John 5:44), and commu-

nion with Him more than any earthly pleasures. They are of the 

same spirit which the Apostle expresses in Philippians 3:8: “Yea, 

doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of 

the knowledge of Christ Jesus, my Lord, and do count them but 

dung that I may win Christ.”

3. The saint prefers what he has already of God before anything 

in this world. That which was infused into his heart at his con-

version is more precious to him than anything which the world 

can afford. The views which are sometimes given him of the 

beauty and excellency of God are more pre cious to him than 

all the treasures of the wicked. The relation of a child in which 

he stands to God, the union which there is between his soul 

and Jesus Christ, he values more than the greatest earthly dig-

nity. That image of God which is stamped on his soul he values 

more than any earthly ornaments. It is, in his esteem, better 

to be adorned with the graces of God’s Holy Spirit than to be 

made to shine in jewels of gold and the most costly pearls, or to 

be admired for the greatest external beauty. He values the robe 

of Christ’s righteousness, which he has on his soul, more than 

the robes of princes. The spiritual pleasures and delights which 

he sometimes has in God he prefers far before all the pleasures 

of sin. Psalm 84:10: “A day in Thy courts is better than a thou-

sand. I had rather be a doorkeeper in the house of God than to 

dwell in the tents of wickedness.”

A saint thus prefers God before all other things in this world. 

Whatever temporal enjoyments he has, he prefers God to them 

all. Psalm 16:5–6: “The Lord is the portion of mine inheritance, 

and of my cup. Thou maintainest my lot. The lines are fallen 

to me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly heritage.” If he is 

rich, he chiefly sets his heart on his heavenly riches. He prefers 
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God before any earthly friend, and the di vine favor before any 

respect shown him by his fellow crea tures. Although inadver-

tently these have room in his heart, and too much room, yet 

he reserves the throne for God. Luke 14:26: “If any man come 

to Me, and hate not his father and mother, and wife, and chil-

dren, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he 

cannot be My disciple.”

He prefers God before any earthly enjoyment of which he 

has a prospect. The children of men commonly set their hearts 

more on some earthly happiness for which they hope, and after 

which they are seeking, than on what they have in present pos-

session. But a godly man prefers God to anything which he has 

in prospect in this world. He may, indeed, through the prev-

alence of corruption, for a season be carried away with some 

enjoyment; however, he will again come to himself; this is not 

the temper of the man; he is of another spirit.

It is the spirit of a godly man to prefer God to any earthly 

enjoyments of which he can conceive. He not only prefers Him 

to anything which he now possesses, but he sees nothing pos-

sessed by any of his fellow creatures as so estimable. Could he 

have as much worldly prosperity as he would, could he have 

earthly things just to his mind, and agreeable to his in clina tion, 

he values the portion which he has in God incom parably more. 

He prefers Christ to earthly kingdoms.

Application

1. Hence we may learn that whatever changes a godly man 

passes through, he is happy because God, who is unchange-

able, is his chosen portion. Though he meets with temporal 

losses, and is deprived of many, yea, of all his temporal en joy-
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ments, yet God, whom he prefers before all, still remains and 

cannot be lost. While he stays in this changeable, trouble some 

world he is happy, because his chosen portion, on which he 

builds as his main foundation for happiness, is above the world, 

and above all changes. And when he goes into another world, 

still he is happy because that portion yet remains. Whatever he 

is deprived of, he cannot be deprived of his chief portion; his 

inheritance remains sure to him. Could worldly-minded men 

find a way to secure to themselves those earthly enjoyments on 

which they mainly set their hearts, so that they could not be 

lost nor impaired while they live, how great would they account 

the privilege, though other things which they esteem in a lesser 

degree were liable to the same uncertainty as they now are! 

Whereas now those earthly enjoyments on which men chiefly 

set their hearts are often most fading. But how great is the hap-

piness of those who have chosen the Fountain of all good, who 

prefer Him before all things in heaven or on earth, and who 

can never be deprived of Him to all eternity!

2. By these things, let all examine and try themselves whether 

they are saints or not. As this which has been exhib ited is the 

spirit of the saints, so it is peculiar to them; none can use the 

language of the text and say, “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? 

There is none upon earth that I desire be sides Thee” but the 

saints. A man’s choice is that which de termines his state. He 

who chooses God for his portion, and prefers Him to all other 

things, is a godly man, for he chooses and worships Him as 

God. To respect Him as God is to re spect Him above all other 

things; and if any man respects Him as his God, his God He is. 

There is a union and covenant relation between that man and 

the true God. Every man is as his God is. If you would know 

what a man is, whether he is a godly man or not, you must 
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inquire what his God is. If the true God is He to whom he has 

a supreme respect, whom he regards above all, he is doubtless 

a servant of the true God. But if the man has something else 

to which he pays a greater respect than to Jehovah, he is not a 

godly man.

Inquire, therefore, how it is with you, whether you prefer 

God before all other things. It may sometimes be a difficulty 

for persons to determine this to their satisfaction. The un godly 

may be deluded with false affections; the godly in dull frames 

may be at a loss about it. Therefore you may try your selves as 

to this matter in several ways; if you cannot speak fully to one 

thing, yet you may perhaps to others.

1. What is it which chiefly makes you desire to go to heaven 

when you die? Indeed some have no great desire to go to 

heaven. They do not care to go to hell, but if they could be 

safe from that they would not much concern themselves about 

heaven. If it is not so with you, but you find that you have a 

desire after heaven, then inquire what it is for. Is the main rea-

son that you may be with God, have communion with Him, and 

be conformed to Him? that you may see God and enjoy Him 

there? Is this the consideration which keeps your hearts, your 

desires, and your expectations towards heaven?

2. If you could avoid death and might have your free choice, 

would you choose to live always in this world without God rather 

than in His time to leave the world in order to be with Him? 

If you might live here in earthly prosperity to all eternity, but 

destitute of the presence of God and commu nion with Him—

having no spiritual intercourse between Him and your souls, 

God and you being strangers to each other forever—would you 

choose this rather than to leave the world in order to dwell 
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in heaven as the children of God, there to enjoy the glorious 

privileges of children in a holy and perfect love to God, and 

enjoyment of Him to all eternity?

3. Do you prefer Christ to all others as the way to heaven? 

He who truly chooses God, prefers Him in each person 

of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost: the Father as 

his Father, the Son as his Savior, and the Holy Ghost as his 

Sanctifier. Inquire, therefore, not only whether you choose 

the enjoy ment of God in heaven as your highest portion and 

happi ness, but also whether you choose Jesus Christ before all  

others as your way to heaven—and that in a sense of the excel-

lency of Christ and of the way of salvation by Him as being that 

which is to the glory of Christ and of sovereign grace. Is the way 

of free grace, by the blood and righteousness of the blessed 

and glorious Redeemer, the most excellent way to life in your 

esteem? Does it add a value to the heavenly inheri tance that it is 

conferred in this way? Is this far better to you than to be saved by 

your own righteousness, by any of your performances, or by any 

other mediator?

4. If you might go to heaven in what course you please, would 

you prefer to all others the way of a strict walk with God? They 

who prefer God as has been represented choose Him not only 

in the end, but in the way. They would rather be with God 

than with any other, not only when they come to the end of 

their journey, but also while they are in their pil grimage. They 

choose the way of walking with God, though it is a way of labor, 

care, and self-denial rather than a way of sin, though it is a way 

of sloth and of gratifying their lusts.

5. Were you to spend your eternity in this world, would you 
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choose rather to live in mean and low circumstances with the 

gracious presence of God than to live forever in earthly pros-

perity without Him? Would you rather spend it in holy liv ing, 

and serving and walking with God, and in the enjoyment of 

the privileges of His children? God often manifests Himself to 

you as your Father, reveals to you His glory, manifests His love, 

and lifts the light of His countenance upon you! Would you 

rather choose these things, though in poverty, than to abound 

in worldly things, and to live in ease and prosperity, at the same 

time being an alien from the commonwealth of Israel? Could 

you be content to stand in no childlike relation to God, enjoy-

ing no gracious intercourse with Him, having no right to be 

acknowledged by Him as His children? Or would such a life as 

this, though in ever so great earthly prosperity, be esteemed by 

you as a miserable life? 

If, after all, there remain with you doubts, and a difficulty 

to determine concerning yourselves whether you do truly and 

sincerely prefer God to all other things, I would mention two 

things which are the surest ways to be determined in this mat-

ter, and which seem to be the best grounds of satisfaction in it.

First, the feeling of some particular, strong, and lively 

ex ercise of such a spirit. A person may have such a spirit as is 

spoken of in the doctrine, and may have the exercise of it in 

a low degree, and yet remain in doubt whether he has it or 

not and be unable to come to a satisfying determination. But 

God is pleased sometimes to give such discoveries of His glory 

and of the excellency of Christ as so draw forth the heart that 

they know beyond all doubt that they feel such a spirit as Paul 

spoke of when he said that he counted all things but loss for 

the excellency of Christ Jesus his Lord; and they can boldly say, 

as in the text, “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? and there is 

none upon earth that I desire besides Thee.” At such times the 
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people of God do not need any help of ministers to satisfy them 

whether they have the true love of God; they plainly see and 

feel it, and the Spirit of God then witnesses with their spirits 

that they are the children of God. Therefore, if you would be 

satisfied upon this point, earnestly seek such attainments; seek 

that you may have such clear and lively ex ercises of this spirit. 

To this end, you must labor to grow in grace. Though you have 

had such experiences in times past, and they satisfied you then, 

yet you may again doubt. You should therefore seek that you 

may have them more fre quently. And the way to that is ear-

nestly to press forward that you may have more acquaintance 

with God, and have the principles of grace strengthened. This 

is the way to have the exercises of grace stronger, more lively, 

and more frequent, and so to be satisfied that you have a spirit 

of supreme love to God.

Second, the other way is to inquire whether you prefer God 

to all other things in practice, i.e., when you have occasion to 

manifest by your practice which you prefer—when you must 

either cleave to one or the other, and must either forsake other 

things, or forsake God—whether then it is your manner prac-

tically to prefer God to all other things what-soever, even to 

those earthly things to which your hearts are most wedded. Are 

your lives those of adherence to God, and of serving Him in 

this manner?

He who sincerely prefers God to all other things in his heart 

will do it in his practice. For when God and all other things 

come to stand in competition, that is the proper trial, what a 

man chooses; and the manner of acting in such cases must cer-

tainly determine what the choice is in all free agents, or those 

who act on choice. Therefore there is no sign of sin cerity so 

much insisted on in the Bible as this: that we deny ourselves, 

sell all, forsake the world, take up the cross, and fol low Christ 



Altogether Lovely14

whithersoever He goes. Therefore, so run, not as uncertainly; so 
fight, not as those that beat the air; but keep under your bodies 
and bring them into subjection. Act not as though you counted 
yourselves to have apprehended, but this one thing do: “forget-
ting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto 
those things which are before, press to ward the mark, for the 
prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 
3:13–14). “And besides this, giving diligence, add to your faith, 
virtue; and to virtue, knowledge; and to knowledge, temper-
ance; and to temperance, patience; and to patience, godliness; 
and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, 
charity. For if these things be in you, and abound, they make 
you that ye shall neither be barren nor unfruitful in the knowl-
edge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:5–8).


