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GEORGE WHITEFIELD

1714-1770

George Whitefield, or Whitfield, 
was one of the most influential 
of the early English 
evangelicals. Born in Gloucester, 
he was educated at Oxford, 
where he met John and Charles 
Wesley. He was ordained in the 
Church of England but did not 
become a parish priest. 3



•Whitefield was the fifth son (seventh and last child) of 
Thomas Whitefield and Elizabeth Edwards, who kept an inn at 
Gloucester.
•At an early age, he found that he had a passion and talent for 

acting in the theatre.
• Later, his natural acting gift would find service in the very 

theatrical re-enactments of Bible stories he told during his 
sermons.
•Due to financial difficulties, Whitefield’s parents did not have 

the means to pay for college tuition.
•George thus had to work as a servitor, the lowest rank of 

undergraduates. Granted free tuition, he acted as a servant 
to university Fellows and Fellow-commoners.
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•Servitor duties including tutoring other students, helping 
them bathe, cleaning their rooms, carrying their books, 
and assisting them with work.
•He was a part of the "Holy Club" at the University with 
the Wesley brothers, John and Charles. 
•An illness, as well as Scotsman Henry Scougal’s book The 
Life of God in the Soul of Man, influenced him to turn to 
the Church. 
•After experiencing what he called a “new birth,” 
Whitefield became passionate for preaching his new-
found faith and the Bishop of Gloucester ordained him as 
a deacon in the Church of England.
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•Scougal wrote that many people mistakenly understood 
Christianity to be "Orthodox Notions and Opinions" or 
"external Duties" or "rapturous Heats and extatic
Devotion". 

•Rather, Scougal wrote, "True Religion is an Union of the 
Soul with God . . . It is Christ formed within us.” (Noll, 
Mark A. (2004), The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of 
Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys, Inter-Varsity Press)

•Whitefield professed that he never knew "what true 
religion was" until he read Scougal.
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•Whitefield went to Savannah, Georgia, in 1738, in 
the American colonies, as parish priest of Christ Church. 

•While there he decided that one of the great needs of 
the area was an orphan house. 

•He decided that this, and preaching, would be his life's 
work.

•He returned to England to raise funds, as well as to 
receive priest's orders. 

•While preparing for his return to North America, he 
preached to large congregations in England. 
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•At the suggestion of friends, he preached to the miners 
of Kingswood, outside Bristol, in the open air. 

•Because Whitefield was returning to Georgia, he 
invited John Wesley to take over his Bristol 
congregations.

•He encouraged Wesley to preach in the open air for the 
first time at Kingswood and then at Blackheath, London.

•Whitefield accepted the doctrine of predestination and 
disagreed with the Wesley brothers' Arminian views on 
the doctrine of the atonement. 
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•As a result, although Whitefield formed and was the 
president of the first Methodist conference, working with the 
Wesleys, he later left this conference to the Wesleys’ 
oversight.
•Doctrinal differences aside, Whitefield believed that every 

truly religious person needs to experience a rebirth in Jesus; 
aside from this, he cared little for distinctions of 
denomination or geography.
•His work in the British North American colony of Georgia 

focused on establishing the Bethesda Orphanage.
•The Bethesda Orphanage and his preaching comprised the 

"two-fold task" that occupied the rest of his life.
•Construction of the orphanage began March 25, 1740.
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The Bethesda Home for Boys, Chatham County, Georgia
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•Whitefield wanted the orphanage to be a place of 
strong Calvinist influence with a wholesome atmosphere 
and strong discipline. 

•Boys were taught trades so that they could earn a living 
as adults. 

•Younger children learned spinning and carding, and all 
boys were taught mechanics and agriculture.

•The boys grew most of the orphanage’s food on the land 
surrounding the school. 

•Whitefield hoped that the orphanage would become the 
foundation of a university.
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•But the enterprise was more expensive than anticipated, 
and Whitefield went into debt.

•Benjamin Franklin suggested that due to the scarcity of 
workmen and materials in Georgia, it might be better to 
move the orphanage and its children to Philadelphia. 

•Whitefield refused to move the orphanage because his 
contributors donated money specifically for the Georgia 
project.

•Slavery was prohibited in Georgia from its founding in 
1732, but many British colonists began to advocate for 
its introduction in order to expand plantations.
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•Unfortunately, Whitefield was one of those advocating 
for legalization of slavery so that he could own slaves to 
work the plantation supporting the orphanage.
•The ban on slavery in the Georgia colony was lifted in 
1751.
•Whitefield owned slaves, yet his views on slavery reveal 
a fundamental contradiction that would come to plague 
many Christian slave owners in the North American 
colonies.
•Whitefield saw the "legalization of (black residency) as 
part personal victory and part divine will.” (Parr, Jessica 
M. (2015). Inventing George Whitefield: Race, 
Revivalism, and the Making of a Religious Icon. Univ. 
Press of Mississippi)

13

https://books.google.com/books?id=EQsbBwAAQBAJ&pg=PA67


•Whitefield now argued a scriptural justification for black 
residency in Georgia as slaves. 

•Yet he increased the number of black children at his 
orphanage, using his preaching to raise money to house 
them. 

•Whitefield became "perhaps the most energetic, and 
conspicuous, evangelical defender and practitioner of 
the rights of black people.(Schlenther, Boyd Stanley 
(2010) [2004]. "Whitefield, George (1714–1770)". Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography. Oxford University 
Press)
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•By propagating such "a theological defense for black 
residency " Whitefield helped slaveholders prosper. 
(Stein, Stephen J. (2009). "George Whitefield on Slavery: 
Some New Evidence". Church History. 42 (2): 243–256.)

•Upon his death, Whitefield left everything in the 
orphanage to Selina, Countess of Huntingdon in England, 
who had provided financial support. 

•This included 4,000 acres of land in the Georgia colony 
and 50 black slaves.

•Yet during his lifetime, Whitefield advocated for humane 
treatment of slaves.
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• In 1740, during his second visit to America, Whitefield 
published "an open letter to the planters of South 
Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland" chastising them for 
their cruelty to their slaves. 
•He wrote, "I think God has a Quarrel with you for your 
Abuse of and Cruelty to the poor Negroes." (Parr, 
Inventing George Whitefield)
•Furthermore, Whitefield wrote: "Your dogs are caressed 
and fondled at your tables; but your slaves who are 
frequently styled dogs or beasts, have not an equal 
privilege.”(Galli, Mark (1993b). "Slaveholding Evangelist: 
Whitefield's Troubling Mix of Views". Christian History. 
No. 38.) 16



•Some have claimed that the Bethesda Orphanage "set an 
example of humane treatment" of black people. (Cashin, 
Edward J. (2001). Beloved Bethesda: A History of George 
Whitefield's Home for Boys, 1740–2000. Mercer 
University Press.)

•Whitefield is also remembered as one of the first to 
preach to slaves.

•Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784), who was a slave, wrote a 
poem "On the Death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield" 
in 1770, while she was still a slave.

•She had heard Whitefield preach in Massachusetts.
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•Whitefield’s religious defense of slavery, with an 
emphasis on helping slaves, set the tone that many 
American Christian slaveholders would come to adopt.

•The fundamental contradiction between giving a 
Christian justification for slavery, and for slaveholders to 
expose their slaves to the preaching of the Christian 
gospel, would affect the evangelical Protestant wing of 
the church in North America for generations.

•Whitefield was active not only in establishing the 
orphanage in Georgia, but also in continuing to preach 
throughout the colonies, both North and South.
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•Whitefield was part of the First Great Awakening taking 
place in England and North America.

•The First Great Awakening, or the Evangelical Revival, 
was a series of Christian revivals that swept Britain and 
its thirteen North American colonies in the 1730s and 
1740s. 

•The revival movement permanently affected Protestants 
as adherents strove to renew individual piety and 
religious devotion. 

•The movement became characterized as Anglo-
American evangelicalism.
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• It transcended denominational lines and helped forge a 
common evangelical identity.

• In the United States, the term Great Awakening is most 
often used, while in the United Kingdom the movement 
is referred to as the Evangelical Revival.

•Revivalists added an emphasis on providential outpour-
ings of the Holy Spirit to Reformed doctrine.

•Extemporaneous preaching gave listeners a sense of 
deep personal conviction of their need of salvation 
by Jesus Christ and fostered introspection and 
commitment to a new standard of personal morality.
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•Revival theology stressed that religious conversion was 
not only intellectual assent to correct Christian doctrine 
but had to be a "new birth" experienced in the heart.
•Many revivalists also taught that receiving assurance of 
salvation was a normal expectation in the Christian life.
•While the Evangelical Revival united evangelicals across 
various denominations around shared beliefs, it also led 
to division in existing churches between those who 
supported the revivals and those who did not.
•Opponents accused the revivals of fostering disorder and 
fanaticism within the churches by enabling uneducated, 
itinerant preachers and encouraging "religious 
enthusiasm." 21



• In England, evangelical Anglicans would grow into an 
important group within the Church of England, leading to 
what as known as “low church” Anglicanism.

•The Methodist movement would develop out of the 
ministries of George Whitefield and the Wesleys.

• In the American colonies the Awakening caused 
the Congregational and Presbyterian churches to split, 
while it strengthened both the Methodists and Baptists.

• It had little immediate impact on most Lutherans, 
Quakers, and non-Protestants.

•Later, it would cause a split among Quakers.
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•The English Baptists originated from the 1609 English 
Separatist church-in-exile in the Netherlands headed by 
English Separatist John Smyth as its pastor.

• In accordance with his reading of the New Testament, 
Smyth rejected baptism of infants and instituted baptism 
only of believing adults.

•Baptist practice spread to England, where the General 
Baptists considered Christ's atonement to extend to all 
people (Arminian theology), while the Particular 
Baptists believed that it extended only to the elect 
(Calvinist theology).
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•Thomas Helwys (1575 – 1616) formulated a distinctively 
Baptist request that the church and the state be kept 
separate in matters of law, so that individuals might have 
freedom of religion.

•English Baptists also sought to differentiate themselves 
from Swiss and German Anabaptists, although their 
beliefs about baptism were similar. 

• In the 18th century, many English Baptists referred to 
themselves as "the Christians commonly, though falsely 
called, Anabaptists." (McBeth, H Leon. "Baptist 
Beginnings". Baptist History and Heritage Society.)
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• In 1639, Roger Williams established one of the first two 
Baptist churches in the British North American colonies, 
in Providence, Rhode Island.

• John Clarke, Williams’s co-worker, began a Baptist church 
at about the same time in Newport, Rhode Island. 

•The Great Awakening energized the Baptist movement, 
and the Baptist community experienced spectacular 
growth. 

•Baptists became the largest Christian community in 
many southern states, including among the enslaved 
Black populations. 
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•The Great Awakening was not the first time that 
Protestant churches had experienced revival; however, it 
was the first time a common evangelical identity had 
emerged based on a fairly uniform understanding 
of salvation, preaching the gospel and conversion. 

•Revival theology focused on the way of salvation, the 
stages by which a person receives Christian faith and 
then expresses that faith in the way they live.

•Other major figures of the Great Awakening include 
Jonathan Edwards, Gilbert Tennent, Jonathan 
Dickinson and Samuel Davies.
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•Moderate evangelicals, who preached a pietistic form 
of Calvinism heavily influenced by Puritanism, they held 
that religion was not only an intellectual exercise but 
also had to be felt and experienced in the heart.

•This moderate revival theology consisted of a three-stage 
process: 
•conviction of sin - spiritual preparation for faith by 
God's law and the means of grace. 
•conversion - spiritual illumination, repentance, faith. 
•consolation - searching and receiving assurance of 
salvation. 
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•Conviction of sin was the stage that prepared someone 
to receive salvation, and this stage often lasted weeks or 
months.

•When under conviction, nonbelievers realized they were 
guilty of sin and under divine condemnation and 
subsequently faced feelings of sorrow and anguish.

•When revivalists preached, they emphasized God's moral 
law to highlight the holiness of God and to spark 
conviction in the unconverted.

• Jonathan Edwards' sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God" is an example of such preaching.
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Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)

Jonathan Edwards was an 
American revivalist preacher, 
philosopher and  
Congregationalist theologian. 
Edwards is widely regarded as 
one of America's most important 
and original philosophical 
theologians. But he is perhaps 
best known for his sermon 
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 
God,” preached first in 1741. 29



• Jonathan Edwards was born on October 5, 1703, the only 
son of Timothy Edwards (1668–1759), a minister at East 
Windsor, Connecticut (modern-day South Windsor), who 
eked out his salary by tutoring boys for college. 

•His mother, Esther Stoddard, daughter of Rev. Solomon 
Stoddard of Northampton, Massachusetts, seems to 
have been a woman of unusual mental gifts and 
independence of character.

• Jonathan, their only son, was the fifth of 11 children.

•Timothy Edwards had at least one slave in their 
household, a black man named Ansars.
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• Jonathan was trained for college by his father and elder 
sisters, all of whom were well-educated for the 
standards of the day.
•He entered Yale College in 1716 at the age of 13. 
• In the following year, he became acquainted with John 
Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which 
influenced him profoundly.
•During his college studies, he kept notebooks labeled 
"The Mind," "Natural Science" (containing a discussion of 
the atomic theory), "The Scriptures" and "Miscellanies.”
•He had a grand plan for a work on natural and mental 
philosophy and drew up rules for its composition.
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•He was interested in natural history, and as a precocious 
11-year-old, had observed and written an essay detailing 
the ballooning behavior of some spiders. 

•Edwards edited this text later to match the burgeoning 
genre of scientific literature, and his "The Flying Spider" 
fit easily into the contemporary scholarship on spiders.

•Edwards’ interest in science continued throughout his 
life.

•Although many European scientists and American 
clergymen found the implications of science pushing 
them towards deism, Edwards went the other way. 
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•He believed the natural world was evidence of God's 
masterful design.

•Throughout his life, Edwards often went into the woods 
as a favorite place to pray and worship in the beauty and 
solace of nature.

•Edwards was fascinated by the discoveries of Isaac 
Newton and other scientists of this time period. 

•Before he was called to full-time ministry work in 
Northampton, he wrote on various topics in natural 
philosophy, including flying spiders, light, and optics. 

•He continued to study in addition to working as a pastor.
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•While he worried about those of his contemporaries 
who seemed preoccupied by materialism and faith in 
reason alone, he considered the laws of nature to be 
derived from God and demonstrating his wisdom and 
care. 

•Edwards's written sermons and theological treatises 
emphasize the beauty of God and the role of aesthetics 
in the spiritual life.

•On February 15, 1727, Edwards was ordained minister 
at Northampton and assistant to his grandfather 
Solomon Stoddard, a noted minister.
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•He was a scholar-pastor, not a visiting pastor, his rule 
being 13 hours of study a day.

•That same year he married Sarah Pierpont. She was of a 
bright and cheerful disposition, a practical housekeeper, 
a model wife, and the mother of 11 children.

•On July 8, 1731, Edwards preached in Boston the "Public 
Lecture" afterwards published under the title "God 
Glorified in the Work of Redemption, by the Greatness of 
Man's Dependence upon Him, in the Whole of It," which 
was his first public attack on Arminianism.

•By 1733 revival had broken out in Massachusetts.
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•The revival gave Edwards an opportunity to study the 
process of conversion in all its phases and varieties, and 
he recorded his observations with psychological 
minuteness and discrimination in A Faithful Narrative of 
the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of Many 
Hundred Souls in Northampton (1737). 
•A year later, he published Discourses on Various 
Important Subjects, the five sermons which had proved 
most effective in the revival. 
•Of these, none was so immediately effective as that on 
the Justice of God in the Damnation of Sinners, from the 
text, "That every mouth may be stopped.” (Rom. 3:19)
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•By 1735, the revival had spread and popped up 
independently across the Connecticut River Valley, and 
perhaps as far as New Jersey. 

•But criticism of the revival began, and many New 
Englanders feared that Edwards had led his flock into 
fanaticism.

•Over the summer of 1735, religious fervor took a dark 
turn. 

•A number of New Englanders were shaken by the 
revivals but not converted and became convinced of 
their inexorable damnation. 
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•At least two individuals committed suicide as a result, 
one of whom was an uncle of Edwards.

•By 1741, Edwards had made a connection with George 
Whitefield, and they worked together to orchestrate 
Whitefield’s preaching trip, first through Boston and then 
to Northampton.

•As the revival continued, there were many who 
experienced what was termed “bodily effects”: the 
swoonings, or faintings; outcries; and convulsions 
experienced by many in attendance.

•Conservative Congregationalist pastors were alarmed.
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•Charles Chauncy wrote Seasonable Thoughts on the 
State of Religion in New England in 1743 and 
anonymously penned The Late Religious Commotions in 
New England Considered in the same year. 

• In these works, he urged conduct as the sole test of 
conversion. 

•The general convention of Congregational ministers in 
Massachusetts seemed to agree, protesting "against 
disorders in practice which have of late obtained in 
various parts of the land.”
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•“Bodily effects” could not be considered to be proof of 
real, Biblical conversion.

•Yet Edwards believed that a real move of God would 
produce all kinds of effects, those that could be seen, 
and those that couldn’t.

• In A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of 
God (1737), Edwards describes his congregants' vivid 
experiences with grace as causing a "new light" in their 
perspective on sin and atonement.

•Proponents of the revival came to be known as New 
Light Calvinists.
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•Old Light Calvinist ministers were critical of the revival.

•Edwards's writings and beliefs continue to influence 
individuals and groups to this day. 

•Early American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions missionaries were influenced by Edwards's 
writings. 

•After WWII, American historical scholars produced works 
on Edwards.

•The Banner of Truth Trust and other publishers continue 
to reprint Edwards's works.

•His major works are still in print. 41


