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LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ been a strong believer in adult Sunday School classes and Bible studies in our churches.  And many 
churches have quality, Biblically-based adult-focused programs.  Unfortunately, just as many churches tend to 
ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩs education (not a bad thing in itself), or focusing on the needs of 
ǘƘŜ άǳƴŎƘǳǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Ƙƛstory and theology are often purposely ignored. 
 
Yet there is a strong need for adult education focused on both the Bible and the basic tenets and history of the 
Faith.  Among the reasons: 
 

¶ Not all adults come from a strong childhood background in the church ς adult Sunday School classes/Bible 
studies may be their first serious introduction to what Christianity is all about 

¶ Christianity (and especially Evangelical Christianity) is under constant attack from the media and popular 
culture (movies, music, etc.).   We need to give fellow Christians the tools to defend the Faith against at-
ǘŀŎƪ όƻǊ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǊŜŀŘȅ ŘeŦŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ tŜǘŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ м tŜǘer 3:15) 

¶ Even adult Christians that have a strong Biblical background often know little about the origins and history 
of their Faith 

 
To better meet the needs of adult Christians (both those mature in their Faith, and those just starting out in the 
ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέύΣ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
Jewish roots), as well as the development of doctrine in the Church.  The topics represented in these courses are 
intended to both further the pŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ walk in the Faith, as well as serve as a starting point for Christian apolo-
getics. 
 
While the primary purpose of these courses is for use in churches, they also may be useful for High School and Col-
lege projects, especially the courses focused primarily on historical aspects.   
 
One note: these courses are primarily written from an Evangelical Protestant viewpoint (I come from a Reformed 
Church background), but I hope I've given ample time to other points of view throughout the various courses. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Front Cover:  William Penn LOC LC-USZC4-12141, Camp meeting LOC LC-USZC4-772, Kennesaw Methodist Church 
(collection of Jack Little), Stonewall Jackson LOC LC-USZ62 
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Introduction 
This course is meant to be a companion to my Origins of the Major Protestant Denominations in the 
United States course.  That course viewed Protestant history in the United States through the prism of 
the experiences of the Protestant denominations.  This course will take the view of examining major 
trends and movements in Protestantism, many of which affected multiple denominations (or passed 
them by). 
 
!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ LΩǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ Ŏŀƭƭ άƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘƛǎƳέ ς 
this is not a course about Mormons, Seventh Day Adventists, or JehoǾŀƘΩǎ ²ƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ  !ƭǎƻΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎΣ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
Roman Catholic experience in America as a comparison. 
 
In a brief course such as this, it is nƻǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘǊŜƴŘΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ  .ǳǘ L ƘƻǇŜ LΩǾŜ 
captured many of the key ones. 

Quiz 
1. T/F  The Evangelical movement of the late 20th century became a potent force for electing Dem-

ocrat politicians 
2. T/F During the Civil War, both sides thoǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ άǿƛǘƘ DƻŘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǎƛŘŜέ 
3. T/F The great revivals of the early 19th century were fueled primarily by the Methodists 
4. T/F Billy Graham rose to prominence by advocating strict adherence to denominational ties 
5. T/F People from Europe flocked ǘƻ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ tŜƴƴΩǎ άtŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƭƻǿ ǘŀȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

tariffs 
6. T/F Circuit riding preachers were so named because they would often visit racetracks to preach 
7. T/F No preacher has ever won a state in a Republican or Democratic primary 
8. T/F Jonathan Edwards, author of Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, was a key figure in the 

18th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ άDǊŜŀǘ !ǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎέ 
9. ¢κC ¢ƘŜ {ŎƻǇŜǎ άaƻƴƪŜȅ ¢Ǌƛŀƭέ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ Fundamentalism to basically die out in the United States 
10. T/F The Temperance Movement (and the ensuing Prohibition) was primarily advocated by reli-

gious women opposed to (among other things) domestic violence 

Definitions and Controversies 
In addition to doctrinal differences (infant versus adult baptism, free will versus predestination, etc.), 
Protestants have also been divided on other issues such as: 
 

¶ Style of worship (charismatic versus liturgical) 

¶ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘ-ŦƛƭƭŜŘέ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ 

¶ Should the Bible generally be taken literarily?  Is the Bible inerrant? 

¶ What is the most important message of the New Testament?  Social Gospel versus salvation-
focused. 

¶ Lǎ WŜǎǳǎ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǾƛƴŜ {ƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΣ ƻǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ άƎƻƻŘ Ƴŀƴέ ƻǊ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘΚ 
 
Keeping the above divisions in mind, here are some terms used in the text of this course which are often 
used to provide a convenient way to categorize where Christians stand on some of these issues.  Note 
that these are my definitions ς ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦ 
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Charismatic ς ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘ-ŦƛƭƭŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴ-liturgical.  It often in-
volves the use of modern music and electric instruments, but not always.  Charismatic worship has been 
around at least since the 19th century revivals, but it really took off with the rise of the Pentecostal 
movement in the late-19th and early-20th centuries 
 
Fundamentalists ς generally believe that the Bible is meant to be taken literally, and that the Bible is 
inerrant (i.e. There are no mistakes in the Bible).  The American Fundamentalist movement came into 
the public eye during the Scopes Monkey Trial in the 1920s.   
 
Mainline denominations or mainline churches ς This one is a little harder to pin down, but the use of 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƳŀƛƴƭƛƴŜ ŘŜƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘ ŘŜƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Northeastern part of the United States, and have grown incrŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ άƭƛōŜǊŀƭέ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
might include Presbyterian Church U.S.A., United Methodist Church (which at one time was a young 
upstart denomination in both the United States and England), Anglican/Episcopal, Lutheran and United 
Church of Christ.  Northern Baptist churches are sometimes included in this category.  Mainline denomi-
ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άSocial Gospelέ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ άƭƻǾŜ ǘƘȅ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊέΦ 
 
άSocial Gospelέ ς Social Gospel Christians (often associated with mainline denominations/churches) be-
ƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ άƭƻǾŜ ǘƘȅ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ŜŀǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
view that the primary role of the New Testament is to provide a roadmap for righteous living.  The sav-
ing grace of God, Jesus as the Divine Son of God, and eschatological themes are rarely emphasized.  So-
cial Gospel advocates are often more focused on what Jesus said than on who he was. 
 
Evangelical ς This is the hardest one to define, because it means so many things to so many different 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ άFundamentalƛǎǘέΣ ōǳǘ Ƴŀƴȅ 9Ǿŀn-
gelicals are not Fundamentalists (almost all Fundamentalists are Evangelicals, though). 
 
So, what does it mean to be an Evangelical?  The term was first used by Martin Luther to describe the 
key precepts of Protestantism, which include: 
 

¶ All mankind are unregenerate sinners - there is nothing that man can do on his own to achieve sal-
vation 

¶ Sin is a massive gulf between God and humans - God sent his Son, Jesus, to redeem the sins of man-
kind 

¶ Through faith in Jesus, humans can become reconciled (justified) with God 

¶ Salvation for humans beings is through the Grace (unmerited favor) of God only - No one is worthy 
of salvation 

¶ Mankind is not saved through works - works are a result of justification, not a cause 
 
So, if you believe those things, you can refer to yourself as an Evangelical. 
 
However, the term Evangelical in modern times (at least in the United States) carries other connotations 
than simply believing in the key precepts of Protestantism promulgated by Luther and Calvin.  These 
could include: 
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¶ Evangelicals typically put a strong emphasis on the saving grace of God, Jesus as the Divine Son 
of God, and eschatological themes 

¶ In many Southern denominations and churches, Evangelical ƛǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ άōŜƛƴƎ ōƻǊƴ 
ŀƎŀƛƴέΣ ƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ōe an Evangelical without 
ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŀ άōƻǊƴ ŀƎŀƛƴέ ŜȄǇŜǊƛence (many Evangelicals were raised Christian from 
ōƛǊǘƘΣ ǿŜǊŜ ōŀǇǘƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŀ άŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέύ. 

¶ ¢ƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ άEvangelicalέ ƛǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ .ƛƭƭȅ DǊŀƘŀƳΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ 
ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƴǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇt.  American Evangelical predecessors of Billy Graham include 
Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, Dwight Moody, Francis Asbury, John Darby, and Billy 
Sunday. 

¶ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ нр ȅŜŀǊǎΣ άEvangelicalέ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻƴ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ro-
ƴŀƭŘ wŜŀƎŀƴ ŀƴŘ DŜƻǊƎŜ ²Φ .ǳǎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ άEvangelicalǎέΦ  Iƻw-
ever, not all Evangelicals are Republican. 

 
άConservativeέ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ άLiberalέ όƻǊ άaƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘέύ ς when these terms are used in the context of modern 
Protestantism, conservative is often synonymous with Evangelicalism (and its emphasis on the saving 
ƎǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊΣ WŜǎǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǾƛƴŜ {ƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǎŎƘŀǘƻƭƻƎȅύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ άƭƛōŜǊŀƭέ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎȅn-
ƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ άƳŀƛƴƭƛƴŜέ ŎƘǳǊŎƘes/denominations that preach a Social Gospel.   In this context, these 
terms are not synonymous with political affiliations.  For example, many black churches are conservative 
from a theological viewpoint, but liberal from a political viewpoint. 
 
To sum up, any Brief History of Protestantism in the United States will necessarily need to address the 
tensions described above ς Spirit-filled versus rationalist, Evangelical and/or Fundamentalƛǎǘ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ άSo-
cial GospelέΣ ŀƴŘ  ŎƘŀǊƛǎƳŀǘƛŎ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭΦ 

1500s 
Date Event 

1565 First permanent Roman Catholic parish established in 
America at St. Augustine, Florida 

Late-16
th

 Cen-
tury 

Franciscan priests found a series of Roman Catholic mis-
sions in Florida, and along the Gulf coast 

1598 - 1680 40 Roman Catholic missions established in New Mexico 

 
In the new world, Christianity was represented in the 1500s primarily by the Roman Catholic Church, 
with late-16th Century churches established in Florida, the Gulf Coast and New Mexico, as Spain in-
creased its presence in those areas.   

1600s 
Date Event 

1607 First congregation at Jamestown (Anglican) 

1611 First Presbyterian congregation in America, in Virginia  

1619 Lutheran service at Hudson Bay  

September 6, 
1620 

Pilgrims embark for America aboard the Mayflower 
(Congregationalist) 

1630 Puritans embark for the New World (Congregational-
ist) 

1636 Massachusetts Bay Colony votes to give £400 to es-



 8 

Date Event 

tablish a college in Cambridge, MA, named after early 
benefactor John Harvard (Congregationalist) 

1639 Separatist minister Roger Williams establishes a Bapt-
ist church in Providence, Rhode Island (Baptist) 

1662 aŀǎǎŀŎƘǳǎŜǘǘǎ ŀŘƻǇǘǎ ǘƘŜ άIŀƭŦ-²ŀȅ /ƻǾŜƴŀƴǘέΣ Ǌe-
laxing rules limiting church membership (Congrega-
tionalist) 

1677 - 1683 William Penn, an English Quaker, establishes Pennsyl-
Ǿŀƴƛŀ όάtŜƴƴΩǎ ²ƻƻŘǎέύ ŀǎ ŀ ƘŀǾŜƴ ƻŦ Ǌeligious toler-
ance 

1683 Mennonites settle in Germantown, Pennsylvania 
(Mennonite/Amish) 

1689 Puritan charter is revoked, guaranteeing other reli-
gious groups (Quakers, Baptists, Anglicans) religious 
freedom (Congregationalist) 

1691 - 1692 Witchcraft trials in Salem; 19 executed for witchcraft 
(Congregationalist) 

 
Protestantism began to flourish in America in the 1600s as denominations including Anglican, Presbyte-
rian, Lutheran, Baptist, Congregationalist, Amish/Mennonite and Quakers established a presence in the 
new world, mostly in the northeast and Virginia.  Religious tolerance was an issue throughout the cen-
tury, as the Congregationalists in New England established restrictions on other denominations.  William 
Penn would begin his grand experiment in religious tolerance in Pennsylvania, and would attract many 
Protestant groups including the Amish/Mennonites, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Schwenkfelders, German 
Reformed Churches, and the Seventh Day Baptists.   
 
William Penn (1644 ς 1718) was an English Quaker who longed for 
freedom to practice his religion without persecution (he was jailed 
once in England for publishing a tract questioning the doctrine of 
the Trinity).  William Penn would receive his wish when, after the 
death of his father (Admiral Sir William Penn), King Charles II of 
England granted the young Penn a vast tract of land west of New 
Jersey in America.  Penn would go on to create a haven for reli-
gious dissidents (especially German religious dissidents).  Penn 
personally designed the greatesǘ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀ όάtŜƴƴΩǎ 
²ƻƻŘǎέύΣ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀ όά/ƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊƭȅ [ƻǾŜέύΦ  tŜƴƴ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀ for several years, and built 
an estate in Bucks County called Pennsbury Manor. (Photo: The Landing of William Penn1) 
 
The Congregationalists have as their ancestors the Puritans.  The Puritans were a group within the Angli-
Ŏŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ άǇǳǊƛŦȅέ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ  aƻǊŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 
Separatists, who advocated a clean break from the Church of England. 
 
In 1620, the Pilgrims, a radical offshoot of the Puritans, set sail for America on the Mayflower.  Following 
close behind them in 1630 were another group of Puritans which established a colony in Massachusetts.  
These two groups would have great influence on religion and government in New England for the next 
100 years.   

                                                           
1
 Library of Congress LC-USZC4-12141 
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Congregationalists believed in local autonomy for churches, adopted a Presbyterian form of government 
on a regional and national level, and were strict Calvinists.  In fact, in the early years, Presbyterians and 
Congregationalists were closely associated in the Northeastern part of the United States. 
 
The strong Calvinist roots of the early years of America/United States were sown in the 1600s.   

1700s 
Date Events 

18
th

 century ¶ Split among Baptists inǘƻ άhƭŘ [ƛƎƘǘǎέ όǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎύ 
ŀƴŘ άbŜǿ [ƛƎƘǘǎέ όƳƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Holy Spirit and emotionalism) 

¶ Black Baptist churches begin to be formed in the 
South  

1706 First American Presbytery at Philadelphia (Presbyterian) 

1734 Jonathan Edwards is a key figure in the Great Awakening in 
the United States 

1735/37 WesleysΩ mission to Georgia (Methodist) 

1740 tǊŜǎōȅǘŜǊƛŀƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ǎǇƭƛǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŦŜǳŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άƴŜǿ ǎƛŘŜέ 
ǊŜǾƛǾŀƭƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ άƻƭŘ ǎƛŘŜέ /ŀƭǾƛƴƛǎǘǎ (Presbyterian) 

1740 Methodist George Whitefield arrives in America, and 
spreads the work of the Great Awakening through America 

1757 Presbyterian reunification from the 1740 split 

1766 First Methodist Societies in the U.S. 

1769-1771 John Wesley sends lay ministers to the Colonies, including 
Francis Asbury   (Methodist) 

1769 Junípero Serra founds Mission San Diego de Alcalá at San 
Diego.  Eventually, a total of 21 missions would be estab-
lished in California, the last in 1823. (Roman Catholic 
Church) 

1770 Mother Ann Lee (1736-1784) has a revelation that sex is at 
the root of all human evil; celibacy becomes foundation of 
Shakers 

1775 - 1783 Disarray in the American version of the Church of England, 
as the Revolutionary War exposes divided loyalties (Angli-
can) 

1776-1779 Many Methodist preachers and congregants, loyal to Eng-
land, flee to Canada or England 

1776-1783 30 Presbyterian ministers enroll in Continental Army as 
chaplains 

1776 Three Catholics sign the Declaration of Independence (and 
later, the Constitution) ς Thomas Fitzsimmons, Charles 
Carroll, and Daniel Carroll  

1776 Rev. John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian minister, signs the 
Declaration of Independence 

1783 Conference of churches in Maryland adopts the name 
Protestant Episcopal Church 

1784 Christmas Conference in Baltimore organizes Methodist 
Episcopal Church and appoints first bishops  ς Francis As-
bury and Thomas Coke 
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Date Events 

1789 First meeting of the House of Bishops ς church constitu-
tion adopted in Philadelphia.  Formal separation from the 
Church of England (Anglican) 

1789 First General Assembly (Presbyterian) 

1792 First General Conference held (Methodist) 

1793 73,471 Baptists in the U.S., 25% of them Black
2
 

 
The 1700s would see rapid growth among Protestant Churches in America, and an important new de-
nomination ς the Methodists ς would set the stage for a great religious revival in the next century. 
 
An earlier religious revival, now called the Great Awakening, was ignited by the preaching of a Calvinist 
Congregationalist minister named Jonathan Edwards, author of what is perhaps the most famous ser-
mon in American history (Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God).  The revival spread to the 13 colonies 
because of the charisma and speaking ability of a Calvinist Methodist preacher named George White-
field. 
 
The 1700s also saw the emergence of an issue that continues to split Protestantism today ς the differ-
ence between Spirit-led worship and a rationalist/liturgical view.   Baptists, for example, split ƛƴǘƻ άhƭŘ 
[ƛƎƘǘǎέ όǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎύ ŀƴŘ άbŜǿ [ƛƎƘǘǎέ όƳƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ǇƛǊƛt and emotional-
ism).  In 1740, the Presbyterian Church split over feuds ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άƴŜǿ ǎƛŘŜέ ǊŜǾƛǾŀƭƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ άƻƭŘ ǎƛŘŜέ 
Calvinists.  While Calvinist/rationalist preacher Jonathan Edwards sparked the Great Awakening, he was 
suspicious of overt emotionalism in worship. 
 
An even greater split impacted the 1700s, as denominations, churches, pastors, and congregants chose 
sides during the American Revolution. 

Great Awakening 
The first great revival in America started at a small church in Northhampton, Massachusetts in 1734.  
Calvinist preacher Jonathan Edwards preached five sermons that had a profound impact on his congre-
gation (300 were saved in the course of a winter), and inhabitants of nearby towns.  In time, the Great 
Awakening would impact all of New England; with the arrival of George Whitefield to the United States 
in 1740, it would spread to the rest of the country, and even to England. 
 
Jonathan Edwards would later write about his experiences during the beginning of the Great Awakening 
in his book A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God: 
 

The work in this town, and others about us, has been extraordinary on account of the universality of it, af-
fecting all sorts, sober and vicious, high and low, ǊƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƻǊΣ ǿƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǿƛǎŜΧ 

 
This dispensation has also appeared very extraordinary in the numbers of those on whom we have reason 
to hope it has had a saving effect. We have about six hundred and twenty communicants, which include 
almost all our adult persons. The church was very large before; but persons never thronged into it as they 
did in the late extraordinary time.  Our sacraments are eight weeks asunder, and I received into our com-
munion about a hundred before one sacrament, fourscore of them at one time, whose appearance, when 
they presented themselves together to make an open explicit profession of Christianity, was very affect-
ing to the congreƎŀǘƛƻƴΧ 
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I am far from pretending to be able to determine how many have lately been the subjects of such mercy; 
but if I may be allowed to declare any thing that appears to me probable in a thing of thin nature, I hope 
that more than 300 souls were savingly brought home to Christ, in this town, in the space of half a year, 
and about the same number of males as feƳŀƭŜΧ 
 
ΧThese awakenings when they have first seized on persons, have had two effects; one was, that they 
have brought them immediately to quit their sinful practices; and the looser sort have been brought to 
forsake and dread their former vices and extravagances. When once the Spirit of God began to be so 
wonderfully poured out in a general way through the town, people had soon done with their old quarrels, 
backbitings, and intermeddling with other men's matters. The tavern was soon left empty, and persons 
kept very much at home; none went abroad unless on necessary business, or on some religious account, 
and every day seemed in many respects like a Sabbath-day. The other effect was, that it put them on 
earnest application to the means of salvation, reading, prayer, meditation, the ordinances of God's house, 
and private conference; their cry was, What shall we do to be saved? The place of resort was now al-
tered, it was no longer the tavern, but the minister's house that was thronged far more than ever the 
tavern had been wont to be.

3
 

 

It should be noted that this revival in the beginning was not like the great revivals of the 19th Century, or 
Billy Graham crusades in the 20th century.  As Edwards wrote above, it was the church house, not the 
camp meeting or stadium that was the center of the revival.  There was little of the ecstatic fervor of 
later revivals ς after all, Jonathan Edwards was a Calvinist rationalist, and would have considered the 
excesses of later revivals as suspicious.  The beginning of the Great Awakening was characterized by 
people reŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎƛƴŦǳƭ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ άƎŜǘ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΣ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻǘhers to talk to 
about God, and focusing on matters of church and faith on an everyday basis. 
 

!ƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅΣ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻŘŘƭŜ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳs example of his ser-
mons (perhaps the most famous sermon ever preached in America) was the fiery Sinners in the Hands of 
an Angry God ς a faithful representation of basic Calvinist principles.  Some excerpts:    

 
There is no want of power in God to cast wicked men into hell at any momentΧ 
 
They deserve to be cast into hell; so that divine justice never stands in the way, it makes no objection 
against God's using his power at any moment to destroy them. Yea, on the contrary, justice calls aloud for 
an infinite punishment of their sins. 
 
They are already under a sentence of condemnation to hellΧ 
 
They are now the objects of that very same anger and wrath of God, that is expressed in the torments of 
hell. And the reason why they do not go down to hell at each moment, is not because God, in whose 
power they are, is not then very angry with them; as he is with many miserable creatures now tormented 
in hell, who there feel and bear the fierceness of his wrath. Yea, God is a great deal more angry with great 
numbers that are now on earth: yea, doubtless, with many that are now in this congregation, who it may 
be are at ease, than he is with many of those who are now in the flames of hellΧ 
 
The devil stands ready to fall upon them, and seize them as his own, at what moment God shall permit 
him. They belong to him; he has their souls in his possession, and under his dominionΧ 
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There are in the souls of wicked men those hellish principles reigning, that would presently kindle and 
flame out into hell fire, if it were not for God's restraintsΧ 
 
God has laid himself under no obligation, by any promise to keep any natural man out of hell one mo-
mentΧ

4
 

 

The Great Awakening became a national sensation under fiery Methodist/Calvinist preacher George 
Whitefield (pronounced Whit-field).  According to Christian History ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΣ άŀōƻǳǘ ул҈ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ !ƳŜǊi-
Ŏŀƴ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛǎǘǎ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƘƛƳ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŎŜέΦ5  άLƴ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΣ ²ƘƛǘŜŦƛŜƭŘ ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ муΣллл 
times.  He addressed perhaps 10,000,000 hearŜǊǎέΦ6 
 
Whitefield was born in England in 1714, and, along with Charles and John 
Wesley, founded the Holy Club at Oxford.  The Holy Club had some characte-
ristics of a lay monastic order ς it was dedicated to the study of scriptures, 
adopted a strict moral code, encouraged periodic fasting, and had a thriving 
prison ministry.  Out of this organization came the Methodists. 
 
Although Whitefield was an ordained deacon in the Anglican Church (and an 
ordained priest by 1739), he was not welcome to preach in many churches.  
Like his friend John Wesley, he started preaching outside instead, which al-
lowed a much larger number of people to hear him.  He preached during 
several periods in America, the first being in 1739-1740.  In 1740, he 
ǇǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀǘ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ 9ŘǿŀǊŘǎΩ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŀƳpton, MA.  He founded an 
orphanage in Georgia, which served as his home base during visits to Ameri-
ca. (Photo: George Whitefield7) 

 
While Jonathan Edwards may be considered to be the theological father of the first great religious reviv-
al in the United States, George Whitefield would be its greatest celebrity.  

WesleysΩ Visit 
Most of the great early Reformers never visited America ς Luther, Calvin, Zwin-
gli, Tyndale, John Smythe, Menno Simons, etc.  However, two of the founders 
of what would become one of the greatest Protestant denominations in the 
world spent two years in Georgia ς John and Charles Wesley, founders of the 
Methodist Church. 
 
The visit occurred between 1735-1737.  As well as serving as parish priests, the 
WesƭŜȅΩǎ also did mission work with the local Indians.  John fell in love with a 
local girl, Sophy Hopkey, but was too shy to ask her to marry him.  When she 
married another, John Wesley left Georgia in disgust, and headed back to Eng-
land in a deep depression.  He supposedly said on the ship home, άL ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
America to convert the Indians, but, oh, who will conǾŜǊǘ ƳŜΚέ  
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!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎƭŜȅǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎŜeds for future Me-
thodists who would have an enormous impact on America (and later, the United States), including 
George Whitefield and Francis Asbury.  (Photo: Wesley monument at Fort Pulaski, GA (photo by Robert 
Jones)) 

Revolutionary War 

 
άThe rebels of '76--Or the first announcŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴέ

8
 

 

The ideology of the American Revolution was a mixture of Calvinism and Enlightenment humanism. 
 
On the Calvinism side, many Colonial pastors believed that one needed only be faithful to the govern-
ment if the government was faithful to God.  This view came directly out of Calvinist thought.  Calvin 
believed that both Church and State were responsible to God, but felt that they should not rule over 
each other.  He felt that Divine/Natural Law should form the foundation for all secular government, and 
that God establishes States to enforce Divine Laws. 
 
Calvin believed that the populace should obey the law, unless commanded to do what is contrary to 
God's Law.  To Calvin, unjust rulers or dictators could be removed by the populace.  Calvin also believed 
that democratically elected officials were more likely to  govern justly.  A Calvinist (Presbyterian) minis-
ter, John Witherspoon, was the only pastor to sign the Declaration of Independence.   
 
As a sign of church support for the Revolution, more than 100 pastors served as chaplains in the Conti-
nental Army. 
 
On thŜ 9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ǎƛŘŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jeffer-
son, were probably Deists, as opposed to card-carrying Christians.  Hence, the lack of references to Chr-
ƛǎǘ ƻǊ WŜǎǳǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΣ  and the (somewhat strange to modern audiences) 
ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά/ǊŜŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŜέΣ άtǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέΣ άbŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ DƻŘέΣ ŜǘŎΦ  ¢ƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŦƭu-
ences were Enlightenment figures such as John Locke and Voltaire.   
 
The foundational documents of the Revolution, such as the Declaration of Independence and Common 
Sense, are replete with references to God.  In the Declaration of Independence, the concept of a creator 
God is invoked several times to justify what the Colonies were about to do.  Citizens are entitled to 
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