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Modern Church History 

1700-Present Day 

Lesson Fifteen 

The Moravians and  

Lutheranism in the 18th Century 

The Moravians 

- We may justly consider Moravianism the seedbed of the 

Evangelical Revival in the English-speaking world.  

- This is partly because Moravianism’s own intense revival – the 

Moravian Pentecost – preceded and heralded Britain’s Evangelical Revival and America’s 

Great Awakening by a full decade, and partly because the Moravian revival went on to 

have a direct and far-reaching effect on its English counterpart. 

- In some ways, it would be fair to characterize John Wesley as an ‘English Moravian.’ At 

key points in his life, Wesley was decisively affected by Moranianism in its revival 

phase; in par%cular, as we have seen, Wesley’s conversion in 1738 occurred at a 

Moravian religious society.  

Nicholaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700-1760) 

- Nicholaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf was born in the city of Dresden 

in Saxony on May 26th, 1700. Zinzendorf was the son of a 

nobleman, George Ludwig, a counsellor in the court of the Prince 

of Saxony.  

- Zinzendorf’s mother was Charlo�e Jus8ne von Gersdorf. His father 

died when Zinzendorf was only 6 weeks old and when he was four his mother remarried.  

- Charlo�e’s new husband was a high-ranking officer in the army of Prussia, the most 

powerful German state and Charlo�e went to live in the Prussian capital, Berlin.  

- She le: her young son in the care of his maternal grandmother, Henrie.a Catherine, the 

Baroness von Gersdorf, whose lands lay in Saxony’s Upper Lusa8a region.  
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- This upbringing was to be a cri8cal factor in Zinzendorf’s spiritual development. His 

grandmother, the Baroness, was closely connected to the leaders of the German Pie8st 

movement Philipp Jacob Spener (1635-1705) and August Hermann Francke (1663-

1727).  

- Pie%sm was a widespread movement for spiritual revitaliza8on within the Lutheran 

Churches in the 17th and 18th centuries, cradled in, but not confined, to Germany. 

- Through his Pie8st grandmother, the young Zinzendorf would be a vessel, as it were, into 

whom the spiritual influences of Pie8sm would be poured forth in abundance.  

- From 1710-1716, young Zinzendorf received a Pie8st educa8on in the famous Halle 

Pie%st Founda%on established by August Francke.  

- He then moved to Lutheranism’s old historic headquarters at Wi.enberg University, 

where he studied law from 1717-19.  

- In Wi�enberg, he came up against Lutheran Orthodoxy and its principled hos8lity to 

Pie8sm.  

- It would not be exaggera8ng to say that there was essen8ally a state of war between 

Wi�enberg and Halle – between orthodox Lutherans and Pie8sts.  

- Orthodox Lutherans, with their tradi8onal focus on the doctrine of jus8fica8on by the 

imputed righteousness of Christ, were highly suspicious of the subjec8ve emphasis of 

Pie8sm, with its focus on the Chris8an life and sanc8fica8on.  

- The orthodox Lutherans reacted harshly against the moral standards that were held to 

be norma8ve in Pie8sm.  

- Pie%sts prac%ced a legalis%cally rigorous lifestyle, holding (for example) that the 

theater, dancing and games of chance were intrinsically sinful. Orthodox Lutherans 

argued that such ma.ers were ‘things indifferent.’  

- Zinzendorf sided firmly with the strict Pie8st outlook, to which he was faithful 

throughout his life and ministry.  

- During the 8me he studied at Wi�enberg University, Zinzendorf endeavored to promote 

Pie8sm with fiery zeal among his fellow students.  

- To this end, he started up a group called ‘The Order of the Grain of Mustard Seed.’  

- Those belonging to the Order promised fidelity to Christ’s teaching and moral conduct 

befiHng such fidelity, which included devo8ng their energies to pursuing the salva8on of 

both Jews and people of other religions.  

- A:er Wi�enberg, from 1719-20 Zinzendorf followed the not uncommon prac8ce, among 

the young men of the more affluent classes, of seeking to broaden his knowledge and 

experience by traveling across Europe.  

- In the course of his travels, for the first 8me he had immediate encounters with both the 

Reformed and Roman Catholics.  
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- This was a landmark event for Zinzendorf; it convinced him that sincere lovers of Christ 

could be found in both the Reformed Churches and in Rome, vilified though these 

Churches were by strict Lutherans.  

- In consequence, Zinzendorf became one of the early pioneers of a sort of ‘spiritual 

ecumenism.’  

- By far, the most drama8c milestone-experience of Zinzendorf’s life came to him when he 

was making his way through the city of Dusseldorf in Electoral Pala8ne. 

- Here there was a famous art gallery, established by the Prince-Elector Johann Wilhelm II. 

Zinzendorf visited the art gallery where he saw a picture of Christ crowned with thorns, 

over which was wri�en, ‘All this I have done for you; what have you done for me?’ The 

words overwhelmed Zinzendorf; he never lost the vivid and graphic impression they 

made on his soul.  

- At the age of 21, Zinzendorf returned to his na8ve Saxony. He took up a career in the 

Saxon civil service.  

- He purchased a tract of land in Berthelsdorf, south-eastern Saxony. In 1722, he married 

another Pie8st, Erdmuthe Dorothea von Reuss-Ebersdorf.  

Zinzendorf, Herrnhut and the Moravians 

- In 1722 Zinzendorf invited a group of persecuted Hussites 

from the region of Moravia to se�le on his land in 

Berthelsdorf.  

- They were popularly known as the Bohemian Brotherhood. 

As Hussites, they were followers of the great 15th century Bohemian Reformer and 

martyr John Huss, o:en and rightly hailed as a forerunner of the Reforma8on.  

- Hussites, early on in their history, founded churches in Moravia, a territory directly to 

the east of Bohemia; it had been permanently united with its larger Bohemian neighbor 

since 1490, under the Bohemian monarchy.  

- Persecu8on by Roman Catholic authori8es led to Moravian Hussite emigra8on in the 

16th and especially in the 17th century, into Hungary, Poland, Saxony, Holland and 

England.  

- In 1722, a group of ten Moravian Hussites emigrated to Berthelsdorf at the invita8on of 

Zinzendorf. This proved to be the first stream of a significant Moravian influx into 

Berthelsdorf over the next ten years.  

- Within a mere three years, by 1725, Berthelsdorf already had a community of ninety 

Moravian se�lers.  

- The Moravian refugees were not the only body with dis8nc8ve religious convic8ons to 

se�le in Berthelsdorf.  
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- The Moravian community in Berthelsdorf gave itself the name 

‘Herrnhut’ (meaning ‘The Lord’s Watch,’ ‘Protected by the Lord’). 

- Despite the religious diversity of its inhabitants, Berthelsdorf had one 

church where they were expected to worship on Sundays, a Lutheran 

church.  

- Zinzendorf was at this point s8ll a thoroughly conforming member of 

the established Lutheran Church in Saxony and envisaged that those who lived on his 

land would also conform outwardly to Saxony’s Church order on the Chris8an day of 

worship.  

- In 1724, Chris8an David, and the brothers Melchior and David Nitschmann came in a 

fresh body of Moravian se�lers to Berthelsdorf.  

- They had experienced religious revival in Moravia, suffering severe persecu8on by its 

Roman Catholic poli8cal establishment.  

- This new group carried the fire of revival with them to Herrnhut. They also brought a 

vigorous resolve that the Moravians should establish their own dis8nc8ve church 

community, based on the old, tradi8onal Hussite model of the United Brethren.  

- This at first triggered an acute falling-out with the Lutheran pastor of Berthelsdorf, 

Johann Andreas Rothe, who perceived the new Moravian immigrants as divisive 

sectarians bent on overthrowing the good Lutheran church order in Berthelsdorf. 

- With this Lutheran-Moravian rupture, Zinzendorf now became progressively more 

concerned about and commi�ed to, the life and affairs of the Berthelsdorf se�lers. 

- Although Zinzendorf’s original ideal had been to absorb Moravianism and its good 

quali8es into Berthelsdorf’s Lutheran church, revitalizing the whole congrega8on, this 

now dwindled in his mind.  

- The more Zinzendorf came to have first-hand knowledge of the Moravians and their 

unique way of ‘doing church,’ the more he came to believe they had something precious 

he had not found in his own Lutheran tradi8on – namely, that Moravianism had a 

stronger and healthier grasp of the reality of Chris8an community life than Lutherans 

did.  

- In 1727, Zinzendorf stepped down from his posi8on at the Saxon court, in order to give 

himself single-mindedly to the spiritual concerns of Berthelsdorf in general and the 

Moravian immigrant community at Herrnhut in par8cular.  

- He was first and foremost overflowing with ‘catholic’ desire to bring peace and unity 

amid the unedifying clash between the Moravians and Lutherans over church life.  

- In fact, Zinzendorf scored a resounding success in ending the Moravian-Lutheran 

controversy that very year.  
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- This took the shape of a mutual agreement that the Moravians could manage their own 

internal community affairs at Herrnhut along Moravian lines, as long as they a�ended 

worship at the Berthelsdorf church on Sundays.  

- This would empower the Moravian immigrants to develop their own collec8ve spiritual 

life at Herrnhut, while s8ll con8nuing formally to exist within Saxony’s Lutheran Church. 

- The Moravians thus became a sort of officially recognized church-within-a-church. To 

solemnize and validate this pact of religious peace, Zinzendorf and Rothe dra:ed a 

covenant called the ‘Statutes of the Congrega%on,’ to which both par8es, Lutherans and 

Moravians, unanimously gave their consent at a public mee8ng on May 12th, 1727. 

- At Herrnhut, the Moravians immigrants now constructed their own dis8nc8ve religious 

community under the leadership of twelve elders, four of whom were then chosen by 

lot to be the senior presiding elders.  

- The Moravians asked Zinzendorf himself to act as the overall superintendent of the new 

community.  

The Moravian Pentecost 

- Within two months, Zinzendorf and Rothe had restored peace and 

unity to Berthelsdorf through the Statutes of the Congrega8on, an 

intense spiritual awakening and revival took place among the 

Moravians.  

- The human instrument was a public prayer at Herrnhut by Zinzendorf, on July 16th, 1727, 

when ‘he poured out his soul in a heart-touching prayer, delivered with gushing tears; 

this prayer made an extraordinary impact, and it was the origin of the ac8vi8es of the 

life-giving and dynamic Spirit of God that followed therea:er.’  

- On July 22nd, ten Moravians met to engage in hymn-singing and prayer; once again, 

extraordinary experiences were manifest, which they empha8cally interpreted as an 

unusually powerful outpouring of the Holy Spirit on their gathering.  

- On August 5th, Zinzendorf and twelve others assembled for a prayer-mee8ng that lasted 

a whole night. The following midnight, a larger prayer mee8ng took place; the mee8ng 

was overwhelmed by astonishing deep and vibrant religious feelings, especially sorrow 

for sin and rejoicing in salva8on.  

- Over the next few days, according to accounts wri�en at the 8me, ‘a truly dis8nc8ve and 

overwhelming power of God was experienced at the evening mee8ngs for hymn-

singing.’ 

- On August 10th, Berthelsdorf’s Lutheran Pastor Rothe presided at the Herrnhut mee8ng 

and had his own experience and awakening.  
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- This removed the religious divide between Lutheran and Moravian in Berthelsdorf. This 

union of once-divided brethren was sealed on August 13th at a communion service held 

in Berthelsdorf. Zinzendorf named this communion service as the Moravian ‘Pentecost.’  

- The Moravian Pentecost gathered into its embrace the children of Herrnhut as well; 

many of them now professed conversions to Christ.  

- The Moravian Pentecost produced a flood of brilliant new hymns of which have become 

a prized part of the Evangelical heritage.  

- Zinzendorf is reckoned to have wri�en some two thousand hymns in German. The 

dis8nc8ve mark of the Moravian hymns is that they tend to be both Christ-centered and 

experien8al.  

Community Focused 

- The convic8on took ever deeper possession of Zinzendorf’s mind and heart that an 

authen8c New Testament church could not be a mere loosely connected set of 

individuals who happened to meet on Sundays.  

- It must be a bonded-together community, a genuine spiritual family. ‘There can be no 

Chris8anity without community.’ Not that Zinzendorf originated this outlook; it was 

already held and prac8ced by the Moravians as part of their own tradi8onal ideals.  

- The Moravians at Herrnhut were organized into small groups known as ‘bands.’ Each 

band was made up of eight to ten people (of the same sex).  

- The band elected its own leader; all the band leaders gathered each week with 

Zinzendorf to confer with each other.  

- The purpose and func8on of the band was to provide an in8mate social framework for 

the cul8va8on and growth of personal faith, as band members helped and encouraged 

one another spiritually, and prayed for each other.  

- In fashioning the structure of the bands, Zinzendorf was at least partly reac8ng against 

an individualis8c view of faith as something essen8ally private. For him, Chris8an faith 

was an inter-personal reality.  

- The community ideals prac8ced at Herrnhut have been variously assessed. Some visitors 

thought them ar8ficial and unnatural; others, however, praised their prac8cal 

effec8veness in providing social and spiritual care to their members.  

- The impact made by the Moravians Pentecost on the Moravians themselves was 

profound. It created a new spiritual atmosphere of joy and peace, a dynamic sense of 

the sheer reality of spiritual things.  

- This in turn led to an even deeper apprecia8on of the subjec8ve side of religion, already 

encouraged by Pie8sm.  

- Perhaps nowhere have a ‘felt Christ,’ and a conscious experience of the Holy Spirit, been 

more cherished and lived out than among the Church of the Moravians.  

- Revived Moravianism, at its best, presented a model of ‘living orthodoxy’ where the 

beauty as well as the truth of Chris8an faith was made manifest.  
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Experience over Theology 

- Yet a note of cau8on has also been sounded about Moravian revival piety. It led to a 

somewhat an8-intellectual ethos, a suspicion of theology per se.  

- Zinzendorf was distrusPul of reason and maintained that it undermined experience. This 

distrust of reason meant that he rejected the very concept of a systema8c theology. ‘The 

moment truth becomes a system, one no longer possesses truth.’  

- This in turn led him to a radical ‘Christ-concentra8on’ in his theology. The very Person of 

Jesus Christ, not human reason, was for him the organizing principle of theology.  

- Zinzendorf saw all knowledge of God as mediated through the Son, and the Son Himself 

as known in the immediate experience of faith, which transcended mere reason. 

- Moravian evangelists, therefore, were not to trouble themselves, in their missionary 

preaching and teaching, with trying first to prove that God existed; they were directly to 

preach Christ Jesus, trus8ng that the Holy Spirit would make the true God known in and 

through Him.  

- Zinzendorf’s ‘Christ-concentra8on’ may not, in and of itself, be thought very 

objec8onable. It may even be judged fruiPul.  

- S8ll, it must be said that the intensity of the Moravian experience of Christ in revival led 

Moravians to place unusual stress on the place and significance of feelings in the 

Chris8an life, immediate assurance of salva8on as a sign of true conversion, and among 

some, the possibility of sinless perfec8onism. 

- This birthed a sense of in8macy with God that gave rise to ways of speaking about Him 

which most have judged to be sen8mental and unsuitable.  

- The most painful and embarrassing excesses in this regard took place, not at Herrnhut, 

but at Herrnhaag, the Moravian community in the German state of Hesse, near 

Frankfurt, which was led by Zinzendorf’s son, Chris%an Renatus.  

- Zinzendorf had the highest regard for his son, trus8ng that he would step into 

Zinzendorf’s place as the new leader of the Moravian movement, and at first, he would 

not hear of any cri8cisms.  

- But several of his Zinzendorf’s friends and co-workers finally succeeded in persuading 

him to acknowledge the serious spiritual aberra8ons at Herrnhaag.  

- As a result, Zinzendorf, who had journeyed to England, compelled his son to join him 

there and to relinquish religious oversight of the Herrnhaag community.  

- Under the care of his father, the young son (he was 22) found his way back to a more 

sober and acceptable state of mind.  

- In the wake of the Herrnhaag debacle, the Moravian communi8es in general stepped 

back from the emo8onal extravagances that had been running rampant.  
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Moravian offshoot leading to Theological Liberalism 

- We cannot leave this ma�er without no8ng that Moravianism’s 

subjec8ve emphasis was to have a strange offshoot at the close of the 

18th century, in the life and work of the epoch-making German 

theologian, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), the o?-named 

‘father of theological liberalism.’  

- Schleiermacher was reared as a Moravian Pie8st. In his theology, he 

would take the Moravian Christ-concentra8on and stress on personal experience and 

religious feeling, designa8ng it as the key to a radical reinterpreta8on of Chris8an 

doctrine.  

- For Schleiermacher, Jesus Christ was not God incarnate as classically understood; Jesus 

was rather the one human being who had experienced God to the full – the only 

perfectly God-conscious Man – who now imparted the defini8ve richness of His 

experience to others, through the medium of the community He founded (the Church). 

- The experien8alism of Moravian Pie8sm thus unwiHngly provided the seedbed of 

theological liberalism.  

Moravian Missions and Church Plan%ng 

- The Moravian Pentecost of 1727 led to a new depth of concern to bring the Chris8an 

faith to unevangelized peoples; this concern overflowed in a remarkable way into 

missionary enterprise.  

- The spark that ignited this Moravian missionary fire came in 1731. Zinzendorf was 

visi8ng Denmark and in Copenhagen he met two Inuit converts from Greenland who had 

been bap8zed by a Danish Pie8st missionary.  

- When he heard that the Greenland mission was in danger of being abandoned through 

lack of manpower, Zinzendorf decided that the community at Herrnhut must step into 

the breach.  

- So began the great Moravian missionary adventure, which would penetrate far and wide 

across the globe including St Thomas in the Virgin Islands, Greenland, North America, 

Lapland, South America and South Africa.  

- By the 8me of Zinzendorf’s death in 1760, it has been es8mated that the Moravians had 

sent out at least 226 missionaries into 16 different geographical regions.  

- A:er the Moravian Pentecost, the rest of Zinzendorf’s life was far from unevenPul. His 

in8mate associa8on with the Moravians brought him under dark storm-clouds of 

suspicion from the reigning Lutherans of Saxony.  

- To try and quench the flame of Lutheran hos8lity, Zinzendorf had himself officially 

ordained into the Lutheran ministry in 1734, affirming his allegiance to the Lutheran 

Augsburg Confession.  
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- Two years later in 1736, the government of Saxony banished Zinzendorf.  

- Zinzendorf was consecrated as a Bishop of the Moravian Church in 1737 while he was 

se�led in Prussia. This was part of a wider move within German Moravianism to restore 

the Episcopate to their Church order.  

- The transi8on to Episcopalianism was prompted by Zinzendorf’s desire to make 

Moravianism more acceptable to governments that acknowledged Episcopacy, especially 

England and its Colonies in America.  

- As a result, David Nitschmann was first of all consecrated Bishop in 1735, prior to his 

sailing to England’s American Colony of Georgia. His consecra8on was then followed by 

Zinzendorf’s in 1737.  

- Zinzendorf had some serious doubts about whether he could honestly be a faithful 

Lutheran if he became a Moravian Bishop.  

- His doubts, however, were overcome by the advice of King Frederick William, who 

thought Zinzendorf’s consecra8on as Bishop a good idea and by discussion with 

England’s then Archbishop of Canterbury, John Po�er, who was favorably disposed to 

Moravianism and convinced Zinzendorf that Moravians possessed genuine apostolic 

Episcopal succession.  

- Zinzendorf’s consecra8on seems to have helped his cause; he was able to establish a 

significant number of new Moravian se�lements in other parts of Germany, and new 

Moravian congrega8ons in the Dutch Republic and the Bal8c states.  

- Zinzendorf also spent some years in England, where he paved the way for the crea8on of 

several Moravian churches there.  

- He interacted with some of the leaders of the new movement of English Evangelical 

Revival, notably John Wesley and George Whitefield.  

- These interac8ons were not always happy, Whitefield fell out with Zinzendorf over 

alleged mishandling of money by Zinzendorf.  

- As for Wesley and Zinzendorf, they parted company in 1741, disagreeing vehemently 

over the doctrine of sanc8fica8on.  

- Apart from faith, Zinzendorf insisted that the Chris8an remained and knew himself to 

be, a wretched sinner throughout his earthly pilgrimage.  

- Wesley, by contrast, was already exploring ideas of en8re sanc8fica8on: an experien8al 

holiness that would free the believer from all ‘willing and wiHng sin.’  

- With this rupture between Zinzendorf and both Whitefield and Wesley, the Moravian 

stream of revival in England flowed apart from the Calvinist and Arminian English 

Evangelical Revival.  

- From 1741-43 Zinzendorf was in America, where he helped establish new Moravian 

churches in New York and Pennsylvania, and was one of the trailblazers of evangelism 

among Na8ve Americans.  
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- In 1747, the Saxon government underwent a change of heart and li:ed Zinzendorf’s 

banishment, enabling him to return to Berthelsdorf a:er eleven years of exile.  

- Two years later, the government even gave official recogni8on to the Moravians as a 

legally protected religious body in Saxony. Incidentally, so did the Bri8sh Parliament that 

same year (1749).  

- The closing ten years of Zinzendorf’s life were plagued with problems. The Moravian 

missionary program incurred serious monetary debts.  

- Zinzendorf’s son, Chris8an Renatus, died young in 1752, dashing his father’s hopes that 

he would take over the leadership of Herrnhut.  

- His beloved wife Erdmuthe died in 1756. Zinzendorf remarried in 1757; his new spouse 

was Anna Nitschmann (1715-1760), who had held a prominent place among the women 

of Herrnhut. Three years later Zinzendorf died, and was buried in the Herrnhut 

cemetery.  

Lutheranism’s Enlightenment: Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) 

- GoSried Wilhelm Leibniz was born in the city of Leipzig, in Saxony, on 

July 1st 1646. His father, Friedrich taught moral philosophy at Leipzig 

University.  

- In 1661, Leibniz went to the University to study law; during his legal 

studies, he also began reading the various trea8ses of great 

Enlightenment philosophers such as Descartes and Bacon.  

- Leibniz remained a loyal Lutheran throughout his life (at least in his outward profession 

of faith), and was distressed by the an8-Chris8an turn taken by aspects of the leading 

philosophy of his day, especially under the impact of Dutch-Jewish pantheist Spinoza. 

- Leibniz responded by trying to give the essen8als of orthodox Chris8anity a solid 

philosophical undergirding.  

- Two areas in which he sought to achieve this lay in the realm of apologe8cs: the 

existence of God, and that branch of apologe8cs known as theodicy.  

- Leibniz made a serious philosophical a�empt to reinvigorate convincing ra8onal proofs 

of the existence of God.  

- He did this against the counter-claims of atheism, pantheism and even Chris8an 

skep8cism.  

- Leibniz’s most original contribu8on was his refurbishing of Anselm’s ‘ontological’ 

argument, which had roundly and influen8ally rejected by Thomas Aquinas.  

- Anselm had argued that the very idea of God requires God’s existence: God is ‘that than 

which nothing greater can be conceived,’ and such an en8ty must exist in order to meet 

its defini8on.  
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- Descartes had sought to revive the ontological argument; Leibniz took this revival 

further by resta8ng the argument to include a proof that existence is itself a perfec8on 

(so that a perfect being must have existence to be perfect), and that ‘necessary 

existence’ belongs to the intrinsic essence of God (by virtue of His very nature, God 

cannot ‘not exist’).  

- Alongside his recas8ng of the ontological argument, he also revived the cosmological 

argument, this 8me agreeing with Aquinas.  

- This argument stated that since the universe is ‘con8ngent’ (might not have existed), its 

existence requires a cause – and this is God, who is not a con8ngent but necessary 

being, Himself uncaused.  

- However, Leibniz restated the tradi8onal argument thus: the ‘principle of sufficient 

reason’ requires that every par8cular exis8ng thing in the universe must have a sufficient 

reason for its existence.  

- This in turn requires that all such things together must have an ul8mate reason for their 

collec8ve existence, a reason lying beyond the universe. This ul8mate reason is what we 

call God.  

- Leibniz’s philosophically sophis8cated arguments for God’s reality gave a new lease on 

life to ra8onal theis8c proofs. These led to the ‘Chris%an ra%onalism’ of Leibniz’s 

disciple, Chris8an Wolff.  

- However, Leibniz’s arguments also provided a foil for the mighty intellect of Immanuel 

Kant, the supreme Enlightenment philosopher, who rejected all ra8onal proofs of God. 

- Concerning theodicy, Leibniz showed himself unusually sensi8ve to the cri8que of the 

Chris8an view of God that arose from the suffering world.  

- Can the absolutely good and loving God of Chris8an revela8on exist, consistently with 

the known and experienced suffering of life on earth?  

- In response, Leibniz put forward his famous or infamous argument that this world, with 

all its suffering is the ‘best of all possible worlds.’  

- His argument is as follows: God, the world’s Creator, is all-powerful, all-knowing and 

perfectly good. This God sees, in His all-knowing mind, many possible worlds He has the 

power to create. But if our world is not the best of all possible worlds, one of the 

following assump8ons must be true: 

1. God was unable to create a be.er world. 

2. God was unable to foreknow how our world’s history would unfold. 

3. God did not desire the actual world to be the best possible world. 

4. The world was not created by God but by some other being. 

5. There were no other possible worlds God had the power to create.  

- But all these posi8ons, Leibniz argued, violated the fundamental truths that God, the 

world’s Creator, is all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly good, and that He sees, in His 

all-knowing mind, many possible worlds He has the power to create.  
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- Necessary conclusion: this world – the actual created world – must be the best of all 

possible worlds.  

- When cri8cs pointed to various aspects of the world which they found unworthy of an 

all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly good Creator, Leibniz responded with an 

argument classically expressed by the English Catholic poet, Alexander Pope (1688-

1744), in his Essay on Man: 

All nature is but art, unknown to thee; 

All chance, direc%on which thou canst not see; 

All discord, harmony not understood; 

All par%al evil, universal good: 

And, spite of pride, in erring reason’s spite, 

One truth is clear: Whatever is, is right.i 

- Leibniz’s ‘best of all possible worlds’ argument entered into the very mainstream of 

Enlightenment thought in a way unintended by Leibniz, when French Deist and literary 

genius Voltaire made it the central target of his hugely popular novel Candide.  

- The novel’s character Professor Pangloss is a sa8re on Leibniz. Journeying across the 

world with his pupil Candide, and encountering many evils and disasters, Pangloss 

cheerfully explains them all away with his endless declara8on that ‘all is for the best in 

the best of all possible worlds.’  

- Voltaire’s treatment of Pangloss aims at exposing his Leibnizian op8mism as shallow, glib 

and unreal in the face of the world’s actual suffering.  

- Leibniz was also a pioneer ecumenist in seeking reconcilia8on between the varie8es of 

Protestan8sm (chiefly Lutheran and Reformed) and between Protestants and Catholics. 

- A ra8onal theology, he thought, could (as it were) nego8ate the differences between 

Lutheran, Calvinist and Catholic, so that all could unite around the essen8al truths about 

God known to ‘right reason.’  

- Reason could show, Leibniz believed, that many of the differences between the three 

confessions were ul8mately a ma�er of words, verbal formula8ons, not substan8al 

truths.  

- In pursuit of this vision, Leibniz engaged in serious discussions with a number of 

prominent Roman Catholic theologians.  

- These discussions bore no final, prac8cal fruit, largely because the ‘ecumenism’ of the 

Roman Catholic dialogue partners resolved itself, ul8mately, into a desire to convert 

Leibniz and all Protestants to the Church of Rome as possessing the fullness of truth.  
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- But the discussions did at least present the spectacle of some of Europe’s foremost 

theologians seriously and honestly discoursing with each other about Chris8an reunion 

across their confessional divides.  

Lutheran Bible Commentator: Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687-1752) 

- 18th century Lutheranism produced the age’s most brilliant Bible 

commentator – Johann Albrecht Bengel, whose contribu8ons to 

Biblical scholarship and interpreta8on overflowed far beyond his 

na8ve Germany and his Lutheran tradi8on.  

- Bengel, was in fact, the first modern Evangelical Bible commentator. 

He occupied this posi8on by virtue of his strong combina8on of 

devout believer who took the Biblical message totally seriously as 

the recorded revela8on of God’s grace to sinful humanity and 

cuHng-edge scholar who came to terms with the reality of imperfect process of the New 

Testament’s textual transmission, with its incomplete manuscripts and variant readings.  

- Bengel’s spiritual and intellectual passion was the Greek New Testament. At his teaching 

post at the Denkendorf school, he had his students join him in a two-year project of 

reading through the whole of the Greek New Testament.  

- As Bengel studied, he made extensive notes on the New Testament’s textual varia8ons, 

collec8ng over thirty different versions of the Greek text.  

- He assembled these partly by appealing for interna8onal scholarly help; this resulted in 

Bengel’s obtaining a large body of previously unknown New Testaments in Greek, La8n, 

Cop8c and Armenian.  

- Bengel did not believe any of these was infallible or perfect; it was the task of the 

Chris8an scholar, he held, to si: through the various manuscripts and their readings, 

with a view to producing a text that most likely reflected the original reading.  

- The outcome was Bengel’s 1734 cri8cal edi8on of the Greek New Testament, a milestone 

in Western Biblical scholarship.  

- Bengel also made a fresh transla8on of the Greek New Testament into German, which 

was published in 1753, just a:er Bengel’s death.  

- Bengel’s most famous, influen8al, and enduring work of New Testament scholarships 

was his Gnomon of 1742.  

- The word gnomon means a pointer on a sundial. This work, which it took Bengel twenty 

years to finalize, consisted of a fresh transla8on of the Greek New Testament into La8n 

and an exege8cal commentary on the text.  

- The Gnomon enjoyed huge success, seHng the standard for all New Testament 

scholarship and exegesis for genera8ons to come among German Protestants.  
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- The impact was not limited to Germany. In the English-speaking world, it found a zealous 

advocate in John Wesley, who hailed Bengel as a ‘burning and a shining light, equally 

eminent in piety and in learning.’  

- Wesley translated the Gnomon into English making extension use of it in his 1754 

Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, one of the key documents of Wesleyan 

Methodism. 

Lutheranism in the New World 

- Lutheranism got off to a shaky start in North America in the mid-17th century, largely 

through Swedish se�lers, whose religious leadership was provided by several ministers 

who seemed to prefer the wine-bo�le to the Bible.  

- However, a new era began in 1697. Two Swedish ministers, Andreas Rudman (1668-

1708) and Eric Bjork (dates unknown), were sent out by the Swedish Lutheran Church, 

to reinvigorate the Lutheran presence and witness in the New World.  

- Rudman worked in Philadelphia, Bjork in Chris8na (now Wilmington), in the Delaware 

valley. The work, regarded as taking place within the jurisdic8on of the Lutheran 

Archbishop of Uppsala (the chief bishopric in Sweden), now flourished.  

- On February 23rd, 1704, Rudman was officially appointed Superintendent of all Swedish 

Lutherans in America by King Charles XII of Sweden.  

- The imprint of Pie8sm was soon felt on American Lutheranism. In 1703, at a Swedish 

Lutheran church in Wicaco, Rudman ordained a young Justus Falckner (1672-1723), a 

student of German Pie8st leader August Hermann Francke.  

- Falckner had been trained at the Halle Pie8st Founda8on in Prussia, and was the first 

Lutheran minister to be ordained on American soil.  

- The number of Lutheran immigrants into North America became quite large by the 

middle of the 18th century, from both Sweden and Germany.  

- The American Lutheran connec8on with Pie8sm was especially strong in the Colony of 

Pennsylvania, founded by the Quaker William Penn in 1681 on the principle of religious 

liberty.  

The Life and Work of Henry Melchior Muhlenberg (1711-1787) 

- Muhlenberg has been called ‘the church father (or patriarch) of 

American Lutheranism.’ Henry Melchior Muhlenberg was born in 

1711 at Einbeck in the north German state of Hanover.  

- He studied theology at the University of GoHngen in Lower 

Saxony. Here he was drawn into the Pie8st circles and when his 

studies were finished in early 1738, he became a tutor in a Pie8st orphanage in the 

Pie8st ‘headquarters of Halle.  
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- Ordained to the Lutheran ministry in 1739, he accepted a call in 1741 from German 

Lutherans in Pennsylvania to relocate to America and serve them as a pastor. 

- Muhlenberg arrived in the city of Philadelphia, chief city of Pennsylvania in 1742. His 

ministry was not confined to Pennsylvania. Lutheran churches in Pennsylvania, New York 

and Maryland all came under his care.  

- In this work, he devoted himself to ridding the churches of unauthorized preachers, and 

establishing the authority of properly trained, theologically educated ministers.  

- The key event in Muhlenberg’s campaign was a synod of Lutheran ministers mee8ng in 

Philadelphia on August 26th 1748, convening at Muhlenberg’s ini8a8ve; present were six 

ministers, and lay representa8ves from ten of the American Lutheran congrega8ons of 

German origin (mostly located in Pennsylvania) – later mee8ngs also involved American 

Lutherans of Swedish origin.  

- The 1748 synod, and its successor synods, came to be known as the Ministerium. The 

first synod held a general discussion about the state of Lutheranism and its churches in 

North America, sanc8oned a Lutheran liturgy for the churches and ordained a new 

minister, Johann Nicholas Kurtz (1720-1788), a Pie8st from Halle.  

- The Ministerium was a compara8vely informal body at first, but in 1781 a formal 

cons8tu8on was adopted, along with the name ‘the German Evangelical Lutheran 

Ministerium of North America.’  

- The Pie8sm of Muhlenberg and other members of the Ministerium was evident in their 

willingness to learn from the Reformed tradi8on as they had encountered in America: 

they embraced the Dutch Reformed pa�ern of church government, with its four offices 

of pastor, presbyter (elder), deacon and teacher.  

- The end result of all this denomina8on-building, under Muhlenberg’s presiding 

influence, was a form of Lutheranism in North America that was less European, less 

medieval and aristocra8c, more adapted to the popular culture of the New World.  

- This na8ve character of American Lutheranism was also evident in its worship-forms. 

Unlike most European Lutherans, American Lutherans generally had li�le religious 

adornment in their church buildings.  

- Their ministers wore ordinary black suits, not ecclesias8cal gowns. Preaching, not 

ceremony – not even the Lord’s Supper – held supreme priority.  

- The preaching, however, allied to a strong system of catechizing, and sermons were 

required to be faithful to tradi8onal Lutheran confessions of faith.  

- Despite the predominance of Pie8sm in American Lutheranism, there was some 

pushback from Lutheran Orthodoxy.  

- The orthodox Lutherans condemned Pie8sts as not being true Lutherans at all or worse – 

crypto Moravians.  
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- Muhlenberg had to defend himself personally against such accusa8ons. He stymied his 

orthodox opponents by proclaiming his unswerving adherence to the theology of the 

Lutheran confessions, and turning the accusa8on against his detractors, asser8ng 

somewhat tartly that their trouble was ‘adhering to the unchanged Augsburg Confession 

with unchanged hearts.’  

- Eventually, it was Muhlenberg’s Pie8sm that won out, and Lutheranism in North America 

would be a Church leavened all through by Pie8st influences.  

 

i 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Five, Needham, Nick, page 462 

                                                      


