
“True Religion Is in the Affections” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4-6)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Edwards wrote the book The Religious Affections for two reasons:   
a.  To show what a work of the Spirit is like from Scripture so that men don’t 

fight against God.   
b.  And to show the nature of true saving conversion.   
c.  On both these points, we can’t afford to be mistaken.   

(i)  We certainly don’t want to find ourselves fighting against God.   
(ii)  And we don’t want to discover at the end of our days that we were 

mistaken regarding our own standing with God.  Edwards writes, “There is 
no question of greater importance to mankind, and that it more concerns 
every individual person to be well resolved in, than this:  What are the 
distinguishing qualifications of those that are in favor with God, and 
entitled to his eternal rewards?  Or, which comes to the same thing, What 
is the nature of true religion?  And wherein lie the distinguishing notes of 
that virtue and holiness that is acceptable in the sight of God?”   

(iii)  Surely, we all see the importance of a study of this nature.   
 

2.  Last week, Edwards showed us two things:   
a.  That true grace is revealed mainly in the affections.   

(i)  Peter wrote to Christians who were undergoing trials.   
(ii)  These trials were meant to reveal the character of their hearts – whether 

they had true saving grace or not.   
(iii)  What it revealed was love for Christ – since they wouldn’t have suffered 

for Him unless they loved Him – and tremendous joy:  “And though you 
have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you do not see Him now, but 
believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory” 
(1 Pet. 1:8).   

(iv)  In other words, it revealed two very powerful and holy affections – this 
was the evidence of their genuineness.   

 
b.  He also told us what the affections are.   

(i)  “The affections are no other than the more vigorous and sensible exercises 
of the inclination and will of the soul.”   

(ii)  As creatures made in God’s image, we possess a soul and that soul has 
two faculties – understanding and will.   
(a)  Understanding is the ability to see with the mind’s eye and comprehend 

things.   
(b)  The will or heart is the inclination we have towards the things we see – 

whether we like them or not.   
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(c)  When the inclination is strong, either for or against something, we call 
that inclination an affection.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’re going to continue to study the affections, and we’ll see three 
things:   
a.  First, that true Christianity is primarily a matter of holy affections.   
b.  Second, that this explains why Christianity is a religion of action and not 

merely belief.   
c.  Finally, several examples in Scripture where true grace reveals itself in holy 

affections.   
 

2.  There are many searching and convicting truths in this sermon, so let’s allow the 
Lord to examine our hearts now by the light of His Word.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, true religion/conversion/Christianity is primarily a matter of holy affections.  
1.  We’ve already seen true faith/grace is mainly in the affections.  Edwards writes, 

“That religion which God requires, and will accept, does not consist in weak, 
dull, and lifeless wishes, raising us but a little above a state of indifference. God, 
in his Word, greatly insists upon it, that we be good in earnest, ‘fervent in spirit,’ 
and our hearts vigorously engaged in religion.”   

2.  Scripture certainly bears this out:   
a.  “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another 

in honor; not lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord” 
(Rom. 12:10-11).   

b.  “Now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require from you, but to fear the 
LORD your God, to walk in all His ways and love Him, and to serve the 
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deu. 10:12).   

c.  “"Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one! You shall love the 
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
might” (Deu 6:4-5).   

d.  Holy affections are the fruit of a genuine circumcision of the heart.  
“Moreover the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of 
your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul, so that you may live” (Deu 30:6).   

 
3.  If our heart is not powerfully affected by the things of the Lord, we don’t have 

anything of His saving grace – ordinarily.   
a.  “The things of religion are so great, that there can be no suitableness in the 

exercises of our hearts, to their nature and importance, unless they be lively 
and powerful. In nothing is vigor in the actings of our inclinations so requisite, 
as in religion, and in nothing is lukewarmness so odious.”   

b.  Saving grace powerfully affects the heart.   
(i)  It is called the power of godliness, and is not merely an outward form of 

godliness.  Paul writes to Timothy, there are those who hold “to a form of 
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godliness, although they have denied its power; avoid such men as these” 
(2 Tim. 3:5).   

(ii)  The Spirit of God in a believer is a spirit of holy affection, which is why 
He is called the Spirit of power, and of love, and of a sound mind (2 Tim. 
1:7).   

(iii)  This is why when we receive the Spirit, we are said to be baptized with 
the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3:11).  He causes our hearts to burn 
within us in the same way Jesus’ conversation with the two on the Road to 
Emmaus affected them (Luke 24:32).   

(iv)  This is also why true religion is often compared in Scripture to events in 
which men must exercise all their strength:  competitions, such as running, 
wrestling or agonizing for a prize or a crown; or fighting with enemies that 
are trying to destroy us; or as a war where the violent take a city or a 
kingdom.   

 
c.  Is this the experience of all Christians?  Edwards would say yes, giving certain 

allowances to immaturity in some believers.  “And though true grace has 
various degrees, and there are some that are but babes in Christ, in whom the 
exercise of the inclination and will, towards divine and heavenly things, is 
comparatively weak; yet everyone that has the power of godliness in his heart, 
has his inclinations and heart exercised towards God and divine things, with 
such strength and vigor that these holy exercises do prevail in him above all 
carnal or natural affections, and are effectual to overcome them. For every 
true disciple of Christ ‘loves him above father or mother, wife and children, 
brethren and sisters, houses and lands: yea, his own life.’ From hence it 
follows, that wherever true religion is, there are vigorous exercises of the 
inclination and will towards divine objects. But by what was said before, the 
vigorous, lively, and sensible exercises of the will, are no other than the 
affections of the soul.’   

 
B.  Second, this explains why Christianity is a religion of action and not merely belief.   

1.  Affections are what make us do the things we do – they are the source of our 
actions.   
a.  God has not only given us affections, but He has made them to be what moves 

us to do the things we do.   
(i)  We know true Christianity has very much to do with how we live.   
(ii)  But how we live has very much to do with our affections, again showing 

us the importance of our affections.   
 

b.  We don’t do much unless we are moved by some affection – love, hate, 
desire, hope, fear, or something else.   
(i)  These are the things that get us moving forward.   
(ii)  If we took all affection from the world, all love and hate, all hope and 

fear, all anger, zeal and desire, virtually all the activity in the world would 
come to an end.   
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(iii)  “It is affection that engages the covetous man, and him that is greedy of 
worldly profits, in his pursuits; and it is by the affections, that the 
ambitious man is put forward in pursuit of worldly glory; and it is the 
affections also that actuate the voluptuous man, in his pursuit of pleasure 
and sensual delights: the world continues, from age to age, in a continual 
commotion and agitation, in a pursuit of these things, but take away all 
affection, and the spring of all this motion would be gone, and the motion 
itself would cease. And as in worldly things, worldly affections are very 
much the spring of men’s motion and action; so in religious matters, the 
spring of their actions is very much religious affection: he that has 
doctrinal knowledge and speculation only, without affection, never is 
engaged in the business of religion.”   

 
2.  Affections are the source of what we do as Christians:  We will only pursue the 

things of the Lord to the degree than we are affected by them.   
a.  There are many who hear what God says in His Word, of things that are 

infinitely important to them since their everlasting happiness or suffering 
depends on them, who don’t seem to change.  The reason is they aren’t 
affected by them.   

b.  “There are many that often hear of the glorious perfections of God, his 
almighty power and boundless wisdom, his infinite majesty, and that holiness 
of God, by which he is of purer eyes than to behold evil, and cannot look on 
iniquity, and the heavens are not pure in his sight, and of God’s infinite 
goodness and mercy, and hear of the great works of God’s wisdom, power and 
goodness, wherein there appear the admirable manifestations of these 
perfections; they hear particularly of the unspeakable love of God and Christ, 
and of the great things that Christ has done and suffered, and of the great 
things of another world, of eternal misery in bearing the fierceness and wrath 
of Almighty God, and of endless blessedness and glory in the presence of 
God, and the enjoyment of his dear love; they also hear the peremptory 
commands of God, and his gracious counsels and warnings, and the sweet 
invitations of the gospel; I say, they often hear these things and yet remain as 
they were before, with no sensible alteration in them, either in heart or 
practice, because they are not affected with what they hear. I am bold to 
assert, that there never was any considerable change wrought in the mind or 
conversation of any person, by anything of a religious nature, that ever he 
read, heard or saw, that had not his affections moved. Never was a natural 
man engaged earnestly to seek his salvation; never were any such brought to 
cry after wisdom, and lift up their voice for understanding, and to wrestle with 
God in prayer for mercy; and never was one humbled, and brought to the foot 
of God, from anything that ever he heard or imagined of his own unworthiness 
and deserving of God’s displeasure; nor was ever one induced to fly for refuge 
unto Christ, while his heart remained unaffected. Nor was there ever a saint 
awakened out of a cold, lifeless flame, or recovered from a declining state in 
religion, and brought back from a lamentable departure from God, without 
having his heart affected. And in a word, there never was anything 
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considerable brought to pass in the heart or life of any man living, by the 
things of religion, that had not his heart deeply affected by those things.”   

 
C.  Finally, let’s consider several examples in Scripture that show us true grace 

produces holy affections.   
1.  The Bible says that the godly experience godly fear:   

a.  “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10).   
b.  “Thus says the LORD, ‘Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool. 

Where then is a house you could build for Me? And where is a place that I 
may rest? For My hand made all these things, thus all these things came into 
being,’ declares the LORD. ‘But to this one I will look, to him who is humble 
and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word’” (Isaiah 66:1-2).   

c.  Saints are often called in Scripture those who fear the Lord, “You who fear 
the LORD, praise Him; all you descendants of Jacob, glorify Him, and stand 
in awe of Him, all you descendants of Israel” (Ps. 22:23).   

 
2.  Hope is also a part of the Christian’s experience.   

a.  It is one of the three greatest graces Paul uses to characterize Christianity:  
“But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of these is love” 
(1 Cor. 13:13).   

b.  It is often mentioned as the character of the saints:   
(i)  “How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the 

LORD his God” (Ps. 146:5).   
(ii)  “Be strong and let your heart take courage, all you who hope in the 

LORD” (Ps. 31:24).   
(iii)  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according 

to His great mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Pet. 1:3).   

 
c.  Fear and hope are even mentioned together.   

(i)  “Behold, the eye of the LORD is on those who fear Him, on those who 
hope for His lovingkindness” (Ps. 33:18).   

(ii)  “The LORD favors those who fear Him, those who wait (hope) for His 
lovingkindness” (Ps. 147:11).   

 
3.  Love is another important affection, toward God, Jesus Christ, God’s people and 

mankind in general.  Since this is the affection that summarizes all of them, we’ll 
look at it later.   

4.  It’s opposite, hate, is also a part of true religion, at least when it has sin as its 
object.   
a.  It’s spoken of as one way we can know true religion:   

(i)  “The fear of the LORD is to hate evil” (Prov. 8:13).   
(ii)  “Hate evil, you who love the LORD” (Ps. 97:10).   

 
b.  The psalmist looked at this hate as proof that he sincerely loved the Lord:   
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(i)  “I will give heed to the blameless way. When will You come to me? I will 
walk within my house in the integrity of my heart. I will set no worthless 
thing before my eyes; I hate the work of those who fall away; it shall not 
fasten its grip on me” (Ps. 101:2-3).   

(ii)  “From Your precepts I get understanding; therefore I hate every false 
way” (Ps. 119:104; cf. v. 128).   

(iii)  “Do I not hate those who hate You, O LORD? And do I not loathe those 
who rise up against You?” (Ps. 139:21).   

 
5.  Holy desire is another characteristic of saints, expressed in longing, hungering 

and thirsting after God and holiness.   
a.  “Indeed, while following the way of Your judgments, O LORD, we have 

waited for You eagerly; Your name, even Your memory, is the desire of our 
souls” (Is. 26:8).   

b.  “One thing I have asked (desired) from the LORD, that I shall seek: that I may 
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty 
of the LORD and to meditate in His temple” (Ps. 27:4).   

c.  “As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for You, O God. My 
soul thirsts for God, for the living God; when shall I come and appear before 
God?” (Ps. 42:1-2).   

d.  “O God, You are my God; I shall seek You earnestly; my soul thirsts for You, 
my flesh yearns for You, in a dry and weary land where there is no water. 
Thus I have seen You in the sanctuary, to see Your power and Your glory” 
(Ps. 63:1-2).   

e.  “How lovely are Your dwelling places, O LORD of hosts! My soul longed 
and even yearned for the courts of the LORD; my heart and my flesh sing for 
joy to the living God” (Ps. 84:1).   

f.  Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are those who hunger and 
thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matthew 5:6).   

 
6.  Joy is another affection that characterized true saints:   

a.  We saw this in 1 Peter 1:8:  “And though you have not seen Him, you love 
Him, and though you do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly 
rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory.”   

b.  “Delight yourself in the LORD; and He will give you the desires of your 
heart” (Psalm 37:4).   

c.  Paul writes, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice!” (Phil. 4:4).   
 

7.  Godly sorrow:   
a.  “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Matt. 5:4).   
b.  “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in 

spirit” (Ps. 34:18).   
c.  “For thus says the high and exalted One who lives forever, whose name is 

Holy, ‘I dwell on a high and holy place, and also with the contrite and lowly 
of spirit in order to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the 
contrite” (Is. 57:15).   
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8.  Gratitude:  the psalms are full of expressions of thanksgiving and praise to God.   

a.  “I will give thanks to the LORD with all my heart; I will tell of all Your 
wonders” (Ps. 9:1).   

b.  “Sing for joy in the LORD, O you righteous ones; praise is becoming to the 
upright” (Ps. 33:1).   

 
9.  Compassion and mercy:   

a.  “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy” (Matt. 5:7).   
b.  “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of 

you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” 
(Micah 6:8).   

 
10.  And zeal:   

a.  “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, instructing 
us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously 
and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and the appearing 
of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus, who gave Himself for 
us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to purify for Himself a people 
for His own possession, zealous for good deeds” (Titus 2:11-14).   

b.  The Laodiceans were reproved because they lacked this affection:  “I know 
your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or hot. 
So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of 
My mouth. Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have 
need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable 
and poor and blind and naked, I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by 
fire so that you may become rich, and white garments so that you may clothe 
yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed; and eye 
salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see. Those whom I love, I reprove 
and discipline; therefore be zealous and repent” (Rev. 3:15-19).   

 
11.  “I have mentioned but a few texts, out of an innumerable multitude, all over the 

Scripture, which place religion very much in the affections. But what has been 
observed, may be sufficient to show that they who would deny that much of true 
religion lies in the affections, and maintain the contrary, must throw away what 
we have been wont to own for our Bible, and get some other rule, by which to 
judge of the nature of religion.”   

12.  Seeing then that true religion is primarily in the affections, what do our 
affections tell us about ourselves?  What do the things we do or don’t do tell us 
about our affections?  Especially those things we either do or don’t do for the 
Lord?   

13.  May the Lord help us to examine ourselves; know our hearts; repent, believe 
and be converted, if necessary; or to kindle again those affections for the Lord if 
we have lost our holy affections for the Lord.  Amen.   


