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Lesson Eleven

The Great Awakening

The Great Awakening is the name historians give to North America’s share in the
religious phenomenon which in a British context is known as the Evangelical Revival.
Modern historians have opened up the question of whether the Awakening was an
authentically America-wide movement, or perhaps more a linked series of localized
revivals.

Those who take the second view often speak of the Great Awakenings (plural). Even
if the American experience ought to be understood as more of a linked set of local
awakenings, however, those links seem quite strong.

As a linked movement in American popular consciousness at the time, the focus of
the Awakening - as we shall see — was George Whitefield, the premier English
evangelist.

Whitefield made seven trips to America, where he stayed for extended periods and
preached the Evangelical Calvinist Gospel with huge impact.

The Great Awakening occurred before the American Revolution so the arena of
the Great Awakening was a cluster of politically separate American Colonies,
established largely by British migrants from the early 17t century onwards.

Religious Background of the Awakening

What was the religious map of America on the eve of the Awakening?
Our minds may immediately go to New England, where the heirs of
the English Puritans had famously settled in significant numbers.
The term ‘New England’ embraces the Colonies of the north-
eastern coast of America - Massachusetts, Rhode Island,
Connecticut, and New Hampshire.

After America gained its independence from Britain in the
Revolutionary War of 1775-1783, the territories of Vermont and Maine also became
organized and recognized New England states.
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The New England Puritans

The New England Puritans were almost all Congregationalists. They were at first
known for the fiery warmth and zeal of their Puritan-Congregational faith, for which
they had fled their native England in order to find religious freedom from Anglican
persecution.

However, most of them were not (unfortunately) equally distinguished for their
willingness to tolerate any type of Christianity but their own.

In the latter part of the 17th century, New England’s Congregationalists began to
show signs of drift from their one-time zeal for pure religion as they understood it.
Many of the children did not or could not attest to the same experience of grace and
conversion as their parents.

This threatened the entire ecclesiastical and social order of communities that had
based their whole collective life on Congregational Puritanism.

[t was in response to this unsettling development that, in 1662, there was
inaugurated among many of the Congregationalists of Massachusetts and
Connecticut the famous ‘Halfway Covenant’ scheme.

This religious scheme related to those who had been baptized as infants in a
Congregational church, but who had (as yet) made no profession of personal faith.
Such people were not church members, and therefore did not take part in the Lord’s
Supper, but they wanted to have their own children baptized.

This baptism was permitted under the Halfway scheme. It helped maintain a
semblance of corporate Congregationalist life in the New England Colonies, in spite of
the children no longer having undergone the transformation of life in Christ their
parents had known.

The Halfway Covenant was not at first adopted by all the Congregational churches, a
good number of which considered it unbiblical.

Its popularity increased as the 17t century drew to a close, by which time most of
the Massachusetts churches had accepted the scheme.

Its result was the growth of a large body of New England Congregational churchgoers
who were regarded as Christians in terms of their moral conduct, but were not
church members, lacking any testimony to any personal experience of grace.

The Halfway Covenant was then modified further under influential minister
Solomon Stoddard (1643-1729), Congregational pastor in Northampton,
Massachusetts, from 1672 - ‘Pope Stoddard’ as his critics called him.

Stoddard adapted, so that those who had not professed conversion or faith could,
nonetheless, participate in the Lord’s Supper, on condition that they were leading
morally upright lives.

In Stoddard’s view, the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper became a ‘converting
ordinance’ - that is, designed to produce religious conversion, rather than a
confirming and nourishing ordinance for those who were already in the faith.
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This may at first have helped maintain the solidarity of Congregational principles, but it
sowed the seeds of disruptive division once the Great Awakening began to take hold on
the Congregationalists of Massachusetts under the preaching of Jonathan Edwards and

George Whitefield.

The Diverse South

Outside of Puritan New England, Anglicanism was often the dominant faith. The
Church of England was the established Church in the Colonies of the South - Virginia,
North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia - and in the borderline state of Maryland.
Parts of New York in the North were also strongly Anglican.

British and Irish Presbyterians were present in some force in the Colonies of Maryland,
New York and New Jersey.

Their Dutch equivalents, the Dutch Reformed Church, an ethnically based Church of
Dutch settlers, also had a significant presence in New York and New Jersey.

The Colony of Pennsylvania was unusual. Outside of New England and its Puritan
heritage, Pennsylvania allowed religious liberty to all who believed in one God.
Founded by the Quaker theologian and millionaire, William Penn (1644-1718), this
Northern Colony followed the broad-minded and non-coercive religious attitudes of its
Quaker founder.

It therefore extended the arms of liberty and toleration to Quakers, Mennonites,
Baptists, British and Irish Presbyterians, Dutch and German Reformed, Anglicans,
Roman Catholics, and Jews, thereby forming a richly diverse religious life.

This made Pennsylvania unlike other Colonies (with the exception of Rhode Island) in
refusing to make a single established Church the arbiter of citizenship.

The Declining Spiritual State

Historians have noted that in the closing decades of the 17t century and on into the
early 18th century, many American pastors expressed grave and growing concern about
the spiritual state of their congregations and of society at large, whether in Puritan New
England or elsewhere.

There was a sense that the European settlers in the New World were less focused on
spiritual realities than their forefathers had been, more preoccupied with their worldly
wellbeing.

Perhaps not quite knowing what to do about this, preachers tended to deliver sermons
of scolding rebuke, which did little or nothing to reverse the unspiritual trend.

In addition to this, the impact of Enlightenment thinking was beginning to make itself
felt (at least among the educated), with its potential for skepticism about the inherited
religious worldview of the medieval and Reformation eras.

These tendencies prepared the way for many traditionally religious people in the
churches to extend a hearty welcome to the Awakening when it came, as a remedy for
widespread unbelief - although, as we shall see, others proved doubtful or antagonistic
to the movement.
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The Dutch Reformed

- The ministry of Dutch Reformed minister Theodorus Frelinghuysen (1691-1748)
in the 1720s is seen by some historians as a manifestation of =S
genuine religious revival in the Dutch Reformed Church in
America and as a precursor to the greater revival or revivals to
come in the 1730s.

- Other historians, however, have denied that Frelinghuysen
presided over a true revival, subjecting the claim to rigorous
and unfavorable scrutiny.

- What seems clear is that Frelinghuysen, who held a collective pastorate over four
Dutch Reformed churches in New Jersey from 1720, conducted his ministry in some
respects like an ‘Awakener.’

- Steeped in the writings of the English Puritans, as many Dutch Reformed were,
Frelinghuysen expressed an outspoken anxiety about what he felt was the mere
external formalism of many Dutch Reformed and the way that Dutch Reformed
religion had become, for them, merely a badge of their ethnic identity.

- His drive toward a sincerer Christianity led him to restrict (or try to restrict)
admission to the Lord’s Supper only to those who showed signs in their lives of an
authentic faith and piety.

- This precipitated bitter division in America’s Dutch Reformed community, as parties
formed for and against Frelinghuysen and his reform measures.

- Both sides appealed to their ‘mother’ authority, the Dutch Reformed ‘Classis’ in
Amsterdam (in the Netherlands).

- The controversy continued until 1734, when reconciliation was finally achieved
between the two warring parties.

- This controversy became entangled with another, the desire of Frelinghuysen and
his followers for greater autonomy for the American Dutch Reformed, rather than
being treated as a mere province of the Dutch homeland in the Netherlands.

- They believed that more autonomy would favor their own reforming stance,
whereas rule from the Netherlands would tend to perpetuate the stiff formalism and
‘ethnic identity’ stance of their opponents.

- The reform party eventually won this struggle in 1747, when the Dutch homeland
granted a significant level of ecclesiastical autonomy to the New World settlers,
allowing them to form their own Classis.

- The conservative faction in America, however, opposed this development, refusing
to acquiesce in the new Classis, which they saw as tainted by a reformism they
disliked; this resulted in more decades of internal strife, which was not finally
quenched until 1771-72.
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The Presbyterians

The Awakening within the American Presbyterian Church (of
Anglo-Scottish) centered around the Tennent family, headed by the
father William Tennent (1673-1746). Although William and his
sons were Presbyterian ministers of like Evangelical mind, it was William’s oldest
Gilbert Tennent (1703-1764) who emerged as the family’s foremost preacher.
Gilbert was born and raised in Ireland; his father William then took
the family across the Atlantic to reside in Philadelphia, chief city in
the Colony of Pennsylvania.

Gilbert graduated from Yale College in 1725, and the following year
was called to the city of New Brunswick (in the colony of New Jersey),
tasked with setting up a new Presbyterian congregation.

[t was here that Tennent was profoundly affected by the life and ministry of the
Dutch Reformed preacher Theodorus Frelinghuysen, who was also stationed in New
Jersey.

As a result of Frelinghuysen’s influence, the young Tennent began increasingly
emphasizing, in his own preaching, the futility of a faith that was nothing more than
head-knowledge, the importance of conviction of sin, and sole sufficiency of Christ
as Savior of sinners.

Tennent’s ministry became marked by genuine revival in the early 1730s: the first
indisputable green shoots of the Great Awakening.

Meanwhile, a similar revival was underway in the nearby New Jersey township of
Freehold, through the preaching of Gilbert’s younger brother John.

From there, the movement started to spread to other Presbyterian preachers and
churches.

The Awakening mediated through the Tennents became distressingly entangled
with a controversy over the extent to which Presbyterian ministers should
subscribe to the Westminster Confession.

Presbyterians of Scottish and Irish descent tended toward a very strict jot and tittle’
view of confessional subscription.

Those of English Puritan background, however, were less concerned with strict
confessional orthodoxy, and more with authentic personal piety.

The Tennents, despite their Irish background, sided with the less strict party in this
controversy.

A degree of peace had been reached in1729 with the Adopting Act, which allowed
ministers to state whether they had problems with aspects of the Confession, and
remitted to local presbyteries and to Synod the power to adjudicate on such
scruples.
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Conflict within the ranks

In 1736, however, after the Awakening had begun, this peace unraveled in a
spectacular fashion.

The strict subscriptionist group found itself that year in the majority in Synod, and
they used their voting power to alter the Adopting Act, in order to require jot-and-
tittle subscription to the whole Confession.

This move was in fact aimed at Gilbert Tennent and other Presbyterian Awakeners,
one of whose fundamental concerns was to warn against the idea that saving faith
could be identified with rigid doctrinal orthodoxy.

Strict subscriptionists therefore now reacted against what they perceived as the
Awakening’s ungodly liberalism by doubling down on the most absolute
requirements for confessional orthodoxy, as being far more important than what
they regarded as overly emotional revivals.

The following year, they also tried to hamstring the work of the Awakeners by
demanding that no minister preach to a congregation other than his own without
permission of presbytery.

Another aspect of the conflict had to do with ministerial training. The Awakeners
had their own seminary, the Log College in Neshaminy, just outside Philadelphia,
run by William Tennent.

Anti-Awakeners fastened much blame on the Log College for producing revivalist
preachers who disregarded proper Presbyterian church order in their passion for
itinerant proclamation of the Gospel, such as preaching in vacant churches outside
their own presbyteries.

In 1738, the Synod - controlled by the anti-Awakeners - passed a resolution
requiring all ministerial candidates to receive theological education at a European
college or at the respected American colleges of Harvard or Yale.

William Tennent and the Log College ignored this resolution and carried on training
their own ministers. The New Brunswick presbytery, dominated by the Awakeners,
continued to ordain men trained at the Log College.

The Awakeners were being called the ‘New Side,” and their opponents the ‘Old Side,’
in this conflict.

George Whitefield to America

[t was at this crucial juncture that George Whitefield arrived for the second time in
America. His first visit had been to Georgia in the South in 1737-38.
This time, in November 1739, he preached in the North, the territory
of the Presbyterian Awakeners - in Philadelphia, where his sermons
created the same electrifying sensation, they had been producing in
England.
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This swiftly led to many invitations by the Awakeners to Whitefield to preach in
their Presbyterian churches - or rather, generally to preach outside the churches in
the open air, in order to accommodate the many thousands of listeners.

Whitefield, ever the Anglican Evangelical ecumenist, was happy to comply and
cooperate with Presbyterians, and the river of the Awakening flowed on abundantly.
When he preached in Middletown, Connecticut in 1740, a farmer named Nathan
Cole heard him and recorded his impressions:

“When I saw Mr. Whitefield come upon the scaffold he looked almost angelical, a
young, slim, slender youth before some thousands of people with a bold undaunted
countenance, and my hearing how God was with him everywhere as he came along, it
solemnized my mind; and put me into a trembling fear before he began to preach; for
he looked as if he was clothed with authority from the great God; and a sweet
solemnity sat upon his brow. And my hearing him preach gave me a heart wound; by
God’s blessing my old foundation was broken up, and I saw that my righteousness
would not save me; then I was convinced of the doctrine of election; and went right to
quarrelling with God about it, because that all I could do would not save, and He had
decreed from eternity who should be saved and who not.”1

Cole experienced a life-transforming conversion soon after this. A strong
relationship was forged between Whitefield and the Tennents, which had the effect
of cementing more deeply Whitefield’s already existing attachment to Calvinism.
After Whitefield’s departure to preach in other areas, Gilbert Tennent felt confident
to preach a sermon at Nottingham (Pennsylvania) early in 1740, published as The
Dangers of an Unconverted Ministry.

It was a scathing piece of rhetoric, in which Tennent gave no quarter to opponents
of the Awakening. He advised those who were troubled by the unconverted state of
their ministers to leave their ministry and churches, and worship elsewhere.
Whitefield arrived back in Philadelphia in April 1740, where he preached with
overwhelming effect to crowds of up to eight thousand nearly every day for a whole
month.

This intense period has been described as one of American Christianity’s most
astonishing and transformative moments, the very heart and soul of the entire Great
Awakening.

Again, Whitefield’s ministry had a galvanizing effect on the Presbyterian Awakeners;
emboldened beyond measure by the English evangelist and his overpowering, they
became more sharply divided against their Old Side opponents than ever.
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New Side vs 0ld Side

The acrimonious conflict now took on a church court dimension, with a pro-
Awakening New Side advocating the right of presbyteries to manage their own
internal affairs (which favored the Awakeners), and the anti-Awakening Old Side
insisting that presbyteries must submit absolutely to the over-riding centralized
authority of Synod (which favored the anti-Awakeners, who could use the authority
of Synod to quell the local activities of the Awakeners).

The quarrel between the New Side and the Old Side came to a poisonous head in
May 1741, when the Presbyterian Synod expelled the entire presbytery of New
Brunswick from the Church for its New Side loyalties.

The New York presbytery (which was New Side) made attempts at reconciliation
between New Brunswick and the Synod.

These however, failed, and in 1745 the ejected New Siders of New Brunswick
amalgamated with the presbytery of New York to form a new and separate Synod,
the Synod of New York, which was resoundingly New Side.

The American Presbyterian Church was thus split asunder into two, divided by the
Awakening.

The newly formed New Side Synod of New York went on to express official approval
of the Awakening, loosening the terms of confessional subscription for its ministers
by returning to the Adopting Act of 1729.

The New Side Synod prospered richly. In 1745 it had twenty-two ministers; by 1758
it had seventy-three. It also established a number of colleges or academics, the most
famous being the College of New Jersey, founded in 1747, which in 1752 settled
permanently at Princeton. ‘

This was the origin of Princeton Seminary, which was to become America’s most
celebrated Reformed seminary.

The first president of the New Jersey College was Jonathan Dickinson (1688-1747),
an Awakener who, in 1745, had been elected the first moderator of the newly
formed New Side Synod of New York.

Dickinson was well-known as a literary defender of the Reformed faith against its
critics. His Familiar Letters to a Gentlemen, upon a Variety of Seasonable and
Important Subjects in Religion was popular, going through several editions.

By contrast with this impressive record of New Side growth, the anti-Awakening Old
Side declined. It had twenty-seven ministers in 1745, but only twenty-two by 1758.
Nonetheless, Old and New Sides finally reunited in 1758, after years of separate
church existence.

The original fierce passions generated by controversy over the Awakening had by
then subsided, and Gilbert Tennent in particular took a conciliatory stance. Still, the
reunion was essentially on New Side terms.
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New England Congregationalists

The first true of the Great Awakening in New England came in
1735-35 in Northampton, Massachusetts, under the ministry of
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758). Edwards was born at East
Windsor in Connecticut, son of the Congregationalist pastor
Timothy Edwards.

An obvious intellectual prodigy from his youth, Jonathan Edwards studied theology
at Yale College, and then had a short period as a Presbyterian supply preacher in
New York city.

Then he became a tutor at Yale in 1724, until finally coming to occupy the position
for which history remembers him in 1727 - the associate pastor with his
grandfather Solomon Stoddard at the Congregationalist Church of Northampton in
the Colony of Massachusetts.

When Stoddard died two years later, Edwards became the congregation’s sole
pastor.

Revival under Edwards

In the period 1734-35, Northampton experienced a powerful local revival, described
in rich and gripping detail in Edward’s highly influential Faithful Narrative of the
Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northampton -
the first of his writings to receive a wide circulation.

The revival in Northampton was so community-wide in its impact, it resulted in
three hundred of town’s young men and women being received into church
membership in a six-month period. The movement spread from Northampton
across the Connecticut River valley.

The Northampton revival died down, but beginning in September 1740, there was
an even deeper movement of Awakening.

This was precipitated by George Whitefield’s preaching in Boston, Massachusetts,
and the surrounding area, which was followed by Whitefield’s preaching tour
through Connecticut. Multitudes professed conversion and many new congregations
were formed.

At the personal level, Whitefield’s New England tour meant that a strong friendship
developed between Whitefield and Edwards, which had the effect of giving a
soberer, more rational, less impulsive texture to Whitefield’s piety.

If any person can lay claim to be America’s greatest theologian of all time, in terms
of intellectual power and influence, it would almost certainly be Edwards.

Perhaps his true theological masterpieces were those works in which he stood forth
as a pastoral and experiential theologian, seeking to investigate and discern the
nature of authentic spiritual experience, and to expose its counterfeits.
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Edwards Theological Works

His outstanding works in this genre were his Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit
of God, Thoughts Concerning the Present Revival in New England and Treatise Concerning
Religious Affections.

Edwards sought to map out a ‘golden mean’ between a dry and dead orthodoxy on the
hand, and an unbalanced and delusive emotionalism on the other.

The latter, he thought, would always be found in revivals, giving people of dead
orthodoxy the perfect excuse to denounce all revivals as ungodly hysteria from
beginning to end.

Edwards, however, was convinced that scripture gave guidelines for spiritual leaders to
be able to distinguish between the genuine wheat of the Holy Spirit, and the spurious
chaff of the human spirit (or Satan), in any apparent work of divine grace. His recourse
to scripture as the ultimate touchstone of true and false experience marks Edwards as
pre-eminently Protestant in this area of his theology.

In the realm of ‘dogmatic’ theology, Edwards profoundest works were probably his A
Careful and Strict Inquiry into the Modern Prevailing Notions of the Freedom of the Will
and The Great Christian Doctrine of Original Sin Defended.

In these treatises, he explored and vindicated a basically Augustinian/Reformed
understanding of sin and salvation. Much of Edwards’ thinking was developed in
response to the English Arminian theologian Daniel Whitby (1638-1726), who
perceived huge problems in affirming both divine foreknowledge of all future events
and the genuine freedom of moral agents — how could they be free if their choices were
infallibly foreknown by God?

In other words, divine foreknowledge meant that they could not really choose
otherwise than they were divinely and eternally foreknown to choose.

Faced with this dilemma, Whitby argued that it was better to deny God’s foreknowledge
than man’s freedom.

Edwards countered these lines of thinking, arguing that man could have true freedom
as long as he was free to act in harmony with his own strongest motive.

This position was a kind of ‘determinism’ (all human choices are inevitably determined
by the strongest motive); it dovetailed neatly with Edwards’ Reformed convictions
about God’s absolute foreknowledge and sovereign control over human choices and
actions.

Yet despite this determinism, it remained true for Edwards that we possess significant
freedom, if we are free to act on our own strongest motive without external coercion.
Edwards also offered wide-ranging biblical defense of God’s foreknowledge, citing a
multitude of texts and arguing that God’s transcendence over time meant that He saw
future events in the same way that He saw past events.

Edwards also provided an exposition and defense of the leading points of Reformed
soteriology against Arminianism - what we know today as the ‘five points of Calvinism.’
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Human nature was in a bondage to sin irremediable by human power; the
sovereign, transforming work of the Spirit of Christ alone liberated from this
bondage; those who were liberated had been eternally chosen by God for this
blessedness; the atoning work of Christ was aimed at saving these chosen
people; and once they were set free by His Spirit, they could never lose their
salvation.

Edwards biography of David Brianard

Edwards’ influential biography of David Brainard cannot be omitted from an
account of his writings.

Brainard (1718-1747), a native of Hadam, Connecticut, had been expelled from
Yale College for his outspoken advocacy of the Awakening.

Brainard came to the attention of the pro-Awakening New Side Presbyterians of
New York, and - financially supported by the Scottish Society for Promotion of
Christian Knowledge - was commissioned in 1742 as a missionary to Native
Americans, at Nassau in New York, the Delaware River in Pennsylvania, and
Crossweekung in New Jersey.

Serious illness compelled Brainard’s retirement in 1746, and he died of tuberculosis
in Jonathan Edwards’ house in 1747.

Edwards was so impressed by the young man’s spiritual mindedness, he set aside all
other literary projects to write Brainard’s biography.

Published in 1749, it was entitled An Account of the Life of the Late Reverend Mr.
David Brainard; it included an edited version of Brainard’s journal.

Edwards - The Theologian of Beauty

To an unusual degree, Edwards’ theology was governed by the concept of God’s

beauty or loveliness.

He presented this beauty as God’s chief distinguishing attribute (the ‘beauty of
holiness’), argued that it was made known supremely in Christ, and wove it deeply
into his apologetics - the Christian was enabled by the Spirit to see the unique and
all-surpassing beauty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which was enough to convince

him or her of the Gospel’s divine origin and truth.

All positive relationships with God were rooted and grounded in perception of His
beauty.

Edwards has had a bad press among many, owing to his most famous (infamous)
sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, being taken as typical of his output.

The sermon was preached at Enfield, Connecticut, in 1741, during the height of the
Awakening.

But it was by no means typical; Edwards devoted immeasurably more time to preaching
and writing about the beauty of Christ and His perfections than about God’s wrath, and
the theme of divine anger is not very prominent in his theological writings overall.
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If we must consider a specific divine quality as characterizing Edwards, he was the
Theologian of Beauty, not the Theologian of Wrath.

Edwards Ministry after the Pastorate

Despite Edwards’ vast stature as the theologian of the Great Awakening, his
personal popularity in his own congregation and the popularity of his preaching,
diminished. At length in 1750, he was dismissed from the pastorate.

The chief cause was Edwards attempt to reform the inclusive Halfway Covenant
scheme adopted under Solomon Stoddard.

Edwards thinking had, since the early 1740s been moving toward the view that a
credible profession was a biblical necessity for partaking in the Supper.

He finally outlined these views in his 1749 treatise, A Humble Inquiry into the Rules
of the Word of God Concerning the Qualifications Requisite to a Complete Standing
and Full Communion.

However, the majority of his congregation disagreed, so that Edwards found himself
voted out of office.

Edwards now went as a missionary to the frontier settlement of Stockbridge in
Massachusetts, preaching both to white settlers and the Native Americans of the
Housatonic valley.

It was at Stockbridge that Edwards wrote his masterworks on original sin and the
freedom of the will.

In January 1758, he was appointed President of New Jersey College at Princeton
(which is why he is often called ‘President Edwards’).

His presidency, however, was short-lived. There was an outbreak of smallpox in the
Princeton area in 1757-58 and Edwards gladly agreed to accept what was then the
medical precaution against the disease, a method known as variolation (an early
form of inoculation).

As a man of the Enlightenment and its science, Edwards was strongly in favor of
inoculations. He was duly inoculated on February 234, 1758.

Unfortunately, the science of inoculation was then in its infancy, and those who
underwent variolation against smallpox had a 2-3% chance of dying.

Edwards, never in robust health, died on March 22»d as a consequence of
complications arising from the inoculation.

He left behind a large family, three sons and eight daughters, and his wife Sarah
Edwards (1710-1758) whose deep spiritual-mindedness had left an awe-inspiring
impression on Edwards himself and on George Whitefield - ‘overwhelmed in the
light and joy of the love of God,” according to Edwards. Sarah survived her husband
by a period of only six months.

12000 Years of Christ's Power, Volume Five, Needham, Nick, page 355-356
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