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The Great Awakening: A Turning Point in Colonial America 
 
The Great Awakening was a period of widespread revival in the American colonies during 
the early to mid 1700s. It significantly altered the religious, cultural, and political 
landscape, uniting the colonies in a shared experience of spiritual renewal and laying the 
groundwork for the American Revolution. 
 
 Section 1: The Need for Revival 
 
By the early 1700s, the colonies had gone from a small band of settlements desperately 
depending on God for their survival to a self-sufficient, independent society.  The colonies’ 
rapid growth and self-sufficiency soon became a substitute for their reliance on God. The 
faith that had once characterized the American colonies, particularly in New England, had 
diminished. The sense of spiritual zeal that defined the early Puritan settlers gave way to a 
more formal and complacent religious practice. In His providential mercy God brought 
spiritual revival through the First Great Awakening. 
 
The Halfway Covenant 
 
As the colonies grew church attendance declined. One of the responses to this decline 
was the adoption of the Halfway Covenant in 1662. The Halfway Covenant allowed the 
children of baptized but non-converted church members to be baptized and included in the 
church, even if they had not undergone a personal conversion experience. This was a 
controversial compromise aimed at maintaining church membership and influence during 
a time of waning enthusiasm. 
 
As one historian put it, "The Halfway Covenant created a ‘halfway’ church membership that 
diluted the spiritual purity of the congregations and symbolized the erosion of religious 
intensity” (Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People). This weakening of 
religious fervor set the stage for a more profound spiritual awakening. 
 
 Section 2: The Coming of Revival 
 
The Great Awakening, which began in the 1730s and reached its peak in the 1740s, 
emerged in response to the perceived spiritual decline. Preachers, both in England and the 
American colonies, led a movement that emphasized personal conversion, personal 
religious experience, and a return to spiritual zeal and evidence of the power of God. 
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 The Methodist Revival - John and Charles Wesley 
 
The Methodist Revival, which began in England in the early 1700s, was a religious 
movement that sought to revive personal piety and holiness within the Church of England. 
It grew into one of the most significant evangelical movements in Christian history, laying 
the foundation for Methodism as a distinct denomination. The revival was led primarily by 
John Wesley, his brother Charles Wesley, and George Whitefield, all of whom were deeply 
committed to spreading the message of salvation through personal faith and practical 
holiness. 
 
 Origins of the Methodist Revival 
 
The roots of the Methodist Revival can be traced to the early 1730s when John Wesley and 
Charles Wesley, both Anglican priests, began meeting with a small group of Oxford 
students for prayer, Bible study, and personal discipline. This group, known as the "Holy 
Club," was mocked by outsiders for their methodical approach to religious practice, which 
led to the term "Methodist." They sought to renew their faith through strict devotion, regular 
fasting, charitable work, and frequent communion. 
 
The Wesleys were inspired by the Moravians, a pietist group known for their deep 
spirituality and communal living. After a transformative experience during a Moravian 
meeting in 1738, where John Wesley felt his heart “strangely warmed” and received a 
personal assurance of salvation, he became more fervent in his evangelistic efforts. This 
moment is often cited as the beginning of the Methodist Revival. 
 
Wesley described his experience: 

 “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, 
for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my 

sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death” (John 
Wesley, Journal, May 24, 1738). 

 
 Key Figures of the Methodist Revival 
 
 John Wesley 
John Wesley is widely regarded as the primary leader of the Methodist movement. After his 
spiritual awakening, Wesley began preaching across England, often in fields or open 
spaces, as many churches refused to allow him to speak due to his unconventional 
methods. He emphasized personal conversion, the necessity of the “new birth,” and a 
disciplined Christian life focused on holiness. 
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Wesley’s open-air preaching became one of the hallmarks of the Methodist Revival. He 
traveled an estimated 250,000 miles on horseback, delivering tens of thousands of 
sermons. His commitment to preaching to all people, including the poor and marginalized, 
helped Methodism grow rapidly. Wesley also organized Methodist societies and class 
meetings, small groups that fostered spiritual growth and accountability among members. 
 
 Charles Wesley 
Charles Wesley, John’s younger brother, was also a vital figure in the revival. While John was 
the primary organizer and preacher, Charles was the movement's chief hymn writer. He 
composed over 6,000 hymns, many of which are still sung today, including “Hark! The 
Herald Angels Sing” and “And Can It Be.” His hymns were deeply theological and captured 
the emotional and spiritual fervor of the revival. 
 
 George Whitefield 
George Whitefield, a fellow member of the Holy Club, was an equally influential preacher. 
Known for his extraordinary oratory skills and powerful voice, Whitefield became a central 
figure in the transatlantic revival that became known as the Great Awakening in the 
American colonies. His dynamic preaching, often focused on the necessity of being “born 
again,” reached vast audiences across England and America. 
 
Despite their theological differences—Whitefield leaned more toward Calvinism, while the 
Wesleys were Arminian—Whitefield and John Wesley worked together to spread the 
message of revival. Whitefield's influence in America played a crucial role in spreading 
Methodist principles across the Atlantic. 
 
 Core Themes of the Methodist Revival 
 
The Methodist Revival was marked by several key theological and practical themes: 
 
1. Personal Conversion and Assurance of Salvation: Wesley and his followers 
emphasized the need for a personal, transformative experience of salvation through faith in 
Jesus Christ. This experience, often referred to as the “new birth” or regeneration, was 
central to the revival's message. 
 
2. Practical Holiness and Christian Perfection: A central doctrine in Wesley’s teaching 
was the pursuit of holiness or “Christian perfection.” Wesley believed that believers, 
through God’s grace, could attain a state where their hearts were fully aligned with God’s 
love, allowing them to live without willful sin. 
 
3. Open-air Preaching and Evangelism: Wesley and Whitefield’s practice of preaching 
outdoors to large crowds marked a break from traditional church practices. This method 
allowed the movement to reach people who were not attending church, including the 
working class and rural populations. 
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4. Social Reform and Charity: Methodists were deeply committed to social reform, driven 
by the belief that faith must be lived out in practical acts of love and service. John Wesley’s 
ministry included efforts to improve education, provide relief to the poor, and address 
issues such as slavery and alcohol abuse. 
 
5. Small Group Discipleship: The Methodist system of class meetings provided a 
structure for accountability, spiritual growth, and mutual support. These small groups were 
vital to the movement’s success and helped sustain the spiritual vitality of its members. 
 
 Expansion to America 
 
The Methodist Revival quickly spread to the American colonies, largely due to George 
Whitefield's preaching tours in the 1740s. By the 1760s, Wesleyan Methodism had 
established a foothold in the colonies, particularly in areas such as Maryland and Virginia. 
In 1769, Wesley sent two missionaries, Richard Boardman and Joseph Pilmoor, to officially 
establish Methodist societies in America. 
 
During the American Revolution, Methodism continued to grow, especially among lower-
class and frontier populations. After the war, the Methodist Episcopal Church was officially 
founded in 1784, making Methodism one of the largest and fastest-growing denominations 
in the United States by the early 19th century. 
 
 Legacy of the Methodist Revival 
 
The Methodist Revival had a profound and lasting impact on Christianity. It reinvigorated 
the Church of England (though Methodism eventually became a separate denomination), 
spurred the rise of evangelicalism, and contributed significantly to the spread of 
Christianity in both England and America. 
 
John Wesley’s emphasis on personal holiness, social reform, and evangelism laid the 
foundation for modern evangelical movements. Methodism’s influence is still felt today, 
particularly in its emphasis on small-group discipleship, mission work, and a faith that is 
deeply concerned with both personal and societal transformation. 
 
As Wesley himself famously said:  
 

"I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far I mean, that, in whatever 
part of it I am, I judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty, to declare unto 

all that are willing to hear the glad tidings of salvation” (Wesley, Journal, 
1739). 
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 Sources: 
- John Wesley, Journal (1738, 1739). 
- Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 1995. 
- Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism, 1989. 
- Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the 
Wesleys, 2004. 
 
 
 William and Gilbert Tennent 
 
In the American colonies, William Tennent and his son Gilbert Tennent were key figures in 
the revival, especially in the Middle Colonies. William Tennent founded the "Log College", a 
school for training ministers who were dedicated to the revivalist cause. His son, Gilbert, 
became famous for his passionate preaching. In his sermon "The Danger of an 
Unconverted Ministry" (1740), Gilbert sharply criticized the complacency of many 
ministers: 

 “They are dead and twice dead, plucked up by the roots; no wonder then 
that dead men are endeavoring to put dead men into the ministry” 

(Tennent, The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry, 1740). 

 
Tennent’s fiery denunciation of ministers who lacked personal conversion fanned the 
flames of the Great Awakening, drawing large crowds and spreading the revival further. 
 
 Section 3: Heroes of the Great Awakening 
 
The Great Awakening is often associated with several key figures whose preaching and 
writing helped ignite and sustain the movement. 
 
 Jonathan Edwards 
 
 Jonathan Edwards' Sermon: "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" 
 
"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" is one of the most famous sermons in American 
history, delivered by Jonathan Edwards on July 8, 1741, in Enfield, Connecticut, during the 
height of the First Great Awakening. Edwards was a prominent Puritan theologian and 
revivalist preacher, and his sermon became a key moment in the revival that swept through 
the American colonies. The sermon is notable for its vivid imagery of divine wrath, its urgent 
call to repentance, and its emphasis on the fragility of human existence in the face of God’s 
justice. 
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 Historical Context 
 
By the 1740s, the American colonies were in the midst of the Great Awakening, a period of 
revival that emphasized personal conversion, emotional religious experiences, and a return 
to devout faith. Edwards, as a leading figure of the revival in New England, sought to 
awaken his congregation to the reality of their spiritual condition, emphasizing the urgent 
need for personal repentance and conversion. 
 
"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" was delivered at a time when many in the 
congregation were spiritually complacent, and Edwards intended to shock them into 
realizing the precariousness of their situation without divine grace. The sermon was based 
on a passage from Deuteronomy 32:35: “Their foot shall slide in due time.” 
 
 Main Themes and Structure 
 
The central theme of Edwards' sermon is the imminent danger of God's judgment and the 
necessity of immediate repentance. Edwards paints a picture of humanity's tenuous 
position, sustained only by the grace of God, with nothing but divine mercy preventing 
sinners from falling into eternal damnation.  
 
Edwards uses intense and vivid imagery to convey the terror of God's wrath, emphasizing 
the weakness of humans and the omnipotence of God. The sermon’s graphic language was 
designed to evoke fear and awe, motivating listeners to seek salvation through repentance. 
 
Quotes: 
 
1. On the fragility of human existence: 

 “There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell, 
but the mere pleasure of God.” 

   Edwards emphasizes that humans are completely dependent on God's mercy, with 
nothing inherent in their actions or nature that prevents them from divine punishment. This 
was intended to make his listeners realize their helplessness without God’s grace. 
 
2. The image of God’s wrath: 

“The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present; 
they increase more and more, and rise higher and higher, till an outlet is 
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given; and the longer the stream is stopped, the more rapid and mighty is 
its course, when once it is let loose.” 

   Edwards compares God's anger toward sinners to rising floodwaters held back by a dam, 
suggesting that God's patience will eventually run out, leading to a sudden and devastating 
judgment. 
 
3. The image of the precarious state of sinners: 

 “The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, 
or some loathsome insect, over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully 
provoked: his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as 

worthy of nothing else, but to be cast into the fire.” 

   This image of a sinner hanging by a thread over the fires of hell became one of the most 
memorable and powerful illustrations from the sermon. Edwards used this analogy to 
demonstrate the vulnerability of humans before the might of an angry God. 
 
4. Urgency of repentance: 

 "And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has 
thrown the door of mercy wide open, and stands in calling and crying with 

a loud voice to poor sinners.” 

   Edwards concludes the sermon with an appeal for immediate action, urging his listeners 
to take advantage of the opportunity for salvation that Christ offers before it is too late. 
 
 Reaction and Impact 
 
The sermon had an immediate and dramatic effect on its audience. Many listeners were 
reportedly overwhelmed with fear and distress, weeping openly or crying out in terror as 
Edwards spoke. The vivid imagery and stark warnings about divine judgment struck a chord 
with those present, bringing about a wave of emotional responses that became 
characteristic of the Great Awakening. 
 
George Marsden, a biographer of Edwards, described the scene: 
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 “The people in the congregation were so affected that they screamed and 
cried out, and the commotion was so great that the preacher was obliged 

to speak to the people and desire silence.” (Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A 
Life, 2003) 

 
Though controversial at the time for its intense emotionalism, "Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God" has since become one of the most well-known examples of Puritan preaching 
and a defining text of the Great Awakening. The sermon captured the fervent spirit of the 
revival, emphasizing the necessity of personal faith and repentance in the face of divine 
judgment. 
 
 Legacy 
 
Edwards' sermon has been reprinted and studied for centuries, continuing to influence 
Christian thought and American religious history. It remains a powerful example of fire-and-
brimstone preaching and a key text in understanding the religious fervor of the First Great 
Awakening. More broadly, it reflects the period’s focus on the sovereignty of God, the 
sinfulness of humanity, and the urgency of individual salvation. 
 
 Sources: 
- Jonathan Edwards, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, 1741. 
- George Marsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life, 2003. 
- Perry Miller, The Puritans: A Sourcebook of Their Writings, 1963. 
- Michael J. McClymond, The Theology of Jonathan Edwards, 2012. 
  
George Whitefield 
 
George Whitefield (1714–1770) was one of the most influential figures of the First Great 
Awakening.  An Anglican preacher known for his charismatic oratory and theatrical style, 
Whitefield played a key role in spreading the revivalist message of personal salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ. His cross-colonial preaching tours made him a household 
name in both Britain and America, and his ministry helped unify the colonies in a shared 
religious experience. 
 
 Early Life and Ministry 
 
Whitefield was born in Gloucester, England, in 1714. While studying at Pembroke College, 
Oxford, he became part of a religious group known as the "Holy Club," led by John and 
Charles Wesley, the founders of Methodism. Whitefield underwent a deep personal 
conversion experience during this time, which ignited his passion for evangelical 
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preaching. After his ordination in 1736, Whitefield quickly gained a reputation as a gifted 
preacher. 
 
Unlike many Anglican ministers of his time, Whitefield embraced open-air preaching, 
taking his message directly to the people rather than waiting for them to attend church 
services. His booming voice, dramatic gestures, and passionate delivery captivated 
audiences and stirred deep emotions, making his sermons accessible to both the 
educated and the uneducated. 
 
 Role in the First Great Awakening 
 
Whitefield’s first visit to the American colonies came in 1738, when he traveled to Georgia 
to raise funds for an orphanage. This was the beginning of a series of preaching tours that 
would make him one of the most famous religious figures in colonial America. Whitefield 
made seven trips to the colonies between 1738 and 1770, preaching to massive crowds in 
cities from Boston to Charleston. 
 
1739-1741: The Peak of Whitefield's Preaching 
 
Whitefield’s most influential period in the American colonies was during his second visit in 
1739-1741, when his sermons reached a wide range of audiences. His dramatic style, 
which incorporated vivid descriptions of heaven and hell, captivated listeners, many of 
whom experienced emotional conversions. Whitefield’s emphasis on personal repentance 
and salvation by grace through faith struck a chord with colonial audiences, who were 
often disillusioned with the formalism of established churches. 
 
Historian Harry Stout and Benjamin Franklin describe Whitefield’s appeal: 

“Whitefield’s spellbinding oratory gave birth to a new kind of mass 
religious experience in America. His sermons were like spiritual 

performances, designed to engage both the heart and the mind” (Stout, 
The Divine Dramatist, 1991). 

"I happened soon after to attend one of his sermons, in the course of 
which I perceived he intended to finish with a collection, and I silently 

resolved he should get nothing from me. I had in my pocket a handful of 
copper money, three or four silver dollars, and five pistoles in gold. As he 
proceeded, I began to soften, and concluded to give the copper. Another 

stroke of his oratory made me ashamed of that and determined me to give 
the silver; and he finished so admirably, that I emptied my pocket wholly 

into the collector’s dish, gold and all” (Franklin, Autobiography). 
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 Preaching to Diverse Audiences 
 
One of the most remarkable aspects of Whitefield's ministry was his ability to draw large, 
diverse crowds. His open-air sermons attracted not only faithful churchgoers but also 
those who rarely attended church. Benjamin Franklin, a contemporary of Whitefield, once 
measured the reach of Whitefield’s voice and was amazed that tens of thousands could 
hear him speak at once: 

“I had the curiosity to learn how far he could be heard, and, resolving to 
satisfy myself, I found his voice capable of reaching to a greater number of 
persons than I had ever seen gathered together” (Franklin, Autobiography). 

 
Whitefield's tours crossed geographic, class, and denominational lines, making him a 
unifying figure in the otherwise disparate colonies. His ability to connect with the common 
person helped democratize religious participation, as anyone could attend his sermons 
without needing to be a member of a specific church. 
 
 Theology and Influence 
 
Whitefield’s theology was heavily influenced by Calvinism, particularly the belief in 
predestination and the necessity of God’s grace for salvation. However, unlike many 
Calvinists of his time, Whitefield emphasized the personal experience of conversion. He 
taught that all people were in danger of eternal damnation unless they turned to Christ in 
faith and repentance. This message was delivered with urgency and passion, often 
accompanied by vivid imagery of hellfire and divine judgment. 
 
Whitefield also played a key role in promoting the "New Birth", a personal and emotional 
experience of salvation that was central to the theology of the Great Awakening. He saw 
conversion as a radical transformation of the heart, not just intellectual assent to Christian 
doctrine. 
 
 Controversy and Divisions 
 
While Whitefield's preaching drew large crowds and contributed to the spread of 
revivalism, it also sparked controversy. Many ministers, known as Old Lights, were critical 
of the emotionalism and lack of order in Whitefield’s services. These critics felt that the 
revivals undermined traditional church authority and decorum. Whitefield, in turn, 
criticized these ministers as spiritually dead and out of touch with the needs of the people:  
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“The generality of preachers talk of an unknown, unfelt Christ. And the 
reason why congregations have been so dead, is because they have dead 

men preaching to them” (Whitefield, Letter to the Bishop of London, 1739). 

 
Despite these controversies, Whitefield’s influence continued to grow, and he remained a 
central figure in the New Light movement, which embraced the revivalist spirit of the Great 
Awakening. 
 
 Legacy 
 
Whitefield’s impact on the First Great Awakening was profound. He helped spread revivalist 
fervor throughout the colonies, making the idea of personal conversion a central part of 
American religious life. His ability to unite people across denominational lines laid the 
groundwork for future evangelical movements in America. Whitefield’s tours also 
contributed to a sense of colonial unity, as people from different regions and backgrounds 
gathered together to hear him preach. 
 
His death in 1770 did not diminish his influence. Whitefield’s sermons continued to be 
published and read widely, and his message of personal salvation resonated for decades to 
come. His role in the Great Awakening solidified his place as one of the most important 
religious figures in American history. 
 
 Sources: 
- Harry Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern 
Evangelicalism, 1991. 
- Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin. 
- George Whitefield, Letter to the Bishop of London, 1739. 
- Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the 
Wesleys, 2004.George Whitefield, an Anglican preacher from England, was perhaps the 
most prominent figure of the Great Awakening. His cross-colonial preaching tours 
attracted thousands, and his dynamic style appealed to a broad audience. In a letter 
describing one of Whitefield’s meetings, Benjamin Franklin wrote: 
 
 Thomas Prince and The Christian History 
 
Thomas Prince (1687–1758) was a Puritan minister, historian, and a key figure in promoting 
the Great Awakening in colonial New England. He is best known for his work in 
documenting the revival through his publication The Christian History, which was the first 
religious magazine published in America. Prince played a critical role in spreading the 
message of the Great Awakening and supporting its leaders through his sermons, writings, 
and his careful documentation of the revival’s impact. 
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 Early Life and Ministry 
 
Prince was born in Sandwich, Massachusetts, and was educated at Harvard College, 
where he developed a lifelong interest in history and theology. After completing his studies, 
he traveled to England, where he was influenced by English Puritans and the growing 
evangelical movement. He returned to Massachusetts in 1717 and became a minister at 
the Old South Church in Boston, where he served for over 40 years. 
 
Throughout his ministry, Prince was known for his passionate preaching and his 
commitment to preserving and recording the history of New England’s religious life. He 
believed that God’s hand was visible in both the spiritual and historical developments of 
the colonies. 
 
 The Christian History 
 
In 1743, during the height of the Great Awakening, Prince launched The Christian History, a 
magazine designed to document the revival sweeping through the American colonies. It 
was published weekly from 1743 to 1745 and became a vital source of information about 
the revival, featuring sermons, letters, eyewitness accounts, and reports from ministers 
across New England and beyond. 
 
Prince explained his motivation for starting the magazine: 

“We desire to take particular notice of the gracious and glorious work of 
God, so marvelously carried on at this day, in the conviction and 

conversion of multitudes in diverse places” (The Christian History, 1743). 

 
His goal was to provide a reliable record of the spiritual awakening that was transforming 
the colonies, ensuring that future generations would remember and learn from these 
events. Prince saw the Great Awakening as a divine intervention, and The Christian History 
reflected this belief, chronicling both the theological debates and the emotional intensity 
of the movement. 
 
 Support for the Great Awakening 
 
Prince was a strong advocate for the revival and used his publication to defend the leaders 
of the Great Awakening, such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield, from their 
critics. Many traditional ministers, known as Old Lights, opposed the emotionalism and 
radicalism of the revival, arguing that it led to disorder and fanaticism. Prince, however, 
viewed these developments as part of God’s plan to renew the faith of the colonies. 
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In one edition of The Christian History, Prince wrote in support of the revival: 

“We cannot but acknowledge the good hand of God in the great and 
wonderful things which have been of late brought to pass in many parts of 

the world, particularly in this land, by the awakening and converting 
influences of His Holy Spirit” (The Christian History, 1743). 

 
Prince’s magazine provided a platform for pro-revival ministers and laypeople to share their 
experiences and testimonies, helping to spread the revivalist message and encouraging 
others to embrace the movement. 
 
 Legacy of The Christian History 
 
Although The Christian History was short-lived (it ceased publication in 1745), its impact 
was significant. It was the first religious periodical in America, and it served as an 
important chronicle of the Great Awakening. Through his careful documentation, Prince 
preserved the sermons, experiences, and controversies that defined the revival, creating a 
lasting record of this pivotal moment in American religious history.  
 
Historian Richard L. Bushman noted the importance of Prince’s work: 

“Prince’s Christian History became the chief means by which New 
Englanders could follow the progress of the revivals… His publication was 
one of the key instruments in the spread and understanding of the Great 

Awakening” (Bushman, The Great Awakening in New England, 1970). 

 
Beyond his contributions as a publisher, Thomas Prince is also remembered for his broader 
work as a historian. His earlier work, A Chronological History of New England in the Form of 
Annals (1736), is one of the first comprehensive historical records of the region, reflecting 
his deep commitment to preserving the religious and civic history of New England. 
 
Thomas Prince’s The Christian History played a crucial role in documenting and promoting 
the Great Awakening. As the first religious magazine in America, it provided a detailed 
account of the revival’s progress and defended its leaders against their critics. Prince’s 
efforts helped to spread the message of the Great Awakening across the colonies and 
ensured that future generations would remember this remarkable period of revival. 
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 Section 4: Results of the Great Awakening 
 
The Great Awakening had a profound and lasting impact on American society, religion, and 
politics. 
 
 Changed Lives 
 
The most immediate result of the Great Awakening was the dramatic increase in personal 
conversions and renewed religious zeal. Large numbers of colonists, from all walks of life, 
experienced personal transformations and were drawn into closer relationships with their 
faith. 
 
 Missionary Endeavors 
 
The revival also sparked a wave of missionary efforts to spread Christianity, both within the 
colonies and to Native American populations. These endeavors would later lay the 
foundation for global missionary movements in the 19th century. 
 
 New Colleges 
 
The need for educated ministers to support the growing number of churches led to the 
founding of several new institutions, including Princeton University (then the College of 
New Jersey), Brown University, and Dartmouth College. These schools were dedicated to 
providing biblical training that aligned with the evangelical principles of the Great 
Awakening. 
 
 Strengthening Religious Freedom 
 
The revival created a divide between the Old Lights (those who opposed the revival’s 
emotionalism) and the New Lights (those who embraced the revivalist spirit). This division 
fostered an environment where religious freedom could flourish. As historian Mark Noll 
explains: 

 "The controversies between Old Lights and New Lights encouraged 
debates about the nature of religious authority and individual choice, 

helping to sow the seeds of American religious pluralism” (Noll, The Rise of 
Evangelicalism). 
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 Preparation for Political Freedom 
 
The Great Awakening also had a significant impact on the growing sense of political 
independence in the colonies. The emphasis on individual choice and resistance to 
established authority resonated with the burgeoning revolutionary spirit. The influence of 
clergy in promoting liberty, known as the Black Robed Regiment, was instrumental in 
encouraging support for the American Revolution. John Adams later reflected:  

 "The pulpits have thundered... it is religion and morality alone which can 
establish the principles upon which freedom can securely stand” (Adams, 

Letter to Zabdiel Adams, 1776). 

 
In this way, the Great Awakening not only reshaped American religious life but also helped 
lay the ideological foundation for the American Revolution. 
 
 The Black Robed Regiment 
 
The Black Robed Regiment refers to the influential group of clergymen who played a 
significant role in supporting the American Revolution by advocating for liberty and 
resistance against British tyranny. These ministers, often wearing the traditional black 
robes of Protestant clergy, delivered sermons that connected biblical principles with the 
emerging revolutionary ideals of freedom, self-governance, and opposition to oppression. 
Their influence helped to galvanize public sentiment in favor of the Patriot cause, and they 
were crucial in framing the fight for independence as not only a political but also a moral 
and religious imperative. 
 
 Origins and Role in the American Revolution 
 
The term “Black Robed Regiment” was coined by British loyalists, who blamed the 
American clergy for encouraging rebellion and fanning the flames of revolution. The clergy’s 
outspoken advocacy for liberty made them key leaders in their communities, using their 
pulpits to preach about the biblical principles of natural rights, individual liberty, and 
resistance to tyranny. 
 
As John Adams once noted: 
 “The pulpits have thundered… it is religion and morality alone, which can establish the 
principles upon which freedom can securely stand.” (John Adams, Letter to Zabdiel Adams, 
1776). 
 
Ministers of the Black Robed Regiment viewed the American cause as a defense of the 
God-given rights to life, liberty, and property. They argued that submission to unjust rulers 
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violated the natural law of God. This alignment of biblical doctrine with revolutionary 
politics was essential in encouraging colonists to view resistance as a moral duty. 
 
 Notable Leaders and Participants 
 
 1. Jonathan Mayhew (1720–1766) 
Rev. Jonathan Mayhew, a Congregationalist minister from Boston, is often cited as one of 
the earliest voices connecting biblical ideals with the cause of liberty. His 1750 sermon, "A 
Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to the Higher Powers", 
argued against the divine right of kings and promoted the right of people to resist tyrannical 
rulers: 
 “It is blasphemy to call tyrants and oppressors God’s ministers. They are more properly the 
messengers of Satan to buffet us.” (Mayhew, Sermon on Romans 13, 1750). 
 
Mayhew’s ideas helped lay the ideological groundwork for the American Revolution by 
legitimizing resistance to oppressive rule. 
 
 2. John Witherspoon (1723–1794) 
Rev. John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian minister and president of Princeton University, was 
another key figure in the Black Robed Regiment. He was the only clergyman to sign the 
Declaration of Independence. Witherspoon actively supported the Patriot cause, preaching 
sermons that intertwined biblical duty and political activism: 
 “There is not a single instance in history in which civil liberty was lost, and religious liberty 
preserved entire.” (John Witherspoon, Sermon, 1776). 
 
Witherspoon’s leadership at Princeton also played a role in educating future leaders of the 
revolution, many of whom were influenced by his views on liberty. 
 
 3. Peter Muhlenberg (1746–1807) 
Rev. Peter Muhlenberg, a Lutheran minister from Pennsylvania, is perhaps the most famous 
figure associated with the Black Robed Regiment. In January 1776, Muhlenberg famously 
preached a sermon on Ecclesiastes 3 (“To everything there is a season…”), after which he 
dramatically removed his clerical robe to reveal a military uniform underneath. He 
declared: 
 “There is a time to preach and a time to fight. And now is the time to fight!”  
 
Muhlenberg went on to serve as a brigadier general in the Continental Army, leading troops 
in several key battles, including the Battle of Yorktown. His bold transition from the pulpit to 
the battlefield made him a symbol of the clergy’s active role in the fight for independence. 
 
 4. Samuel Cooper (1725–1783) 
Rev. Samuel Cooper was a prominent minister in Boston’s Brattle Street Church and a 
close ally of key revolutionary figures like John Adams and Samuel Adams. Cooper’s 
sermons were influential in shaping public opinion in favor of the Patriot cause, and he 
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regularly used his pulpit to argue for liberty and independence. Though not a military 
leader, his sermons were filled with powerful rhetoric that rallied support for the 
revolutionary movement. 
 
 Impact and Legacy 
 
The Black Robed Regiment's involvement in the American Revolution was instrumental in 
shaping the moral and ideological framework of the conflict. Their sermons and writings 
reinforced the belief that the fight for independence was not just a political struggle but 
also a righteous cause ordained by God. Many of these ministers faced personal risk, as 
British forces often targeted clergy who openly supported the Revolution.  
 
The religious support for liberty continued to influence American political culture long after 
the war. The principles advocated by the Black Robed Regiment—such as the importance 
of individual rights, the connection between civil and religious liberty, and the duty to resist 
tyranny—became foundational elements of American identity. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
The Black Robed Regiment played a crucial role in the American Revolution by aligning 
religious convictions with the revolutionary cause. Through their sermons, writings, and 
even military service, these clergy helped to inspire and mobilize the colonists in their fight 
for independence. Their legacy remains a powerful example of the intersection between 
faith and political activism in American history. 
 
--- 
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 Timeline of the First Great Awakening (1730s–1740s) 
 
 Early Influences (Pre-1730s) 
- 1670s-1690s: The Halfway Covenant is established in New England churches to address 
declining church membership, allowing the children of non-converted church members to 
be baptized. This marks the beginning of the gradual spiritual decline that prompts calls for 
revival. 
   
- 1710s-1720s: In England, John Wesley and his brother Charles Wesley begin promoting 
Methodist ideals focused on personal piety, evangelism, and holiness. Their work, 
combined with the influence of George Whitefield, eventually impacts revival movements 
in the American colonies. 
 
 1730s: Beginnings of the Great Awakening 
- 1730: Jonathan Edwards becomes the pastor of the Northampton Church in 
Massachusetts. He begins preaching about the need for a personal, emotional relationship 
with God, preparing the ground for revival in New England. 
 
- 1734-1735: A revival breaks out in Northampton, Massachusetts, under Edwards' 
preaching. His sermons, including "A Divine and Supernatural Light" (1734), emphasize 
individual conversion and repentance, setting the stage for the Great Awakening. 
 
- 1735: Edwards publishes A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, documenting 
the revival in Northampton. This account spreads throughout the colonies and England, 
inspiring similar movements. 
 
 1740s: The Peak of the Great Awakening 
- 1739-1741: George Whitefield arrives in the American colonies and begins his series of 
preaching tours. Known for his dramatic oratory, Whitefield's sermons draw massive 
crowds across the colonies. His travels and charismatic preaching help unify the colonies 
in a shared religious experience. 
 
- 1740: Jonathan Edwards delivers his famous sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 
God" during a revival in Enfield, Connecticut. The sermon, with its vivid imagery of divine 
judgment, is a defining moment of the Great Awakening. 
 
- 1740-1741: Gilbert Tennent, a Presbyterian minister, delivers his controversial sermon 
"The Danger of an Unconverted Ministry," criticizing ministers who he believes lack true 
spiritual conversion. This divides many churches into "Old Lights" (anti-revival) and "New 
Lights" (pro-revival). 
 
- 1743: Thomas Prince, a Boston minister, begins publishing The Christian History, the first 
religious magazine in America. It documents the revivals across the colonies, further 
spreading news of the Great Awakening. 
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- 1743: The Tennents’ Log College, a training school for revivalist preachers, continues to 
influence the spread of revivalist theology in the Middle Colonies.  
 
 1740s: Spread and Impact of the Revival 
- 1745-1746: The Great Awakening reaches the Southern colonies. Whitefield's revival 
meetings draw large crowds, particularly in Virginia and South Carolina. Other preachers, 
such as Samuel Davies, take up the cause and spread revivalist fervor in the South. 
 
- 1746: Princeton University (then the College of New Jersey) is founded to train ministers 
aligned with the evangelical principles of the Great Awakening. Other colleges, including 
Brown University and Dartmouth College, follow in the coming years. 
 
- 1748: The Great Awakening begins to wane as tensions between the Old Lights and New 
Lights grow. The conflict over revivalism leads to divisions within congregations and 
denominations, but revivalist ideals continue to influence colonial religious life. 
 
 1750s: Legacy of the Great Awakening 
- 1750: Jonathan Edwards is dismissed from his Northampton congregation due to his strict 
views on church membership and revivalism. However, his theological writings continue to 
influence American religious thought. 
 
- 1750-1760s: The effects of the Great Awakening begin to shape colonial society in 
profound ways. The emphasis on personal faith and religious freedom encourages a spirit 
of independence that contributes to the emerging revolutionary sentiment in the colonies. 
 
 Post-Awakening Period 
- 1776: The influence of the Great Awakening is seen in the lead-up to the American 
Revolution. Many clergy, known as the Black Robed Regiment, preach in favor of liberty and 
independence, drawing on the revival's themes of individual freedom and resistance to 
tyranny. 
 


