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Union with God and the Singularity of God’s End in Creating:
Jonathan Edwards’ Concerning the End for which God Created the World
Why did God create theworld? For wha reason(s), if any, did God create?

Jonahan EdwardsOanswer isthat God notonly had a purpose for creating, buta singular
purpose: God® self-communication to creatures. God is indined toward this end out of
regard to himself aswell asto creatures. Thisdud-regard formsasingle end, in view of
the progressive union beween God and creation. How Jonahan Edwards comes to this
ansver will be explored by a series of theses, each of which correspondsto a section
assigned for thisweek. The purpos of these theses is twofold: to defend a master-thesis

aboutthetext as awhole and to guide our discussion of thetext in its congdituent parts.

Master-Thesis: The purpose of Edwards’ dissertation is to argue for the singularity
of God’s end in creating. God creates out of regard for himself, which includes
God’s regard for sentient creatures in view of their progressive union with him.

My thesis entails two claims: (a) that Edwards argues for the singularity of God®
end in creating, and (b) that this argument is the main theme of EdwardsOdissertation.
Thefirst clam isunmntovesal, thoughhow Edwards gets there isinteresting and
subject to interpretation. The second, bolder claim requires jugification. | will seek to
suppot this second clam by meansof an elaboration of thefirst claim, showing how
EdwardsOargument for God@singuar end in creation shapes the dissertation as awhole.

Edwards argues for the singularity of God@® creative purpo in three steps first,
by arguing that in God@ act of creating, God makes himsalf his own end; second, that

God® consquentia endsin creation are also intringcally valuable to God; and third, that
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these first two claims are notincompaible in view of the progressive union beween God
and creatures. Since thethree stepsof this argument correspondexactly to thefirst three
sectionsof chapter ong my master thesis (tha this argument is the main theme of
EdwardsOdissertation) appesrs warranted. The following expostion will elaborate each

of these stepsas well asindicate how theremaining sectionsfit into this argument.

Thesis 1: The governing question of Edwards’ dissertation is whether God’s end in
creating is singular or plural.

Althoughhe addresses a number of significant problemsin the course of his
expostion, the question of the unity of God@® creative purpose recurs throughoutthe
dissertation. Only theremainde of my expostion can show how each step in EdwardsO
argument serves to answer this question. Neverthdess, thesis 1 may beinitially
corroborated by noting the prominence of this question at the beginning and the end of
EdwardsOdissertation.

Corrobaration A: Theintroduction sets this question asthe agenda.

Althoughthe explicit purpo<e of theintrodudionis the explanation of terms,
Edwardsidentifies thelarger problem heaimsto address. After distinguishing between
chief and ultimate ends Edwardssuggests tha there may beabeng for whomawhole
series of actionsserve oneend: Of any being had but oneultimate endin al that he does,
and there beagreat variety of opeaation, hislast end may jugly belooked uponas his
supreme end G In such a case, one3 chief end and ultimate end would be the same thing:

Qheultimate end of al mus be valued more than any oneof the particular meansO(410)

! Jonathan Edwards, GConcerning the End for which God Created the World,Oin Paul Ramsey,
ed., Ethical Writings, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 8 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989)
410, italics original. Hereafter cited in-text.
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Edwards hints that (t] his seems to bethe case with the works of GodQ(410) But hegoes
onto note tha onemay have multiple supreme ends:
if an agentin hisworks hasin view more thingsthan onetha will be broughtto
pass by wha hedoes, tha are agreeable to him, consdered in themselvesE N
then hemust have more thingsthan onetha heregardsas hislast endsin wha he
does. But if there be but onething tha an agent seeks, as the consequence of wha
hedoes tha is agreeable to him, onits own account then there can be butonelast
end which hehasin al hisactionsand opeations(411).
Althoughthese ultimate endsmay becrudally distinguished as either origind or
consequential, Edwardsleaves open the question concerning the singularity of God@end
in creation. In thefind paragraph of theintrodudion, Edwards sets up thetwo
possibilities:
if there be butonethingtha isorigindly, and indgoendent on any future
suppod cases, agreeable to God, to be obtained by the creation of theworld,
then there can bebut onelast end of God@Qwork, in this highest sense: butif there
are variousthings propely diverse onefrom another, that are, abslutely and
indgpendently on the suppostion of any future given cases, agreeable to the
Divine Being, which are actudly obtained by the creation of theworld, then there
were several ultimate endsof the creation, in that highest sense (415).
Aswe shdl see, theremainde of the dissertation seeks to arguefor thefirst: the complex
singularity of God@end in creating. But from thebeginning, the questionis being raised.
Corroboration B: The OonclusionOexplicitly answers this question (Ch. |1, Sec. VI1).
Given thetitle of thefind section in EdwardsOdissertation (Bhowing That the
Ultimate End of the Creation of the World is But One, and What That One End 10, this
thessisunontroversa. Wha isinteresting is tha this section oughtto beread as the
conduson of thewhole dissertation and not only as the conduson of chgpter two. This
conduding section answers the question raised by theintrodudion, forming an arc unde

which thewhole dissertation labors. More attention will begiven to the material content

of this section at the close of my expostion.
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Thesis 2: God’s highest end in creating must be himself (Ch. I, Sec. I)

Thefirst step in EdwardsOargument is to assert that God®@end in creating is
himself. Edwards comes to this conduson by identifying three of conditionsGod®@end
my satisfy. (1) Whaever God@endin creating is, it cannotimply a deficiency in God on
account of God®@aseity: Orhat no nation of God®last end in the creation of theworld is
agreeable to reason which would truly imply or infer any indigence, insufficiency and
mutability in God; or any dependence of the Creator on the creature, for any pat of his
perfection or hgppiness. Because it is evident, by both Scripture and reason, tha Godis
infinitely, eterndly, unchangesbly, and indgpendently gloriousand happy(420).
Therefore, God@end in creation must be something internd to his beng. (2)
Furthermore, this end mug have intrinsc value QWhasoever is goodand valugblein
itself isworthy that God should valuefor itselfO(421). (3) To be God®@ highest end, this
end mug be On itself mos valuableQ(421). Edwards condudes tha the only being which
satisfies these conditionsis God himself: Of God himself bein any respect propely
capable of beng his own end in the creation of theworld, then it is reasonéble to suppo®
tha hehad respect to himself as his last and highest end in this work; because heis
worthy in himself to be so, beinginfinitely thegreatest and best bangg(421). God®
own self-regard thusgovensall hisworks ad extra.

Thefind two points of this section serve as atrangtion to the next section by
raising the problem of the unity of God®@ends On the onehand, reason dictates tha God
is hisown end. On the other hand, we can infer from wha God actudly accomplishes
that God values something other than merely himself: QWhasoever thing is actudly the

effect or conequence of the creation of theworld, which is smply and absolutely good
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and vauablein itself, that thing is an ultimate end of God@® creatingtheworldE For we
may jusly infer wha God intendsby wha he actually doesO(427). Edwardsexplores

what God Cactudly doesOin thefollowing section.

Thesis 3: God’s consequent ends in creating are intrinsically valuable (Ch. I, Sec. II)

The second step in EdwardQargument is to assert that God® consequent endsare
aso intringcally valuable and thuspart of God@® ultimate end in creating. Edwards
identifies fourintrindgcally valuable consequences of God@® creation of theworld. This
list need not be exhaudive to provetha God values what God actudly doesin creating
theworld. These endsare not meansto other endsbutintringcally vauable endsin-
themselves. (1) The exercise of God@attributes isintrinscally valuable: \s God
therefore esteems these attributes themselves valuable, and ddightsin them, so Gis
naural to suppo® tha heddightsin their prope exercise and expression(430). (2) The
knowledgeof God isintrindcally vauable: GTis athing infinitely goodin itself that
God®@glory should beknown by a glorioussodiety of created beinggd(431) (3) Thelowe
of Godisintringcally valuable: Of the pafective itself be excellent, theknowledgeof it
is excellent, and so is theesteem and love of it excellentO(432)2 (4) Theemanaion of
God®@bengisintrindgcally valuable: (s this fullness is capable of communication or
emanaion ad extra; so it seems athingamiable and valuable in itself tha it should be
communicated or flow forthO(433).

Theintrindc value of these four consequent endsis problematic for Edwards
because they in some sense compete with the supreme value of God® own self as God®

end in creation. Edwardsbeginsto address this problem by means of a caveat at theend

2N.B.: for Edwards, (2) and (3) correspond to the procession of the Son and the Spirit.
5
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of this section. But here as much as possible to avoid confuson, | obsrve tha thereis
some impropriety in saying tha adispostionin God to communicate himself to the
creature, move him to create theworldE But thediffusive dispostion that excited God
to give creatures existence was rather acommunicative dispostion in general O(435). In
other words, God was moved to create by an intransitive dispostion, which is
conequently exercised trangtively once God has created an objective toward which to be
dispoed. This subtle distinction preserves God® self-regard as the supreme end of all
God®@works ad extra. However, it does not yet answer in what sense God®
conequeantial endsare really endsin themselves, and how such a clam in congstent with
God making himself theend of creation. For such an answer, we mug turn to the next

section.

Thesis 4: The intrinsic value of God’s consequent ends is compatible with God
making himself his end in creating the world (Ch. I, Sec. I1I)

Thethird andfind step in EdwardQargument isto explain the compatibility of
hisfirst two assertions He makes thisintention plain in the opening words of this section:
On thelast section | observed some things which are actudly the consequence of the
creation of theworld, which seem absolutely valuable in themselves, and so worthy to be
made God@last end in this work. | now proceed to inquire, how God® making such
thingsas these hislast end is congstent with his making himself hislast end, or his
manifesting an ultimate respect to himself in his acts and worksO(436).

Sub-Thesis A: God@ consequent endsare implied within God making himself his end

in creating.
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In order to arguefor such compatibility, Edwardsfirst marches throughthefou
congequent endsto show how each isimplied within God® own self-regard. GGod®
regard to himself, and valuefor his own perfections, should cause him to valuethese
exercises and expressions of his perfectiongd(437). God® own knowledgeand love of
himself containswithin it adispostion tha others know and love him (437). Regarding
GGod®@ bang disposed to an abundant communication, E herein also God makes himsel f
his end((438) Everything can betraced back to a prior dispostionin God: (Orhis
dispostion or desire in God mug beprior to the existence of the creature, even in
intention and foresightO(438). So, God@ endswith regard to creation itself areimplies
within God making himself his end.

Sub-Thesis B: God3 original and consequent ends share the same object: God himself.

Withoutsetting aside the priority of God@ intranstive dispostion to create for his
own sake, Edwardstakes afurther step in unifying God® origind and consquent ends
God®@ sdlf as his end and God3 self-communication to creatures are compaible because
they share the same object: God himself. God knows, loves and enjoys God; creatures
know, love and enjoy God. So God®origind self-regard and consequent regard for
creatures are teleologically united in God. Q1]n making this [communication of himself]
his end, God testifies a supreme respect to himself, and makes himself his end((443)
Sub-Thesis C: The union of the elect with God isthe material bagsfor the singularity
of God®original and consequent ends.

Theappaently diverse endsof God come to thar closest unity when viewed from
the perspective of theeternd progressive uniting of the elect with God. Inasmuch as

certain creatures are united with God, there is no divide between God® self-regard and
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God@regard for creatures. Edwardsuses the languaye of becoming @newith God,0
Qnore and more conformed to God,OGhearer and nearer to an identity with that which is
in God((443). This process, viewed as awhole, unites the appaently diverse endsof
God: On this view, those elect creatures which must belooked uponas theend of all the
rest of creation, congdered with respect to thewhde of thar eterna duration, and as such
made God® end, mug beview asbang, asit were, onewith God((443). Theresult is
tha the Onterest of the creature is, asit were, God® own interest, in propationto the
degree of thar relation and unionto God((443) Therefore, God@ end in creationis one

At this point, Edwards has conduded the basic movement of his argument.

Thesis 5: The concept of union with God protects the gracious character of the act
of creating (Ch. I, Sec. IV).

Althoughthe basic argumentative steps have been made, Edwards continues by
defending and eluddating his undestanding of God@singular endin creation. Thelast
sectionin chapter onecontainsrepliesto four objections In anumber of thesereplies,
Edwards appeals to the eternd uniting of God and the creature to ward of f
misundestandings For indance, God is not selfish in making himself his end because
God® self-regard Gndines him to seek thegoodof his creature(452) Agan, God
cannotbecriticized for seeking praise in itself because God is seeking to communicate
tha which isintrinscally goodto the creature: GFor a being tha loves himself,
necessarily loves Loveto himself. If holinessin God congsts chiefly in loveto himself,
holinessin the creature mug chiefly congst inlove to him. Andif Godloves holinessin

himself, hemugt loveit in the creatureQ(456). Lastly, and most importantly, Edwards
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refers to creaturely unionwith Godin order to uplold the graciouscharacter of God® act
of creating. G5od and the creature, in this affair of the emanaion of the divinefullness,
are not propely set in oppostion; or madethe oppogte pats of adigunaion. Nor ought
God®@glory and the creature® good to be spoken of asif they were propealy and entirely
distinaO(458). God is still graciousto us even as he makes himself his own end: GGod in
seeking his glory, therein seeks the goodof his creaturesO(459). Thisis so because in
view of the creature@ Qyreater and greater nearness and strictness of union with [God] E
it appears that God@respect to the creature, in thewhole, unites with his respect to
himselfO(459). So the conacept of unionwith God notonly is crudal in arguing for the
singularity of God@end in creating, but also is hdpful for answering objections

concerning the character of God@® act of creating.

Thesis 6: “Glory” is a biblical term than embraces both God’s own self-regard and
God’s regard for creatures (Ch. I, Sec. VI).

Thebulk of chapter two is dedicated to the exegetical elaboration and
subgantiation of EdwardsQargument concerning God@singular creative purpoe. The
penultimate section in this chgpter is particularly important for itsfocuson thebiblical
term Qylory. OEdwards shows how the term QyloryOrefers both to God® Onternd gloryO
(513) and to God® self-communication of hisinternd glory (515) Accordingto this dud
reference, Edwards unites God® own glory and the grace given to humens

Theglory of God, and the emanationsand fruit of his grace in man@ salvation,
are so spoken of by Christ onthisoccasion [John12: 23-32] in jud the same
manne, tha it would be quite unndural to undestand him as speaking of two

distinct things Suchisthe connection tha wha he says of thelatter mus mos
naturally beundestoodas exegetical of theformer (520)
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So God®@glory isfoundnotonly in himself butalso in his crestures: Qhe expression of
divinegrace, in the sandification and hgppiness of the redeemed, are especially tha glory
of his[Christ@], and his Father©(521) So thebiblical notion of God®@glory expresses

the complex singularity of God® end in creating the world.

Thesis 7: God has one end in creation: the glory of God (Ch. II, Sec. VII)

In a conduding section, Edwards asserts explicitly tha God@end in creationis
one Edwardsreiterates what he has said before about the unity of God@ self-regard and
God@regard for creatures, butwith thehep of conarete biblical termindogy: Orhuswe
see tha the great and last end of God@work which is so varioudy expressed in Scripture,
isindesd but one andthis oneendis mog propely and comprehensvely caled, Ghe
glory of God®(530) In seeking the externdization of his own internd glory, God Geeks
the creature@ good:yet therein appears his supreme regard to himselfO(531). These two
aspects, God® Qespect to himself, and to the creature in this matter, are not propely to
belooked uponas adoulie and divided respect of God® heartO(531) Here Edwards
once again refers to union with God: G5od@ respect to the creature® good,and his
respect to himself, isnotadivided respect; butboth are united in oneg as the hgppiness of
the creature aimed at is hgppiness in union with himselfO(533). Edwardsmakes it
abundantly clear that Qhere never will be any particular time when it can besaid aready
to have come to such a heightOand thusour union with God will Gontinuethusto move
to al eternityO(534) Neverthdess, viewed as whde from God® perspective, this
progressive union rendes identical God® interest and our interest: Qriew thus ther

interest mugt be viewed as onewith God®interestO(535)
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Addendum 1: Implications

EdwardsOargument is replete with implications First, the consequence of a
singular endin creationistha therelationsip between God and theworld isrendered
dynamic. By uniting God®@ self-regard to God@regard for creatures, Edwards
undestandsGod®@beng as intimately involved in creation, yet withoutundemined
God@aseity. AsDr. Lee putsit, G5od®own being [is] realy andinterndly invaved in
humen history withoutcompromising God@ transcendence and prior actudity.S The
implication is tha Qheworld matters and isimportant to God & So Edwards shows usa
way to affirm God® radical immanence withoutsetting aside God® transcendence.

Second, EdwardsOergurment exhibits the compatibility between aworld-affirming
spiritudity and talk of eternity.” For Edwards themeaning of history and hopein the
afterlife are not at oddswith oneancther. To take it astep further, onthebasis of
EdwardsCdissertation onecould arguefor the necessity of eternity for aworld-affirming
spiritudity that still upholstheaseity of God. God@ self-communication to creation
makes creation meaningful for God, butit will take an eternity for God@bengto be
really communicated to creatures. So eternity keepsthe creator-creature distinction in tact
while at the same tend making all of created history significant. Whether in its modest
(compdibility) or bad (necessary relation) form, the systematic unity between a world-
affirming spiritudity and the hopeof eternity is a helpful corrective to thecontemporary

polarization of these themes. Edwards hd psusto say (oth/andGand mean it.

% Sang Hyun Lee, The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 2™ ed. (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2000) p. 241.

* Sang Hyun Lee, (5od@ Relation to the World,Oin Sang Hyun Lee, ed., The Princeton
Companion to Jonathan Edwards (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005) p. 59.

® Lee al'so points out the implications for aworld-affirming spirituality in conversation with H.
Richard Niebuhr, Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards, pp. 236-41. The ecological implications of
EdwardsOphilosophy of nature are also discussed, ibid., pp. 263-68.
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Addendum 2: Questions
¥ |sEdwardsOprimary concern the singularity of God® endin creation?
¥ If so, why isthesingularity of God® creative purpose important to Edwards?
¥ TowhomisEdwardsresponding (cf. e.g., p. 420)?
¥ Does Edwardsadequaely reply to the objectionshe raises (pp. 44563)?
¥ Wha other objectionsmightberaised?

¥ Are human personsin some sense treated as meansrather than endsfor Edwards?

Addendum 3: Paper Proposal

| propose to write my find pagper on Christ@ resurrection in Jonathan Edwards |
am particularly interested in the systematic significance of Christ@ eternd embod ment.
Edwardsindicates tha the man Jesus perpetudly mediates between God and humans
throughoutthe progressive consummation of creation (WJE Vol. 8, Appendix I11; Misc.
1263;etc.). My hypohesisisthat Christ@ bodily resurrection is systematically significant
for Edwards because the human naure of Jesusis an indispensable meanstoward theend
for which God created theworld. Theresurrected flesh of Christ unifies God and creation
yet at the same time guaantees the Creator-creature distinction. Thusl aim to show how
Christ® resurrection fits within EdwardsQarger systematic supeastructure. Accordingly,
aversion of the aboveexpostion of EdwardsOdissertation on theend of creation will
form apat of this pgper. My question for the seminar leader and participantsis twofold:
(1) Isthisagoodidea? If so, (2) would an expostion of God® end in creation fit best
before or after my treatment of texts conaerning Christ@ resurrection?In other words,

should I movefromgeneral to particular or from particular to general ?
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