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Revival Done Rightly: a Comparison of Edwards and Finney

Scholars often view the renowned American preachers of revival, Jonathan Edwards and Charles Gradison Finney, as having similar approaches to revival or even theology.  Such comparisons may claim a sort of revivalist lineage – that Finney inherited his views from the First Great Awakening.  George Marden, for example, seems to imply as much in his recent biography when he describes this revival as “a prototype for one of America’s most influential religious practices.”
  Are these two revivalists truly related to the degree that such rough comparisons might indicate, or have they actually dealt with similar phenomena in entirely dissimilar ways?  A complete answer cannot cover only the historical events and appearances, important as they are, but must also examine theology.  Their history and writings have ongoing religious importance insofar as they illuminate a Biblical perspective on evangelism.

Edwards and Finney do share a common desire to advance Christianity through revival, bringing nearer the kingdom of God and the millennium of peace; they hold little else in common however.  Finney equates salvation with a sort of moral obedience – a choice to follow Scriptural law – thereby ignoring the grace God manifests in the atoning sacrifice of the Son Jesus Christ, and causing Christianity to appear as mere morality, from which people quickly lapse when excitement wanes.  This is not the gospel preached by Paul, who came “not with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”  He continues, “for the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”
  Edwards preaches this secure foundation for Christian faith and revival: careful to distinguish between true revival and empty emotionalism, he attempts to waken affections for the purpose of bringing sinners to understand and to feel their utter helplessness and thus to see the necessity of relying solely upon Jesus Christ.

Conversion and its Implications


The conversions of Edwards and Finney foreshadowed later developments of their thought.  Edwards’ early uncertainty and doubt regarding the state of his soul led to persistent concern whether apparent conversions were in fact true, as evidenced by the fruits of salvation – religious affections distinct from emotionalism.  On the opposite extreme, Finney’s immediate, impulsive, and unquestioned conversion led to the development of his high estimation of man’s moral abilities and his hostility to predestination.
The young Jonathan Edwards long harbored uncertainties about the state of his soul.  As early as the age of nine, he caught the enthusiasm of a local revival and became a model of sanctity, only to return unchanged to his previous ways after several months.
  Years later, falling sick with pleurisy and terrified at the possibility of death, he resolved to give himself to God, but once again this proved to be merely self-deception.  He still resented teaching and discipline, found church dull, and in pride and rebellion lacked any signs of charity evidencing grace.
  After this experience however, he began miserably seeking salvation.  The doctrine of predestination provided the primary obstacle; intellectually, Edwards found it appalling that God should choose whom He would and reject whom He pleased, predestining many to the horror of eternal punishment.  Though Edwards “desperately wanted to trust in God, yet he could not believe in, let alone submit to, such a tyrant.”
  After a great period of prayerful struggle, he came to wonder at and appreciate the incomprehensible goodness, beauty, and love of God – an appreciation that convinced him God was perfectly just in “eternally disposing of men, according to his sovereign pleasure.”
  This was not mere intellectual assent, but was manifested spiritually as he rapturously came to sense God’s incomprehensible greatness, filling him with awe and sweet, ardent love.  Edwards was unable to say later what provoked this shift, except that it was God’s grace and he considered it to be the true occasion of his conversion.


Charles Finney’s conversion contrasts sharply; he was as much the product as the cause of revival.
  Raised outside the Church by an unassuming farm family, he was “a young man of strong impulses, great vivacity of spirit... independent and self-reliant, but full of kind and tender feeling and strong attachment to his friends.”
  His morals were likely “no worse than those of the average young man of that time and region,” though some, Finney included, have suggested otherwise.
  Circumstances began leading him toward Christianity in 1818 when, at the age of twenty six, he began consistently attending a Presbyterian church where he came under the influence of an energetic young pastor, George Gale.  At the same time, he began studying law, wherein he frequently came across Scriptural quotations, particularly ones from the Mosaic code, which led to his purchasing and reading a Bible.
  This period of questioning spiritual interest came to a height several years later: Finney attended a revival meeting at which he later recalled having “trembled so that my very seat shook under me” – or, according to another report, he solemnly inquired of Gale: “I am willing now to be a Christian... Do you think there is any hope in my case?”
  Several days later, becoming increasingly weighted down, he went into a grove of trees outside of town and resolved to give his heart to God; he found himself filled with joy and after several hours of prayer, emerged determined to be a preacher.  This view, that one can choose salvation, that what was required was one’s own consent – voluntary trust, would inform his career as revivalist in numerous respects.

The First Great Awakening
The Northampton revivals were not isolated and unexpected events.  For decades previously, periodic revivals had occurred in most New England towns under the direction of the local clergy.  One such clergyman was Solomon Stoddard, a leader with kinship ties to other powerful clergy, merchants, and magistrates throughout the region.  Massachusetts’ society was at this time still firmly hierarchical, with such leaders constituting the aristocracy.  In February of 1729, Stoddard died leaving his pastoral position to Jonathan Edwards, his grandson.
  Stoddard’s son-in-law, William Williams, a talented man from a well renowned family, had also promoted revival in the nearby town of Hatfield for many years.  Both did so foremost out of concern for their parishioners’ souls; however, they also viewed obedience to God’s law as necessary for the blessing of their communities.

Despite previous revivals having occurred in Northampton, Edwards came into a difficult position.  Though remaining vigorous till the end, Stoddard’s oversight had somewhat slackened and his church had been many years without revival.  Yet many parishioners initially judged critically of Edwards, as they compared him with the exalted standard of their former pastor.  Jealousy and contention flourished, the town having nearly divided on the issue of Stoddard’s great, some said over-great, influence.  Pride, vanity, covetousness, and cheating were rampant; drunkenness common; and the youth’s morals had fallen so low that lasciviousness was encouraged and even premarital sex no longer carried a stigma.
  Some of the problem was owing to a shortage of homesteading land, causing children to remain with their parents on average well into their twenties.  As a result, while they were not fully integrated into the community in such a way as to require responsibility, neither were they fully subject to their parents’ authority.

Whereas Stoddard had urged preaching without notes, so as not to hinder gestures, Edwards had a different sort of intensity.  He looked straight ahead – as if staring at the bell-rope some said – and delivered in a clear, sober tone of voice; still there was power behind this seeming tranquility: “His words often discovered a great degree of inward fervor, without much noise or external emotion, and fell with great weight on the minds of his hearers.”
  Focusing his energies where he felt most gifted, Edwards called on his parishioners only in cases of sickness or emergency; instead he spent tremendous amounts of time in daily prayer and study.  An early diary entry reads: “I think Christ has recommended rising early in the morning, by his rising from the grave very early.”
  His evident sincerity, gravity, and clear logic soon won the love and respect of those in Northampton.  Around the middle of 1731, he began to notice increasing respect and attention among the youth.  In the sudden death of one young man, an opportunity presented itself, which Edwards seized by taking occasion to reflect on “folly of loving earthly pleasure when on the brink of eternity.”
  Painting a picture of the fragile beauty of youth by comparing it to green grass which lasts but a while and is soon cut down to wither, he brought many to tears as they saw themselves wasting such short opportunity and despising everlasting life.  Within months, small prayer and discussion groups, many led by young men, sprang up to meet during the evenings.  Though in kind similar to earlier revivals, this one was greater in extent and reached many surrounding communities.  However, it did not reach Boston where many scoffed, thinking it to be only some fanatical outbreak.  Having heard many rumors, but desiring the truth, a well known pastor named Benjamin Colman requested a detailed account, which Edwards promptly furnished.  His publisher appended the result, A Faithful Narrative, to several sermons by Walter Williams whom many still considered to be the guide to young Edwards.
At the height of the revival, Joseph Hawley II, a respected storekeeper, committed suicide after struggling with depression and terrible anxiety for two months.  This event prompted several copycat attempts and effectively brought the revival to an end.
  Edward’s funeral sermon reminded listeners of Satan’s reality in opposing Christianity while also giving the hope of God’s promise: but for grace, all would be helpless, yet Christ will defeat the devil.  Also dampening the revival was a current controversy over Church structure and authority – whether eastern pastors could preside over a pastoral appointment in western Massachusetts.  While somewhat divisive and contentious, this issue should not be seen as a split, for it was characteristic of such debate that “the two sides could launch scathing polemics on an issue of polity and procedure while still remaining allies in the cause of vital religion.”
  Though morality did not fall as low as it had formerly been, spirituality did decline and excessive care for possessions reemerged in many after the furor passed.  For example, when, in March of 1737, an entire congregation survived the collapse of a decrepit meetinghouse, many praised God’s grace, but there was little searching of hearts.  So unchanged were most that, even in the rebuilding, they contended over the seating arrangement.
  Seeing this, Edwards became increasingly concerned by his apparent overestimation of the genuine extent of conversion.
The redemptive love of God in history is central to Edward’s theology.  He believed revival and evangelization would continually progress, finally to culminate in the millennium of peace.
  Consequently, local revivals took on significance as part of a larger movement.  One part of that movement appeared to be happening in England: George Whitefield, an Anglican priest who, rather incongruously, espoused reformed doctrines, had been preaching to crowds of thousands in defiance of the tightly organized parish system.  A master of publicity with a powerful voice, he was in many respects Edwards’ opposite – preaching emotionally and without notes, or even extempore.
  In fact, the contradictions ran far deeper than delivery: Whitefield was a revolutionary, opposing hierarchical pretensions and social tradition by appealing to the people directly.  Yet Edwards could assent to these differences in practice since their theological views fundamentally agreed.  Seeing the enthusiasm and believing the revival for which he had so long prayed would be renewed, Edwards invited Whitefield to preach in Northampton; and when the occasion came, he wept as his parishioners flooded to meetings.  Yet having previously seen revival die out, he judiciously studied the results in an attempt to discern between revival and mere emotion:
Edwards was concerned to “try the spirits” (I John 4:1), testing new phenomena against Scripture.  He had no objection to new practices or extraordinary spiritual manifestations not directly found in Scripture, just so long as they did not contradict Scripture.  So, while he rejoiced in much good that seemed to come form Whitefield’s new methods and the overwhelming emotional and sometimes spiritual effects they produced, he was not so taken by the young evangelist as to be without criticism.

By 1741, through Whitefield’s itinerancy, Edwards had become involved in a more widespread awakening centered on Boston and including many New England towns.
  The excitement had spread: “Revival sermons now were typically punctuated by outcries of anguish or of joy, or by convulsions, rages, seizures, and faintings.  Sometimes preachers could not continue until the ecstatic were carried off.  For a time during this great awakening, unprecedented in its scope and intensity, it seemed as though all New England were seized with spiritual hysteria.”
  Many of Edward’s great revival sermons date from this period, such as the well known “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” – a sermon characteristic in its emphasis on man’s helplessness under the weight of sin.  Still, hellfire and judgment was not the entire focus; he preached the law “only to make way for the gospel, and in order that it may be preached more effectually.”
  Preaching a similar sermon on another occasion – one which he was able to finish uninterrupted – Edwards closed by reminding his listeners that fear for one’s soul is necessary to make one see the need for Christ as a mediator.


This largest revival was not without controversy, jealousy, and resentment; the stir over alleged excesses was beginning to tear apart the New England establishment, driving a wedge between the Old and New Lights – those who opposed or supported the revivals.  Unlike former revivals, the established order did not control this one, and consequently many converts actually condemned the religious authorities as spiritually dead.  This trend arose particularly among the young: “Students imitated the evangelists, setting themselves up as infallible judges of the spiritual condition of each other, the clergy, and even of college officials.”
  At the height of this, Edwards delivered the commencement address at Yale – a speech which would be published in an expanded version as The Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God.  This work endorsed the awakening as true, yet warned against the censorious spirit becoming epidemic, and the tendencies to despise human learning and be led by impulses.  Believing human nature to be fallen, he looked at imprudencies and irregularities as failings of man, which do not negate God’s work: “And it is particularly observable, that in times of great pouring out of the Spirit to revive religion in the world, a number of those who for a while seemed to partake in it, have fallen off into whimsical and extravagant errors, and gross enthusiasm, boasting of high degrees of spirituality and perfection, censuring and condemning others as carnal.”

While many who professed conversion fell away, he believed many more among all sorts and ages of people were becoming sensible of their sin and need for salvation through Jesus.  Among those truly affected, he placed his wife Sarah who evidenced ever increasing piety and even ecstasy in submitting entirely to God, or in her own words “being weaned from the world.”
  Jonathan Edwards fully believed the awakening was genuine and hoped it presaged the beginning of an era of worldwide revivals that would radiate outward from New England.

The Second Great Awakening


Shortly after his conversion, Charles Gradison Finney began sharing his testimony and preaching using the vigorous, direct address he had mastered as a student of law.  Coupled with his striking features, a prominent forehead and piercing blue eyes, his manner caused Gale’s preaching to seem mild and ineffective by comparison.
  Thus it was that Finney decided to enter the ministry, convinced he was headed for greatness.  His Memoirs claim that Gale, deeply impressed by Finney’s conversion and preaching, insisted he should become a minister.  They also claim the house trembled while Finney and Gale kneeled to pray, and that on another occasion, the glory of God shone about them even as the light shone about Paul on the road to Damascus; perhaps a shade of conceit colored these recollections.
  Gale’s account of the decision states that Finney initiated the subject of entering the ministry, and was counseled to take time to consider and to study in preparation for such a course.
  Finney applied to Andover, Princeton, and Auburn seminaries but, lacking requisite learning, was refused by all three.  This rejection cemented his determination not to follow any strict preparatory course of studies, and his insistence that a true man of God could learn all necessary truth in solitary study of the Bible without an admixture of any human elements.  Nevertheless, Finney can by no means be considered entirely unlearned; he did know rudimentary Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, and had discussed theological matters fairly extensively with Gale – enough at least to be ordained as a Presbyterian evangelist in 1824.

The lack of a traditional theological education led Finney to take unorthodox views at times.  The most notable example concerns predestination as taught by the Westminster Confession: like Edwards, he had difficulty accepting that men might be destined for damnation, but he reacted entirely differently by simply rejecting said doctrine.  He justified this with a principle from Blackstone, that “an involuntary act, as it has no claim to merit, so neither can it induce any guilt: the concurrence of the will, when it has its choice either to do or to avoid the fact in question, being the only thing that renders human action either praiseworthy or culpable.”
  Unaware of the long history of Pelagianism, Finney actually prided himself that his own intellect had brought him to question this aspect of Calvinism.  Many Americans of this time had such concerns; he largely concurred with the New Divinity School of theology, but this similarity arose more out of a correspondence with the broader mood of expansive individualism than from direct knowledge of such scholarly disputes.  In fact, Finney had little positive theology of any sort at the beginning of his career. 

Finney’s official ordination in the Presbyterian Church occurred in June of 1824.  He then began evangelizing at different churches throughout western New York – a rapidly growing and unsettled area which had long been subject to “causes, crusades, enthusiasms, and eccentricities.”
  His blustery and unpolished style proved effective in the backwoods towns, but not all approved of it.  One cautionary letter expressed “a very serious doubt of the genuineness of that revival which is conducted upon the principle that no degree of animal feeling is too great, and that every excitement however raised is to be cultivated and cherished.”
  Yet to look at these early revivals as necessarily short and frenzied is an unfair caricature.  For example, the revivals in Rome took place under the strict guidance of a local pastor and in an ordered and quiet fashion which resulted in the supposed conversion of around five hundred people, out of a town of four thousand, and while many of these must later have returned to their previous ways, there was a marked reformation of morals in the town.


These earliest revivals in Oneida County propelled Finney into a position of national fame and garnered him invitations to preach in cities as far distant as Cleveland and New York City.
  Sophisticated and better educated urban audiences forced his methods to evolve, for they would not be satisfied with the violent portrayals of hell and general ranting used on their rural counterparts.  While “there is no question that in the first stage of his development Finney’s language was coarse, vituperous, and extremely inflammatory,” he gradually acquired a more polished delivery.
  Stubbornly, despite this increasing eloquence, he continued to preach almost formulaically against composure and lethargy: “if one were not in the heat of revival fever, then the only alternative was religious ‘stupidity,’ or lassitude and ennui.  To him, there was no such thing as a deep, quiet spiritual life.”
  Also around this time, Finney was introduced to Edwards’ Religious Affections, and would on occasion later quote Edwards.  Yet grounds exist for questioning if he even read the entire work, for he never referred to or addressed the three quarters of the book cautioning about the affections but used it only as justification for high emotions on religious occasions.
 

With increasing prominence came increasing opposition to Finney’s “new measures” revivalism.  He would use any measure found effective in promoting a response, so while most of these measures were not new, having been used by the Methodists or on a limited basis in earlier awakenings, he applied them with far greater frequency.
  People commonly objected to some such measures, including public prayer by women; use of the anxious bench;
 the demand for an immediate response and its corollary, immediate admittance to church membership for converts.  The most common objections however, were to inflammatory language: colloquialism, praying for people by name, and too great familiarity with the Almighty – as by telling a long story in prayer for stage effect.  One opposing booklet went so far as to say that “his shocking blasphemies, his novel and repulsive sentiments, and his theatrical and frantic gesticulations, struck horror into those who entertained any reverence either for religion or decency.”
  Another evaluation, by the reverend Asahel Nettleton – who had in a quiet and dignified manner tended many local revivals since the First Great Awakening – admitted that some were saved thus, but thought it at the expense of schism, irreverence, and the alienation of many, Christian and non-Christian.

Representatives from each of these factions convened together in the town of New Lebanon for the stated purpose of seeing “in what respects there is an agreement between brethren from different sections of the country, in regard to principles and measures in conducting and promoting revivals of religion.”
  This attempt to arrive at a concord was in opposition to the rapidly rising threat of Unitarianism.  Finney served as the head of the western “new measures” attendees, while Dr. Lyman Beecher served at the head of the more conservative New England clergy.  After several days of debate and the leveling of many unsubstantiated charges, the delegates adjourned, having reached no unanimity.  Even though mildly rebuked, Finney actually emerged in a stronger position, seen as the leader of the western revivals.
  The incompatibility of these factions originated fundamentally in their views of the relationship between revival and the social order:  “Finney did not call his converts to propriety and preservation of the old, but rather to enthusiasm and unpredictability, and he posed the menace of detaching religion from the institutional framework, for he believed the churches to be lukewarm and impotent.”
  Beecher and his like saw in this the potential destruction of Church order.

In 1828, not long after this confrontation, Charles Finney left western New York for the cities of the eastern seaboard.  First was Philadelphia, the second largest city in the colonies and the stronghold of Presbyterian orthodoxy.
  Once again, his style was forced to change somewhat as he began working closely with local Churches for extended periods of time.  Soon Arthur Tappan, growing frustrated with the rigid hierarchy and what he perceived as staid indifference of organized Presbyterianism, approached Finney with a proposition to help fund the formation of several congregational churches, which would in turn be popularized by Finney.
  This was the real beginning of Finney’s association with social affairs.  Arthur Tappan was a wealthy philanthropic businessman with a great interest in promoting charity; he was associated with spreading “Benevolent Empire” societies to ameliorate social ills.  His vision fit wonderfully with Finney’s moralism and the view of conversion as being an active response each individual must make to follow the Scriptures.  Also, they together started the New York Female Moral Reform Society to help eradicate prostitution and highlight women’s rights and equality, and the New York Evangelist newspaper to supplant the religion paper of the Old School.


Rochester proved the highpoint of Finney’s career as revivalist.  Time in the cities had refined his style, yet “Still, he portrayed God as vengeful, and rarely mentioned God’s love, other than as an impersonal disinterested benevolence.”
  Somewhat more dignified, these revivals were attended by many prominent members of the community: lawyers, real-estate magnates, millers, manufacturers, and commercial tycoons.  Though typically dignified, their reserve was quickly broken down as spectacular crowds became convicted.  The awakening continued unabated for weeks as “all Rochester was moved.”
  Owing to the strains of personally keeping up such a demanding schedule, Finney solicited the assistance of Theodore Weld.  With this alliance, Finney’s revivalism became even more closely tied to social reform, particularly the temperance movement.  Weld demanded converts forsake their involvement with the liquor trade, even to the point of refraining from business interactions with merchants who trafficked in alcohol.  Despite the status of alcohol as one of Rochester’s major commodities, and its popularity among the lower class, most of the hundred establishments licensed to sell liquor soon broke off their trade, some destroying it, others selling off the remaining stock.
  Finney based a great part of his theology on “historical fact,” yet while Rochester appears to have been a great success owing to such great excitement and the triumph of temperance, are these grounds enough to judge?
 

While Finney was in Rochester promoting revival, Albert Barnes, pastor of the prominent First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, was accused of and tried for preaching heresy.  Opponents charged him with denying the doctrine of original sin as taught in the Westminster Confession.  Such an accusation could also have been directed at Finney, as others quickly warned; he had been tolerated thus far because he appeared to be simply another itinerant evangelist, without intellectual depth or eminent position.
  Up till this point, opposition had focused solely on the measures Finney used.  This changed in 1831 with the delivery and subsequent publication of his sermon “Sinners Bound to Change Their Own Hearts” and, four years later, the bestselling Lectures on Revivals of Religion.
  These showed Finney’s beliefs to align closely with the New Divinity Theology espoused by Nathaniel Taylor and the school of New Haven theologians.
  Central to their theology was a denial of predestination and a view of sin as consisting in particular sinful acts rather than a state of rebellion inherited from Adam.  Such concordance surprised even Finney himself, who had assumed their opposition.

Critics appreciated the opportunity to review and condemn the New Divinity theology; though it had existed several years, these sermons were among the first published examples and, as Albert Dodd noted in his review, “its advocates, when charged with teaching certain obnoxious doctrines, and... violating the sobrieties of good sense as well as of Christian order... evaded or denied the charge, and complained piteously of misrepresentation.”
  Asa Rand, editor of a Boston religious periodical, began the critical onslaught with an article entitled “The New Divinity Tried.”  While the article decorously refrained from attacking Finney personally or even mentioning his name, it clearly addressed his recently published works.
  Noting over twenty Old and New Testament citations that teach the universal depravity of fallen human nature, Rand argued the author must be ignorant at best.
  By reducing the clearly taught progression from sin and death, through Christ’s redemptive work and the present ministration of the Holy Ghost to a simplistic either/or decision, Finney had ignored the work of the second and third members of the Trinity.  Charles Hodge, a professor at Princeton Seminary concurred with such an evaluation:
We believe that the characteristic tendency of this mode of preaching, is to keep the Holy Spirit and his influences out of view; and we fear a still more serious objection is, that Christ and his cross are practically made of none effect.  The constant exhortation is, to make choice of God as the portion of the soul; to change the governing purpose of the life; to submit to the moral Governor of the universe.  The specific act to which the sinner is urged as immediately connected with salvation, is an act which has no reference to Christ.  The soul is brought immediately in contact with God; the Mediator is left out of view.  We maintain that this is another Gospel.  It is practically another system, and a legal system of religion.

Also of Princeton, Albert Dodd published an extensive review, attempting, by both reason and the light of the Scriptures, to show the falsity of Finney’s work.  His commentary primarily addresses theology; however, he sharply condemns Finney’s arrogance in “assuming all knowledge to himself” and “loftily arraigning and rebuking all other ministers of the gospel” – an arrogance found particularly noisome owing to what he perceived as Finney’s great ignorance: “For, surely, it has not often fallen to our lot to read a book, in which the proprieties of grammar as well as the decencies of taste were so often and so needlessly violated; and in which so much that may not inappropriately be termed slang was introduced.”


Finney teaches sin consists in acts, denying there can be a mental disposition towards wickedness or that such a disposition could have a moral character.  He makes a twofold argument for this: first, that, aside from the physical brain, he cannot conceive of such a disposition existing apart from the faculties and acts of the mind; second, that such teaching lulls men into complacency and presents God as an infinite tyrant, condemning men for that which they cannot help.
  Against the clear truth of the Bible, he opposes his own reason, nay not even reason but opinion, for it is no argument against a thing’s existence that one cannot imagine it.  James clearly says sin comes from the evil of the heart, not the other way around: “but each on is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.”
  Needing to explain man’s tendency to sin, Finney postulates an inclination entirely separate from emotion and thus not an evil but only a sort of weakness; men are then led to sin by distractions and evil influences, all of which are external.
  Dodd views such a definition – “love existing in the form of volition” – as mere semantics; it must be an inclination.

Addressing Finney’s second argument, that requiring of man something he cannot of himself do is unjust, one must again question the foundation of this assertion.  Job, “blameless and upright,” nevertheless “despised himself and repented in dust and ashes” when he saw God, understanding that there was no goodness which came from man.  Such a proposition is difficult to accept and understand because the Lord’s wisdom is incomprehensible.  Even the disciples were reprimanded for their dullness in assuming that one’s actions rather than the heart make a man clean or unclean.
  Christians should therefore believe the Word before their own reasoning, and the Word says they are born in sin.


Such a fundamental misunderstanding of sin undermines God’s sovereignty: “If [God] cannot control at pleasure the subjects of His moral kingdom, then must He be continually and unavoidably subject to grief from the failure of His plans.  Instead of working all things according to His good pleasure, He can only do what the nature of the case will permit, - that is, what His creatures will allow Him to do.”
 Finney is so bold as to proclaim God finds it necessary “to take advantage of the excitability there is in mankind, to produce powerful excitements among them, before He can lead them to obey. Men are so sluggish, there are so many things to lead their minds off from religion and to oppose the influence of the Gospel, that it is necessary to raise an excitement among them, till the tide rises so high as to sweep away the opposing obstacles.”
  What horrifying brashness to say so of He who has created everything.  Does the potter find it necessary to obtain the assent and help of the clay as He forms it?  “Shall the work say of Him that made it, He made me not?” But “Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and another unto dishonour?”  No, the scriptures remind us, “O Lord, thou art our father; we are the clay, and thou our potter; and we all are the work of they hand.”


Neither does Finney have a proper view of the Son, Jesus Christ.  His congregation heard “next to nothing of the grace and glory of God as they shine in the face of Jesus Christ – of the wondrous love of a dying Saviour – of the demerit of sin as illustrated by His death – or of the guilt of the sinner in remaining insensible to the motives which address him from Calvary.”
  Rather than telling his audience of this supreme love, he preached the reasonableness of serving God, and while this is true, it is not what the apostles deemed most important.  The early Church preached Christ daily, likewise, Paul, after his conversion straightaway went and “preached Christ in the synagogues.”
  This singular phrase appears throughout the New Testament – not that they preach God, but specifically that they preach Christ: “But we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling block, and unto the Greeks foolishness; but unto them which are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God.”
  Even speaking of the renewal of faith which accompanies revival, Finney mentions only that this would consist in an abstract “love of God” and zealous labor to bring others to this love, but says nothing of the Mediator between God and man.


Finally, Finney’s theology contains no necessity for the Holy Ghost.  Denying that there is a sinful heart, he assigns it the task of presenting truth to the intellect – a role he also assigns in lesser degree to preachers.  On the contrary, the Bible speaks of the Holy Ghost as causing Jesus’ conception in Mary; speaking and prophesying through men; bringing holy righteousness, peace, and joy; and sanctifying.
  In acting thus, the Spirit often is said to rest upon or to fill men; clearly more is meant by this than just that it presents truth to the intellect.


Arguing that cause and effect are more closely united in spiritual matters than physical, Finney maintains undeviating belief that when truth is properly presented, it always converts men.  He proposes that God providentially arranges the appropriate circumstances and timing, the Spirit then presents truth with vividness and strength, as might be done by a lawyer, and the sinner will, seeing the truth, choose to leave his ways and submit to God.
  It is a process nearly like to switching one’s alliance: 
He divides the world into two great political parties, the one with God, the other with Satan, at its head.  When a man makes for himself a new heart, he changes sides in politics – he gives up the service of Satan, and submits to the government of God.  The great duty which he urges upon the sinner is unconditional submission to God.  This duty, as presented by him, is very rarely intended to include submission to the terms of salvation revealed in the gospel – it is a submission to God, as the great creator and ruler of the world – the God of providence, rather than of grace.  Now it will at once occur to every reader of the Bible, that this is not the duty which the sacred writers most frequently urge upon the sinner.

In another metaphor, he compares revival with farming: one plows, plants, and labors, a crop springs up through the natural means God has ordained and not by any miraculous intervention.  Continuing, he wrongly compares the Calvinist to one who attends to none of these duties yet expects a harvest.
  Based on this, Finney justified the use of any means to bring men to see they were lost – awareness “gleaned less from the substance of the gospel message than from the style in which the message was presented.”
  Unfortunately this frequently led to excesses, and like any fashion, men easily tired of it.  However once more, his claim that only the presentation of truth is necessary opposes the Bible, wherein the apostle Paul reminds that perception of moral truth depends on the state of the heart: “But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.”
  This is more than simply natural means; the Spirit must change the sinful heart into one pure and tender to receive the words of Scripture.

With such beliefs, sanctification also is twisted.
  It becomes obedience, beginning and ending with an act since he denies that the heart changes.  This necessarily destroys all grounds for hope of eternal sanctity or fear of eternal punishment: if man’s heart does not change, how can God guarantee against sin’s reintroduction into paradise since he couldn’t prevent it originally?  Yet we can look expectantly to this day “for by one offering He hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified.”
  Persisting in such a false view of eternal matters leads to the replacement of religion – both justification and sanctification – with morality pursued by man’s own power.  Late in his career, Finney grew frustrated with the over pronounced emphasis on remedying social ills which accompanied his evangelization efforts.  He felt it overshadowed revival and rightly identified this as a perversion, similar to treating the effects of a disease rather than the sickness itself.
  However, by wrongly identifying the salvific message of the Bible, Finney preached a false gospel, devoid of the Cross and true works of the Spirit.  As a consequence, he ignorantly contributed to such perversions of theology and religion in a manner that can be aptly summarized by the opening claim of his Lectures: “religion is the work of man.”
  Owing to his continued focus on human rather than divine action, and his arrogant belief in his own reason over Scripture, Finney should not be espoused as a model for revivalism.
A Better Model of Revivalist Preaching

Edwards believed the Great Awakening to be truly of God.  He carefully considered such a judgment however, not bestowing approbation lightly, for his previous experience with revival had shown both the faults and excesses of furor and the fall back into sin and irreligion of many professing to have been awakened.  He considered it a great difficulty “to be a hearty zealous friend of what has been good and glorious in the late extraordinary appearances, and to rejoice much in it; and, at the same time, to see the evil and pernicious tendency of what has been bad, and earnestly to oppose that.”
  Yet such difficulty must be attended, so, citing the Biblical admonition to “try the spirits whether they are of God,” he wrote The Distinguishing Marks and later the Treatise Concerning the Religious Affections, both as guides for discerning between true and false religion.
  They are based on the Scriptural precept of judging a work by its fruits: “Ye shall know them by their fruits.  Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?”

Edwards began by examining the matters of appearance.  There could be no agreement within the church, so the vain wrangling was gradually causing disunity: if the New Lights were libertines, the Old Lights were Pharisees.”
  Many viewed the excitements as evidence true affections and judged those less enthusiastic to be dead in sin.  Others objected that true religion is not disorderly and considered the revivals mere hysteria.  In spiritual matters, the grounds of appearance, by which men so often judge, prove deceptive.  Because of religion’s importance, it is frequently accompanied by great mental or even physical effect, so for example Deuteronomy requires that we “love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.”
  Yet, as Edwards notes, true religion is not the only cause of tremendous signs such as “tears, trembling, groans, loud outcries, agonies of body, or the failing of bodily strength.”
  They could instead originate in natural fear, joy, awe, or another emotion.  In the past, God has worked in many various ways and unusual manners, often confounding man’s intelligence: “It is with the works of God, as with his word: they seem at first full of things that are strange, inconsistent, and difficult to the carnal unbelieving hearts of men.”
  Therefore, he concludes that “no deviation from what has hitherto been usual, let it be never so great, is an argument that a work is not from the Spirit of God,” that is, provided it remains within the bounds of Scripture.
  So also, the contrary is true; hence, the appearance of a work fails to give evidence either for or against its being truly Christian.  Similarly, one cannot judge by the appearance what brings about an effect.  Edwards rebukes those who argue earthly causes cannot occasion grace, for God frequently uses such means to work in the world.
  Example can also serve good or evil.
  Neither should religious exercise be relied upon unconditionally, for heathen may delight in and practice it more assiduously than the redeemed: God rebuked the Israelites for bringing meaningless offerings and trampling his courts without the proper spirit.
  Even Scripture can be misapplied and twisted, as did Satan when tempting Christ.  Therefore, we cannot judge revival by its appearance:
What we have principally to do with, in our inquiries into our own state, or the directions we give to others, is the nature of that effect which God has brought to pass in the soul.  As to the steps which the Spirit took to bring that effect to pass, we may leave them to him.  We are often in Scripture expressly directed to try ourselves by the nature of the fruits; but no where by the Spirit’s method of producing them.  Many greatly err in their notions of a clear work of conversion; calling that a clear work, where the successive steps of influence and method of experience is clear: whereas that indeed is the clearest work... where the spiritual and divine nature of the work done, and effect wrought, is most clear.

How then must fruits be judged?  Our foe the devil is wise and cunning, so one must discern carefully; affections can be counterfeited, even deceiving those affected for a time.  Examples of this abound in Scripture, as for instance when the Israelites, having rejoicing been brought through the Red Sea had not true affections and soon turned grumbling against Moses.  A New Testament parallel appears when Christ rode into Jerusalem amidst great praises, riding over palm fronds cut by those who soon shouted “crucify him.”  Apparent love can prove to be false, as can the appearance of gratitude, fear, humility, and joy.
  One may even appear to follow and trust in the law, but be proudly pharisaical.

Conversely, Edwards declares, the appearance of wrong does not condemn a work in its entirety.  Imprudence and irregularity are bound to exist owing to the weakness of human nature; even the truly pious still have much remaining blindness and corruption, for though they are justified, sanctification is a process never fully completed in this life.  Some may initially have the appearance of grace but soon fall away: “It is particularly observable, that in times of great pouring out of the Spirit to revive religion in the world, a number of those who for a while seemed to partake in it, have fallen off into whimsical and extravagant errors, and gross enthusiasm, boasting of high degrees of spirituality and perfection, censuring and condemning others as carnal.”
  However, as in the parable of the sower, true works of God also scatter seed on fertile soil, bearing a great crop.

Owing to the great confusion and utter lack of certainty attendant with appearances, even in judging the fruits of revival, one must rely solely upon the truth of the Scriptures as standard by which to judge.  Thus at last, it becomes clear what are the primary and incontrovertible signs that a work is of God.  These are, that it acclaims Jesus, that it opposes sin, that it upholds the authority of the Bible, and that it awakens the appropriate religious affections.

A work is manifestly of God when it supports, confirms, and causes men to confess the name of Jesus Christ: “Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: And every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now already is it in the world.”
  As mentioned previously, the apostles everywhere preached this holy name, they that to which they were eyewitnesses: Christ crucified and resurrected.
  Such confession is the distinctness of Christianity: God, fully powerful, humbly became incarnated in history, hung upon a cross for our sins, and rose from the dead.  Edwards emphasizes that by the word confess, is signified “more then merely allowing: it implies an establishing and confirming of a thing by testimony, and declaring it with manifestation of esteem and affection.”
  Men of most religions willingly concede that there is a sort of creator God, nebulous and unknowable, and even the demons believe that, but believing, they tremble.
  So if the spirit at work convinces men of Christ and leads them to Him, “it is a sure sign that it is the true and right Spirit; however incapable we may be to determine, whether that conviction and affection be in that manner, or to that degree, as to be saving or not.”

Similarly, if the work brings greater regard for the Bible, it is of God.  Edwards notes this is clearly so, for “would the spirit of error, in order to deceive men, beget in them a high opinion of the infallible rule, and incline them to think much of it, and be very conversant with it?  Would the prince of darkness, in order to promote his kingdom of darkness, lead men to the sun?”
  The Spirit of Truth testifies in those who are saved, opening to them the truth of the Word, but the world cannot receive it.
  The opposing spirit is the spirit of error and cannot promote truth, so if a work draws people closer to sound doctrine, as by making them sensible to the sinfulness and helplessness of their fallen state, it must involve the Spirit of God.
When the work opposes wickedness, then too, God must have authored it.  Satan’s interests lie in “encouraging and establishing sin, and cherishing men’s worldly lusts;” he would never throw out sin, for how can a kingdom divided against itself stand?
  Thus a true revival should remove or weaken the desire for pleasures, profits, and worldly honors, instead bringing men to dwell on eternity.  Edwards emphasizes that true hatred of sin must come from a perception of the holiness of God, so it must also be attended by a spirit of humility with the realization that men’s greatest righteousness falls far short of true holiness: “the reason why the highest attainments of the saints on earth appear so mean to them, is that they dwell in the light of God’s glory, and see him as he is.”
  It cannot be based in on self-love or pride.  This may serve as a principle whereby to judge between the saint and the hypocrite pretending to hate sin: the hypocrite does not hate all sin, but rather treasures and feeds the sin of pride by making a pretense and a show of rejecting other sins.  Christ rebuked the Pharisees for washing the outside of the jar.
 The true spirit of holiness makes the conscience more sensible “of the dreadfulness of sin, and of the greatness of a man’s own guilt ... [causing him to be] less likely to rest in his own righteousness, or to be pacified with nothing but shadows.”

The emergence of true religious affections is the final sign by which a revival may be judged.  Not only will the awakened soul develop a love for holiness, but the Spirit will begin to sanctify it, developing holiness by purifying the heart, for grace is not inactive: “there is nothing in heaven or earth of a more active nature; for it is life itself, the most active kind, even spiritual and divine life.  It is no barren thing; there is nothing in the universe that in its nature has a greater tendency to fruit.  Godliness in the heart has as direct a relation to practice, as a fountain has to a stream, or as the luminous nature of the sun has to beams sent forth.”  The apostle Paul dwells on love as the highest affection – one which views with exalted thought the Divine Being whom appears as man’s highest end and fulfillment.  Edwards too looks to this as the highest testament to faith: “The strong and lively exercises of evangelical, humble love to God, give clear evidence of the soul’s relation to God, as his child; which very greatly and directly satisfies the soul.”
  Only the Spirit of God produces such true love for God and fellow man, for “love is of God ... and God is Love.”
  Without it, even great learning– mere intellectual assent to the truths of Scripture is worthless.
  Also, the affections of humility, joy, peace, and others are fruits of grace.  All these true affections make the heart tender to God, as the heart of a little child, delighting more and more in who He is and looking less and less at ourselves.
By these four rules, Edwards determined the revivals to be true: they made people sensible ““that they must die, and that life is very short and uncertain; that there is a great sin-hating God, to whom they are accountable, and who will fix them in an eternal state in another world; and that they stand in great need of a Saviour.”
  Rather than judging by the experience, he judged by whether the work led to God.  In fact, the greater the work, the less likely its subjects should be to care in any way for the experience: “The true saint, when under great spiritual affections, from the fullness of his heart is ready to speak much of God, his glorious perfections and works, the beauty and amiableness of Christ, and the glorious things of the gospel; but hypocrites, in their high affections, talk more of the discovery, than of the thing discovered.  They are full of talk about the wonderful discoveries they have had, how sure they are of the love of God to them, how safe their condition is, how they know they shall go to heaven, &c.”
  This is borne out by the nature of religious experiences: what men view as special gifts of the spirit – miracles – actually have as their end the more common gift of faith.  Referring to this, Paul said that prophecies, tongues, and knowledge will cease when the perfect is come.
  In light of this, Edwards admonishes his readers that “humility and self-diffidence, and an entire dependence on our Lord Jesus Christ, will be our best defense.  Let us therefore maintain the strictest watch against spiritual pride, or being lifted up with extraordinary experiences and comforts, and the high favours of heaven, that any of us may have received.”
  The theology and preaching of Edwards appropriately looks to the truth of Scripture as the end and standard by which revival should be judged; in this, he provides a model we would do well to follow.
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