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Decline of the First Great Awakening

Other than some revivals in Virginia under the ministry of men like Samuel Davies in the 1760s, the fire and fervor of the First Great Awakening died down within a few years.

Reasons for the Decline:

(1) American Revolution.

(2) Thomas Paine's deism.

(3) Westward migration.

Major Figures and Events of the Second Great Awakening

(1) Timothy Dwight (1752-1817)

(2) Hampden-Sydney College

(3) Camp Meetings and the 1801 Cane Ridge “Revival”

(4) Charles Grandison Finney (1792-1875) and the New Measures

– Finney had a diametrically opposed view of revival to Jonathan Edwards.

– Edwards: a true revival is the work of a sovereign God, but even though it was God's work we should work to prepare ourselves for it by prayer and obedience to the Word

– Finney: revival can be produced or maintained.

Effects and Impact of the Second Great Awakening

(1) Many conversions.

– Dr. Thomas Cleland from Kentucky wrote in 1834: “The work was at first no doubt a glorious work of God.  Many within my knowledge became hopefully pious, the most of whom continue unto this present day, and many are fallen asleep in Jesus.  The number of apostates was much fewer than I supposed” (ibid., 172).

(2) Conversion away from Calvinistic doctrine in America.

– Calhoun: “ Iain Murray saw the change coming in the 1820s from the older order of revival as a surprising work of God (in Edwards’ words) undergirded by solid Calvinistic theology to the new view of revivals and revivalism as the organized series of meetings supported by emotional appeals and generally Arminian theology. From that time on almost up to the present, American religious life focused on revivals. Revival was viewed as what is needed at any point and at any time to clear the church of whatever is wrong with it.”

(3) Splintering of American Church into more denominations and even cults.

(4) The rise of New Measures heritage Christianity.

(5) Creation of the “Bible Belt” and the dominant status of Christianity and religion particularly in the South.

Recommended Resources

Dr. David Calhoun, Covenant Theological Seminary, iTunes U: “Reformation and Modern Christianity” Lectures.

Iain Murray.  Revival and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750-1858.  Banner of Truth.

