
Church History 
• The Reforma+on had brought people back to right thinking about God, Scripture, salva+on and many 

other things. However, over +me, its impact was cooled by the impact of the Enlightenment. It was 
further stunted by the increasing rou+ne that had set into the church and dampened the fires that had 
driven the church during its struggle to return to Scripture as its authority.  

It was thus necessary for the church to experience revival, to break the cycle of reason and ritual, the 
ruts it had come to be confined in. The source of this revival is diverse and includes the movements like 
the Puritans and Pie+sts. Both of these groups emphasized the importance of conversion experiences by 
grace and the study and preaching of the Scriptures. Out of this bedrock the great revivals were born. 
However, the revivals themselves took on very different forms and had varying degrees of efficacy. The 
first two revivals in America are known as the First and Second Great Awakenings and they, and their 
legacies, are very different.   

I. Since the revivals, or awakenings, were in many ways a response to the Enlightenment, it is helpful to 
establish some basics of what the Enlightenment achieved. In brief, the Enlightenment upended the 
tradi+onal order of understanding the world, replacing the way knowledge is acquired and what stands 
as an authority over people. Prior to the Enlightenment, revela+on was considered authorita+ve but 
was supported by tradi+on and reason. Both of these secondary elements were subservient to the 
revela+on and error was achieved when this order became unbalanced. The Enlightenment was a near-
permanent replacement of this order of the world.  

A. Though a strong founda+on for the Enlightenment was found in Renaissance humanism, it really 
began with the work of the French philosopher Rene Descartes. He famously posited cogito ergo 
sum, which is La+n for “I think, therefore I am”. This statement was an asser+on on how to gain 
knowledge with certainty, which, notably, lacks any connec+on to revela+on. Ul+mately, the 
Enlightenment would be divided up between two camps, one suppor+ng Descartes, the other 
arguing against him. Both rejected revela+on as a source of knowledge.  
1. The camp of Descartes are the Ra+onalists, who argue that simply by thinking, without any 

connec+on to experience, can one come to a true understanding of the world.  
2. The response to this came from the Empiricists, who argued that only through interac+ng with 

the world, by absorbing it through our senses, can we then bring reason to bear and understand 
the world.  

B. Both groups reject revela+on as an accurate source of knowledge. Indeed, these twin tracks argued 
for the rejec+on of revela+on as having authority. To Enlightenment thinkers, revela+on was neither 
ra+onal nor worthy of true experience and, thus, was to be discarded. Henceforth, all true 
knowledge was to come from the self and through self-focused inves+ga+on.  
1. Kant famously asserted sapere aude, La+n for “dare to know!”, which was an asser+on to be 

brave and have your own understanding. This is a dangerous asser+on that focuses truth on the 
subjec+ve self, not on an external, objec+ve source.  

2. The Enlightenment kicked the Scien+fic Revolu+on into high gear, accelera+ng the bounds of 
humanity’s understanding of Crea+on. However, with revela+on removed from the mix, the 
essen+al truth of crea+on was rejected and nature itself became the end goal. Once again, the 
Creator was rejected in favor of the crea+on. Hollbach said that “Man is unhappy because he is 
ignorant of Nature”. Revela+on, Scripture, theology and all else rela+ng to God was demoted to 
mere supers++on.  



II. It is against this backdrop of the rise of reason, and the addi+onal burden of ritualism, that the energy of 
the Reforma+on waned. Its truths were s+ll manifest, but were now struggling not against a church 
where tradi+on had been overvalued, but now against a philosophical movement in which reason was 
overvalued. Both of those were important, but were necessarily subordinated to revela+on. In large 
measure, it was the work of the First Great Awakening to bring the balance of these things back into a 
proper order.  

A. Early movements that contributed to revival were the aforemen+oned Pie+sts and Puritans. These 
movements maintained a strong affirma+on of Scripture, and encouraged their careful study and 
preaching. There was also a value placed on the experien+al aspect of the faith. This included a 
conversion experience but also par+cipa+on in the sacraments.  

B. In both America and Great Britain movements developed that emphasized the grace of God. These 
were led, though not exclusive to, George Whitefield and the Wesleys. The former were focused on 
leading revival in England while the former preached in both England and America.  

C. The greatest of the First Great Awakening leaders was Jonathon Edwards. Not only was he a gi^ed 
student of the Word and preacher and one who led many into reviving their rela+onship with Christ, 
but he also gave effec+ve responses to the asser+ons of the Enlightenment.  
1. Edwards preached an important sermon on Ma_hew 16:17 which states: 

“...You are blessed, Simon son of Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal this 
to you, but my Father in heaven.” Edwards affirmed the truth that Jesus’ true iden+ty as the Son 
of God, the Messiah was knowledge that came directly from God, through the work of the Holy 
Spirit. Revela+on pointed the way and the Holy Spirit opened a person’s eyes to this truth. It is 
not a ma_er of experiencing or reasoning but a ma_er of grace that comes from God.  

2. Against those who cri+cized revival, Edwards responded with a sermon on 1 John 4:1-21. He 
established several points that defended the authen+city of the Holy Spirits work in bringing 
revival to the church. Signs that revival and salva+on were authen+c were: 
a. Convic+on that Jesus was the incarnate, virgin-born and crucified Son of God and the 

redeemer of sinful humans. (1 John 4:2-3) 
b. A growing disinterest in the things of the world, both the fleshly lusts and the pursuits of 

appe+tes. This is accompanied by a growing interest in things holy. (1 John 4:4-5) 
c. An increasing apprecia+on and valuing of the Scriptures. (1 John 4:6) 
d. A truthful view of things pertaining to God, sin and ourselves. (1 John 4:6) 
e. A growing love for God and fellow man. (1 John 4:7-21) 

3. Edwards also taught that, though conversion was essen+al, “true religion, in great part, consists 
in holy affec+ons.” In this use, the term “affec+ons” means the virtues imparted to us 
supernaturally through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. In par+cular, he is looking at Gala+ans 
5:22. He recognizes that conversion punctuates a person’s life but it is only a beginning and that 
truly conver+ng, truly following Christ, is not a moment or momentary event but a lifelong 
journey that is reflected in the fruit that we bear. It is not works, but faith that bears fruit.  

4. In summary, Edwards, as a beacon of the First Great Awakening, gives a proper response to the 
Enlightenment and to rut of rou+ne. He teaches that true knowledge comes from above, from 
God and that all other knowledge is subservient and dependent upon that. Furthermore, he 
teaches that rou+ne is for naught, just as “conversion” is for naught if we do not bring forth 
spiritual fruit.  



III. The Second Great Awakening arrived in the early 19th century and was very different from the First Great 
Awakening. Theologically, the First Great Awakening was strongly influenced by the work of Calvin. The 
emphasis on human depravity, our inability to move toward God and God’s grace in drawing us to 
Himself were all significant components. There were major outliers to this, such as John Wesley, but, 
overall, it trended in the Calvinist direc+on. The Second Great Awakening, on the other hand, was 
heavily in debt to Jacob Arminius. The emphasis on free-will that comes with Arminianism was the 
essen+al feature that characterized the Second Great Awakening. Consequently, the revival that came in 
the early 19th century was o^en (though not exclusively!) a func+on of method, tac+c and experience 
rather than theology and convic+on. 

A. The Second Great Awakening was far more diverse than the first, both theologically and 
geographically. The first was focused in the original American colonies, building out of established 
churches. The la_er revival came about a^er America had won its independence, and was now 
expanding rapidly into the wilderness. While the Second Great Awakening was present in the 
original colonial regions, its epicenter and driving force were in the fron+er regions. This was 
par+cularly evident in Tennessee and Kentucky, as well as western New York.  
1. These regions were the main arteries of se_lement beyond the original colonies. Tennessee and 

Kentucky were immediately accessed via the Cumberland Gap and the Ohio and Tennessee 
Rivers were important conduits of travel. In New York, the western part of the state was wild 
compared to the areas around the Hudson River. Moreover, this was the region traversed by the 
Erie Canal, which was the route by which most people traveled west.  

2. Due to the fron+er orienta+on of the revival, the locus of ac+vity was not in churches but in 
camp mee+ngs. I+nerate preachers were able to pitch a tent or find a clearing where people on 
the move could gather. They could then preach their sermon, have music and other features, and 
then people would con+nue on their way. This atmosphere, which at +mes grew wild, has come 
to characterize, some+mes unfairly, the en+re revival.  

B. The quintessen+al leader of the Second Great Awakening was Charles Finney. Though he preached in 
New York City on a regular basis, the focus of his work was in the fron+er regions of New York State. 
Finney was tall, a fiery preacher and talented musically and he used all of these a_ributes to further 
his evangelis+c purposes. Indeed, it was the employment of these tools, and many others, that 
characterized Finney’s approach to revival.  
1. Finney’s theology was an extreme form of Arminianism, coupled with a strong does of 

Enlightenment humanism. To him, revival was not a miraculous work of God but was the result 
of controlled condi+ons orchestrated by those leading the revival movement. In essence, he 
believed that revival, indeed all spiritual life, was not a result of supernatural enabling by the 
Holy Spirit but from freely using the man’s natural abili+es in ways thought to glorify God.  

2. According to Finney, revival was “purely philosophical result of a right use of cons+tuted means – 
as much so as any other effect produced by the applica+on of means.” He believed that revival 
could be brought about by controlling the environment, condi+ons and words that people 
encountered and, consequently, provoke a conversion experience.  

3. Within this system of thought, God’s sovereignty in the salva+on economy is reduced to His 
sovereignty in nature both of which operate according to cause and effect.  

C. These views stem from Finney’s asser+on that humanity is a moral free agent. Through the 
employment of will, people are able to achieve their own conversion. God may have employed grace 
to all to make them free moral agents but people are then able to achieve conversion on their own.  
1. In 1835 Finney authored a sermon en+tled “Sinners Bound To Change Their Own Hearts”. In this 

employs Ezekiel 18:31, sta+ng: 



We have the power of free moral agency...We do not need to be altered in soul or body; we do 
not need to add to our minds any new principle...the new heart and the new spirit is not a 
cons:tu:onal change in our human nature...The change of heart Ezekiel spoke of is not 
miraculous, it is a choice we make to employ our abili:es to God rather than self-gra:fica:on.  

2. This approach to God, to humanity, to conversion is the founda+on of Finney’s approach to 
revival. Through targeted acts, controlled condi+ons, through theatrics and strategies he is able 
to bring people to a choice where they choose to convert. It is not a result of the Spirit of God 
moving in people’s hearts and bringing them to repentance.  

3. This view of revival was also connected to Finney’s perspec+ve on the atonement of Christ. He 
preached that Christ was not punished but, rather, His crucifixion was a statement of God’s high 
view on the law, which had been broken by sin and His hatred of sin. The cross was thus a 
demonstra+on of God’s view of sin. It should then manifest in us a love, meekness and self-
sacrifice that should be expressed in our devo+on to God and our lives.  

D. In the end, the Second Great Awakening, as expressed through Finney, was a completely different 
creature than was the First Great Awakening. While the la_er preserved much of the Reforma+on’s 
theology and properly taught our need for God’s grace, the former emphasized human agency in 
salva+on and reduced much of the message to an Enlightenment form of semi-pelagianism. It must 
be noted however that, in the midst of this, there were s+ll godly people working for revival and 
while many conversions were flee+ng, God s+ll worked to authen+cally redeem many in this +me.  

IV. Though the corrup+on of the Gospel by many was one result of the Second Great Awakening, it had a 
secondary, and equally destruc+ve role in the birthing of new here+cal beliefs. The most notable of 
these are the La_er-Day Saints, generally known as Mormons.  

A. Western New York, the area where revivalists like Charles Finney were par+cularly ac+ve, was the 
loca+on of waves of powerful revival fervor. So many waves passed through the area that, in +me, it 
came to be known as the Burned-over District. The fires of the Awakening had burned hot and then, 
eventually, burned out. People were exhausted from the surges of emo+onal conversion, falling 
away, conversion again and the heated calls for repentance. This was complicated by the compe+ng 
views that came with the increasing number of denomina+ons that were sending preachers into the 
region.  

B. While this was on going, the American fron+ers experienced a compe+ng surge in supers++on and 
occult ac+vi+es. These o^en preyed on the uneducated.  

C. Out of this religious stew was born Mormonism, led by its prophet, Joseph Smith. Mormonism was a 
complete and total rejec+on of Chris+anity. Instead, it was a mix of polytheism and occult beliefs 
that were then dressed up in Chris+an clothing and preached to exhausted masses.  

D. In many ways, it was a rejec+on of the empirical, experien+al and individual focus of the Second 
Great Awakening, and a restora+on on the need for revela+on to seek truth. However, with 
theological basis for Scripture weakened, Joseph Smith was free to create a new, and totally false, 
Gospel.  


