THE GREAT AWAKENING

 

I.
Jonathan Edwards and the Outbreak of the Great Awakening

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) was the grandson of Solomon Stoddard (1643-1729) and served the last two years of Stoddard’s pastorate as his assistant.  Upon Stoddard’s death Edwards assumed the pastorate.  The Great Awakening broke out in Northampton in western Massachusetts starting 1733.  At first Edwards’ people were “very insensible of the things of religion.”  The first stirrings began when Edwards confronted the youth of the church, in front of their parents, over what he considered to be the great sin of bundling.  In 1734 and 1735 the revival grew in intensity. Edwards did a series of preaching tours in nearby towns.  Soon the entire Connecticut River Valley was in the midst of a revival.  Notorious sinners repented in tears, long-time lost church members were converted.  In 1737, Edwards published a book, A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God describing the revival.  By then it was declining in the area, and Edwards was eventually fired by congregation, but the revival was about to spread throughout the colonies, especially along the coast.

Edwards As a Preacher

 
Although John Hannah of Dallas Theological Seminary has questioned it recently, the attestations of the time are that Edwards’ sermon delivery was atrocious.  He was very near sighted and read a prepared manuscript for two hours in a monotone. Due to his eye sight, he held the paper right in front of him and obscured sight of his face.  It seems at least at first, his power in the pulpit was not his delivery. I suspect that after hearing Whitefield he may have changed his technique, and that may account for the reports from later in his ministry that Edwards preached differently.

Edwards is best known for his sermon “Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God.” .  For the first third of the sermon he describes God’s judgment on sinners.  This could have been the standard Puritan jeremiad.  The final two-thirds of the message, which he calls “Application” continues the warning of judgment, but also proffers salvation to those who repent.  This is considered the most famous sermon in American history and is often studied in university rhetoric classes to this day.
II.
George Whitefield: The Grand Itinerant

Whitefield (1714-1770), the best-known Protestant of the 18th century is also the father of the modern evangelists and their techniques.  Whitefield had been part of the Wesley’s Holy Club, and he introduced the concepts of outdoor preaching and targeting the lower classes ignored by the established church to the Wesleys.  Trained for the Shakespearean stage, Whitefield had a tremendous voice and was the actor’s ability to dramatize.  He was the Ronald Reagen of the 1700s.  Physically, he was not imposing.  He is described in contemporary accounts as both skinny and fat, but all agree he had an eye condition that caused a permanent squint and earned him the nickname Dr. Squintum.  However, his voice commanded instant attention.  It was said of him that people would convert just hearing him pronounce the world Mesopotamia.
Seven Evangelistic Tours of the American Colonies

Whitefield made 7 evangelistic tours of the colonies, and brought the Awakening to America that the Wesleys were bringing to England.  His first visit was brief and limited to Georgia in 1738.  The second tour made him famous.  His great tour covered every state.  He started in Savannah and preached all the way up the coastline to Philadelphia (Jan. 11 to April 2, 1740); then the preached back down the continent 100 to 200 miles inland, hitting such places as Richmond and Greenville, reaching Savannah on June 5.  He then sailed to Charleston and then preached his way back to Savannah just a few miles inland.  Then the G.I. decided to invade the bastion of Unitarianism: New England.  He sailed to Newport, R.I. and in a preaching tour from August 18 to December 14 then went from Newport to Boston, Marblehead, Salem, Ipswich, Newbury, Hampton, N.H.; Portsmouth, N.H.; and York, Maine. He then sailed to Boston, went to Northampton and preached for Edwards who wept during the sermon, and then to Middleton and New Haven, Conn.  The he sailed to New York and repeated his preaching tour New York to Philadelphia to Charleston to Savannah.

The results were amazing, truly the work of God.  It was estimated that Whitefield’s average attendance was 8,000.  There were 30,000 to hear him preach in Boston.  Of course, there were no auditoriums that large, so almost all sermons were delivered out of doors.  Hundreds were saved during his preaching.  Whitefield had a very positive reception in New England with two exceptions: the colleges and the preachers.  In New Haven, after preaching at Yale he said that at Yale, as at Harvard, “Light is become darkness.”  He also considered most of the pastors lost.  “I am verily persuaded, the Generality of Preachers talk of an unknown, unfelt Christ.  And the reason why congregations have become so dead, is because dead men preach to them.”
Whitefield’s Techniques

Some with a theological axe to grind have asserted that the First Great Awakening was the Calvinistic Awakening, the Second Great Awakening was the Arminian Awakening, meaning that the First just happened one day, the second was helped along by human efforts.  Nothing could be further than the truth.  Whitefield sent advance teams into town screaming the man who has turned the world upside down has come hither.  Those churches who would cooperate with him “got out the attendance.”  Whitefield used dramatic events and “gimmicks” to attract and hold the crowd.  He was constantly raising money for his orphanage in Georgia.  There is an unbroken chain of American evangelists who adopt Whitefield’s basic techniques: Charles Grandison Finney, Dwight Lyman Moody, Billy Sunday, and Billy Graham. If you want to see a Whitefield revival, watch Graham on television, it is as close as you can get.
Whitefield’s Theology

Whitefield, unlike the Wesleys was a Calvinist.  They once split company over that fact, but then agreed to disagree and Wesley preached the sermon at a memorial service for Whitefield in England (who had died in America on his final preaching tour).  However, Whitefield was not particularly doctrinaire, and a true devotee of Dort would say not a good Calvinist. He stated in a letter to Wesley that he had never read a word that Calvin wrote.  He also said that when I started preaching I was surprised to see how many more God decided to elect.  Of course, he did not literally mean that God had changed his mind and elected some more people, he meant that if people were not getting saved, the fault was with the believers, not with God.  Whitefield and Edwards, although staunch Calvinists, are also the beginning of the erosion of Dortian Calvinism to what is known variously as Modified Calvinism, Warm Hearted-Evangelistic Calvinism (Daniel Holcolmb), or moderate Arminianism depending upon which author is writing.
III.
Extension and Consolidation of the Great Awakening: Lesser Lights

There were a number of regional leaders. Two of the best known were Gilbert Tennent and John Davenport.  Gilbert Tennent, a Presbyterian, met Whitefield on Staten Island where Tennent was leading a revival.  Whitefield encouraged Tennent to go to Boston and continue the revival Whitefield had started.  Tennent did a three month tour from Dec. 1740 through Feb. 1741 following upon Whitefield’s October 1740 Boston revival. The results were almost as impressive as Whitefield. Timothy Cutler, president of Yale was not impressed.  He complained, “people wallowed in snow, night and day, for the benefit of his beastly brayings.”


John Davenport (1716-1757) was another regional leader.  The great grandson of the founder of the New Haven Colony, and a graduate of Yale, Davenport attempted to build upon Whitefield and Tennent.  He eventually degenerated into vituperative harangues and held a burning of wigs, cloaks, rings, and similar vanities. He was arrested, declared insane, and deported.  He eventually repented, wrote a book, Repentances and Confessions in 1744, and resumed the ministry in1748, serving with distinction.


There were a legion of local preachers who continued the revival with Whitefield’s blessings, and often at his instigation.  Like Graham today, Whitefield maintained a stable of lesser lights to preach in the hinterlands.
IV.
Reaction and Legacy of the Great Awakening

The Great Awakening was opposed by many ministers, including the majority of Baptists, at first.  Opponents may be grouped into two groups: Liberals and Hyper Calvinists.  The early Unitarians, led by Charles Chauncey of Boston and Timothy Cutler of Yale objected to the revival because they denied the deity of Christ and the necessity, indeed the possibility of a new birth.  Others objected because they believed that the human efforts of Whitefield, Edwards, and protégés to bring revival was an affront to the sovereignty of God who could and would save the elect at the time he pleased without any help from man.  Both the Congregational and Presbyterian churches split into New Lights who favored the “new measures” of the revivalists and the “Old Lights” who objected.


The Great Awakening is a major turning point in American church history.  It left several long-term effects.

1.
A major shift (or one could say return) in Calvinism to a modified position which acknowledged that ultimately God chose who would be saved, but that often chose to accomplish His work of salvation through human efforts.  There were two major elements of this:

(1) (1)   the use of means: revivals, tracts, invitations

(2) (2)   preparation: encouraging the sinner to actively seek God, pray, read the Bible, and prepare his heart.  The evangelists asserted that God far more often chose to work on a prepared heart than an indifferent one

2.
Less emphasis on denominational affiliation.  It was nothing like today, but Whitefield was an Anglican, Edwards was a Congregationalist, and Tennent was a Presbyterian.  Faithfulness to the Bible and concern for the salvation of the souls of men begin to trump denominational labels

3.
A collapse in the authority of the sacredotal ministry.  A preacher had standing because he could produce results, not because of his education, ordination, or family background.

4. Revivalism and evangelicalism as the premier hallmark of American religion.  One major liberal scholar has said that revivalism and evangelicalism may fairly be said to be the best exemplar of American religion writ large.  Indeed, in the late 1800s there is a revival movement among Roman Catholics in the United States (of which the pope definitely did not approve).

5. This religious rejection of traditional authority also contributes greatly to the American Revolution.  I think it is fair to say that without the Great Awakening there would have been no American Revolution

6.
The Great Awakening rescued American religion from liberalism and probably made the American Revolution what it was, a war based on principles and law instead of being like the French Revolution, a reign of terror.

