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The Story of God's People in the United States





Dedicated to the men and women who believed, 
struggled, fought, and died for the belief that true 

freedom can only be found in Christ alone.





The Reformation

The story of the Church in America begins with a German. Martin Luther not only ignited the greatest religious 
revolution in world history, he also shaped the political, philosophic, and social DNA of the western world. For that, he 

is often considered one of the founding fathers of modern society. In the same way, along with Washington and 
Jefferson, Americans should also consider Martin Luther as influential of American society. 

In 313 A.D. Emperor Constantine made 
Christianity the official religion of the Roman 
Empire. The previous two centuries saw a 
steady decline of national dominance as 
Rome drowned in bloated bureaucracy and a 
lack of patriotic fervor. In an empire now 
patch-worked by competing cultures, dialects, 
philosophies, and languages, Christianity 
became the strongest uniting force in the 
Western world. Its universal message of 
redemption united all people under a 
common faith. 
 
With this political benefit in mind, 
Constantine issued the Edict of Milan to 
strengthen the Empire. It prohibited the 
persecution of Christians and replaced 
centuries of Roman mythology with the 
Christian New Testament. Constantine 
himself was baptized on his deathbed, 
minutes before he died.
 
The next thousand years featured the steady 
growth of what became the Catholic Church. 
Catholocism slowly replaced the old 
 

 left behind by the Western Roman Empire and 
slowly began to control Europe during the Middle 
Ages. Monarchs answered to the Pope and 
kingdoms paid homage to the Catholic capital in 
Rome. 
 
Because common people were unable to read the 
only Bible available, the Latin Vulgate, they were 
forced to rely on the teachings of the Catholic 
clergy. This allowed Catholicism to rule the world 
by fear. In order to go to Heaven, one during that 
time thought, they had to obey the commands of 
the Pope, God's representative. This resulted in an 
age of religious tyranny that oppressed Europe for 
centuries.
 
In a way, this corrupt control over common 
people is similar to the situation the American 
colonists faced in 1776. Their opportunity for 
common rule was thwarted by the unfair 
leadership of a distant and uninterested leader. In 
this sense, the rediscovery of Biblical Christianity 
and the growth of American democracy will 
always be connected. 
 
 

1517-1620

Section 1: Rise of the Catholic Empire
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"The Catholics have with great cleverness drawn three walls around themselves, with which 
they have protected themselves, so that no one could reform them, whereby all Christendom 
has fallen terribly.
 
Firstly, if pressed by the political powers, they have affirmed and maintained that the political 
power has no jurisdiction over them, but, on the contrary, that the spiritual power is above the 
political.
 
Secondly, if it were proposed to admonish them with the Scriptures, they objected that no one 
may interpret the Scriptures but the Pope.
 
Thirdly, if they are threatened with a council, they pretend that no one may call a council but 
the Pope.
 
Thus they have secretly stolen our three rods, so that they may be unpunished, and intrenched 
themselves behind these three walls, to act with all the wickedness and malice, which we now 
witness... So grievously do they tremble for their skin before a true, free council; and thus they 
have overawed kings and princes...
 
Now may God help us, and give us one of those trumpets that overthrew the walls of Jericho, 
so that we may blow down these walls of straw and paper, and that we may set free our 
Christian rods for the chastisement of sin, and expose the craft and deceit of the devil, so that 
we may amend ourselves by punishment and again obtain God's favour."

Lesson 1: Tryanny of Catholicism

S E C T I O N  I T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N

Directions:
Read the following excerpt from Martin Luther's "Address to the Christian Nobility" and 
consider the following questions below.

Address to the Christian Nobility
Martin Luther, 1520

Thoughts to Consider
1. Of what is Luther accusing the Catholic Church?
 
2. Are there any parallels between Luther's accusations against the Catholic Church and the 
Founding Father's accusations against the British government?
 
3. Reread the last paragraph. In what sense was Luther a democratic leader in addition to being a 
religious leader.
 
4. Are there any parallels between the actions of the Catholic Church then and American 
Christianity today?

T H E  C H U R C H  I N  A M E R I C A P A G E  6



S E C T I O N  I T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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Lesson Notes



Section 2: Taxation Without Authorization

S E C T I O N  2 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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The corruption of the Roman Catholic Church 
reached its peak during the 16th century. As the 
power of the Church grew, the need for more 
funds emerged. "Tithes" which common people 
payed to the Church as a tax funded some of 
the most incredible painted frescos and 
cathedrals in history, including Michelangelo's 
work in the Sistene Chapel and the Leaning 
Tower of Pisa. 
 
By 1501, the de facto emperor of Europe, Pope 
Leo X, undertook the most ambitious Catholic 
project yet, the building of St. Peter's Basillica. 
Of course, more funds would be needed to pay 
for the luxurious bulding. But the Church was 
already spending the full amount of all the 
tithing already flowing into Rome. To bring 
extra money, the Catholic Church began to 
emphasize an obscure religious practice known 
as the selling of indulgences. 
 
Catholicism believed that in order for someone 
to enter Heaven, their sins had to be absolved 
through a process called penance.
 
 

 In order to recieve penance, individuals had 
to do specific tasks like confess their sins to a 
priest, make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, or 
even enter the monastery.
 
Indulgences, however, made the process of 
penance easy. Instead of completing a 
religious task, Catholic followers simply had 
to pay money to the Catholic Church to 
absolve sins.
 
The selling of indulgences took this one step 
further. Not only could Catholics "buy" 
forgiveness for their sins. They could also pay 
to have their deceased friends and relatives 
released from purgatory. Purgatory was a 
spiritual destination between Heaven and 
Hell for those who did not receive enough 
penance on Earth. No biblical evidence exists 
for Purgatory, yet Catholicism taught that it 
prepared those still stained by sin to 
eventually enter Heaven. When, exactly, the 
purification process was complete was 
unknown. According to the Catholic Church, 
buying indulgences would help quicken the 
process of purification loved ones were 
experiencing in Purgatory. As Johann Tetzel, 
a famous seller of indulgences, allegedly put 
it, "When a coin in the coffer rings, a soul 
from purgatory springs. 
 
This highlights what became a pattern of 
corrupt theology used by the Church to 
control the people.
 



"What are you thinking about? Why do you hesitate to convert yourself? Behold, you are on 
the raging sea of the world in storm and danger, not knowing if you will safely reach the 
harbor of salvation. Do you not know that everything which man has hangs on a thin thread 
and that all of life is but a struggle on Earth? Let us then fight, as did Lawrence and the other 
saints. Today alive and tomorrow dead.
 
You should know that all who confess and in penance put alms into the coffer according to the 
counsel of the confessor, will obtain complete remission of all their sins. Why are you then 
standing there? Run for the salvation of your souls! Be as careful and concerned for the 
salvation of your souls as you are for your temporal goods, which you seek both day and night. 
 
Don't you hear the voices of your wailing dead parents and others who say, 'Have mercy upon 
me, have mercy upon me, because we are in severe punishment and pain. From this you could 
redeem us with a small alms and yet you do not want to do so.' Open your ears as the father 
says to the son and the mother to the daughter, "We have created you, fed you, cared for you, 
and left you our temporal goods. Why then are you so cruel and harsh that you do not want to 
save us, though it only takes a little? You let us lie in flames so that we only slowly come to the 
promised glory..."

Lesson 1: Selling of Indulgences

S E C T I O N  2 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N

Sermon on Indulgences
Johann Tetzel, Spring 1517

Thoughts to Consider
1. What will an indulgence do, according to 
Tetzel?
 
2. Read John 5:24 and 1 John 5:10-13. How do 
these verses compare with Tetzel's message?
 
3. Read 1 John 4:18. How did Tetzel 
incorporate fear in his message?
 
4. What impact might the selling of 
indulgences have on society during this time?

T H E  C H U R C H  I N  A M E R I C A P A G E  9
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Section Notes



Section 3: Declaration of Dependence

S E C T I O N  3 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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 Luther grew up trying in vain to live up to the 
harsh expectations of a demanding father. Hans 
Luther demanded academic excellence, and 
expected his son to become a lawyer. When 
Martin Luther fell short, he would often burst 
out in anger and even hit him. Martin Luther 
knew what it was like to try to please a harsh 
father.
 
To please him, Luther attended Latin School 
and later began to practice law. His life seemed 
predestined to be one of wealth and political 
power as a German lawyer. 
 
This all changed in 1505, when, while returning 
to the university where he taught, Luther got 
caught in a thunderstorm. Fearing for his life, 
and narrowly escaping a lightning bolt that 
struck the side of the road, Luther prayed to the 
God of his Catholic faith. He felt that God was 
trying to punish him, like a disciplinarian father 
for his shortcomings. Luther promised God that 
if he was allowed to live, he would abandon his 
secular lifestyle and become a monk. God saved 
him, and Luther became a monk. 
 

 Luther hoped that becoming a monk would 
make him feel closer to God. But just like his 
relationship with his earthly father, Luther 
began to resent God as he buckled under the 
expectation of perfection. 
 
Luther lived in constant fear of Hell because 
he never believed his works were good 
enough for salvation. Luther lacked peace. 
The harder he tried to live a life of 
righteousness, the more inadequate he felt. 
 
Luther's life, and the history of the world, 
changed when he read Paul's letter to the 
Romans. As he read Romans 1:17, he found 
the answer to all his fears and questions. "The 
just shall live by faith..." Luther realized that 
justification before God was not earned by 
indiviual effort, but by  personal faith in the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ. Faith alone. 
 
In an effort to generate discussion among his 
academic peers, and in response to the sale of 
indulgances by the Catholic Church, Luther 
posted ninety-five statements, or "theses" on 
the door of Wittenberg Church on October 
31st, 1517. 
 
Luther merely intended to reform what he 
saw as unbiblical practices in the Catholic 
Church. But instead, he started a religious and 
political revolution that would change the 
world. God did not only offer His salvation to 
the elite, but democratically to the whole. This 
simple religious concept influenced philosphy 
and political science as Western Europe 
slowly began to shift towards democracy. In 
this way, Luther is not only a religious leader, 
by a shaper of the modern world. 



Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation because they have indulgence 
letters will be eternally damned, together with their teachers.
 
Men must especially be on guard against those who say that the Pope's pardons are that 
inestimable gift of God by which man is reconciled to him.
 
Any truly repentant Christian has a right to full remission of penalty and guilt, even without 
indulgence letters.
 
Any true Christian, whether living or dead, participates in all the blessings of Christ and the 
church; and this is granted him by God, even without indulgence letters.
 
Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy does a better 
deed than he who buys indulgences.
 
It is vain to trust in salvation by indulgence letters, even though the indulgence commissary, 
or even the pope, were to offer his soul as security.
 
Injury is done to the Word of God when, in the same sermon, an equal or larger amount of 
time is devoted to indulgences than to the Word.
 
The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God.
 
We say on the contrary that papal indulgences cannot remove the very least of venial sins as 
far as guilt is concerned.
 
Again, ``Why does not the pope, whose wealth is today greater than the wealth of the richest 
Crassus, build this one basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than with the money of 
poor believers?''
 
Christians should be exhorted to be diligent in following Christ, their Head, through penalties, 
death and hell.

Lesson 1: Selling of Indulgences

S E C T I O N  3 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N

Ninety-Five Theses (Selected)
Martin Luther, Oct. 31st 1517
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Lesson 2: Five Solae

S E C T I O N  3 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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Thoughts to Consider
1. What is the overall point of Luther's Theses?
 
2. What is Luther's opinion of the Pope as seen from this document?
 
3. How does Luther define the Gospel?
 
4. Did you disagree with anything Luther wrote?

"Unless I am convinced 
by the testimony of the 
Scriptures or by clear 

reason (for I do not trust 
either in the Pope or in 

councils alone, since it is 
well known that they 
have often erred and 

contradicted themselves), 
I am bound by the 

Scriptures I have quoted 
and my conscience is 

captive to the Word of 
God. I cannot and will 
not recant anything, 

since it is neither safe nor 
right to go against 

conscience. May God 
help me. Amen"

Diet of Worms
Luther's Defense, 1521

The Five Solas

As a result of his 95 Theses, Luther re-established Biblical 
doctrine through what modern history now call the "Five Solae." 
"Sola" means "only" in Latin.

Sola Fide-"Faith Alone"
Salvation comes by faith alone in the finished work of Jesus 
Christ, not by prayers, rituals, or good deeds.

Sola Gratia-"Grace Alone"
God saves people as a result of His goodness, not theirs.

Sola Christus-"Christ Alone"
Only Jesus of Nazareth is the mediator between God and 
man. Only He can pay for sins. 

Sola Scriptura-"Scripture Alone"
Only the Words of God found in inspired Scripture 
represent His authoritative communication.

Sola Deo Gloria-"Glory to God Alone"
Prayer and praise belong to God alone in Jesus' name. No 
prayer or praise should be given to the Pope or the dead.



Lesson 3: Democracy and the Gospel

S E C T I O N  3 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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The Gospel & Democracy

The Protestant Reformation began when Luther read the passage from Romans below. Read the 
passage, and analyze it according to the questions below. 

When Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of Wittenberg Church, he did not 
intend for it to start a religious revolution. The door of the church was a common place for 

people to post community news, similar to a local bulletin board. What made Luther's 
thoughts so powerful was the use of the relatively new Gutenberg Press. This new technology 

allowed Luther's local opinion to circulate across Germany and the continent. Without the 
printing press, Luther's 95 Theses would've never sparked the Protestant Reformation as it is 

known today. 

The Printing Press
Johannes Gutenberg, 1439

"I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. That is why 
I am so eager to preach the Gospel also to you who are in Rome. For I am not ashamed of 
the Gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who 
believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. 
 
For in the Gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from 
first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”  Romans 1:14-17

1. Who is the Gospel intended for according to this 
passage?
 
2.What is necessary to receive salvation according to 
this passage?
 
3. In what sense is the Gospel, as described here, 
democratic?
 
4. What kind of impact would this understanding of 
Christianity have on the way common people saw 
themselves?
 
5. What potential impact could this understanding of 
the Gospel have on Europe during this time?
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Section Notes



Section 4: The Spread of Protestantism

S E C T I O N  4 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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 What began as a local academic discussion 
quickly grew into a continental phenomenon. 
Almost immediately after Luther published his 
Theses, the Roman Catholic Church denounced 
him as a heretic. Luther was excommunicated 
from the Church and lived the rest of his life as 
a religious outlaw.
 
Yet, Luther's teaching on salvation by grace 
through faith in Jesus Christ spread throughout 
Europe thanks to the printing press. Common 
people in Europe not only saw Luther's 
teaching as an uplifting return to the true 
Gospel, but also as a radical upheaval of the 
status quo. The Reformation taught that God 
came for all people, and that all had individual 
access to God through His Spirit. This rejected 
the notion of "spiritual nobility" where some 
had better access to God than others based on 
economic or educational status. 
 
Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire 
(modern day Germany) saw the new 
"Reformation" as a political threat to his 
kingdom. Charles V received his royal authority 
from the Catholic Church. If the people rejected 
the Catholic Church, then that also allowed 
them to reject his claim to the throne. 
 
As a result Charles V took several actions 
through the form of treaties and trials to 
suppress Luther's followers. One of these, the 
Diet of Speyer of 1529, called for the 
suppression of all Lutheran thought and 
actions. This treaty was formally protested by 
six of Charles V's own princes serving under 
him. Because of this, the movement was forever 
called, "Protestant."
 
Not only did the Protestant Reformation spread 
politically. It also spread theologically. Other 
theologians like John Calvin
 

and Ulrich Zwingli would build upon Luther's 
doctrine of justification by faith alone. Two 
major movements, the Anabaptist Movement 
and Calvinism, would eventually become the 
two traditional bedrocks of American 
Christianity. 
 
The Reformation would even spread to the 
throne of England. There, Henry VIII would 
declare English independence from Roman 
Catholicism and start his own state church 
under Protestant theology. From that point, 
all of the colonies of the British Empire would 
be impacted by the beliefs of an obscure 
German monk, including the thirteen colonies 
of America. Without Luther, the Thirteen 
Colonies would've not existed in the same 
way. Without Luther, there would've been no 
American Revolution. Without Luther, there 
would've been no America. 
 
For that reason, the American story cannot be 
told without Luther and his firm conviction in 
Christ alone. 



Lesson 1: Zwingli & The Anabaptists

S E C T I O N  4 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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1. What does Zwingli emphasize that Luther didn't in his Ninety-Five Theses?
 
2.What is Zwingli's view on Christian living?
 
3. Do you see any remnants of his views here in American Christianity today?
 

Ulrich Zwingli was quietly preaching justification by faith alone before 
Luther ever posted his Ninety-Five Theses. Born in Switzerland, 
Zwingli was instrumental in the spread of Protestantism outside of 
Germany. 
 
Zwingli is often associated with the Anabaptist movement, a 
conservative branch of Protestantism that taught that those baptized as 
infants should be re-baptized following faith. However, he disagreed 
with them on the topic of infant baptism. Zwingli is most famous for his 
theology on Christian living through faith alone, and the rejection of 
legalistic rituals like the Holy Catholic Eucharist, celibacy, and 
confession.

"Therefore all Christian people shall use their best diligence that the Gospel of Christ be 
preached alike everywhere.
 
That Christ, having sacrificed Himself once, is forever a valid sacrifice for the sins of all who 
are faithful. [Communion] is not a sacrifice, but a remembrance of the sacrifice and 
assurance of the salvation which Christ has given us.
 
That no Christian is bound to do those things which God has not decreed, therefore one may 
eat at all times all food.
 
That all which God has allowed or not forbidden is righteous, hence marriage is permitted to 
all human beings.
 
That those who promise chastity [outside of matrimony] take foolishly or childishly too 
much upon themselves.
 
Hence the confession which is made to the priest or neighbor shall not be declared to be a 
remittance of sin, but only a seeking for advice.
 
Furthermore, they [the Scriptures] recognize no priests except those who proclaim the Word 
of God.

Zwingli's Sixty-Seven Articles [Selected]
1523



Lesson 2: Calvin and His Five Points

S E C T I O N  4 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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1. Do you agree with his Five Points? Which ones? Why or why not?
 
2. What kind of emphasis is Calvin placing on God/Christianity through these points?
 
3. How do these points fit in within the American Church today?
 

John Calvin was born in France two years after Luther posted his 
Ninety-Five Theses. Calvin is best remembered for creating a formal 
systematic theology of the Protestant Reformation movement. His 
Institutes of the Christian Religion is still studied today as a bedrock of 
Protestant theology. 
 
Calvin is as famous as he is infamous. His "Five Points" are notoriously 
debated amongst Christians for their positions on difficult topics like 
the sovereignty of God. In history, followers of Calvin, known as 
Huguenots and Puritans, would play a crucial role in developing the 
modern Western world.

"Man is not only completely stained by the sinful nature inherited by Adam, he is also 
completely incapable of making himself good. 

The Five Points of Calvinism
From Calvin's Institutes 1536

"All men are doomed to an eternity in Hell due to sin. Yet, God graciously chooses to save a 
few based on His unconditional will. Neither man's merit nor God's foreknowledge of 
future events impact those whom He chooses. It is an undeserved act of grace and love.

"God sent His Son to die for the entire world. The sacrifice of Jesus is sufficient to pay 
for the sins of all people. However, the sacrifice of Jesus will only be effectively applied 
to those who respond by faith. For Christ's sacrifice to atone for the sins of every man 
would mean that every man is worthy of entering God's presence regardless of faith.

Total Depravity

Unconditional Election

Limited Atonement

Irresistible Grace
"It is impossible for someone elected to resist God's salvation at the Spirit's urging.

Perseverance of the Saints
Those who have put their faith in Jesus Christ will be preserved in salvation until death. 
Once saved always saved. 



S E C T I O N  4 T H E  R E F O R M A T I O N
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The Reformation
1517-1620
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Review

Further Reading

American history is often misunderstood because there is a lack of context of the European 
history that preceded it. This is especially true when studying the history of the Church in 
America. It is important to understand that, like American history, the American Church is a 
continuation of the European developments that took place two hundred years earlier. 

1. What connections do you see between the Protestant Reformation and the American 
Revolution?
 
2. What role did democracy play in the Protestant Reformation?
 
3. Who were three of the most influential Reformers and what did they believe?
 
4. What facets of the Protestant Reformation are still impacting the Church today?
 
5. What lessons could be gleaned from the Protestant Reformation? 

Ferguson, Everett. Church History: the Rise and Growth of the Church in Its Cultural, Intellectual, and 
Political Context. 2nd ed., Zondervan, 2013.
 
González Justo L. The Story of Christianity: Volume 1: the Early Church to the Dawn of the 
Reformation. Harper & Row, 1984.
 
Marty, Martin E. October 31, 1517: Martin Luther and the Day That Changed the World. Paraclete 
Press, 2017.
 
Wickham, Chris. The Inheritance of Rome: a History of Europe from 400 to 1000. Penguin Books, 
2010.
 



The American Colonies

The first Europeans to successfully settle in America did not have freedom or democracy on their minds. They came 
with a Commission from God. The Pilgrims and Puritans who followed settled America in an effort to fulfill what they 
saw as their duty as children of God and citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven. They wished to shine as a light on a hill, 

and the flame they struck would continue to blaze for the next four hundred years.

Henry VIII was a staunch Catholic. So much 
so that he even wrote a theological treatise 
supporting Catholicism during the 
Reformation. The Pope called him "The Great 
Defender of the Faith."
 
Yet, this same king would be responsible for 
the single most important act of rebellion 
against the Catholic Church in history. Not 
only would he break England away from the 
rule of Catholicism. He would make an 
entirely new church, one designed, organized, 
and lead by the English government, and 
more importantly, himself. 
 
Henry VIII desperately wanted a male heir. 
His house, the Tudors, had recently united an 
English kingdom divided between a royal 
civil war, known as the War of the Roses. In 
an effort to strengthen his family's claim to 
the throne, and to avoid another civil war, 
Henry VIII needed a male heir to secure the 
future of the throne. This infamously led him 
through a string of wives, some whom he 
divorced, others he killed. 

 But in order to dispose his wives, one problem 
stood in the way: the Roman Catholic Church. 
Catholicism prohibited divorce, especially for 
kings. Because Europe saw the authority of kings 
and queens as coming from God, for a king to 
disobey the Church would risk him losing his 
authority. 
 
So, when Henry VIII was barred from divorcing 
his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII 
declared English independence from the Catholic 
Church through a document called the Act of 
Supremacy 1526. In doing so, Henry VIII not only 
got his divorce, but also established a new 
Protestant Church of England, the Anglican 
Church. It is the same church that coronates its 
monarchs today. 
 
In doing so, Henry VIII helped redefine 
Christianity. Religion became an expression of 
nationalism. Being an Englishmen and being an 
Anglican were now closely connected. This would 
also later influence the connection Americans 
later saw between their love for God and their 
love for country. 

1607-1776

Section 1: The Joining of Church and State

T H E  C H U R C H  I N  A M E R I C A P A G E  1 9



Section 1, Lesson 1: The New Anglican Church

S E C T I O N  1 T H E  A M E R I C A N  C O L O N I E S
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1. Do you agree with the role of the king in this new Anglican Church? Why or why not?
 
2. What impact could a Church ran by the government have?
 
3. How might this affect the way people in England understood/practiced their Christianity?
 

Act of Supremacy
Parliament 1536

The king's Majesty justly and rightfully is the supreme head of the Church of England, and so 
is recognized by the clergy for increase of virtue in Christ's religion within this realm of 
England, and to repress all errors, heresies, and other abuses used against the same. 
 
Be it enacted, by authority of this present Parliament, that the king, our sovereign lord, and his 
heirs and successors, shall be taken and accepted as the only supreme head on earth of the 
Church of England, called Anglican Church... for the pleasure of Almighty God, the the 
increase of virtue in Christianity. 

Edward VI r. 1547-1553 (Protestant)
Edward, the only son of Henry VIII, became king at nine years old. Thomas 
Cranmer, the first Archbishop of Canterbury, called him a "second Josiah." Because 
of his youth, Edward allowed the kingdom to be mostly ruled by his aids, meaning 
England remained Protestant under Cranmer. Edward died of tuberculosis at 
fifteen. 

Mary I r. 1553-1558 (Catholic)
The daughter of Henry VIII's first wife, the Spanish Catherine of Aragon, Mary I 
was loyal to her mother and her mother's homeland. She reverted England back to 
Catholicism, and martyred scores of English Protestants, including Thomas 
Cranmer, earning her the infamous nickname "Bloody Mary."

Elizabeth I r. 1558-1603 (Protestant/Catholic)
A strategic leader and tactical ruler, Queen Elizabeth always preffered the smartest 
political move. She restored England back to Protestantism, but mostly so she 
could regain status as head of the Church. On the other hand, she allowed 
numerous Catholic practices to co-exist within Protestantism, thus turning 
Anglicanism into a Protestant church that felt Catholic. 

The Swinging Pendulum of the English Church
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 When Queen Elizabeth I reverted the Anglican 
Church to a Protestant/Catholic hybrid, it 
sparked emotional reactions from the English 
people. Elizebeth I intended for this 
compromise to please all sides. But instead, it 
enraged English Protestants who wished to be 
subject to no authority other than the Word of 
God. As a result, two movements developed in 
England. Some wished to purify the Anglican 
Church from within, and restore it to the truth 
of God's Word. These people became known as 
Puritans.
 
However, another group--a more extreme 
group, took it a step further. They believed that 
the Church being a branch of the secular 
government was in itself wrong and beyond 
saving. As a result, they desired to separate from 
the Anglican church completely. This risked 
their livelihoods, since opposing the Church 
signaled opposition to the crown itself. Missing 
church could result in fines, imprisonment, and 
even death for treason. As a result, the English 
Separatists were considered one of the most 
radical and conservative groups in Christianity. 
 
A particular group of Separatists in southern 
England decided that circumstances required 
action. Instead of covertly defying the English 
government, these Separatists would establish a 
society of their own, free from the judicial 
persecution of England. 
 
In 1607, this group, lead by William Bradford, 
first travelled to Holland. But transplanting into 
an already established society with a different 
language and culture proved hard. Families 
struggled to secure steady employment and 
housing. Slowly, families began to abandon the 
movement and return to England.   
 
 

This led the English Separatists to seek a new 
place to practice their religious freedom. 
Through an agreement made with an English 
merchant contractor, the Separatists travelled 
to what is today known as the Massachusetts 
Bay. 
 
As American folklore famously tells it, the 
"Pilgrims" quest for religious freedom was 
hampered by cold, disease, and Indian attacks. 
Out of the roughly one hundred who made 
the voyage, only 47 survived a year later. They 
celebrated God's providence by holding a 
three day harvest celebration. Two years later, 
they held a formal day of fasting and 
thanksgiving. 
 
The Pilgrims, like other Protestants, rejected 
Christian holidays as Catholic and pagan. As a 
result, they only celebrated unique moments 
of God's graciousness through days of feast, 
prayer, fasting and thanksgiving. 
 
There is much debate about the nature of the 
first Thanksgiving, but it cannot be denied 
that the group of people who held it 
desperately desired to live within the center of 
of God's will.  
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1. What is the purpose of this document?
 
2. What role did the Pilgrims intend God to have in their government?
 
3. Do you agree with the Pilgrims' plan to separate from a society they didn't like?
 
4. Are there any elements in this document that are similar to our current U.S. government?

Mayflower Compact
New Plymouth, 1620

In the name of God, Amen. We whose names are underneath written, the loyal subjects of our 
sovereign lord, King James, by the grace of God:
 
Having undertaken, for the glory of God, and advancement of the Christian faith, and honor 
of our King and Country, a voyage to plant the first colony in the northern parts of Virginia, 
do by these presents, solemnly and mutually, in the presence of God, and one of another, 
[commit] and combine ourselves together into a civil body for our better ordering and 
preservation… and to enact just and equal laws from time to time, as shall be thought most 
convenient for the general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due submission and 
obedience. 
 
In witness whereof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cape Cod, the eleventh of 
November, in the year of the reign of our sovereign lord, King James, of England.

The Puritans tended to view holidays as either legalistic remnants of 
the Catholic Church, or worse, excuses for pagan debauchery. For this 
reason, traditional holidays like Christmas were banned in New 
England, and would not be legalized until the 1800s. The Puritans 
believed in a vigorous work ethic. In their minds, holidays were vain 
and excuses for laziness. 
 
Instead of holding formal holidays, most Puritans held impromptu 
days of celebration, but always in response to some act of goodness of 
God. Most days would involve abstaining from work for the sake of 
prayer, fasting, and general worship to God. The first "Thanksgiving" 
as we know it in 1621 was not seen as a Thanksgiving to the Pilgrims at 
all. In their mind, the first "Thanksgiving" day would occur in 1623. 
What the Pilgrims celebrated was a basic harvest feast in conjunction 
with the local native American tribe. It was not considered a holiday 
because typical chores and work were still expected. 

The First Thanksgiving?
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 While the Plymouth Colony was the first 
successful domestic settlement in the New 
World, it would quickly become overshadowed 
by the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Similar to the 
Pilgrims, the Massachusetts Bay Colony 
consisted of English Protestants seeking to 
escape religious persecution from the new King 
Charles I of England. Unlike the Pilgrims, these 
settlers called themselves Puritans. They 
believed that people needed to return to truths 
of God's Word alone. They did not settle to 
avoid secular culture, but to escape persecution.
 
In 1630, a fleet of eleven ships carrying seven 
hundred settlers departed for what is modern-
day Boston. With them travelled their leader, 
John Winthrop. 
 
Winthrop was a strict man and deeply religious. 
He was also highly educated and seen as the 
intellectual and political leader of the group. 
Winthrop is most famous for a sermon he gave 
while crossing the Atlantic, called "A Model of 
Christian Charity." 
 
In the speech, Winthrop defined this new 
Massachusetts settlement as a "commission" 
from God.

The New World provided an opportunity for 
the Puritans to create a Christian society and 
in a sense, establish "Thy Kingdom Come" on 
Earth as it is in Heaven. In this sense, 
Winthrop and the Puritans saw America as an 
opportunity to fulfill biblical prophecy by 
"extending Christ's kingdom" across the globe.
 
This new settlement would indeed be a 
"Christian Nation." So much so that it would 
represent a model for the rest of the world to 
follow. Winthrop was the first American to 
express the patriotic sentiment that America 
played a key role in leading the world.
 
This mindset that America is literally God's 
gift to the world has been labeled "American 
Exceptionalism." To this day, Americans test 
higher than in other nation in one's belief in 
country, and a positive belief that their nation 
benefits the world. This attitude of American 
superiority that exists today is traced back to 
Winthrop, the Puritans, and his sermon, A 
Model of Christian Charity. 
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1. What "American ideals" are found in this speech?
 
2. Do you sense any parallel between the colonists and the Israelites from this speech?
 
3. In what way(s) do you see "American Exceptionalism" in this speech?
 
4. Read Deuteronomy 30:15-20. What parallels do you find between the Colonists and Israelites?

A Model of Christian Charity
John Winthrop, Aboard the Arbella, 1630

We shall find that the God of Israel is among us when ten of us shall be able to resist a 
thousand of our enemies; when He shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say of 
succeeding plantations, "may the Lord make it like that of New England." 
 
For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. 
So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause 
Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through 
the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God, and all 
professors for God's sake. We shall shame the faces of many of God's worthy servants, and 
cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed out of the good land 
whither we are going.
 

John Winthrop is often considered a "lost Founding Father" in America. 
He is admired for his leadership and communications skills, and for his 
role in shaping American attitudes in light of the Gospel. However, 
while Winthrop led Puritans away from religious tyranny in England, 
Winthrop eventually became the very thing he wanted to escape. 
 
As governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Winthrop would 
prosecute citizens according to their theological beliefs and practices. 
For example, he punished people who failed to attend church, and 
even banish those who disagreed with the sermon!
 
The most famous example of this was the rise of Antinomianism in the 
colony. Led by woman Anne Hutchinson, some believed that only 
grace, and not good works, were required of Christians. Winthrop 
banished her and her followers to the American wilderness!

Christianity & Civil Rights
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 As the Massachusetts Bay Colony began to 
flourish, it encountered a problem. How should 
it treat newcomers who did not share the same 
theological opinions as the original settlers?
 
The colony under John Winthrop, which by the 
end of the 17th century had grown to dozens of 
small local settlements like Newport and Salem, 
remained Puritan. However, nothing prevented 
non-Puritans from settling there as well. The 
question arose: how should a religious society 
treat religious citizens? 
 
As many saw it, creating a "city on a hill" for 
Christ is difficult if the city becomes infested 
with pagans. With this in mind, John Winthrop 
severely limited the freedom of individuals who 
did not adhere to all Puritan beliefs. This was 
most famously seen in the aforementioned 
Antinomian Controversy. Some argued that, 
because salvation was by grace alone, adherence 
to moral commands--especially those imposed 
by the Colony, were unnecessary. A woman 
named Anne Hutchinson lead this movement, 
and Winthrop, seeing it as heresy and a threat 
to puritanical rule, banished Hutchinson and 
her followers from the colony. 
 
Citizens could also be punished for 
 
 
 
 

other sins. As a result, the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony under Winthrop became eerily similar 
to the Anglican England they had previously 
left. 
 
The most famous opposer to Winthrop and 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony was the 
minister Roger Williams. Williams was a 
devout Puritan himself, and came to New 
England for the same reasons as his Puritan 
neighbors. But Williams fervently believed 
that, while Christians should do everything 
possible to win converts, the government 
should not interfere with an individual's 
personal beliefs. Williams was the first to coin 
the phrase, "separation of church and state."
 
As a result, Winthrop banished Williams from 
the colony. This led Roger Williams to begin a 
new settlement south of Boston, where all 
people would be welcome to live freely 
despite their religious conviction. The 
settlement was named Providence, and today 
it is the capital of Rhode Island. 
 
Today, Roger Williams is renowned by 
Christians and non-Christians alike for his 
pursuit of religious liberty for all. 
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1. What is Roger Williams proposing?
 
2. Do you agree with him? Why or why not?
 
3. What impact(s) does Williams' beliefs have on American society today?
 
4. Read Romans 13:1-7. How does Williams' view fit into this passage?

The Bloody Tenant [Selected]
Roger Williams 1654

...All [governments], with their officers of justice, in their respective constitutions and 
administrations, are proved essentially civil, and therefore not judges, governors, or defenders 
of the Christian state and worship...
 
... It is the will and command of God that, since the coming of his Son the Lord Jesus, a 
permission of the most Paganish, Jewish, Turkish, or anti-christian consciences be granted to 
all men in all nations and countries: and they are only to be fought against with the sword of 
God's Spirit, the Word of God.
 
...God [does not] requireth uniformity of religion to be enacted and enforced in any civil 
state...
 
...True civility and Christianity may both flourish in a state or kingdom...

As Winthrop and his Puritan followers began to grow in Massachusetts, a 
difficult questions emerged, "to what degree should citizens of the colony 
be expected to adhere to the religion of its founders?" 
 
While the original settlers in the colony were Puritan and did so for 
religious purposes, the colony soon received numerous non-Puritan 
settlers who did not share the same religious fervor as their Puritan 
neighbors. If Massachusetts really was to be a "city on a hill" how should its 
government treat those who do not live up to their theological standards? 
 
Early on, the Colony functioned as a theocracy rather than a democracy, 
meaning that decisions were made by the church leaders rather than by 
the general public. This led to numerous controversies that forced 
Massachusetts to consider what Americans have been struggling with for 
centuries: what should be the relationship between church and state?

Separation of Church & State
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 It is almost impossible to determine the 
definitive cause of the Salem Witch Trials. 
Over three hundred years later, modern society 
still remembers it as a powerful parable for 
issues like racism, religious freedom, and the 
power of fascism. 
 
Small town politics, family quarrels, 
superstition, Indian warfare, religious legalism, 
and even fungi-laced rye wheat has all been 
proposed as possible contributors to what 
became known as the Salem Witch Trials in 
1692. However, what can't be argued is the 
effect it had on Puritan society, and the role it 
played in transitioning America from a 
collection of primitive religious settlements to a 
confederacy of powerful colonies.
 
Furthermore, it would represent a boiling point 
in history of the rising tensions between church 
and state in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  As 
one historian put it, "the Salem Witch Trials 
were the rock upon which theocracy shattered." 
Americans' opinion on the role of Christianity 
in society would be forever altered following 
the events of 1962. 
 
The witch trials occurred 62 years after John 
Winthrop and his Puritan followers arrived in 
Massachusetts.
 

Two generations of settlers had been born and 
raised in the New World, and more non-
Puritan settlers were arriving to New England. 
 
This all led to a growing concern among the 
aging original settlers. They had originally 
come to establish a "city on a hill," but as their 
children and grand-children proved 
uninterested in Puritanism, and as more non-
believers entered the colony, it felt as if their 
city of God had been infiltrated by Philistines. 
 
This all compounded with the fact that New 
England settlers had fought, and in many 
cases, lost against the local Indian tribes in 
what became known as King Phillip's War.  
The Puritan settlers saw these defeats as an 
indication of God's disfavor, and sought to 
"weed-out" the unrighteous within the camp. 
 
This resulted in heightened legalism from the 
church-led government, and a distrust of 
those seen as "outsiders" in the community, 
primarily widows, blacks, Indians, and 
members of non-Puritan families. 
 
When combined with medieval superstitions 
in an already quarrelsome village, the events 
of the Salem Witch Trials was almost 
inevitable. Five adolescent girls began having 
convulsing fits in Salem Village, two of which 
were the daughter and niece of the town's 
minister. Without cause, two elderly widows, 
Sarah Good, Sarah Osburne, and a Caribbean 
Indian named Tituba were accused without 
cause of witchcraft. If they confessed, they 
were protected by the community and asked 
to accuse other witches. If they refused, it was 
seen as an admission of guilt, and they were 
hung. After two years, nineteen women and 
one man were executed for alleged witchcraft. 
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1. What is surprising about Mary Eastey's "defense/"
 
2. What does her speech imply about the role of God in justice?
 
3. What weaknesses are found in Salem's judicial system as seen through this speech?
 
4. Read Isaiah 1:17-20. How does this passage relate to the events of the Salem Witch Trials?

Mary Eastey's Petition
Mary Eastey, On Trial in Salem, 1692

"To the honorable judge and jury… I, your humble poor petitioner, being condemned to die, 
beg of you to take it into consideration that [I], knowing my own innocence, and seeing the 
[deceits] of my accusers, [pity] others that are going the same way as me. I was imprisoned a 
whole month on the same charge that I am now condemned for, but was then cleared by the 
afflicted persons. But in two days I was accused by them [again] and have been imprisoned 
again and am now condemned to die.
 
The Lord  knew my innocence then and He does now. I plead to your honor, not for my own 
life, for I know I must die, but that no more innocent blood be shed. I [ask] you do to the 
utmost in your power to detect witchcraft, so to not be guilty of [shedding] innocent blood. 
By my own innocence, I know you are wrong.
 
I would humbly beg of you to examine some of those “confessing” witches. I [am] confident 
that there are several of them that have contradicted themselves and others. That will be 
shown, if not in this world, I am sure in the world to come. They say that I and others have 
made a pact with the Devil. We cannot confess. I know and the Lord knows, that my accusers 
oppose me, and so I ask that they do not do the same to others. The Lord alone, who is the 
searcher of all hearts, knows that I will answer for everything at the Judgement Seat, and that 
I do not know the least thing about witchcraft. 
 
Therefore, I cannot contradict my own soul. I beg your honors to accept this humble petition 
for a poor dying innocent person, for I know the Lord will bless your endeavors."

By the time of the Salem Witch Trials, Massachusetts was already having a 
difficult time maintaining the religious fervor of the original settlements. 
Because the Church was the government, citizenship in Massachusetts 
required church membership. But membership required a confession of 
salvation, something not all the children of the Puritan settlers wanted to 
do. So, to allow them to function as citizens in the community, the 
"halfway covenant" was established, which permitted church membership 
on the basis on infant baptism alone, and not faith. 

The Half-Way Covenant
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 Two hundred years had passed since Martin 
Luther began the Protestant Reformation. By 
the early 18th century, its political, social, and 
theological effects had spread across the 
Western world, reaching as far as the British 
Colonies in America. 
 
But while the Protestant Reformation signaled a 
break from the tyrannical power of the Catholic 
Church, in many ways churches were not much 
different than they were before Luther. 
Anglicans and Lutherans still followed 
numerous Catholic practices, and Christianity 
remained a mostly regional and corporate 
affair. Christianity took on various identities 
according to the regions and nations in which it 
existed. Christianity was not seen as a personal 
endeavor, but a community one, and in some 
cases a national one. Individuals played their 
part as good citizens by practicing the local 
strand of Christianity of the land. To be English 
was to be Anglican, to be Scottish was to be 
Presbyterian, and so on. 
 
It wasn't until the years following the Salem 
Witch Trials in the 1730s and 40s that 
Christianity began to take on a new identity in 
the American colonies. This new identity would 
be the birth of what today is called 
Evangelicalism. 
 
 
 

George Whitefield became acquainted with 
John and Charles Wesley through a religious 
small group at Oxford University called the 
"Holy Club." It focused on not just knowing 
God's truth, but methodically living out that 
truth through acts of service and love. 
 
This eventually led them to go on a 
missionary journey to the newfound colony 
of Georgia, where prisoners and debtors were 
sent. Whitefield and the Wesleys went to build 
orphanages and to feed the hungry. But the 
most important contribution would be the 
itinerant preaching of George Whitefield. 
 
Before, preaching was strictly confined to the 
pulpit. It was, after all, God's Word, and 
should be delivered reverently and only by 
those who have carefully studied it, and only 
to those who entered the church doors. 
Whitefield instead decided to preach to the 
sinners and commoners on the road while 
they headed to their towns and fields. 
 
Whitefield's preaching was so beautiful and so 
convicting that people would be stop in their 
tracks to listen. They were enraptured with his 
words, and more importantly, with the 
realization that they were great sinners, but 
that Christ was a greater Savior. 
 
This sparked what became known as "The 
Great Awakening" and perhaps the greatest 
revival in human history. People now 
understood Christianity as a personal 
endeavor. They could have an intimate 
relationship with Jesus Christ and be 
indwelled by His Spirit. Christianity did not 
need to be confined to the pews and pulpits, it 
could exist on the streets and in the shops and 
in the hearts of every believing person. This 
was the emergence of American Christianity. 
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1. What does the reaction of this farmer reveal about the nature of the First Great Awakening?
 
2. Why was Whitefield's ministry so effective?
 
3. Do you see any potential dangers in this new approach to Christianity?
 

An Account of Hearing George Whitefield
Nathan Cole, 1740

"Then one morning all on a sudden, about 8 or 9 o’clock there came a messenger that said 
Mr. Whitefield preached at Hartford yesterday and is to preach at Middletown this morning 
at 10am. I was in my field at work, and I dropped my tool and ran home and told my wife get 
ready quickly to go and hear Mr. Whitefield preach at Middletown. I ran to my pasture for 
my horse with all my might, fearing that I should be too late to hear him. I brought my horse 
home and soon mounted and took my wife up and left as fast as I thought the horse could 
bear, and when my horse began to be out of breath, I would get down and put my wife on 
the saddle and told her to ride as fast as she could, and so I would run until I was much out of 
breath, and then mount my horse again.
 
And so I did several times to favor my horse, we moved as if we were fleeing for our lives, all 
the while fearing we should be too late to hear the Sermon. On high land I saw before me a 
cloud of fog rising. I first thought it came from the Connecticut River, but as I came near the 
road, I heard a noise like low rumbling thunder and found that it was the noise of horses feet 
coming down the road and that the fog was a cloud of dust made by the horses feet.
 
It made me tremble to see the sight, how the world was in a struggle. It was said to be 3,000 
or 4,000 people. We got off our horse and shook off the dust. I turned and looked towards 
the great river and saw the ferry boats running swift forward and bringing over loads of 
people; the oars rowed nimble and quick, everything seemed to be struggling for life. The 
land and banks over the river looked black with people and horses. I saw no man at work in 
his field, but all seemed to be gone. When I saw Mr. Whitefield come upon the scaffold, he 
looked almost angelical, a young, slender youth before some thousands of people. And 
hearing him preach gave me a heart wound; by God’s blessing my old foundation was 
broken up, and I saw that my own righteousness would not save me.”
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 Who was the most brilliant mind that America 
ever produced? Some might say Thomas 
Edison. Others, Benjamin Franklin. While 
these two men were certainly inventive, if not 
ingenious, most scholars agree that the greatest 
mind in American history belonged to 
Jonathan Edwards.
 
A humble minister at a New England church in 
Northampton, Edwards expressed incredible 
intelligence in philosophy, metaphysics, and 
science. In fact, one might suggest that there 
were closer similarities between Edwards and 
Isaac Newton than with Whitefield or Wesley.
 
In an age of rationalism, where Western 
societies desired to have scientific assurance of 
truth, Edwards wrote and preached in such a 
way that could assure others that their 
salvation from God was as sure as the stars 
moved or the rivers flowed.
 
Edwards began a revival in 1736 under the 
banner of what became known as "New Light 
Calvinism." The "old light" Calvinism of the 
Pilgrims and Puritans believed in God's 
salvation by grace alone. However, there was 
never truly any assurance of exactly who was a 
recipient of God's grace.  
 
Since old Calvinism seemingly taught that 
there was nothing anyone could do to receive 
salvation, knowledge of whether or not 
someone actually 
 

had salvation could never truly be known. The 
most anyone could do is live a good life in 
hopes that this revealed God's grace entering 
into one's life. 
 
Jonathan Edwards helped change that 
mindset. He changed God's grace from a force 
of fear to an agent of joy. One could rejoice in 
the comfort that they did not need to do 
anything to feel more saved, but merely 
needed look to Jesus' work on the Cross by 
faith and rest in that. 
 
This idea that one could experience joy and 
peace by recognizing that their salvation was 
made sure by faith literally caused a frenzy. 
People began convulsing in tears as they 
realized the joy that grace could afford. 
Literally a third of Northampton made a 
testimony of newfound faith in Christ. 
 
Edwards approached God's Word with the 
same exactness and precision as he did with 
science. Yet, ironically, it sparked an 
emotional revival in America that helped 
redefine Christianity from a set of beliefs to 
hold to a message that required a personal 
response. No other sermon better illustrated 
this than the most famous sermon of the past 
five hundred years: "Sinners in the Hand of an 
Angry God." Edwards preached to an audience 
that already knew all the answers. What they 
didn't realize was that the message of God's 
grace demanded a response, and that right 
soon.
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1. How does this message emphasize the mercy of God?
 
2. What do you think Edwards' motivation was in writing this sermon?
 
3. How might this change the way people related to the Gospel?
 

Sinners in the Hand of An Angry God
Jonathan Edwards, 1741

"There is nothing that keeps wicked men, at any one moment, out of hell, but the mere 
pleasure of God. By "the mere pleasure of God," I mean his sovereign pleasure, his arbitrary 
will, restrained by no obligation, hindered by no manner of difficulty, any more than if 
nothing else but God's mere will had in the least degree, or in any respect whatsoever, any 
hand in the preservation of wicked men one moment. The truth of this observation may 
appear by the following considerations.
 
There is no want of power in God to cast wicked men into hell at any moment. Men's hands 
can't be strong when God rises up: the strongest have no power to resist him, nor can any 
deliver out of his hands.
 
He is not only able to cast wicked men into hell, but he can most easily do it. Sometimes an 
earthly prince meets with a great deal of difficulty to subdue a rebel, that has found means to 
fortify himself, and has made himself strong by the numbers of his followers. But it is not so 
with God. There is no fortress that is any defense from the power of God. Though hand join 
in hand, and vast multitudes of God's enemies combine and associate themselves, they are 
easily broken in pieces: they are as great heaps of light chaff before the whirlwind; or large 
quantities of dry stubble before devouring flames. We find it easy to tread on and crush a 
worm that we see crawling on the earth; so 'tis easy for us to cut or singe a slender thread that 
anything hangs by; thus easy is it for God when he pleases to cast his enemies down to hell. 
What are we, that we should think to stand before him, at whose rebuke the earth trembles, 
and before whom the rocks are thrown down?

“God’s purpose for my life was that I have a passion for God’s glory and that I 
have a passion for my joy in that glory, and that these two are one passion.”

 

“Of all the knowledge that we can ever obtain, the knowledge of God, and the 
knowledge of ourselves, are the most important.”

 

“Resolution One: I will live for God. Resolution Two: If no one else does, I 
still will.”

 

The Pen of Jonathan Edwards
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Review

Further Reading

The truth of God's Gospel had to be fought for, chased after, and in some cases, killed for. It 
did not arrive perfectly on the shores of Plymouth, but required vigor and sweat to unearth 
and cultivate in the lives of the people, much like America itself.

1. How did Christianity change from the arrival of the Pilgrims to the First Great Awakening?
 
2. What positive elements did you see from Christianity during the colonial period? What 
negative elements did you see? Include examples.
 
3. Who were the most influential American church leaders during this period? Why?
 
4. In what way do we see elements of colonial American Christianity in modern American 
Christianity today?
 
5. What can be learned about the importance of separation of church and state from this unit?

Ahlstrom, Sydney E., and David D. Hall. A Religious History of the American People. Yale 
University Press, 2004.
 
Bunker, Nick. Making Haste from Babylon: the Mayflower Pilgrims and Their World: Pimlico, 2011.
 
Finn, Nathan A., and Jeremy M. Kimble, editors. A Reader's Guide to the Major Writings of 
Jonathan Edwards. Crossway, 2017.
 
Johnson, Paul. A History of the American People. HarperPerennial, a Division of HarperCollins 
Publishers, 1999.



The American Revolution

The world regards the American Revolution as, perhaps, the great human achievement of history. Its struggle against 
tyranny and its resolve for freedom continues to inspire millions. It's no coincidence that the greatest revolution in 

history occurred just a generation after the greatest revival in history. The emergence of evangelical Christianity 
conditioned the colonies to see themselves as individuals and as God alone as sovreign, concepts which fueled 

patriotism.

If one of the first Puritan settlers were to enter 
a time machine and travel one hundred years 
into the future of America  from the day 
Winthrop gave his "City on a Hill" sermon, that 
Puritan would probably be both amazed and 
disappointed. He or she would see that 
Protestant Christianity had indeed flourished 
in the New World, but that, with that 
flourishing, came the emergence of other 
branches of Christianity as well, including 
Baptists and Methodists. 
 
Christianity had indeed exploded in the 
Colonies. In fact, the Colonies themselves had 
exploded. The population had increased in 
North America over 13,000% between 1630 and 
1730. Following the Great Awakening, 
American Christianity no longer looked just 
Puritan. It featured a myriad of different 
denominations and philosophies that competed 
and, at times, copulated, with each other. In 
addition to Puritanism, otherwise known as 
Congregationalism, the colonies also featured 
Baptists, Methodists, Quakers, and 
Episcopalians (Anglicans). Even Catholics!

But nothing proved more permeating than the 
rise of rationalism. By the 18th century, the 
Western world entered an age known as the 
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment focused on 
the importance of reason to determine truth in all 
areas including politics, philosophy, and religion. 
Enlightened thinkers championed logic and the 
scientific method. This led to transformative 
discoveries in science and medicine that still 
impact the world today. 
 
Most Enlightened thinkers, called "philosophes" 
embraced either Deism or Theism. Deism taught 
there was a Creator, but that He could not be 
known and was uninvolved with events of the 
world. Theism held that the Creator was the God 
of the Bible, and that He could be known and 
worshipped, but not only in the traditional ways. 
 
This shaped a generation of Americans who 
embraced these ideas and used them as 
arguments for what would become the American 
Revolution.  
 
 

1776-1787
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1. What patterns do you notice in this list? What stands out?
 
2. Why do you think higher education was so commonly used to promote ideologies?
 
3. What can be learned about education in America from this lesson?
 

Beliefs of the Enlightenment

Before the Reformation, European societies believed in 
"divine right." It held that power came from the top-
down. Authority came from God to kings, which then 
trickled down to the people. John Locke, a philisophe 
of the Enlightenment, argued the opposite. As a Deist, 
he held that authority existed naturally in the common 
people. All people, he argued, were naturally born with 
basic, universal rights: life, liberty, and property. 
 
 Locke's theory became hugely influential in the 18th 
century, so much so that a young Virginian statesman, 
Thomas Jefferson, quoted him in a document 
addressed to King George III.

Natural Law

Only that which can be deduced and proven with logical reasoning can be considered 
real and true. Religion beliefs represent mere fantasies because of their inability to be 
proven logically. 
 

Rationalism

There is a deity that exists who created the world and all human beings. This deity set 
the laws of science in motion and established human will. All of creation, including 
every person, has one thing in common: the same Creator. This deity cannot personally 
be known and may or may not be the God of the Bible. He/She/It set the universe like a 
clock and lets it spin madly on. 
 

Deism

There is a God, who is also the God of the Bible. He personally involves Himself in the 
events of the Universe, and desires prayer and worship. Often called "Providence" or 
"The Divine" by Enlightened thinkers, this belief in God does not necessarily involve 
Jesus. Unitarianism became popular at Harvard and among New England scholars as an 
Enlightened form of Protestantism that believed in God but rejected the deity of Christ.
 

Theism
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By the second half of the 18th century, North 
America transformed from a wilderness to a 
thriving society. While the Puritans never 
truly achieved Winthrop's dream of a "City 
on a Hill," in its stead existed hundreds of 
towns and cities along the rugged coasts 
busting at the seams with people and 
enterprise. Gone were the years of starving 
winters where whole communities 
disintegrated due to hunger and sickness. 
The American Colonies now represented one 
of the richest, forward-thinking, and fastest-
growing parts of the world. 
 
And so it comes as no surprise that 
Christianity also developed extensively in 
America by that time. Intended or not, the 
Colonies were not just a collection of unified 
societies under one denomination. Thanks to 
the Great Awakening, the colonies now 
looked more like a thicket of different 
branches and sub-branches of Christianity. 
 
With such a growing diversification of 
Christianity in America, there arose a need to 
establish formal institutions to legitimize 
those branches and to effectively train and 
win over others. 
 
The most common way these new 
denominations of Christianity accomplished 
this was through the establishment of 
colleges and universities.

The first university in America, Harvard, 
began because Massachusetts Puritans sought 
a place where ministers could be trained to 
further the Puritan religion. However, by the 
end of the Great Awakening, Harvard's desire 
to be on the forefront of scholarship tainted 
their teaching with unitarianism, rationalism, 
and universalism. In reaction to this new 
liberalism, conservative ministers in 
Massachusetts established a competing 
school: Yale. 
 
Not to be outdone, the Anglican Church 
established their own institute in Virginia, 
William & Mary University, to foster 
Anglican (Episcopalian) theology in the New 
World. "New Light" followers of Jonathan 
Edwards established Princeton University in 
1702, Baptists in Rhode Island founded 
Brown University in 1367, and a missionary 
university was even started to train newly 
converted American Indians, now called 
Dartmouth. 
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1. What patterns do you notice in this list? What stands out?
 
2. Why do you think higher education was so commonly used to promote ideologies?
 
3. What can be learned about education from this lesson?
 

Table of American Universities

“I am not ashamed to own that I believe 
that the whole universe, heaven and earth, 
air and seas, and the divine constitution 
and history of the holy Scriptures, be full 
of images of divine things, as full as a 
language is of words; and that the 
multitude of those things that I have 
mentioned are but a very small part of 
what is really intended to be signified and 
typified by these things: but that there is 
room for persons to be learning more and 
more of this language and seeing more of 
that which is declared in it to the end of the 
world without discovering all."
 

Edwards On Learning

1636                              Harvard                                  Puritan                         Train Clergy

DATE                 INSTITUTION                 AFFILIATION                PURPOSE

1693                       William & Mary                         Anglican                 Establish Anglicanism

1701                                 Yale                                Congregationalist       Combat Liberalism

1747                            Princeton                             "New Lights"            Teach Evangelicalism

1754                           Columbia                                 Anglican               Reaction to Princeton

1764                             Brown                                       Baptist                 Promote Baptist Beliefs

1749               University of Pennsylvania                Secular                    Teach the Sciences

1766                             Rutgers                            Dutch Reformed               Train Clergy

1769                          Dartmouth                           Congregational              Disciple Natives
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colonies with a common figure, but more 
importantly, a common belief. This is the 
first recordable instance where the colonies 
began to see themselves as one unit. This 
would impact their role in the coming 
American Revolution.
 
Individualism
 
Evangelicalism championed the common 
man. Grace and salvation could be received 
equally and personally by every person 
regardless of status or birth. This shifted 
American attitudes concerning the nobility of  
England. 
 
Patriotism
 
Perhaps most important of all, Americans 
never lost the feeling of exceptionalism 
championed by John Winthrop. Americans 
still saw themselves as God's city on a hill, 
and this impacted Americans' confidence in 
the future and their willingness to sacrifice 
everything for their country. Their role as 
citizens of America and of Heaven were 
closely meshed, creating a fervently 
passionate sense of pride and nationalism 
that would prove difficult to curtail in war 
and foreign affairs. 
 
 
 
 

By 1770, the east coast of North America no 
longer looked like a wilderness but a thriving 
nation. The Thirteen Colonies advanced in 
education, science, and commerce during the 
17th and 18th centuries. In fact, the American 
colonies became such a juggernaut that by 
the end of the 18th century it not only had 
more people than Great Britain, but also 
generated more revenue. The American 
Colonies had quickly became a source of 
wealth and power for England. In return, 
they received protection under Britain's 
mighty military from Indians and foreign 
powers. This exchange worked well for both 
sides from the time of the Puritans to the late 
1700s. 
 
But as America grew in prosperity, it also 
grew spiritually. As the First Great 
Awakening showed, America was no longer 
just a band of diverse beliefs and 
denominations. Through the ministries of 
Whitefield and Edwards, it transformed into 
a united Evangelical entity. There are several 
aspects of Evangelicalism that arose during 
the Great Awakening which prepared 
America for the coming revolution with 
Great Britain. 
 
Unity
 
George Whitefield united the colonies by 
becoming America's first celebrity. His tours 
up and down the coast united the
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1. Which argument do you find most biblical? Why?
 
2. How does the American Revolution fit into what Scripture teaches about civic obedience?
 

The Clergy & The Revolution

“Upon my arrival in the United States, the 
religious aspect of the country was the first 
thing that struck my attention; and the 
longer I stayed there the more I perceived 
the great political consequences resulting 
from this state of things, to which I was 
unaccustomed. In France I had almost 
always seen the spirit of religion and the 
spirit of freedom pursuing courses directly 
opposed to each other; but in America I 
found that they were intimately united, and 
that they reigned in common over the same 
country.  
 
Alexis de Tocqueville
Democracy in America 1835

Christianity in America

“The king is as much bound by his oath not to infringe the legal rights of the people, as the people are 
bound to yield subjection to him. From whence it follows that as soon as the prince sets himself above the 
law, he loses the king in the tyrant. He does, to all intents and purposes, un-king himself.
 
-Jonathan Mayhew 1750

“Obedience to government is every man's duty, because it is in every man's interest; but it is particularly 
incumbent on Christians, because (in addition to its morality) it is [commanded by] God; and, therefore, 
when Christians are disobedient to human authorities, they are also disobedient to God. If the form of 
government under which the good providence of God has been pleased to place us be mild and free, it is 
our duty to enjoy it with gratitude and with thankfulness and to be careful not to abuse it. If it be less 
indulgent and less liberal than in reason it ought to be, still it is our duty not to disturb and destroy the 
peace of the community by becoming rebellious and resisting the powers of God."
 
-Jonathan Boucher 1775

Argument 1: The American Revolution is Biblical

Argument 2: The American Revolution is Anti-Biblical
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Most in this group lived in New England, and 
spoke against what they saw as the unlawful 
taxation and military action from the British 
government. These individuals for the most 
part spoke individually, but many were part 
of the famous political group, the Sons of 
Liberty. 
 
The second group represents the members 
of the 2nd Continental Congress who 
declared independence from Great Britain, 
and governed the Colonies during the 
American Revolutionary War. Some of these 
members were also part of the first group, 
but many were simply delegates sent by their 
respective Colonies. Members in this group 
include, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, 
Benjamin Franklin, and Benjamin Rush.
 
The third group is best defined as those who 
took part in the drafting and ratification of 
the U.S. Constitution. Many members of the 
2nd Continental Congress, with a few notable 
exceptions like John Adams and Thomas 
Jefferson exist in this group as well. Members 
in this third party include Alexander 
Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay, and 
George Washington. 
 
Each group consisted of a unique group in a 
unique time, each with a unique purpose. 
While generally they can be collectively 
called the "Founding Fathers" they are best 
understood according to these three 
classifications. 

Evangelicalism proved to be the most 
defining feature of the American Colonies in 
1776. It provided the framework of American 
thought and identity. The way Colonists saw 
themselves and their society was shaped by 
Christianity.
 
Yet the American Revolution, unlike the 
Great Awakening, was not a spiritual affair. 
Various elements led to the outbreak of war 
between the Americans and British in 1775. 
Bans against settling in newly won Indian 
country, unfair search and seizures, and of 
course, taxation without representation, all 
contributed to the growing sentiment that 
America could better govern Americans than 
Great Britain could. 
 
This growing sentiment, which heightened 
after the Great Awakening and French & 
Indian War in 1763, led to a twenty year 
period of deliberation, declaration, and war. 
This period is generally called the American 
Revolution. The men who fought for this 
cause are called Patriots, and those who lead 
them are called Founding Fathers. 
 
Since then, scholars debate who exactly fits 
into the group known as the "Founding 
Fathers." This diverse group contained 
individuals with distinctly different ideas 
about God and freedom over twenty years. 
Yet collectively, interest groups and political 
parties tend to refer to them all as one unit. 
 
The Founding Fathers can be best described 
as a collective name for three groups of 
American leaders. The first group consists of 
those most involved in the years prior to the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence. 
This group includes Samuel Adams, Paul 
Revere, Patrick Henry, and Joseph Warren.
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Who Were the Founding Fathers?

Notable Figures:
Samuel Adams, Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin, Paul Revere, Joseph Warren, Ethan Allen, 
Patrick Henry, John Hancock,
 
Notable Accomplishments: 
 

The Sons of Liberty

Boston Massacre, Boston Tea Party, First Continental Congress
 Summary
These founding fathers functioned primarily as private citizens. Most served from their own 
vocations: printer, author, scholar, doctor, silversmith, businessman, etc. The most formal 
institution of this group was the "Sons of Liberty" a secret social club meant to generate 
discussion of politics and philosophy, as well as propagate the American cause. Many 
members of this were uninvolved in later events of the American Revolution.
 

Notable Figures:
Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Richard Lee, Benjamin Rush, Robert Livingston, 
Roger Sherman, John Witherspoon.
 
Notable Accomplishments: 

The 2nd Continental Congress

Declaration of Independence, Continental Army, Articles of Confederation, Treaty of Paris.
 Summary
The members of the 2nd Continental Congress were tasked to decide how the Colonies should 
respond to the tyrannical actions of England. Particularly, they had to decide whether or not to 
declare independence. From this decision, they were also tasked with organizing and running a 
continental army and creating a government to rule the newly independent Colonies. 
 

Notable Figures:
Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin
 
Notable Accomplishments: 

The Constitutional Convention

U.S. Constitution, U.S. Bill of Rights
 Summary
Unlike the previous founding Fathers, the members of the Constitutional Convention did not 
need to decide whether or not to break from England. Instead, they were tasked with deciding 
how to best organize a government that secures the blessings of liberty for themselves and 
posterity. Their discussions dealt with political theory and philosophy. The law of the United 
States is a product of their deliberation.
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The Faith of the Founding Fathers

Notable Figures:
Thomas Paine, Ethan Allen

Rational Deists

Beliefs
This represents the smallest and most extreme religious group of the Founding Fathers. This 
list represents those who rejected organized religion in favor of rationalism. Most of these 
men believed in a Divine Creator. But they rejected that it could be known for sure if it was the 
God of the Bible, and did not believe that the Creator initiated a plan of salvation for the world 
or desired worship. This group denied miracles, the divinity of Jesus, and life after death.
 

Notable Figures:
Samuel Adams, Patrick Henry, John Jay

Evangelical Christians

Beliefs
Un This small group of founding father's expressed in letters and writings what is considered 
Orthodox Christianity. Namely, that the God of the Bible reconciles His people to Himself 
through the death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. Those in this group held that this 
reconciliation could be received only by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Many of the wives 
and children, most famously, John Quincy Adams, 

Notable Figures:
George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Rush, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander 
Hamilton, James Madison, James Monroe

Deistic Christians

Beliefs
The largest group of Founding Fathers. All members of this group share a common belief in 
the God of the Bible. Beyond that, there exists a broad theological spectrum of beliefs within 
this group. Many adhered to unitarianism (the denial of the Trinity) and universalism (the 
belief that all men become saved). This group prayed and worshipped God. They did not 
universally believe in miracles or the divinity of Christ. 
 

*These distinctions borrowed from the research of David L. Holmes featured in his book, Faith of the Founding 
Fathers.
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Review

Further Reading

Many factors contributed to the American Revolution, including politics, philosophy, and 
economics. God's hand rested over all of it. While the American Revolution was never a fight 
for the Gospel, the people who led it were shaped by the teaching's of God's Word and their 
faith in it. It can confidently be said that without Christianity there would be no United States.

1. How did the events before the American Revolution prepare the Colonists for their conflict 
with Great Britain?
 
2. What surprised you about the role of religion in America's founding?
 
3. Was the United States founded on Christian principles?
 
4. Were the Founding Fathers Christian?
 
5. What role does God play in the founding documents of the United States?

Holmes, David L. The Faiths of the Founding Fathers. Oxford University Press, 2006.
 
Johnson, Paul. A History of the American People. HarperPerennial, a Division of HarperCollins 
Publishers, 1999.
 
Noll, Mark A. Rise of Evangelicalism The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys. InterVarsity 
Press, 2015.
 
Pearse, Meic. The Age of Reason: From the Wars of Religion to the French Revolution. Edited by John 
D. Woodbridge et al., Baker Books, 2004.



The Second Great Awakening

America entered the 19th century as a new nation with optimism. Lewis & Clark reached the Pacific Ocean by land, 
and every year brought new technology developed in the wake of the Enlightenment. The nation stood at the cusp of 

the Industrial Revolution and the Age of Romanticism. But amidst all this new optimism existed  the American 
church which found itself stale, hypocritical, and in need of revival. The Church's response to this would shape the 

country and the world for the next hundred years. 

The Christianity of the 18th century in America 
tied itself to the Age of the Enlightenment. The 
Enlightenment focused on equality, nature, 
and individualism. The faith of the First Great 
Awakening coincided with this, as can be seen 
in hymns written during the time like, "Joy to 
the World" and "I Sing the Mighty Power of 
God." But by the beginning of the 19th century, 
the Enlightenment began to wane. Its beliefs 
were seen as cold, rigid, and impersonal. 
Likewise, Americans perceived Christianity the 
same way. The American Church needed a new 
awakening. 
 
As the dry rationalism of the Colonial era fell 
from vogue, a new emphasis arose in society 
on the emotional experience. A sunset was no 
longer just the mathematical product of 
planetary rotation, it was a beautiful human 
experience capable of producing deep 
emotional meaning in anyone who witnessed 
it. Meaning was now derived from personal, 
not just scientific, evidence. 
 

This new emphasis, called "Romanticism" shaped 
the Second Great Awakening. The dry 
scholasticism championed by Edwards and others 
now transitioned to a warmer emphasis on the 
human experience. Chritianity was no longer a 
subject to just experience within one's mind, it 
could now be experienced in one's heart, soul, and 
even the body. It was now a powerful 
phenomenon that occurred in the heart of a 
convert, and not just a belief to acknowledge. 
 
This emotional reaction to the Enloightenment in 
the 19th century manifested within American 
Christianity through the Second Great Awakening. 
Because of its anti-intellectual nature, it thrived in 
impoverished and rural regions of the new United 
States, including upstate New York and the 
western Appalachians mountains. 
 
The Second Great Awakening would define 
modern Christianity as its currently seen in 
America. While not without faults, millions now 
belong to the Family of God because of it. 
 

1789-1865

Section 1: A New Birth of Freedom
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1. Do you think it's possible to artificially "create" a spiritual revival?

2. Do you think Finney's suggestions are helpful?

3. How are these ideas still impacting the American Church today?

 

How to Create A Revival According to Finney

 Charles Grandison Finney studied under masters of 
the old Puritan theology. As a young man, he often 
rediculed and ultimately rejected their belief that God 
predestined sinners for salvation. 
 
Finney was convinced that Christianity required a 
personal choice which resulted in a moment of 
conversion. He believed in this so strongly that he was 
willing to do whatever it took to generate such a 
response in people. The alter call, the use of music to 
"stir the Spirit" and the willingness of the preacher to 
preach in a passionate, pulpit-pounding style, all 
originated from Finney. 
 
From his efforts, the age of the tent revivals emerged, 
and American Christianity would forever be defined by 
those who chose to respond to the call of Jesus.

Charles Grandison Finney

"See that everything is so arranged that people can sit comfortably in meeting. If people do 
not sit easy, it is difficult to get or keep their attention."
 
"...The appointment of some particular seat in the place of meeting, the "anxious seat" where 
the anxious may come and be addressed particularly, and be made subjects of prayer, and 
sometimes be conversed with individually."
 
"It is important that the house should be just warm enough and not too warm. The house 
should be well ventilated. Of all houses, a church should be the most perfectly ventilated."
 
"All preaching should be practical. The proper end of all doctrine is practice. Anything 
brought forward as doctrine, which cannot be made use of as practical, is not preaching the 
Gospel."
 
"Preaching should be direct. The Gospel should be preached to men, and not about them. The 
minister must address his hearers. He must preach to them about themselves, and not leave 
the impression that he is preaching to them about others."

Excerpts from  "Revival Lectures" by Charles Finney, 1835

1792-1875
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obvious to the evangelicals of the Second 
Great Awakening that, if government would 
help society by instituting religion, it was up 
to Christians themselves to bring religion to 
both the government and the society. 
 
Christians during the 19th century tended to 
respond to the ills of society in one of two 
methods: involvement, or escape. During this 
time Christians developed the American 
Bible Society, and the American Sunday 
School Board in order to offer training and 
opportunities for the impoverished in cities. 
Christians also began new magazine 
publications to help spread the good news, 
and even began new humanitarian causes like 
the women's suffrage and abolition 
movements.
 
Other Christians, on the other hand, wanted 
to avoid society all-together. The Shakers, an 
off-shoot of the New England Quakers, 
formed their own communities to keep 
themselves pure from the world. Followers of 
William Miller (Millerites) sold their 
possessions in earnest expectation of Christ's 
second coming, today known as Seventh Day 
Adventists. Some even followed an 
uneducated man from New York named 
Joseph Smith, and his book of Mormon. 
 
Most American Christians recognized the 
their nation was sinful and that something 
should be done. But what exactly should be 
done caused division.

As America entered the 19th century, it 
transitioned from optimistic infancy to 
energetic childhood. Gone were the Colonial 
days of the Revolution, and new were the 
days of explosive growth and incessant 
change. America not only found itself in a 
new age of Romanticism, one that 
encouraged emotionalism and focused on the 
human experience, it also found itself amidst 
a new Industrial Revolution, which used the 
technology developed during the scientific 
age of Enlightenment to create factories and 
refineries. 
 
All of this culminated in an exciting yet 
troubling time of American growth. More 
industry meant more jobs, which meant 
greater wealth for American citizens. But 
with more wealth came more vice, as 
Americans also saw a growth in drunkedness 
debauchery, and violence. While slavery 
flourished in the south, urban gangs warred 
in the north. It soon became clear that, with 
great growth, came the need for heightened 
responsibility. 
 
In the days before the Revolution, 
governments commonly ran the religion of 
their country. Each nation would hold to its 
own version of Christianity, which would be 
regulated by its political officials. But the 
Constitution clearly prohibited the regulation 
of any religion by the government, even 
Christianity. So it became increasingly 
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Because the Indians were willing to travel 
thousands of miles to know the Gospel, 
Christians should be willing to make the 
same trip to them. 
 
While it is very likely that the magazine 
article misunderstood the intentions of the 
Nez Perce, the story sparked a fervor for 
western missions among Evangelicals. As a 
result, some of the first Americans to settle in 
the Oregon territory were not farmers, but 
missionaries, including methodist Jason Lee, 
Henry Spalding, and Narcissa Whitman. 
 
The journey of the Whitmans and Spaldings 
would prove both famous and infamous. 
Their missionary work, while largely 
ineffective, allowed them to serve as a base 
for incoming settlers to rest, trade for goods, 
and receive medical attention. Without the 
missionary efforts of Evangelicals in the 
Pacific Northwest, the American West would 
not exist as it does today. 

When Lewis and Clark returned from their 
journey to the Pacific Ocean by land, it 
opened the way for a wave of migration and 
exploration West. In fact, some of the first 
mountain men were members of Lewis and 
Clark's Corps of Discovery.
 
In the decades to follow, American migration 
quickly expanded westward. But in order to 
do this, an infrastructure of trails and forts 
needed to be established to make a cross-
continental trip by wagon possible. The first 
"trail" to accomplish this, the Oregon Trail, 
came about not just because of trailblazing 
mountain men, but also because of 
missionaries. 
 
In 1831, four chiefs from the Nez Perce tribe 
in modern day Idaho travelled 2500 miles by 
foot to St. Louis. They intended to find the 
"Great Father," otherwise known as William 
Clark, who in 1831 acted as head of Indian 
Affairs in the Louisiana Territory. The 
natives, who knew Clark from his travels with 
Meriwether Lewis through their territory, 
had heard from them of a "black book" which 
contained the ability to experience God's 
power. The Nez Perce, desperately desiring 
that power, sent the delegation of four to St. 
Louis in order to receive that book from 
William Clark. 
 
Clark welcomed them with open arms, and 
explained a brief summary of Christianity, 
but before the four could return West, all of 
them died from either disease or attack from 
neighboring tribes. What proved most 
influential about this event occurred two 
years later.
 
The Christian Advocate, a Protestant magazine 
of the Second Great Awakening, learned of 
the story and published it.



Lesson 1: Nez Perce Delegation
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1. What effect might this article have on those reading?

2. What does this reveal about how Americans saw Native Americans?

3. Read Romans 1:18-20. How does it relate to the historical situation described above?

 

The Christian Advocate

Narcissa Prentiss read the account of the Nez Perce 
delegation when she was twenty-five years old. Like 
many young women, this inspired dreams of 
wanderlust and adventure. Henry Spalding, a kind but 
unassuming missionary, asked for her hand in 
marriage. Instead, she married the young and 
promising Dr. Marcus Whitman. Henry Spalding 
would later marry Eliza, and both couples would travel 
to the Oregon territory together. The Spaldings 
successfully ministered to the Nez Perce in Idaho, 
while the Whitmans built a mission near Walla Walla as 
they ministered to the Cayuse Indians. The Whitmans 
would struggle to love the natives, ultimately leading to 
their massacre and one of the most infamous Indian 
events in American history. 

Narcissa Whitman

How deeply affecting is the circumstance of the four natives traveling on foot 3,000 miles 
through thick forests and extensive prairies, sincerely searching for truth! The story has 
scarcely a parallel in history. What a touching theme does it form for the imagination. With 
what intense concern will men of God whose souls are fired with holy zeal for the salvation of 
their fellow beings, read their history! There are immense plains, mountains, and forests in 
those regions whence they came, the abodes of numerous savage tribes. But no apostle of 
Christ has yet had the courage to penetrate into their moral darkness. Adventurous and daring 
fur traders only have visited these regions, unknown to the rest of the world, except from 
their own accounts of them. If the Father of spirits, as revealed by Jesus Christ, is not known in 
these interior wilds of America, they nevertheless often resound the praises of the unknown, 
invisible, great Spirit, as He is called by the savages. They are not ignorant of the immortality 
of their souls, and speak of some future paradise where departed spirits rest. Not a thought of 
converting or civilizing them ever enters the mind of the sordid, demoralizing, hunters and 
fur traders. Let the Church awake from her slumber and go forth in strength to the salvation 
of these wandering sons of our native forests... what can be more worthy of our high 
destination than to befriend our species and those efforts that are trying to release immortal 
spirits from the chains of error, and bring them to the knowledge of the true God?

March 1st 1833

1808-1847
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The Second Great Awakening
1789-1865
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Review

Further Reading

The years between the American Revolution and the Civil War changed the United States and 
the world. Life as seen in the 21st century would not exist without the social, political, and 
economic developments of the 19th century. Yet, while the world appeared to be getting better, 
the human spirit remained sinful, and in desperate need of a Savior. Church history during this 
time can be best understood as a reaction to this growing reality. 

1. How did Christianity look different after the American Revolution as opposed to before?
 
2. Was the Second Great Awakening a positive or negative development for Christianity?
 
3. How did Christianity impact American history during this time? 
 
4. Are there any cautionary lessons to be learned from this time?

Sweeney, Douglas A. The American Evangelical Story: a History of the Movement. Baker Academic, 
2005.
 
Latourette, Kenneth Scott. History Of Christianity: Reformation To The Present. Prince Press, 1975.
 
Wolffe, John. The Expansion of Evangelicalism: the Age of Wilberforce, More, Chalmers, and Finney. 
IVP Academic, 2007.



The Gilded Age

The United States continued its unbridled growth which began in the early 19th century after the Civil War. As 
America expanded from coast to coast, and as millions of new immigrants with foreign religions entered the country, 

American Christianity was forced to consider what their identity would be amidst a whirlwind of new beliefs and 
worldviews, Christianity's reaction to a new melting pot society, and a growing sense of liberalism, would continue to 

define them for the years to come. 

In 1835, a young college drop-out named 
Charles Darwin visited the Galapagos Islands. 
While there, he observed a puzzling 
phenomenon. Finches on the island, who 
assumedly were unable to travel and breed on 
other bodies of land, displayed unique beak 
shapes on different parts of the island. This 
observation of the power of adaptation within 
species inspired Darwin to make a hypothesis 
about the origin of species. In 1859, he 
published his findings, and his theory of 
evolution, which attempted to explain the 
origins of life, captivated the world.
 
Yet what may have begun as an innocent 
hypothesis led to troubling conclusions. If 
Darwin's theory was true, what did that suggest 
about the authority of the Bible? To what 
degree should Christianity be taken seriously 
amidst a new era of science and discovery? 
These notions began to grow in what use to be 
conservative institutions like Harvard and 
Princeton. This growing liberalism, along with a 
flood of Catholics, Jews, and other religions 
brought by the new immigration wave, forced
 
 
 

traditional Christianity to consider where their 
seemingly out-dated Gospel belonged in a more 
crowded arena of beliefs. For the first time, 
Christianity found itself in need of competing 
with other worldviews. This led to the rise of 
evangelistic crusades by Spurgeon and Moody, as 
well as new Bible colleges devoted to saving the 
world from liberalism. Perhaps most of all, it 
would compete by embracing a new concept 
known as the "Social Gospel." 
 
The Social Gospel taught that Christianity should 
not just be concerned with the redemption of 
souls, but with the redemption of entire societies. 
Whole communities could be redeemed through 
the Gospel and not just individuals. This led to the 
development of humanitarian Christian 
organizations like the Salvation Army and the 
YMCA. 
 
Ironically, because of Darwin, Evangelical 
Christianity recognized that, in order to survive, it 
too would need to evolve. 

1865-1929

Section 1: A Social Gospel
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Lesson 1: The Social Gospel
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1. Do you agree with Gladden's interpretation of the Gospel? Why or why not?

2. Read Romans 10:9-13. How does this passage relate to the excerpts above?

3. Do Christians have a responsibility to help society?

4. Does God intend to "redeem" society?

The Nation and Kingdom

As the desire for a "social gospel" increased 
in America, so did the belief in Social 
Darwinism. Social Darwinism taught that, 
like in evolutionary nature, society should 
be dominated by the weak over the strong. 
To make a stronger, better community, get 
rid of the weak and corrupted. This led to an 
new age of eugenics where states allowed the 
castration of prison inmates and prevented 
people from different races and even social 
classes to marry. At Staton Island, incoming 
immigrants had their facial features 
measured for fitness to enter American 
society. All this became popular in Europe as 
well and particularly inspired Hitler's desire 
to return Germany to an age of national 
dominance. Today, virtually all those who 
condemn eugenics and the Holocaust still 
defend the Darwinism that inspired it. 

Social Darwinism

"We have never yet had upon the Earth a society representing on any large scale, the 
principles of the teaching of Jesus. We have had many societies, whose main reliance was on 
military force; many societies resting upon slavery or serfdom; many societies founded on 
feudal distinctions of ruling and serving classes; many societies whose regulative principle was 
competition, or a struggle for advantage and mastery; but we have never yet seen a society 
which rested upon the law of brotherhood and the principle of service...
 
The Gospel has been very imperfectly heard by any one to whom it has brought no other 
tidings than that of personal salvation. For in truth the individual is saved only when he is put 
into right relations to the community in which he lives, and the establishment of these right 
relations among men is the very work that Christ came to do. The individual gospel and the 
social gospel are therefore vitally related, inseparably bound together no more come to the 
man apart from the community, than life can come to the branch when it is separated from 
the vine."

Washington Gladden 1909



Section 2: The Fundamentalists
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Additionally, Christianity also rebranded 
itself as a manly and fashionable part of 
society. The plain church buildings of the 
Puritans now gave way to luxurious 
"tabernacles" and church buildings that 
attempted to attract people through beautiful 
architecture and luxurious accommodations. 
 
Likewise, to combat the growing liberalism in 
the country, Christianity established their 
own evangelical colleges and publishing 
houses, the most famous of which was 
Moody Bible Institute, founded by evangelist 
Dwight L. Moody. 
 
Finally, Christianity saw the rise of the 
Christian celebrity. Speakers, songwriters, 
authors, and even athletes were promoted for 
their popularity, including D.L. Moody, who 
attracted over a million people during his 
crusades.
 
This capitalistic branding of Christianity to 
attract people has never gone away in 
Christianity and continues to flourish today. 

America entered a new world after the Civil 
War. Gone were the old days of slow life and 
long travel. Trains now connected the 
country from coast to coast. Telegrams could 
be sent instantly and people easily accessed 
information through a glut of newspapers 
and published works. The country was 
becoming modern. 
 
With the urbanization of the United States 
after the war came a new willingness to 
accept outside ideas. The colonial colleges of 
New England slowly began shifting from 
orthodox Christianity to liberal relativism. 
New scientific discoveries led to a growing 
trust in science as a new religion, as seen in 
the country's embrace of Darwinism. 
Christianity was now seen less as a universal 
religion of the people and more of a social 
group. Because some of the most visible 
actions of Christianity were led by women, as 
seen especially in the temperance 
movement, Protestant Christianity was 
increasingly seen as feminine. Christianity in 
America now had to compete with other 
ideas, religions, and institutions. 
 
In response, American Christianity forced 
itself to consider what it believed, why it 
believed it, and how it would communicate 
what they believe to others in an attractive 
manner. This resulted in the birth of the 
Fundamentalist Movement, which begun 
thanks to a publication of over ninety essays 
written by Christian leaders condemning 
liberalism and establishing what they 
considered the basic tenants of orthodox 
Christianity. This today still serves as a 
foundational work for the non-
denominational Christian movement. 
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1. What problem does Christianity face, according to Machen?

2. What is Machen's proposed solution?

3. Is Machen's solution biblical? Why or why not?

Christianity and Liberalism

D.L. Moody may be considered one of the most influential 
Christians in American history. Moody helped revolutionize 
American Christianity by embracing the best aspects of the Social 
Gospel yet pairing it with the incorruptible truths of God's Word. 
 
Moody is considered one of the first modern evangelists. He drew 
thousands with his emotional music and passionate words. Not 
only that, he began one of the country's first evangelical institutes 
for higher learning in Chicago. D.L. Moody was not only 
important for his work, but for his status as a celebrity amongst 
Christianity, so much so that even to this day his name is used to 
sell books, products, and programs. 

Dwight L. Moody

"The growth of ignorance in the Church is the logical and inevitable result of the false notion 
that Christianity is a life and not also a doctrine; if Christianity is not a doctrine then of course 
teaching is not necessary to Christianity. 
 
But whatever be the causes for the growth of ignorance in the Church, the evil must be 
remedied. It must be remedied primarily by the renewal of Christian education in the family, 
but also by the use of whatever other educational agencies the Church can find. Christian 
education is the chief business of the hour for every earnest Christian man. Christianity 
cannot subsist unless men know what Christianity is; and the fair and logical thing is to learn 
what Christianity is, not from its opponents, but from those who themselves are Christians. 
That method of procedure would be the only fair method in the case of any movement. But it 
is still more in place in the case of a movement such as Christianity which has laid the 
foundation of all that we hold most dear. Men have abundant opportunity today to learn what 
can be said against Christianity, and it is only fair that they should also learn something about 
the thing that is being attacked.
 
Such measures are needed today. The present is a time not for ease or pleasure, but for 
earnest and prayerful work. A terrible crisis unquestionably has arisen in the Church. In the 
ministry of evangelical churches are to be found hosts of those who reject the gospel of Christ. 
By the equivocal use of traditional phrases, by the representation of differences of opinion as 
though they were only differences about the interpretation of the Bible, entrance into the 
Church was secured for those who are hostile to the very foundations of the faith.

John Gresham Machen, 1923
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1865-1929

T H E  C H U R C H  I N  A M E R I C A P A G E  6 9

Review

Further Reading

As the United States transitioned from the 19th century to the 20th, it became clear that it would 
continue to face more opposition and more competition for the hearts and souls of the people. 
As a result, Christianity was forced to look at its best and worst qualities, and objectively reflect 
on God's Word. What happened as a result is still seen in 21st century Christianity today. 

1. What challenges did Christianity face after the Civil War?
 
2. How did Christianity respond to these changes?
 
3. Were these changes good?
 
4. Was it good that Christianity no longer represented the default belief of the nation?

Gloege, Timothy E. W. Guaranteed Pure: the Moody Bible Institute, Business, and the Making of 
Modern Evangelicalism. University of North Carolina Press, 2015.
 
Larsen, David L. The Company of the Preachers: a History of Biblical Preaching from the Old 
Testament to the Modern Era. Kregel Publications, 1998.



The Post-Modern World

The world of Luther was now gone. The land known by the Pilgrims and Founding Fathers dissipated into faded 
memory. In its place stood a land of cities, industry, wealth, war, riots, and famine. Yet, in some ways, the world of the 
20th century was not so much unlike that of five hundred years earlier. Sin still reigned in human hearts, governments 
still glorified man above God, and every heart of every citizen still existed in need of a Savior. In some ways, America 

had never been a Christian nation. In some ways, it always had been, and always will be.

The world changed in 1929 with the crash of the 
stock market. Shattered were the hopes of man 
in wealth and power. The Crash would be 
followed by a Great Depression, and then a 
Great War. It would be followed by race wars, 
riots, assassinations, "police actions" and turmoil 
for the decades to come. Yet as the fires of Earth 
rose all around, the Spirit of the Lord continued 
to descend on the United States.
 
Christianity now struggled to remain relevant. 
The 20th century saw it pushed out of 
universities and public schools as the world and 
the United States itself sought to become plural 
and tolerant of all beliefs except for the belief in 
God alone. 
 
Perhaps the greatest question for the Church in 
the 20th century was to what degree should it 
embrace the secular culture found around it. 
Billy Graham became famous for the 
conviction that Christians must become all 
things for all people in order to lead them to 
salvation. His crusades would reach millions of 
people, and Presidents would seek his council.
 
 
 

The 20th century also saw the rise of the 
Charismatic movement, as Christians struggled for 
validation of a belief that seemed to have little 
evidence compared to modern science. To this 
day, Charismatic Christianity is the fastest growing 
sect of Evangelicalism in the world. 
 
American Christianity also exploded in its work 
for global missions. New agencies formed that 
equipped believers to reach the lost tribes of the 
world. More Christian colleges were founded, as 
well as Christian schools, companies, bands, 
publishers, radio stations, and restaurants. 
 
The American story could not be told without 
telling of God and of those who trusted in Him. It 
could not be told without the men and women 
who believed in freedom, and who believed, 
without a shadow of a doubt, that it could only be 
found in a relationship with the God of the 
Universe, and not through the shaky doctrines of 
man or of man's effort. 
 
                                                                      -S.A.

1929-Present

One Nation Under God
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