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This article examines the thinking of the eighteenth-century theologian Jonathan 
Edwards on property and liberty. It argues that for Edwards this entailed certain 
roles for government and that all of these considerations are best understood in 
what was called the national covenant tradition. It goes on to suggest the useful-
ness of this tradition for contemporary understandings.

Introduction

In July 1736, when Northampton, Massachusetts, was suffering the effects 
of drought, Jonathan Edwards informed the anxious farmers that rain had 
not come because “God is displeased,” for he had seen the “corruption in our 
hearts.” Repentance and reformation were therefore in order. Seven years later, 
when worms devoured the crops, Edwards again knew why: God was judging 
Northampton’s stinginess to its poor. “If a people would but run the venture of 
giving their temporal good things” to God through the poor, “it would be a sure 
way to … [have] those Judgments Removed that would destroy them & to have 
a plenty of them bestowed.”1 

Most theologians today would think this claim to know how God was dealing 
with a whole society either presumptuous speculation or, more likely, simply 
wrongheaded theology. Why? It has been a presumption since the Enlightenment 
that revelation and tradition tell us how God deals with individuals but not with 
whole peoples or societies or nations.2 But this presumption is in fact a recent 
innovation in the history of Christian thought. This is why Edwards’s claim to 
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understand the ways of God with a whole people surprised no one at the time, 
for this was standard fare in New England’s Reformed orthodoxy. In a tradition 
stretching back to the Reformation and before, God was conceived as entering 
into covenant with a people or nation, and blessing or punishing that people in 
proportion to their fidelity to the terms of what they called the national covenant. 
As John Winthrop had told the New England founders in 1620, the Lord would 
“expect a strict performance of the articles contained in” his covenant with them. 
“If we shall neglect the observation of these articles … the Lord will surely 
break out in wrath against us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make 
us know the price of the breach of such a covenant.”3 This is the central idea of 
the national covenant, which is rooted in the observation that God not only dealt 
with all Israel as a people in Old Testament times, but that he has been dealing 
in similar ways with whole societies ever since—and in ways strikingly different 
from the ways he deals with individuals. 

In this article, I will argue that Edwards’s reflections on property and liberty 
can best be understood within the national covenant tradition and that they can 
provide unique perspective on markets and morality today. The eighteenth-century 
theologian wrestled with perennial questions about self-interest, the common 
good, markets, and freedom. His use of the national covenant might seem alien to 
today’s political and economic debates, but its underlying vision was endorsed by 
leading twentieth-century thinkers. This article recommends its reconsideration.

The national covenant had no salvific value or reference to life beyond the grave 
but could help interpret what happened in this life. Hence Indian attacks in New 
England as well as crop failures and a diversity of other natural disasters—all 
of course matters of this world—were attributed to failure to keep the national 
covenant with God—a covenant enacted in this world and administered in this 
world. Nearly all seem to have believed that, in the words of a seventeenth-
century Puritan leader, “in all Ages since their [the Jews’] national Rejection, God 
has had, in some Country or other, a peculiar people owning his revelation and 
their Covenant Engagement to him.” Since New England was the latest peculiar 
people, its calamities were “Signs of his Displeasure.” Evangelicals and liberals 
alike preached that God will “favor a righteous nation” and punish nations “for 
every act of unrighteousness.”4 The eighteenth century brought little abatement 
of covenantal rhetoric.5

Edwards, like his predecessors, believed that most of Northampton’s and New 
England’s fortunes, both good and bad, could be explained by reference to God’s 
covenant with those societies. Successes were unmerited blessings, results of 
God’s mercy, perhaps even warnings to repent. (Blessings as rewards for good 
behavior were so rare as to hardly be worth mentioning.) Defeats and disasters 
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were visitations of God’s anger, once again invitations to repent. Both good and 
bad fortune were directed by a sovereign God in order to motivate a people to 
keep the terms of the covenant. Consequently, no major event in a nation’s his-
tory was without meaning. Subjects might chafe under what they considered to 
be the severity of God’s discipline, but they were spared the despair that comes 
from the belief that history is meaningless.

The national covenant put all thinking about property and liberty in a frame-
work that many moderns—who think that if there is a God he must deal with 
individuals only and not whole societies—find it nearly impossible to understand. 
In Edwards’s thinking, which was common for the mid-eighteenth century, 
property and liberty both have everything to do with God. Even if my property 
and my liberties are threatened by rapacious men or governments, those men 
and governments might well have been instigated by the wrath of God against 
my society.

But if national covenant was the celestial framework apart from which prop-
erty and liberty could not be conceived by Edwards and most New Englanders 
of his era, there were also more prosaic understandings of government that the 
Puritan and Reformed traditions before him had developed. Naturally, these too 
shaped his conceptions of property and liberty. For Edwards there were seven 
purposes of government. In words echoing his Reformed tradition, he preached 
that magistrates were to “act as the fathers of the commonwealth with that care 
and concern for the public good that the father of a family has for the family, 
watchful against public dangers, [and] forward to improve their power to promote 
the public benefit.”6 Their first three functions were to secure property and protect 
citizens’ rights, and—toward that end—maintain order. In words reminiscent 
of Hobbes, Edwards said that without the strong arm of government, citizens 
would tear one another apart and life would become “miserable and intolerable.”7 

Edwards defended private property just as his Puritan predecessors had. 
William Perkins preached that “the fruition and possession of goods and riches 
… are the good blessing of God being well used.”8 According to Richard Sibbes, 
“[W]orldly things are good in themselves and given to sweeten our passage to 
Heaven.”9 Another Puritan, William Ames, whom the Puritans quoted more often 
than Luther or Calvin, wrote that “ownership, and differences in the amount of 
possessions, are ordinances of God and approved by him, Proverbs 22:2 and 
2 Thessalonians 3:12.”10 He added that all things were held in common “at 
the beginning of the world and also after the flood,” but things soon changed. 
Private property is founded “not only on human but also on natural and divine 
right.” There is justice “in the lawful keeping of the things we have.”11 So when 
the Massachusetts merchant John Hull discovered that his foreman had stolen 
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his horses, he remarked, “I would have you know that they are, by God’s good 
providence, mine.”12

Edwards extended Puritan convictions about property rights to market eco-
nomics, but not in complete laissez-faire fashion. As Mark Valeri has shown, 
Edwards stressed the pursuit of virtue within the market, contending that mer-
chants should not always raise their prices to get the highest possible profit 
margin. But they should be able to make a healthy profit by pricing their wares 
“according to current taste and fashion.” To deny them this right would lead to 
a kind of socialism, which is inimical to human nature. In his words, it “would 
in Effect make all things common,” which is “not agreeable to the design of the 
world,” that is, to nature.13

Related to these first two functions—(1) protecting property and (2) keeping 
order—government was also (3) to ensure justice. For Edwards, this was the 
proportional return of moral deserts. Evildoers would have evil returned to them 
in proportion to their evil deeds. Similarly, justice would prevail when persons 
who love receive the proper returns of love.14

But there was another kind of justice related to economic freedom. Edwards 
believed that the spread of “knowledge and trade” would help advance prosperity 
and “social union on a universal scale.” Yet there must be limits: He castigated 
avaricious businessmen and “self-legislating” businessmen. Nevertheless, he did 
see a link between an emerging worldwide market and greater possibilities for 
sociability and flourishing.15 Hence the market, if Christian virtue were to leaven 
its spread, could help produce a kind of economic justice and social network.

A fourth responsibility of government for Edwards was national defense. 
Military force was justified when the “rights and privileges” of a people were 
threatened, or when the “preservation of the community or public society requires 
it.” If “injurious and bloody enemies” molest and endanger a society, it is the 
duty of government to defend that society by the use of force.16 Not surprisingly, 
most New Light leaders—those who favored the kind of revivalism that Edwards 
preached—and his New Divinity protégés and their congregations, joined the 
Patriot ranks during the run-up to and course of the Revolution.17 

The next two functions of government referred not to evils which magistrates 
are to prevent but to positive goods—(5) promoting a common morality and 
(6) a minimum level of material prosperity. The fifth function was to “make 
good laws against immorality,” for a people that fails in morality would fail 
eventually in every other way. Rulers therefore were not to “countenance vice 
and wickedness” by failing to enact legislation against it or enforcing what had 
been legislated. Governments were also (6) to help the poor. Edwards believed 
the state (in his case, a town committee in Northampton) had a responsibility 
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to assist those who were destitute for reasons other than their own laziness or 
prodigality—but it also meant helping the children of the lazy and prodigal.18 
Civil welfare is necessary because private charity (here Edwards had in mind the 
charity of churches) is unreliable: “In this corrupt world [private charity] is an 
uncertain thing; and therefore the wisdom of legislators did not think fit to leave 
those that are so reduced upon such a precarious foundation for a subsistence.” 
Because of the natural selfishness of all human beings, even the regenerate, it 
is therefore incumbent upon the Christian to support the state’s efforts to help 
the destitute.19

The seventh and final major item in Edwards’s job description for the magis-
trate was religious. The good ruler was expected to give friendly, but distanced, 
support to true religion. During a revival the magistrate should call a day of 
prayer or thanksgiving. But he should not try to do much more than that. In 
Edwards’s list of the magistrate’s qualifications in his “Strong Rods” sermon 
(1748) at his uncle John Stoddard’s funeral, piety was only a subordinate trait, 
not listed among the five chief qualifications; and in the context it is mentioned 
only for the purpose of administering “justice and judgment … to bear down 
vice and immorality.” In his private notebooks Edwards reminded himself that 
the civil authorities were to have “nothing to do with matters ecclesiastical, with 
those things that relate to conscience and eternal salvation or with any matters 
religious as religious.” He would not brook, in other words, any magistrate tell-
ing his parishioners what church to attend or telling the pastor what to preach. 
For it belongs to the people—“not the legislators”—to decide whether they are 
bound to obey ecclesiastical laws.20

On this score Edwards was no innovator. Both evangelicals and liberals in 
Edwards’s era insisted that the magistrate support religion and morality, and none 
insisted, as had their seventeenth-century predecessors, that civil government 
enforce correct doctrine. Religious leaders in the early and mid-eighteenth-century 
only asked the magistrate to take care that “religion be upheld and that God is 
worshipped, and by suppressing all that tends to root out religion from among 
them.” They had come a long way from Calvin, who suggested the magistrate 
interfere even in ecclesiastical matters to prevent idolatry and blasphemy, and 
ensure the teaching of orthodox doctrine.21

Edwards considered some entanglement with religion by government to be 
inevitable; in those circumstances, the magistrate was bound to favor the interests 
of religion. This was obligatory for civil as well as religious reasons. “It is for 
the civil interest of a people not to be disturbed in their public assemblies for 
divine worship, that is, it is for their general peace, quiet and pleasure, etc. in 
this world.”22 Thus Edwards did not favor any strict separation of religion and 
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state. He would have considered such a position naïve and necessarily injurious 
to religion. In his mind, the religious and civil interests of a society were woven 
together in a seamless garment so that the attempted separation of one from the 
other would damage both. Not only was religion necessary for morality, which in 
turn was essential for a healthy society, but the dynamics of the national covenant 
required the state to promote true religion. For a society’s neglect of religion 
would bring immorality and injustice—and therefore the wrath of God. Hence it 
was only prudent for civil government to ensure the free practice of true religion, 
for by the latter the civil prosperity of society was also promoted. This was the 
link between the national government and liberty, of which religious liberty was 
paramount. If government suppressed religious rights of worship and practice, 
it not only undermined social order by encouraging moral disorder, but it also 
risked incurring the wrath of God.

In his use of the national covenant, Edwards went even further than the 
Puritans. For example, even in times of spiritual prosperity, he sometimes used 
the covenant to invoke self-examination. Times of religious renewal, he warned, 
should not necessarily be interpreted as signs of divine favor. They might instead 
be signals of coming judgment and destruction. The “revival” that was the early 
church in the first century brought exciting renewal, but it was a forewarning 
of the judgment that was to come less than forty years later. God’s goodness 
is meant to lead to repentance, so revival should cause citizens to search their 
hearts and fear for their future, both temporal and eternal.

Hence judgment was a prominent theme in Edwards’s sermons on public 
days. He repeatedly excoriated New England’s impiety, social contention, the 
venality of corrupt politicians and their cynical use of religion, and sins of the 
flesh, such as excessive drinking and fornication. But these and all other sins 
were subsumed by the fundamental sin of ingratitude. That is, sins of impiety, 
contention, injustice, venality, and sensuality were simply various manifestations 
of an underlying ungratefulness to God for the unparalleled covenant mercies 
showered upon New England. Ultimately it was this attitude that caused God’s 
anger. New England had been given the greatest of civil and religious privileges, 
yet its people had arrogantly abused them. They were guiltier than Sodom and 
Gomorrah, for if those towns had received the same blessings they certainly 
would have “awakened … and reformed.” Indeed, because of its unprecedented 
blessings, New England was guiltier than any other people in history. Those 
blessings made the colony more nearly parallel to Israel than any other people 
on earth, but this was cause for alarm, not congratulation. For Israel was a 
“whore” and a “witch,” and her children were “bastards”—but New England 
even more so. In 1747 Edwards told a Scottish correspondent that New England 
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was on the verge of committing “the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost.” 
Two years later he declared that New England was worse than Pharaoh, who 
responded in part to some of God’s judgments despite having fewer means of 
grace. Since New England’s means were greater, its guilt would be greater. And, 
as with Pharaoh, New England’s obstinacy would result in “utter destruction.”23 
This meant that God might even entirely forsake his covenant with her. In fact, 
considering the enormity of her sins, it was a wonder that New England had not 
been exterminated already.

For Edwards, then, private property and civil liberty were precious gifts of 
God. Edwards knew from his reading Ames at Yale that the magistracy was only 
an ordinance of man but the ministry was from God.24 Thus for Edwards the 
prospect of government telling the church how to practice its faith was a sign 
of divine judgment. For a human institution to tell a divine institution how it 
would order its affairs was a frightening omen. The national covenant had been 
violated, and the nation could expect only wrath.

Can Edwards help us with today’s debates about the free market and the public 
order? About government’s encroaching threats to religious liberty? I think he can.

First, the market: Rusty Reno has recently charged that global capitalism 
lacks sufficient “consolidating dynamics.”25 Market logic, in his view, dominates 
every sphere of life, reducing everything to a matter of free choice. The result is 
loss of common purpose and social solidarity. The radical liberty demanded by 
the free market undermines social cohesion and Christianity itself because even 
faith becomes a private choice that doesn’t need anyone else. 

Edwards’s freedom is a liberty bounded by and toward God’s law. It is bound 
by divine law because, as we have seen, the Christian businessman is bound by 
charity, consideration of the common good. He is not to pursue profit at any 
price. On the other hand, Edwards also saw the potential of the market using 
self-interest to promote the public good. So there was a dialectical relationship 
between the market and economic freedom. The former should not be unduly 
restricted by government because the state seldom recognizes the creative power 
of the market to bring unforeseen benefits to society. But businessmen are also 
to work within the law of love.

Liberty works toward God’s law. That is, Edwards was in the Augustinian 
tradition in seeing freedom as the ability to do God’s will, not the liberty to do 
whatever one wants. His famous and powerful treatise Freedom of the Will (1754) 
argued that true freedom is the power of the affections to reach their goals.26 The 
good man will have the power to reach his goal of moral and religious goodness, 
while the bad man has the power to fulfill his evil desires. In other words, we 
are limited by our affections—or as Augustine would put it, by our loves. We 
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are bound by our loves—love for God at the expense of self, or love for self 
at the expense of God. In both cases, we are determined by those loves, which 
moderns might call our deepest desires. But freedom, then, is simply the ability 
to fulfill those desires. The freedom of the good man is the power to do good, 
which is God’s will. In the larger scheme, he is not free to do bad consistently 
and over the long haul. The freedom of the bad man is the ability to pursue his 
evil desires. But he is not free to do good consistently and over the long haul—
not apart from grace.

Edwards believed the state should support religion, or at least get out of the 
way of the churches, so they could fulfill their calling, which was to preach the 
gospel and administer the sacraments. This freedom of the churches was neces-
sary to the health of society because only the gospel multiplies moral virtue in a 
way that counteracts the natural attrition of virtue in the absence of the gospel. In 
other words, gospel revivals are necessary to provide the quantum leap of virtue 
needed for resupply after normal times when church declension produces only 
natural—as opposed to supernatural—virtue.27 And moral virtue is necessary 
for private families and society to prosper. Without that moral virtue even the 
best constitution would be of no avail in the long run. On this Edwards would 
have agreed with the Founders. Or more accurately, this is the part of Edwards’s 
legacy that was appropriated unwittingly by the Founders, even if the Founders 
also drew on classical sources for this theme. Edwards would have added that, 
when there are times in which the best efforts of the state’s best leaders come 
to no avail, and political and social ruin seem to be around the bend, it may be 
time for corporate repentance. For while leaders and people are looking at one 
another to cast blame, they should be looking up, asking where they have failed 
the divine covenant, and whether they are beginning to experience divine wrath.

Is Edwards’s appeal to the national covenant hopelessly anachronistic? Is it an 
antiquarian relic impossible for modern thinkers to fathom, much less relate in 
credible ways to politics and economics today? Not according to some prominent 
modern thinkers. H. Richard Niebuhr, for example, the Yale theologian of the 
mid-twentieth century, suggested that the rise of Marxism in the early twentieth 
century was divine judgment on the injustices and class interests of “Christian” 
communities. Niebuhr added that the dust storms that ravaged the American 
prairies in the 1930s were “signs of man’s sinful exploitation of the soil.”28

Wolfhart Pannenberg was a leading Lutheran theologian of the twentieth cen-
tury who also taught something like a national covenant. A native German who 
had been conscripted by the Hitler Youth in the closing days of World War  II, 
Pannenberg wrote that the destruction of Germany during the war “may have 
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been” an act of divine judgment on the German nation for its persecution and 
attempted annihilation of the Jewish people.29

Niebuhr and Pannenberg saw patterns in history—God dealing with whole 
peoples—akin to what another modern—Abraham Lincoln—saw. Lincoln is 
well-known for proclaiming that the American Civil War was God’s judgment 
on North and South alike: 

And, insomuch as we know that, by His divine law, nations like individuals 
are subjected to punishments and chastisements in this world, may we not 
justly fear that the awful calamity of civil war, which now desolates the land, 
may be but a punishment, inflicted upon us, for our presumptuous sins, to the 
needful end of our national reformation as a whole People?30

Lincoln believed, as did Niebuhr and Pannenberg, that pervasive social sick-
ness is sometimes a sign of divine judgment, and that only divine restoration—
which Edwards called a revival and awakening—would avail. Only this kind 
of spiritual renewal would produce the public virtue needed to cure the cancers 
destroying a society.

This is where national covenant intersects with current debates over liberty 
and property. Patrick Deneen has recently asked if the purpose of the govern-
ment is merely the protection of freedom for life, liberty, and property, as he 
has characterized Madison’s and Jefferson’s ideals for the American republic.31 
Or is it what Deneen has described as the classical view, in which the foremost 
aims of government are public-spiritedness and the common good rather than 
the protection of individual differences? 

Edwards would have answered yes to both questions. Both sets of aims are 
proper, and neither is sufficient without the other. Madison and Jefferson are 
right to insist that the state should protect private property and liberty—religious, 
political, and economic. But without freedom for religion, which alone will incul-
cate moral virtue, political and economic freedom by themselves will eventually 
erode the social order. Therefore, the state should aim also at common moral and 
thus religious aims, for without religion there will be no lasting morality. To be 
moral means to focus on the common good and not just my own good. It also 
means common agreement on basic moral principles, which the Christian tradi-
tion (and Edwards) has called natural law. Without these basic agreements in the 
public square, or without public debate about these that would lead to a majority 
public consensus, the nuclear family will crumble. Since society is built on the 
family, society will then also start to dissolve. It will be under the wrath of God.

The only way out is religious revival, Edwards would say. And for that to 
come, the church must pray for it.32 This is the only way for a society to restore 
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its vision of property and liberty—by having its virtue renewed in spiritual 
awakening. This is why, he would suggest, any society whose conception and 
practice of property and liberty have been corrupted must reconsider the national 
covenant tradition.
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