OUTPOURINGS OF THE SPIRIT!: THE FIRST GREAT AWAKENING
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“When we come to the early 1700s in America, we are now in the third or fourth generation of the settlers who first came to these shores.  And strangely enough, sadly enough, at that time—not too many generations, just three or four—there was a kind of spiritual decline, or deadness, that had set in and was affecting the American churches.  It was a time of what we would call dead Orthodoxy, or, as Jonathan Edwards would put it, dullness.  There was dullness, deep-seated boredom with the Gospel on the part of many people, and in the stony soil of that boredom, all manner of sin sprang up.” – David Calhoun

The Great Awakening in America and Great Britain

Reasons for the Need of a Great Awakening

1. Decline of morals on the frontier

-- moral life was brutal on the frontier


-- frontier people were hacking out a living from nature: very hard life


-- Indian raids were common


-- also had the difficulty of not having any liquid assets; better way to make cash: plant crops not for eating but for 
drinking


-- 1730: Anglican clergyman surveyed men on the frontier


-- about 90% of brides were pregnant at the wedding (shotgun weddings)

2.  Decline of morals in metropolitan life


– gambling, cockfighting, and bear-baiting were common in England


– going to the gallows was popular entertainment in England; there were 160 offenses that warranted hanging


– drinking very prevalent; one in four houses was a tavern

3. Decline of “religion”

– the original enthusiasm generated by the Puritans had cooled


– 1702: the famous pastor Increase Mather wrote The Glory Departing from New England


– in England, sermons were classified in three categories: dull, duller, and dullest


– you couldn't tell if a British pastor was a Christian, a Muslim, or a Confucianist


– “One modern historian has put it this way: 'By the third decade of the eighteenth century, Calvinism had lost its thunder.  Its 
vision of human existence as a great and awesome drama was beclouded by the idea that nature is benign, man is reasonable, 
salvation is moral virtue and good works, and God is universal benevolence.”  – David Calhoun

Major Figures in the American and British Great Awakenings

There were a number of young preachers who were preaching the old Gospel but preaching it with a new 
urgency and a new fire and zeal.   It is really remarkable to think about how God used these human instruments, particularly because they were all so young. Frelinghuysen was about 30 years old when revival came to his churches. Tennent was in his late twenties. Edwards was just 30, and Whitefield was very young when he made his second and great trip to 
America—he made seven in all, but that second visit in 1739 to 1741 was perhaps the most significant of all his journeys to America. When he came over that time he was only 24 years old.

1. Theodore Frelinghuysen (1691-1747)


-- small role: the guy who first is involved in something that would lead to the Awakening

-- Dutch Reformed pastor in New Jersey

-- 1726: small awakening around his ministry

-- talked about the need for an inner spiritual transformation


-- only converted persons could be invited to church membership


-- primary focus: people should be converted

2. Gilbert Tennent (1703-1764)

-- son of William Tennent (who formed the Log College → College of New Jersey → Princeton)


-- 1740-1741: preached a famous sermon (“The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry”)


-- alleged that many pastors weren’t themselves converted

3.  Solomon Stoddard (1643-1729)


– maternal grandfather of Jonathan Edwards


– pastored the Congregational Northern Church in Northampton, MA from 1670-1729; preached 3,000 consecutive Sundays 
without missing


– saw five “harvests” = large groups of conversions

4.  Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)


– entered Yale at 13, graduated valedictorian at 17; asked to teach theology at Yale at 21


– at 23, Solomon Stoddard asked him to help pastor the church in Northampton (1724-1729)


– became pastor after Stoddard died (1729-1750)


– he recognized very early on that the church in general and the young people in particular were very cold spiritually; they 
were given to “night-walking and tavern haunting.”


– he agreed with Cotton Mather that the glory had indeed departed New England

– the people, he noted, had moral respectability but no spiritual passion; “the church was filled with Mr. and Mrs. Good-man, but not Mr. and Mrs. Gospel”

– began preaching on justification by faith alone in fall 1734; preaches on this subject for 13-15 weeks

– addresses the issue of living the good life as a means of salvation

– a woman comes to him desiring to be saved in December 1734; by February 1735 there had been many conversions

– by summer 1735, 300 people had been saved

– from 1734-1737, the Connecticut River Valley becomes the valley of revival → 200 churches experience an outpouring of the Spirit

– considered the greatest American theologian

5.  John (1703-1791) and Charles Wesley (1708-1788)

– John was the famous preacher; Charles was the prolific hymn-writer

– friends and fellow students at Oxford with George Whitefield

– May 24, 1738: John Wesley went to a chapel in London where the pastor was reading to the congregation from the preface to Luther's commentary on Romans

– upon listening, “I felt my heart strangely warmed, and felt that I did trust Christ and Christ alone for salvation”

– Charles had had a similar experience a few days earlier

– January 1, 1739: John's ministry begins

– John preached around 55,000 sermons in his 50+ year ministry; he traveled 300,000 miles on horseback

– Charles wrote over 7,000 hymns

– John and Charles were Arminian in theology (rejected Calvinism)

– the Methodist Church (whose founders were followers of the Wesleys) adopted his episcopal polity and Arminian theology

6.  Samuel Davies (1723-1761)

– Martyn Lloyd-Jones called Davies the greatest preacher America has ever produced

– served as the President of the College of New Jersey after Edwards died

– converted under Whitefield's ministry

– evangelized Indians and slaves

– organized the first presbytery in the South

7.  Shubal Stearns (1706-1771)

– Baptist

– converted under Whitefield's ministry

– helped organize the first Baptist church in North Carolina in 1755 (Sandy Creek Church) and the first Baptist association (Sandy Creek Association) in 1758

– remarkable preacher

– moderate Calvinist (four-pointer)

– started with 16 members, and within a few years the church had 600

8.  George Whitefield (1714-1770)

– preached in England, Scotland, Wales, and America → “Gospel ranging”; crossed the Atlantic 13 times → “the world is my parish”

– actor David Garrett: “I would give a hundred guineas to be able to say 'oh' like George Whitefield”

– at his death, more people knew who Whitefield was than had even heard of Washington or Franklin

– David Hume was hurrying to hear Whitefield preach; someone asked him, “Surely you do not believe what he says, do you?”  Hume replied, “No, but he does.”

– at a prayer meeting with the Wesleys, they all testified to a special sense of the presence of God; all began their ministries then (January 1, 1739)

– preached extemporaneously (no notes), had a clarity of style, and an incredibly powerful voice

– Franklin calculated that 30,000 people could hear Whitefield preach at one time

– preached to slaves, started an orphanage

– died in Massachusetts in 1770, being worn out by itinerant evangelism

– he was ill, but preached nonetheless at Exeter for two hours in the open air

– went to house of friend Jonathan Parsons to rest; people followed him to hear more

– “Whitefield was always ready to preach again, even though he was not well at all.  He took a candle, according to the story, and walked up the steps to a landing and spoke to the people crowded below...And he preached the Gospel to them one more time, and as he preached, the candle burned down and finally went out.  And Whitefield went up to his room, read his Bible, read Watts' psalms, knelt down by his bed to pray, went to sleep, woke up the next morning at six o'clock, and then died.

Results of the Great Awakening

1. Many conversions.

– hundreds if not thousands were converted by the preaching of these pastors and evangelists

– the primary message was “you must be born again”

– this was preached by Calvinist preachers; this was a Calvinistic awakening

2.  Evangelical ecumenism.

– the Awakening in General and Whitefield in particular forged a new alliance in American Christianity

– from a sermon in Philadelphia

–  “Father Abraham, who do you have in heaven? Any Episcopalians up there?”  

“No. No Episcopalians.”  

“Do you have any Presbyterians up there?”  

“No Presbyterians.”  

“Do you have any Independents or any Seceders?”  

“No, we do not have any of those.” [Remember, George Whitefield really considered himself a 

Methodist.]  

“Have any Methodists up there?”  

“No, no, no.”  

“Well who do you have up there then?”  

“We do not know those names up here. All who are here are Christians, believers in Christ, men and 

women who have been cleansed by the blood of the Lamb.”  

“Oh, is that so? Is that the case? Then God help us. God help us to forget all party names and to be 

Christians in deed and truth.”

– “You see how that kind of preaching is going to eliminate a bit of emphasis on denominations.  And through the First Great Awakening there was the creation of evangelicalism, people who were born again and felt that that was more important than the identity of themselves as members of the different churches.”  – David Calhoun

– This seems to be a common factor in revivals in general; it was true of the revivals that spread through the Confederate Army during the Civil War.

3.  “Spiritual democracy.”

– Social and demographic barriers were torn down during the revivals, particularly by Whitefield himself.  Benjamin Franklin admired Whitefield in that “he was a man who did not hesitate to throw in his lot with slaves, women, Indians, and orphans, and emphasize that in Christ we are all one, a spiritual democracy” (David Calhoun).

– Whitefield did not shy away from preaching to slaves, but he interestingly never attacked the institution itself.

– “I suppose there are no more unlikely friends than Benjamin 

Franklin and George Whitefield. Near the end of Whitefield’s life, Franklin wrote, “He is a good man, and I love him.” On the face of it, it is hard for us to imagine that friendship, the creed-despising Franklin and the Deist-despising Whitefield. But they loved and respected each other. In the end, Franklin became Whitefield’s best American friend, and Whitefield was Franklin’s only evangelical friend.” (David Calhoun)

4.  Schools were founded.

– Just because there was a renewal of interest and passion with respect to spiritual matters did not mean that there was a proportional lack of interest in intellectual or academic matters.

– The revival preachers were all professors, teachers, and college presidents.

– The first five presidents of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton) were all revival men (Edwards and Davies).

– Dartmouth was founded in 1754 by Awakening preacher Eleazar Wheelock to be a training school for Indians and was supported by pro-revival Congregationalists.

– Rutgers was founded in 1766 by the Dutch Reformed.

– Brown University was founded in 1764 by the Baptists.

