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INTRODUCTION

• The Revolutionary War had a detrimental impact on the 

spiritual state of America. Westward expansion created 

lawlessness and instability. Furthermore, Enlightenment 

skepticism put a damper on orthodox Christian beliefs.

• Revivals broke out simultaneously in both Britian, North 

America, and Europe starting in the 1790’s. 

• In America, Churches as well as colleges (e.g., 

Yale, Princeton, Dartmouth) were impacted. 

Many were engaged in “concerts of prayer.”

• In Logan County, Kentucky revival fires broke 

out in 1800 under the preaching of James 

McGready (1758-1857) at an outdoor 

gathering of the 3 churches he pastored. This 

led to many subsequent outdoor meetings 

over the next several years with as many as 

8000 people traveling far and wide to attend. 

These became known as camp meetings. 
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• The most famous camp meeting was led 

by Barton Stone (1772-1844) at Cane 

Ridge, KY in August of 1801 where 10,000-

25,000 people gathered. People of every 

denomination came to these frontier 

meetings. However, they were often 

marked with emotional excesses.

• Sporadic revival took place for the next 20+ years until the 

1830’s when revival spread across the whole country. 

• The Baptists and especially the Methodists expanded 

rapidly during these                                                                              

revivals, quickly eclipsing                                                   

Congregationalist and                                                                                

Presbyterian churches in                                                                           

large numbers. 

Cane Ridge Meeting House

Cane Ridge 

Meeting House 

(interior)
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• Born in Killingworth, Connecticut. Converted in 1800 at age 18. 

He struggled with doubts and truthfulness of the Bible. He was 

one of 91 new converts accepted into church membership.

• Nettleton studied at Yale to be a missionary. 

He was impacted by President Timothy 

Dwight, grandson of Jonathan Edwards. He 

said of him, “He will make one of the most 

useful men this country has ever seen.” 

• He began an itinerant preaching ministry in 1812 for the next 

10 years (1822) that resulted in as many as 30,000 converts.

• He used the evangelistic methods of his Puritan forebears, 

especially Edwards and Whitefield (not James Davenport). 

• Nettleton was unmarried so he could travel frequently. He 

stayed in each place several months and then left when revival 

was strong. He largely went to so-called “waste places” that 

were resistant to revival. He would not tolerate outbursts and 

commotion during his preaching. 
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• Bennet Tyler said Nettleton’s revivals were not like tornadoes 

that left the landscape in a shambles, but like steady showers 

of rain that refreshed and renewed the landscape. 

• Most of his assemblies were very solemn with deep distress of 

soul marking large numbers. He was very careful not to give 

false assurances of faith to professors but encouraged them to 

bear fruit in keeping with true faith and repentance.

• In 1815, Nettleton was invited to speak at an all-girls school. 

Over the course of 4 weeks 50 girls came to Christ. 

• In 1818, Nettleton saw 84 people profess Christ at a church in 

Rocky Hill, CT. 26 years later, the pastor reported that all of 

these converts remained faithful. In another church in Ashford, 

CT, there were 82 conversions. Years later, only 3 defected.

• In 1819 to 1820, he preached in Malta, NY to crowds as large as 

1400 and within 6 months he saw over 600 converts.

• Later in 1820, he came to Nassau, NY. He observed that within 

a 12-mile radius, about 800 people were converted.
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• In 1820, he also went to preach in a school in Schenectady, NY. 

The place was so crowded that converts were asked to leave the 

auditorium to a room below and pray for                                                              

those who remained. Nettleton said 200                                                        

students were all weeping over their sins                                                           

at the same time. One present was Francis                                                        

Wayland, the future president of Brown                                                             

University. Wayland said of Nettleton’s                                               

preaching: “He would sway an audience                                                                

as the trees of the forest are moved by a mighty wind.”

• In 1822, Nettleton contracted typhus while staying with a family. 

Although he recovered, his health was never the same. He only 

preached occasionally the next 2 years. Relapses often kept him 

bedridden for weeks. In 1824 he began to                               

preach again, but much less frequently. 

• Nettleton’s conflict with Charles Finney began in                                  

1826. They had diametrically opposed ministries.

• He struggled with his health in his final years.
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The Man:

• Born in northwestern Connecticut in 1792, he was the seventh 

of nine children.  Puritan family roots, but his parents were 

apathetic to spiritual concerns.

• Moved to central New York when he was two, essentially onto 

the frontier then, and grew up on the family farm.  He was a 

quick learner, talented, and became a champion debater in 

school.

•  In 1816 he left teaching to become a lawyer and rose to junior 

partner of a firm in 1818.  His study of law aroused an interest 

in biblical law and this caught the attention of Presbyterian 

minister George Gale in 1819.

• Finney was regularly involved in the church but was a hardened 

and vocal skeptic.  Meanwhile, a revival was taking place locally 

and abroad – the Second Great Awakening.
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The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

The Good

• In October 1821, Finney experienced what he                                                   

described as a powerful conversion to Christ,                                              

that the Holy Spirit went through him like                                                                            

electricity, “in waves & waves of liquid love.”

• The next day he famously declared to a client,                                                   

“I have a retainer from the Lord Jesus Christ to plead His cause, 

and I cannot plead yours.”

• Finney offered himself as a candidate for ministry.  Some 

Presbyterians urged him to go to Princeton, but he declined, 

saying that the graduates he had seen from there did not meet 

his "ideal of what a minister of Christ should be.”

• The governing Presbytery had him trained by his pastor. After 

six months under George Gale, he was ordained.  The text he 

chose for his ordination service clearly reflected the focus of his 

ministry: "Without holiness no man shall see the Lord."

• .
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The Good (Cont’d.)

• Finney began to preach immediately, then went to Western New 

York in 1825 where revival spread and he was launched into 

national prominence.  Over the next several years, as many as 

100,000 converts resulted, as revival spread from small towns to 

urban centers like Boston, Philadelphia, and New York City.

• In 1835, Finney started teaching Theology at Oberlin College (an 

abolitionist school in Ohio) for the next 40 years. He continued 

his revivalist preaching on occasion. He also pastored a 

Congregationalist Church and eventually became President of 

Oberlin College.
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The Bad

• During his time at Oberlin, Finney became an advocate for social 

change and a leader in the abolitionist movement, denouncing 

slavery as a “great national sin”, and refused slaveholders to take 

Communion.  While President of Oberlin, the college became the 

first in the nation to admit women and black students.

• Finney should have never been ordained as a Presbyterian 

minister.  The presbytery purposely avoided difficult questions 

and he was simultaneously not forthright in his answers.  In 1835 

he was finally asked to withdraw his membership after his book 

Revivals of Religion fully revealed his Pelagian views.

• Finney used his lawyer’s mind to                                                                          

beat people into submission to                                                                                       

God, overcoming them with                                                                                   

sheer willpower.  He was harsh,                                                                                              

irreverent, and would call out                                                                                               

people in attendance by name                                                                        

decrying their specific sins.
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• Charles Finney introduced these New Measures, including the 

Anxious Bench which was a forerunner of the “Altar Call”.  

Finney aimed to create an excited state of feelings which would 

compel emotional pressure to respond.  One attendee said, 

“Force was his factor, and ‘breaking down’ his process.”  He was 

described as overbearing, egotistical, and many of the 

“conversions” proved to be false.

• Another revival preacher, Asahel Nettleton, stood in contrast to 

Finney.  Nettleton thought Finney a good man who was 

misguided and thus had several meetings with him in 1826.  

These meetings were not fruitful, and                                                 

Nettleton’s advice was not received.                                                                    

Later, Finney rebuked Nettleton and his                                                           

kind, accusing them of opposing the work                                                                          

of God.  This divided their supporters.                                                              

The New Lebanon Conference revealed                                                  

the depth of their theological differences.
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The Ugly

• Charles Finney held, taught, and wrote multiple theological 

views which are patently heretical.  He appealed to human 

reason then bent his interpretation of Scripture to conform to 

his reasoning. His entire theology revolved around human 

morality.

1) Finney rejected the doctrine of original sin.  He taught 

man’s sin is voluntary and can be overcome by his own will, 

referring to original sin as “anti-scriptural and nonsensical 

dogma”.  He said, "Original sin, regeneration, and all their 

kindred and resulting dogmas, are alike subversive of the 

gospel, and repulsive to the human intelligence."

2) Finney denied the atoning work of Christ on the cross.  He 

held that Christ died simply as a model of obedience, for 

something not someone, for a purpose not a people.  Christ’s 

perfect life was only an example for us to follow and had no 

basis in satisfying the wrath of God.
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The Ugly (Cont’d.)

3) He denied that the new birth is a gift from God by grace 

alone through faith alone.  Finney taught regeneration – 

conversion as he called it - is initiated by man and carried out 

through obedience to the law.

4) Finney denied the double imputation - that our sin was 

imputed onto Christ and in exchange Christ’s righteousness is 

imputed into us.  He said, "The doctrine of imputed 

righteousness, or that Christ’s obedience to the law was 

accounted as our obedience, is founded on a most false and 

nonsensical assumption.“

• Finney replaced the preaching of Christ with the preaching of 

conversion. The belief that the new birth and revival depend 

necessarily on divine activity was ludicrous to Charles Finney. 

"No doctrine," he says, "is more dangerous than this to the 

prosperity of the Church, and nothing more absurd."
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• Thus, in Finney’s theology, God is not sovereign, man is not a 

sinner by nature, the atonement is not a true payment for sin, 

justification by imputation is insulting to reason and morality, 

the new birth is simply the effect of successful techniques, and 

revival is a natural result of clever preaching efforts.

• Finney overpowered people and he took no counsel but his 

own. During his ministry, a sea-change occurred among 

evangelicals and Arminianism has been the dominant 

persuasion ever since.
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