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We live in a day when those in the church want to have their 
ears tickled. We do not want a sermon, but a “talk.” “Don’t 
get preachy, preacher!” is the mantra of many church goers 
today. What is preferred is a casual, comfortable, and laid 

back chat with a cup of coffee and a couple of Bible verses to throw into 
the mix to make sure things get spiritual. One wonders whether Timothy 
would have been fired as a pastor today for heeding Paul’s advice: “preach 
the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and 
exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Tim. 4:2). Paul gives such 
a command to Timothy because he knew what was to come. “For the time 
is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching 
ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, 
and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths” 
(2 Tim. 4:3-4). Has that day come? Are churches filled with “itching ears,” 
demanding “teachers to suit their own passions”? Have we turned “away 
from listening to the truth”? 

In a day when ears itch and truth is shown the back door, what could be 
more needed than men who actually preach the Word? George Whitefield 
(1714-1770) was one of those men. He was a preacher who preached in 
plain language, so that even the most common man could understand God’s 
Word. Yet, his sermons were incredibly powerful, often leading men and 
women to tears as the Holy Spirit convicted their souls. Whitefield not only 
preached the truth, but he pleaded with his listeners to submit themselves 
body and soul to the truth. He preached God’s Word with passion because 
he understood that his listener stood between Heaven and Hell. His robust 
Calvinism, in other words, led to a zealous evangelism.  

This year, 2014, marks the 300th anniversary of Whitefield’s birth. These 
articles are meant to drive us back to Whitefield’s day, that we might eat up 
his theology, and drink deeply his passion for the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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Thomas S. Kidd, Professor of 
History, Baylor University

The Awakening led to the conversion and lifelong 
devotion of untold thousands in America, Britain, and 
the Continent, supplied models of Christian activism 
in George Whitefield and John Wesley, and gave us 
the brilliant theology of Jonathan Edwards. Such a 
sprawling event predictably had less desirable aspects, 
including pockets of antinomian fervor and excessive 
individualism, but ultimately the Great Awakening 
was much for the better of church history.

 

R. Scott Clark, Professor of Church 
History and Historical Theology, 
Westminster Seminary California

Those confessional Reformed and Presbyterian 
ministers and theologians, i.e., those identified with 
the Old Side, who were first confronted by and 
faced what we now call the First Great Awakening 
(FGA), were not opposed to the gracious, sovereign 
extraordinary working of the Holy Spirit through the 
preaching of the gospel, but they were opposed to 
preaching for revival. They supported the desire to 
see the dead brought to new life and the conviction 
that God sovereignly confers that new life freely, but 
they criticized the extra-ecclesiastical methods, which 
were deeply affected by the need to draw and keep 
crowds through excitement. Furthermore, the FGA 

O
ON A SCALE FROM 1-10
WAS THE REVIVAL OF THE GREAT AWAKENING
ULTIMATELY FOR THE BETTER OR WORSE?
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arguably did not result in greater church attendance 
and yet the Reformed confess that it is in the visible 
church where the Spirit ordinarily works the miracle 
of new birth through the foolishness of gospel 
preaching.  Finally, the FGA was part of a profoundly 
subjective turn so that its ostensible “success” has 
often been measured not by objective standards but by 
degrees of religious affection rather than by the fruit 
of the Spirit. The extra-ecclesiastical and subjectivist 
character of much of the FGA continues to influence 
American evangelical Christianity and to detract 
from the visible church as the place where the Spirit 
ordinarily operates through the “due use of ordinary 
means,” as we say.

Sean Lucas, Senior Minister, First 
Presbyterian Church, Hattiesburg, 
MS; Associate Professor of Church 
History, Reformed Theological 
Seminary (Jackson)

The Great Awakening was ultimately for the better 
because it brought previously unconverted men and 
women into God’s Kingdom. While it certainly had 
some negative effects (physical manifestations; new 
approaches to leadership and church connections), it 
also drew forth some of the most important theological 
reflection on conversion, assurance, and holiness ever 
written (e.g., Jonathan Edwards’ Religious Affections).

John R. Muether, Dean of Libraries 
and Professor of Church History, 
Reformed Theological Seminary

The Great Awakening unleashed a spirit of 
individualism in American Protestantism and 

cultivated discontent with “outward and ordinary” 
parish ministry.  The phenomenon of celebrity pastors 
that besets the church today can be traced back to 
George Whitefield.

Miles S. Mullin II, Associate 
Professor of Church History, 
J. Dalton Havard School for 
Theological Studies

On the whole, the immediate effects of The Great 
Awakening remain positive.  Believing that God could 
work in an extraordinary manner to bring immediate 
comprehension of the gospel message to their hearers 
and expecting that God might regenerate people in 
the preaching moment, many Awakening preachers 
offered the gospel to their auditors regardless of social 
status, church affiliation, or skin color.  In this way, 
they effectively evangelized vast numbers of African-
born slaves and those not “properly” catechized.  
Many were converted, ushering heretofore neglected 
or overlooked individuals into the Kingdom.  At 
the same time, the long-term effects of the Great 
Awakening inaugurated a new approach to ministry 
that viewed the extraordinary occurrences of the 
Awakening as the norm and eventually elevated a 
leader’s ability to connect with an audience and 
evoke a response above all (and sometimes regardless 
of) other qualities.  Over time, this resulted in the 
deleterious consumer-driven approach to ministry 
that we too often encounter today. 

7

3
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Mike McKinley was raised in suburban 
Philadelphia. In 2004, he was brought onto the 
pastoral staff at Capitol Hill Baptist Church as a 
church planter. In 2005, he brought a small group 
of people from CHBC to Guilford Baptist Church 
in order to help revitalize the church’s ministry. 
He served as Guilford’s pastor until 2013, when 
Guilford merged with Sterling Park Baptist 
Church, where he now serves as Senior Pastor. 
Mike is the author of several books, including 
Church Planting Is for Wimps: How God Uses 
Messed-up People to Plant Ordinary Churches 
That Do Extraordinary Things, and Am I Really 
a Christian? 

Mike, you have written a book called, 
Church Planting Is for Wimps: How 
God Uses Messed-up People to Plant 

Ordinary Churches That Do Extraordinary 
Things. If you could give advice to our 
readers who might be interested in 
planting a church one day, what would it 
be?

I think it would be this: Anything you can do in 
your own strength and by means of your own 
cleverness probably isn’t worth accomplishing, 
but anything done in the power of the Holy Spirit 
by means of the Word of God will last forever. 
Focus on prayerfully making God’s Word known.

What is the major difference between 
church planting in the city versus rural 
areas, and in what ways should church 
planters approach these two differently?   

10 QUESTIONS WITH 
MIKE McKINLEY

10

1
2

http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
http://www.amazon.com/Church-Planting-Wimps-Messed-up-Extraordinary/dp/1433514974/
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I have to confess that I’m not an expert on rural 
or urban church planting, but ignorance has never 
stopped me from having a strong opinion! I think 
that people in those two contexts will have some 
very different priorities, different assumptions 
about what it means to be part of a community, 
different paces of life, and different experiences 
with Christianity. What gives a church planter 
hope is that people in both contexts are exactly the 
same in all the ways that matter: dead in their sins, 
condemned in Adam, in rebellion against God, and 
in desperate need of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
A church planter’s job is to try to understand the 
particular idols of his community and then bring 
the good news to bear on them.

In your experience as a pastor, what is 
the most challenging aspect of pastoral 
ministry?

Without a doubt, it’s the bites from the sheep. 
You expect to be attacked by wolves from time to 
time; it’s not easy but it comes with the territory. 
But when people with whom and for whom you 
have shed blood, sweat, and tears turn on you… 
it’s ten times more painful. I haven’t had nearly as 
much of that kind of thing as other pastors whom 
I know. The Lord must not think I can handle very 
much suffering. But to my mind it’s the worst 
thing about pastoral ministry by far. 

You have also written a book called, Am I 
Really a Christian? Have you found that 
many church goers think that they are 
Christians when in fact they may not be? 
What type of questions should one be 
thinking about if he is unsure whether he 
is a Christian? 

I think in its zeal for converts, the church has 
been sloppy in its evangelism. We’ve lowered 
the bar for entrance into the kingdom far below 
where the Lord Jesus put it.  And so we’ve invited 
people to think of themselves as believers on their 
terms, never pressing home on them the gospel 
call to repentance and self-denial. So yes, I fear 
that some (many?) of our churches are full of 
unbelievers who don’t realize it.  I think we need 
to ask two questions. First: am I trusting in Christ 
for forgiveness of my sins right now (as opposed 
to merely at some point in the past)? Second: is 
there evidence in my life that I have been born 
again? That is to say, are there ways in which I 
give evidence of being a new creation?

If you could pick just two books every 
pastor should read, what would they be 
and why?

This is like asking me to choose which two of my 
kids I love most. But off the top of my head I’d say 
that J. I. Packer’s Evangelism and the Sovereignty 
of God and John Stott’s The Cross of Christ have 
shaped my ministry more than any other books. I’d 
throw in Jared Wilson’s The Pastor’s Justification 
as a must-read for new pastors.  

You are currently preaching through the 
book of Revelation. Most Christians tend 
to focus strictly on the debates over 
eschatological views. But are there other 
important doctrines that Christians 
should see in this book? 

It’s easy to get wrapped up in controversial and 
obscure parts of the book. But if you can avoid 
the temptation to get bogged down in the weeds 

3

4

5

6

http://www.amazon.com/Am-I-Really-Christian-9marks/dp/1433525763
http://www.amazon.com/Am-I-Really-Christian-9marks/dp/1433525763
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of controversy, the main thrusts of the book are 
wonderfully clear and encouraging: God will 
deliver his people from this present evil age by 
judging the wicked and empowering his saints 
to overcome. My hope is that people in our 
congregation who may not share my view on how 
to best interpret Revelation will still be overcome 
by what the book teaches us about the glory and 
holiness and kindness of our God.

How do you see churches and laypeople 
using technology today in beneficial 
ways and in ways that could be 
detrimental? 

I love the ways that people are using the Internet 
to get the gospel into closed countries and hard 
to reach places. But compared to others in my 
generation, I’m a bit of a luddite. I see other 
churches using social media effectively, but I’ve 
never been able to make myself get involved in 
those kinds of things. Honestly, I find that the 
more barriers there are between the wider world 
and my unedited thoughts, the better. 

I do think the use of technology can be dangerous 
for churches. For just one example, technology 
can create shortcuts that allow us to move more 
quickly in the short-run, but have (I believe) 
negative consequences in the long run. Internet 
churches (I’m resisting the temptation to put that 
last word in quotation marks) can become an easy 
substitute for the sanctifying hard work of genuine 
face-to-face community. Multi-site campuses can 
become a substitute for the hard work of raising 
up new leaders and planting new churches.   

Is there one particular doctrine of the 
Christian faith you feel Christians 
in churches today really need to 
understand better and why? 

Well, if I can make my answer a little broader than 
the question, I’d say it’s the doctrine of the church. 
I hope that we are seeing a recovery of interest in 
what the Bible says about polity, discipline, the 
corporate gathering of the church, the sacraments, 
and things like that. But most “normal” believers 
walk around assuming that the Bible says very 
little on those issues and we’re free to do whatever 
suits us or seems to work best.

What preacher, dead or alive, has most 
impacted you in your ministry? 

Mark Dever, by a mile. He started discipling me 
when I was 19 years old, and so he’s been warping 
my brain for more than half my life. In short, he’s 
to be blamed for much of my ministry. 

Let’s be honest, what’s the most 
embarrassing thing that you have done 
or that has happened to you as a pastor?

Oh man. I have had my share of gut-punch 
humiliations, but fewer “ha, ha” embarrassments 
that you can share in print with strangers. I do 
remember one particular Sunday morning marked 
by gastro-intestinal distress and a lot of Imodium-
AD. And a lot of fervent prayer. And some 
sprinting off stage post-sermon. 

7

8

9

10



www.credomag.com |    11

CONTENTS

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1596386436/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1596386436&linkCode=as2&tag=credomag-20


 12   | CREDO MAGAZINE | JULY 2014

Thomas J. Nettles, Professor of 
Historical Theology, The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary
 
My answer focuses more on outcomes than on 
preparation, intelligence, and training. A good 
historian must have confidence that the past can 
be reconfigured in the present to a credible degree 
of accuracy. A good historian should not be afraid 
of affirming that sometimes there is sufficient 
evidence to interpret events as manifestations of 
merciful as well as judgmental works of divine 
providence. A good historian will let people have 
the place of primacy in his effort to understand 
the past.  A good historian must not shrink from 
seeking to deduce beneficial lessons, of a variety 
of sorts, from a faithful narrative and analysis of 
the past.

Mark A. Noll, Francis A. McAnaney Pro-
fessor of History, University of Notre 
Dame

A good historian must above all be curious—about 
the world at large, about how records reveal (and 
obscure) the past, and especially about the whys 
and wherefores of human interaction.  For public 
purposes, a good historian should be able to write 
clearly, organize complexity, explain significance, 
and avoid either mythologizing or debunking 
the past.  Good Christian historians, in addition, 
should cultivate empathy for their subjects (since 
all humans are made in the image of God), chari-
ty toward the judgments of other historians (since 
believers recognize their own fallibility), trust in 
divine providence (since God in the end controls 
all things), and humility about their own humanity 
(since only the authors of Scripture are infallible).

F
FROM THE HORSE’S MOUTH
WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BE
A GOOD HISTORIAN?



www.credomag.com |    13

CONTENTS

Herman Selderhuis, Professor of Church 
History, Theological University Apeldoorn 
(The Netherlands), and Director of 
Refo500

A good historian is a good listener who listens 
carefully to facts and words, especially the small 
ones. A good historian is also a good composer 
who puts these facts and words harmoniously 
together to make history a profitable pleasure to 
hear and read. A good historian must be a good 
colleague who is willing to learn from and share 
with other historians. A good historian must have 
some good self-knowledge to understand how 
people from the past were human beings just as 
historians are.

Doug Sweeney, Chair of Church History & 
History of Christian Thought Department, 
and Professor of Church History and 
the History of Christian Thought, Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School

A good historian is someone with enough patience, 
love, and diligence to develop a fine-grained and 
sympathetic understanding of the lives of people 
in other times and places; enough insight, artistry, 
and attention to detail to recreate those lives (in 
context) for contemporary audiences; and enough 
passion, cogency, and analytical skill to interpret 
the significance of those lives in relation to 
contemporary realities. 

http://www.tale2k.com/
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Martyn Lloyd-Jones once said 
that Whitefield was, “beyond 
any question, the greatest 
English preacher who has ever 

lived.” And J. C. Ryle said something 
similar: “No Englishman, I believe, dead 
or alive, has ever equaled him.” Why is 
it that Lloyd-Jones and Ryle, who were 
themselves preachers of enormous 
reputation, could say this about 
Whitefield? What made Whitefield’s 
preaching unique and timeless? 

I always smile at that comment from Lloyd-Jones, 
because he was clearly holding out for a Welshman 
as the greatest preacher ever! But Whitefield came 
a close second to the heroes from his homeland. 
Whitefield was the first great celebrity mass 
evangelist. By all accounts there was immense 
fruit from his labors. And his preaching was 
robustly Reformed and Evangelical in its content. 
These things gave it a depth and a fascination that 
have endured until today.

Why did Whitefield take his sermons 
outdoors, to fields, as opposed 
to remaining in the church as was 
traditionally the case? And what type of 
crowds came to hear him preach in the 
open air? 

Whitefield did actually preach a great many of 
his sermons in ordinary English parish churches. 
His zeal to collect money by means of “charity 
sermons” for the orphanage he supported in 
Georgia took him to many places, and clergy were 
happy to open the pulpit for such philanthropic 

motives. Once in the pulpit, however, Whitefield 
was sometimes rather harsh and condemnatory 
towards the “letter-learned” clergy of his day, and 
spoke very freely against their dead and lifeless 
ministries. Even those who weren’t personally 
offended by a zealous 24-year-old denouncing 
them sometimes found that their bishops were 
less keen on such rhetoric being propagated in 
their patch, and so some pulpit doors were closed 
to him.

That’s why Whitefield first took to the fields, 
though the lure of thousands of people gathering 
in such public places (parks and commons) was 
also a draw for the dramatic evangelist. He would 
attract the casual passer-by, those who were 
out for a stroll, and those who came especially 
hoping to catch a glimpse of this strange new 
phenomenon. Lords and ladies might stop their 
horses and carriages to listen in, and he also spoke 
to groups of coalminers and prisoners in the jails.

Talk to us about Whitefield’s style of 
preaching? How did he approach the text 
of Scripture and apply it to his listeners? 
And given Whitefield’s oratory skills, 
what did his sermons sound like? 

One biographer styles him “the divine 
dramatist.” J. I. Packer calls him “God’s anointed 
barnstormer.” He had a way with big crowds, 
and the famous actor David Garrick is reputed 
to have said he would give a hundred guineas to 
be able to say “O!” like Whitefield. Whitefield 
would stamp his feet for emphasis, don a black 
cap in imitation of a judge as he spoke of God’s 
death sentence upon sinners, and had a flair for 
vivid, descriptive narrative which had people of 
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all kinds on the edges of their seats. There was a 
sort of holy violence about him.

He intentionally preached, most of the time, to 
reach the lowest class. If they understood, so 
would others. He aimed for their hearts as well 
as their heads, teaching what the Bible said but 
doing it with the aim of moving people’s emotions 
and wills. He was not content to simply titillate or 
amuse. He wanted people to feel how important 
and serious a message the gospel is for lost sinners. 
He realized later that sometimes he had gone a 
little over the top as a younger man, writing in 
his mid-30s of how he had stirred up needless 
opposition: “I frequently wrote and spoke with 
my own spirit, when I thought I was writing and 
speaking by the assistance of the Spirit of God.”

Whitefield was 
unapologetically a Calvinist, 
affirming and proclaiming the 
doctrines of grace. At the 
same time, he was not afraid 
to plead with sinners to come 
to Christ for eternal life. Why 
is it that Whitefield saw these 
two things as compatible with 
one another, contrary to some 
of his Arminian nemeses, like 
John Wesley? 

Whitefield loved Wesley and 
admired him, having learned much 
from him as a student. But he 
disagreed with Wesley’s forthright 
and almost pathological hatred of 
Calvinism that had led the older 
man into some rash denunciations 
of Reformed theology, the way that 
some immature and half-educated 

people pronounce on the questions that have 
exercised the greatest minds in the history of 
Christian thought in a few flimsy sound bites.

Charles Wesley wrote of Whitefield, after his 
death:

Though long by following multitudes admired,
No party for himself he e’er desired;
His one desire, to make the Saviour known,
To magnify the name of Christ alone.

Whitefield saw classic Anglican theology, classic 
Reformation theology, as the way to give most 
glory to God and magnify the name of Christ. 
Whether he was right to do so is a question for 

ONE BIOGRAPHER STYLES WHITEFIELD “THE 
DIVINE DRAMATIST.” J. I. PACKER CALLS 
HIM “GOD’S ANOINTED BARNSTORMER.” 
HE HAD A WAY WITH BIG CROWDS, AND 
THE FAMOUS ACTOR DAVID GARRICK IS 
REPUTED TO HAVE SAID HE WOULD GIVE 
A HUNDRED GUINEAS TO BE ABLE TO SAY 
“O!” LIKE WHITEFIELD. WHITEFIELD WOULD 
STAMP HIS FEET FOR EMPHASIS, DON A 
BLACK CAP IN IMITATION OF A JUDGE AS HE 
SPOKE OF GOD’S DEATH SENTENCE UPON 
SINNERS, AND HAD A FLAIR FOR VIVID, 
DESCRIPTIVE NARRATIVE WHICH HAD 
PEOPLE OF ALL KINDS ON THE EDGES OF 
THEIR SEATS. THERE WAS A SORT OF HOLY 
VIOLENCE ABOUT HIM.
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theologians, but he stood in a long line of preachers 
who saw the alluring preaching of the Word as the 
means whereby God secretly accomplishes his 
prior sovereign purposes in us.

Many sermons today are fluffy and 
funny, geared toward entertaining one’s 
listeners with personal anecdotes and 
amusing stories. Would Whitefield 
have been shocked to see this kind of 
preaching? What would Whitefield say 
to such preachers in our own day?  

Whitefield said, “I speak in plain language, you 
know my way of preaching. I do not want to 
play the orator. I want to speak so as I may reach 
poor people’s hearts.” There was a certain “noble 
negligence” about Whitefield’s style, as one 
contemporary put it.  He is not always 
grammatically polished and his style 
is not literary, smooth, and beautiful to 
read as such. “Pardon my plainness,” 
he says in one sermon, “If it were a 
fable or a tale, I would endeavour to 
amuse you with words but I cannot do 
it where souls are at stake.”

I think Whitefield would tell 
preachers who are more interested 
in entertainment that they are in the 
wrong business. He could have been a 
great actor or comedian or orator. But 
his passion was not to make a name 
for himself. “I shall return home with 
a heavy heart, unless some of you will 
arise and come to my Jesus,” he told 
a crowd once. “I desire to preach him 
and not myself. Rest not in hearing 

and following me.” It’s sometimes hard for us to 
distinguish between those who want to build a 
platform so that people will listen to the gospel 
they preach, and those who are merely building a 
personal following. But God knows the difference, 
and on the last day it will be crystal clear to all. 
That’s what he would say.

If you could point our readers to just 
two sermons of Whitefield, which ones 
would they be and why? 

His sermon on Luke 8:18, “Directions How to 
Hear Sermons,” is a good short one to start with. 
Apart from an excellent booklet by my friend 
Christopher Ash, called Listen Up!, there isn’t 
much written on that subject. Whitefield tackles 
it in his usual head-on way, and I particularly like 

WHITEFIELD LOVED WESLEY AND 
ADMIRED HIM, HAVING LEARNED 
MUCH FROM HIM AS A STUDENT. 
BUT HE DISAGREED WITH WESLEY’S 
FORTHRIGHT AND ALMOST 
PATHOLOGICAL HATRED OF CALVINISM 
THAT HAD LED THE OLDER MAN 
INTO SOME RASH DENUNCIATIONS 
OF REFORMED THEOLOGY, THE WAY 
THAT SOME IMMATURE AND HALF-
EDUCATED PEOPLE PRONOUNCE 
ON THE QUESTIONS THAT HAVE 
EXERCISED THE GREATEST MINDS IN 
THE HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN THOUGHT 
IN A FEW FLIMSY SOUND BITES.
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the way he exposes as “earthly, sensual, 
and devilish,” the whole idea of idolizing 
popular preachers, the dangers of applause, 
and how we should listen humbly to 
whoever is preaching.

Second, I like his sermon on 2 Corinthians 
6:16, “Christians, Temples of the Living 
God.” I like it because it is confessional 
— Whitefield shows that the doctrine he 
preaches from this text is entirely in accord 
with the confession of all the Reformed 
churches. I also like it because it is classical, 
contemporary, and calls for conversion, 
with application for both believers and 
unbelievers. 

Lee Gatiss is the Director of Church 
Society, an Anglican Evangelical ministry 
based in the UK, and Adjunct Lecturer 
in Church History at Wales Evangelical 
School of Theology. He has studied history 
and theology at Oxford, Cambridge, 
and Westminster Theological Seminary, 
and trained for ministry at Oak Hill 
Theological College in London. Having 
served churches in Oxford, Kettering, and 
London, he is also the author of many 
books and articles on theology, biblical 
interpretation, and church history, and 
has a Ph.D. on the Hebrews commentary 
of John Owen. He is the Editor of the NIV 
Proclamation Bible (Hodder & Stoughton) 
and the new two-volume edition of The 
Sermons of George Whitefield (Crossway). 

I THINK WHITEFIELD WOULD TELL 
PREACHERS WHO ARE MORE 
INTERESTED IN ENTERTAINMENT THAT 
THEY ARE IN THE WRONG BUSINESS. 
HE COULD HAVE BEEN A GREAT ACTOR 
OR COMEDIAN OR ORATOR. BUT HIS 
PASSION WAS NOT TO MAKE A NAME 
FOR HIMSELF. “I SHALL RETURN HOME 
WITH A HEAVY HEART, UNLESS SOME 
OF YOU WILL ARISE AND COME TO MY 
JESUS,” HE TOLD A CROWD ONCE. 
“I DESIRE TO PREACH HIM AND NOT 
MYSELF. REST NOT IN HEARING AND 
FOLLOWING ME.” IT’S SOMETIMES 
HARD FOR US TO DISTINGUISH 
BETWEEN THOSE WHO WANT TO BUILD 
A PLATFORM SO THAT PEOPLE WILL 
LISTEN TO THE GOSPEL THEY PREACH, 
AND THOSE WHO ARE MERELY 
BUILDING A PERSONAL FOLLOWING. 
BUT GOD KNOWS THE DIFFERENCE, 
AND ON THE LAST DAY IT WILL BE 
CRYSTAL CLEAR TO ALL. THAT’S WHAT 
HE WOULD SAY.
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“Do yourself a favor and mine the rich truths in 
these winsome and provocative essays.”

—Steven L. Childers

SHORT, POINTED ESSAYS summarize some of John Frame’s central (and a few peripheral) ideas on theological method, 
apologetics, and ethics, beginning with Frame’s shortest and clearest presentation of his signature concept of triperspectivalism—

the need to read Scripture from various perspectives, especially threefold perspectives that re� ect the nature of the Trinity.

“Whether you have never read 
Frame before or have read all that 
he’s written to date, this book will 
inform, intrigue, encourage, edify, 
rouse, and convict you.”

—P. ANDREW SANDLIN

“John wrote this book so that the 
average person could understand 
it, which is a concept introduced by 
the apostle Paul but little employed 
ever since.”

—ANDRÉE SEU PETERSON

PRPBOOKS.COM | 1 (800) 631–0094
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On October 12, 1740, in the fading light 
of a cool autumn evening, twenty-five-
year-old evangelist George Whitefield 
ascended a platform on Boston Common. 

Before him stood twenty 
thousand people. If the 
crowd estimates were 
reasonably accurate, this 
was the largest assembly 
ever gathered in the history 
of England’s American 
colonies. (Boston’s entire 
population was only 
seventeen thousand in 
1740.) Whitefield had 
already seen crowds this 
massive—even larger—in 
the great city of London, 
but the teeming New 
England throngs, gathered in the region’s small 
fishing villages and provincial towns, amazed 
him. 

Sometimes the pressing people frightened him. 
There were volcanic outbursts of emotion. He 
regularly had to cut his preaching short, unable 
to be heard over the cacophonies of weeping and 
screeching. At the Common, Whitefield implored 
people to put their faith in Jesus Christ, the kind of 

sincere faith their Puritan 
forefathers embraced. 
It did not matter if their 
parents were Christians. 
It did not matter if they 
prayed or attended church 
or read their Bibles. 
Whitefield wanted to know 
if they had experienced the 
“new birth” of conversion. 

Concluding the sermon, 
his countenance falling, 
he told them that it was 
time for him to go; other 

audiences needed his gospel preaching, too. 
“Numbers, great numbers, melted into tears, 
when I talked of leaving them,” Whitefield wrote. 

THERE WERE VOLCANIC 
OUTBURSTS OF 
EMOTION. WHITEFIELD 
REGULARLY HAD TO CUT 
HIS PREACHING SHORT, 
UNABLE TO BE HEARD 
OVER THE CACOPHONIES 
OF WEEPING AND 
SCREECHING. 
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He had begun to forge a special bond with the 
American colonists. “Boston people are dear to 
my soul,” he confessed. 

WHITEFIELD, THE EVANGELICAL

Reports about this boy wonder began to appear 
in the colonies’ newspapers in 1739. By 1740 he 
had become the most famous man in America. 
(Remember, in 1740 George Washington was 
eight years old, John Adams was four, Thomas 
Jefferson was not even born. Ben Franklin’s fame 
as a printer, which did not extend much beyond 
Philadelphia, was enhanced considerably by 
becoming Whitefield’s publisher.) Whitefield was 
probably the most famous man in Britain, too, or 
at least the most famous aside from King George 
II. 

Three hundred years after his birth, George 
Whitefield is not entirely forgotten, but his fame 
now is far dimmer than it was on that fall evening 
in Boston. Today Whitefield’s renown is surpassed 
by other evangelical contemporaries, especially 
Jonathan Edwards, the great pastor-theologian 
of Northampton, Massachusetts. Still, Christian 
treatments of Whitefield abound, highlighted by 
Arnold Dallimore’s monumental two-volume 

biography written in the 1970s. Most U.S. 
History survey courses and textbooks also 
mention Whitefield, thanks to two major 
academic biographies, Harry Stout’s 
The Divine Dramatist (1991), and Frank 
Lambert’s “Pedlar in Divinity” (1994). 
These biographies, as well as a surge of 
recent studies of the Great Awakening, 
have established Whitefield as a fixture 
in the standard narrative of American 

history. 

Stout, Lambert, and other scholars have helped 
us interpret Whitefield within the framework 
of eighteenth-century Anglo-American culture. 
Lambert examined Whitefield in light of the 
“consumer revolution” of the eighteenth century. 
As the “Pedlar in Divinity,” Whitefield mastered 
the use of publicity, newspapers and inexpensive 
print to promote his preaching tours and the 
gospel he expounded. Stout, on a related theme, 
presented Whitefield as “Anglo-America’s first 
religious celebrity, the symbol for a dawning 
modern age.” 

In his two recent books on Whitefield, 
communications scholar Jerome Mahaffey has 
expanded earlier proposals by Stout and historian 
Alan Heimert by considering how Whitefield 
became the “Accidental Revolutionary,” or the 
man most responsible for shaping an American 
culture primed for the Revolution. Whitefield 
was the “central figure” in the process by which 
disparate colonists became Americans, prone to 
think in zealous, adversarial terms about religion, 
rights, and liberties. Whitefield’s Awakening may 
not have caused the Revolution, Mahaffey argued, 
but it had a profound conditioning influence on 

MY ARGUMENT REGARDING 
WHITEFIELD IS STRAIGHTFORWARD: 
GEORGE WHITEFIELD WAS THE KEY 
FIGURE IN THE FIRST GENERATION 
OF ANGLO-AMERICAN EVANGELICAL 
CHRISTIANITY.
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Americans as the Revolution approached. Heimert 
memorably argued that whether Jefferson, “the 
enlightened sage of Monticello knew it or not, he 
had inherited the mantle of George Whitefield.” 

Whitefield and commerce, Whitefield and religious 
celebrity, Whitefield and the Revolution––all 
of these arguments have considerable merit, 
but they do not really focus on Whitefield’s 
primary significance, or the way he viewed 
himself. My argument regarding Whitefield is 
straightforward: George Whitefield was the key 
figure in the first generation of Anglo-American 
evangelical Christianity. 
Whitefield and legions 
of other evangelical 
pastors and laypeople 
helped establish a new 
in t e rdenomina t iona l 
religious movement in 
the eighteenth century, 
one committed to the 
gospel of conversion, 
the new birth, the work 
of the Holy Spirit, and 
the preaching of revival 
across Europe and America. 

FIELD PREACHER AND
EVANGELICAL CALVINIST

If people know anything about Whitefield, they 
know that he was a remarkably gifted preacher 
and evangelist. Scenes from his ministry are 
among the most powerful from the whole Great 
Awakening of the mid-eighteenth century, from 

the titanic throngs he drew to Moorfields and 
Kennington Common in London as he began his 
“field preaching” ministry, to the pressing crowds 
who came to see him in America: sometimes more 
people came to his meetings in the colonies than 
the entire population of the town hosting him. 

Whitefield was also a man familiar with 
denominational and theological conflict. If all we 
knew about Whitefield was his rhetorical skill, we 
might get the impression that he was all show and 
no substance. But nothing could be further from 
the truth. Whitefield was no brilliant theologian 

like his contemporary 
Jonathan Edwards (a man 
with few peers), but he 
was a solid, principled, 
Bible-centered Calvinist 
evangelical thinker. If he 
had not been grounded 
in his theology, he could 
have saved himself a lot of 
time and energy, because 
his career was marked by 
repeated difficulties with 
fellow evangelicals, from 

the Wesleys to the German-based Moravians, over 
key points of theology. The most famous such 
episode came in his falling out with John Wesley 
over Wesley’s Arminian convictions.

Whitefield had met the Wesleys, Charles and 
John, at Oxford University, where Whitefield 
experienced the new birth and began his ministry 
in the mid-1730s. John Wesley was eleven 
years Whitefield’s senior, and for several years 
Whitefield regarded Wesley as a kind of spiritual 
father to him. But then Whitefield’s ministry took 

VIA THE CASTING OF LOTS 
(A PRACTICE THAT WESLEY 
COMMONLY USED), WESLEY 
BELIEVED THAT GOD HAD 
NOT ONLY CONFIRMED 
HIS TEACHING AGAINST 
CALVINISM, BUT TOLD HIM 
TO PUBLISH HIS VIEWS.
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off in the late 1730s, and suddenly Whitefield was 
treating Wesley as if he was a subordinate. Wesley 
did not appreciate this turn of events, and the stage 
was set for their public rift over theology. I do not 
want to downplay the theological seriousness of 
their split, but we should also not underestimate 
the role that personality played.

From their youth, the Wesleys had imbibed 
Arminian theology, so John was disturbed by 
Whitefield’s Calvinist convictions. Wesley 
decided to declaim against predestination and 
Calvinism, and to teach that Christians could 
achieve a state of sinless perfection in this life. 
Wesley began preaching on “Free Grace” in 1739, 
and soon correspondents apprised Whitefield of 
Wesley’s theological turn. In the succeeding 
months, Whitefield still warmly encouraged his 
old mentor to preach alongside him. But their 
breakup was imminent.

Behind the scenes, Whitefield wrote to Charles 

Wesley and pleaded with him to try and 
avoid a public split. “If your brother will 
be but silent about the doctrine of election 
and final perseverance, there will never be 
a division between us. The very thought 
of it shocks my soul.” But John had made 
a firm decision. Via the casting of lots (a 
practice that Wesley commonly used), 
Wesley believed that God had not only 
confirmed his teaching against Calvinism, 
but told him to publish his views.

In mid-1739, Whitefield addressed Wesley 
directly, telling him that he had heard of 
Wesley’s intention to “print a sermon 
against predestination. It shocks me to 
think of it. What will be the consequence 

but controversy?” Whitefield implored him to 
maintain silence and reminded him that there 
were already public rumors about animosity 
between them. 

But the die was already cast – literally. Wesley 
published the sermon in Bristol, England. 
Although Wesley opened with an appeal for 
civility, he left no doubt that he considered 
the doctrine of election to be abhorrent and 
blasphemous. Limited (or definite) atonement 
suggested that “God condemned millions of 
souls to everlasting fire . . . for want of that grace 
he will not give them.” Surely God would not 
willingly “doom his creatures whether they will 
or no, to endless misery.” With Whitefield and 
other Calvinistic Methodists directly in his sights, 
Wesley stubbornly declared “here I fix my foot. 
On this I join issue with every asserter of it. You 
represent God as worse than the devil.” Whitefield 
and Wesley’s on-and-off feud lasted for twenty-

WHITEFIELD MADE AN INCREDIBLE 
THIRTEEN TRANSATLANTIC VOYAGES 
TO BRING THE GOSPEL TO THE 
AMERICAN COLONIES. EACH ONE OF 
THESE COULD EASILY HAVE ENDED 
IN WHITEFIELD’S DEATH, AND 
SOME NEARLY DID. HE KNEW THE 
RISKS FULL WELL, BUT THROUGH 
PRAYER AND CONVERSATION 
WITH CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATES HE 
DETERMINED TO FOLLOW GOD’S 
LEADING WHEREVER IT TOOK HIM.
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five years, but in the mid-
1760s they tentatively 
reconciled, and ultimately 
Wesley delivered a laudatory 
memorial sermon in London 
when Whitefield died in 
1770.

 

DOCTRINE MEETS
ENTREPRENEURIAL 

MINISTRY

Whitefield was the first 
celebrity pastor of the 
evangelical movement, but 
in his case, popularity did not 
equal vacuity, nor need it so 
among celebrity pastors today. While his besetting 
feuds within the evangelical camp are troubling in 
one sense – should Christ’s followers not manifest 
more unity? – there is another sense in which 
those theological battles are actually comforting, 
because they tell us that doctrine mattered to 
Whitefield. (And to Wesley.) But what was the 
key to Whitefield’s spectacular accomplishments? 

Christian believers will, quite correctly, understand 
the success of any pastor or evangelist as ultimately 
rooted in God’s grace. And Whitefield was, by all 
accounts, the finest orator of his age. Moreover, in 
spite of a reputation for shallowness, Whitefield 
had an excellent classical and biblical education on 
which he drew in his preaching. All of Whitefield’s 
talent and preparation would have meant nothing, 
however, had Whitefield been averse to hard 
work, creative risk, and entrepreneurial ministry. 

For example, Whitefield made an incredible 
thirteen transatlantic voyages to bring the gospel 
to the American colonies. Each one of these could 
easily have ended in Whitefield’s death, and 
some nearly did. He knew the risks full well, but 
through prayer and conversation with Christian 
associates he determined to follow God’s leading 
wherever it took him. He was never a model of 
physical health, both from bodily disposition, and 
also because of the toll of his rigorous – some 
said reckless – preaching tours. Convenience and 
comfort were not considerations for Whitefield. 
The proclamation of the gospel was too important.

But working hard was not the whole story either, 
as many pastors have worked extremely hard, but 
followed the same old paths in ministry tactics. 
Whitefield was an entrepreneur, and especially 
as a young man pioneered innovative methods 
of preaching and communication that keyed 
the attention his ministry garnered. The key 

IN AN ERA WHERE MANY PASTORS 
GAVE LONG SERMONS THAT MIGHT BE 
DOCTRINALLY SOUND, YET WERE AS DULL 
AS DIRT, WHITEFIELD REVOLUTIONIZED 
THE SERMONIC FORM WITH A RHETORICAL 
STYLE THAT CAPTURED THE IMAGINATIONS 
OF THE ANGLO-AMERICAN PEOPLE. AND 
WHEN CROWDS COULD NOT FIT INTO THE 
ERA’S SMALL CHURCHES, OR WHEN LOCAL 
MINISTERS BANNED WHITEFIELD FROM THEIR 
PULPITS, WHITEFIELD SHIFTED GEARS AND 
WENT INTO THE COMMONS AND FIELDS IN 
ORDER TO REACH MANY MORE PEOPLE.
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developments here were his extemporaneous 
preaching methods, his field meetings, and 
especially his use of the latest forms of media and 
communications to spread the word. Note again: 
these tactics did not alter his basic message, or 
undermine his orthodoxy. But in an era where 
many pastors gave long sermons that might 
be doctrinally sound, yet were as dull as dirt, 
Whitefield revolutionized the sermonic form with 
a rhetorical style that captured the imaginations 
of the Anglo-American people. And when crowds 
could not fit into the era’s small churches, or when 
local ministers banned Whitefield from their 
pulpits, Whitefield shifted gears and went into the 
commons and fields in order to reach many more 
people. 

WHAT DOES WHITEFIELD
HAVE TO DO WITH FRANKLIN? 

Whitefield similarly employed the latest 
communications technology – especially cheap 
print and newspapers – to publicize his ministry 
and the gospel he preached. People began hearing 
about his travels months or even years in advance, 
and were drawn by media to his work. Whitefield 
also surrounded himself with the best experts 
in the new media of his time, most notably the 
Philadelphia printer Benjamin Franklin, with 
whom Whitefield became lifelong friends. 

Theirs was a peculiar relationship, as Franklin 
was no evangelical. Because they both knew that 
Franklin was not a believer, Whitefield would 
routinely implore Franklin to accept Christ for 
salvation. For example, in 1752, he commended 
Franklin for his growing fame related to his 
scientific experiments. “As you have made a 
pretty considerable progress in the mysteries of 
electricity,” Whitefield said, “I would now humbly 
recommend to your diligent unprejudiced pursuit 
and study the mystery of the new-birth. . . . One at 
whose bar we are shortly to appear, hath solemnly 
declared, that without it, ‘we cannot enter the 
kingdom of heaven.’” In spite of Whitefield’s 
prodding, Franklin recalled in his autobiography 
that the itinerant would “sometimes pray for 
my conversion, but never had the satisfaction 
of believing that his prayers were heard.” 
Nevertheless, Franklin insisted that he admired 
Whitefield’s character and benevolent ministry. 
At Whitefield’s death, Franklin wrote “I knew 
him intimately upwards of 30 years: his integrity 

IN SPITE OF HIS 
LIMITATIONS, WHITEFIELD’S 
RELENTLESS EFFORT 
AND ENTREPRENEURIAL 
METHODS EMERGED FROM 
HIS CONVICTION THAT 
HIS CALLING, AND THE 
TRUTH OF THE GOSPEL, 
DEMANDED TIRELESS 
WORK AND CREATIVE 
TACTICS. FAR FROM BEING 
A SIGN OF THEOLOGICAL 
SHALLOWNESS, DOCTRINAL 
CONVICTION ACTUALLY 
DROVE HIS INNOVATIONS 
IN METHOD.
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and zeal in prosecuting every good work, I have 
never seen equaled, I shall never see exceeded.”

WHITEFIELD, WARTS AND ALL

Because of Whitefield’s rhetorical talents and 
mastery of media, sensationalism and the crass 
aspects of celebrity were always risks, but they 
did not seem to capture Whitefield. This is not 
to say that he was a perfect man – not at all, as 
anyone reading my biography will find out. His 
relationship with his wife was often hampered 
because of his ministry – she paid a price for 
his relentless travels. Whitefield’s greatest blind 
spot was chattel slavery, which he worked hard 
to introduce to colonial Georgia, where he had 
founded the Bethesda orphanage. (Georgia 
officials had initially banned slavery from the 
colony.) Whitefield envisioned the orphanage 
thriving on the proceeds derived from Georgia 
plantations, worked by slaves. Through the 
gifts of South Carolina plantation masters who 
converted under his ministry, Whitefield became 
a slave master himself in the 1740s. Although 
he had a few antislavery friends around him, his 
conscience never seems to have been especially 
pricked about that issue, and he did not free 
Bethesda’s slaves at his death. 

These sobering truths about Whitefield remind us 
that even great heroes of the faith still struggle 
with sin and limited vision. For the Christian 
biographer, trying to hide or excuse such failings 
not only risks dishonesty, but it turns away from the 
biblical mode, where the greatest saints are often 
also great sinners, from David to Peter to Paul. 

INNOVATION DRIVEN BY 
DOCTRINAL CONVICTION

In spite of his limitations, Whitefield’s relentless 
effort and entrepreneurial methods emerged from 
his conviction that his calling, and the truth of 
the gospel, demanded tireless work and creative 
tactics. Far from being a sign of theological 
shallowness, doctrinal conviction actually drove 
his innovations in method. God’s grace was that 
compelling, and God had promised to draw the lost 
to himself through the proclamation of the gospel. 
To Whitefield, there was no greater imperative, 
and no greater delight. He determined that it was 
worth pouring out his life for this cause, one which 
drove him from his conversion to his death.

Thomas S. Kidd is Professor of History at Baylor 
University, and the author of George Whitefield: 
America’s Spiritual Founding Father, from which 
this article is derived. 

http://www.amazon.com/George-Whitefield-Americas-Spiritual-Founding/dp/0300181620/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401112383&sr=1-1&keywords=whitefield+kidd
http://www.amazon.com/George-Whitefield-Americas-Spiritual-Founding/dp/0300181620/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1401112383&sr=1-1&keywords=whitefield+kidd
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The final decades of the seventeenth century 
witnessed a distinct decline in public 
manners and morals in England. Attestation 
of this fact is found in both public documents 

and private testimonies. Here is the witness of one 
author, the London Baptist theologian Benjamin 
Keach (1640–1704), writing in 1701:

Was ever sodomy so common in a Christian nation, 
or so notoriously and frequently committed, as 
by too palpable evidences it appears to be, in 
and about this city, notwithstanding the clear 
light of the gospel which shines therein, and 
the great pains taken to reform the abominable 
profaneness that abounds? Is it not a wonder 
the patience of God hath not consumed us in 
his wrath, before this time? Was ever swearing, 
blasphemy, whoring, drunkenness, gluttony, 
self-love, and covetousness, at such a height, as 
at this time here?

Despite the presence of a number of gospel-centered 
ministries like that of Keach and various societies 
that had been created to bring about moral reform, 
homosexuality, profanity, sexual immorality, 
drunkenness and gluttony were widespread. And 
the next three decades saw little improvement. 

WHEN ATHEISM WAS FASHIONABLE 

The moral tone of the nation was set in many ways 
by its monarchs and leading politicians. The first of 
the Hanoverian monarchs, George I (r.1714–1727), 
was primarily interested in food, horses, and women. 
He divorced his wife when he was thirty-four and 
thereafter consorted with a series of mistresses. Sir 
Robert Walpole (1676–1745), prime minister from 
1722 to 1742, lived in undisguised adultery with his 

mistress, Maria Skerrett (d.1738), whom he married 
after his wife died. As J. H. Plumb has noted of 
aristocratic circles in the early eighteenth century, 
the women “hardly bothered with the pretence of 
virtue, and the possession of lovers and mistresses 
was regarded as a commonplace, a matter for gossip 
but not reproach.” Not surprisingly other segments 
of society simply followed suit. Pornographic 
literature, for instance, multiplied almost unchecked. 
Newspapers advertised such things as the services of 
gigolos and cures for venereal disease, and one could 
purchase guide-books to the numerous brothels 
in London. It was, as Selina Hastings, a modern-
day descendant of the famous eighteenth-century 
evangelical, has put it, “an age when atheism was 
fashionable, sexual morals lax, and drinking and 
gambling at a pitch of profligacy that he never since 
been equalled.”

DESPITE THE PRESENCE 
OF A NUMBER OF GOSPEL-
CENTERED MINISTRIES LIKE 
THAT OF BENJAMIN KEACH 
AND VARIOUS SOCIETIES 
THAT HAD BEEN CREATED TO 
BRING ABOUT MORAL REFORM, 
HOMOSEXUALITY, PROFANITY, 
SEXUAL IMMORALITY, 
DRUNKENNESS AND GLUTTONY 
WERE WIDESPREAD. AND THE 
NEXT THREE DECADES SAW 
LITTLE IMPROVEMENT.  
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THE WORLDLY BISHOP

By and large the bishops of the Church of England 
were, in the words of English historian J. H. Plumb, 
“first and foremost politicians,” not men of the Spirit. 
“There is a worldliness,” 
Plumb continues, “about 
e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
[bishops] which no 
amount of apologetics 
can conceal.” They 
undertook their clerical 
duties “only as political 
duties allowed.” The 
worldliness of these 
bishops showed itself 
in other ways as well. 
Jonathan Trelawny 
(1650-1721), Bishop 
of Winchester, used to 
“excuse himself for his 
much swearing by saying 
he swore as a baronet, 
and not as a bishop”! 
Such bishops had neither 
the time nor the interest to promote church renewal. 
Of course, the decadence of church leadership was 
by no means absolute; but the net effect of worldly 
bishops was to squash effective reform.

Moreover, the attention of far too many of the 
clergy under these bishops was taken up with such 
avocations as philosophy, biology, agriculture, 
chemistry, literature, law, politics, fox-hunting, 
drinking—anything but pastoral ministry and 
spiritual nurture. There were, of course, a goodly 
number of Church of England ministers who did not 
have the resources to indulge themselves in such 

pursuits, since they barely eked out a living. But few 
of them—wealthy or poor—preached anything but 
dry, unaffecting moralistic sermons. The mentalité 
of the first half of the eighteenth century gloried in 
reason, moderation, and decorum. The preaching 
of the day, remarks Horton Davies, dwelt largely 
upon themes of morality and decency and lacked 

“any element of holy 
excitement, of passionate 
pleading, of heroic 
challenge, of winged 
imagination.” 

Even among many of 
the churches of the 
Dissenters, the children 
of the Puritans, things 
were little better. One 
knowledgeable observer 
of these churches 
bemoaned the fact 
that “the distinguished 
doctrines of the gospel—
Christ crucified, the 
only ground of hope for 
fallen man—salvation 
through his atoning 

blood—the sanctification by his eternal Spirit, 
are old-fashioned things now seldom heard in our 
churches.” The Christian life was basically defined 
in terms of a moral life of good works. Spiritual 
ardor was regarded with horror as “enthusiasm” or 
fanaticism. The ideal of the era is well summed up 
by an inscription on a tombstone from the period: 
“pious without enthusiasm.”

It was the eighteenth-century Revival’s message of 
the new birth and justification by faith alone that 
brought positive changes and hope. This message 
had numerous heralds in that remarkable era, but 

THE MENTALITÉ OF THE FIRST 
HALF OF THE EIGHTEENTH 
CENTURY GLORIED IN REASON, 
MODERATION, AND DECORUM. 
THE PREACHING OF THE DAY, 
REMARKS HORTON DAVIES, 
DWELT LARGELY UPON THEMES 
OF MORALITY AND DECENCY 
AND LACKED “ANY ELEMENT 
OF HOLY EXCITEMENT, OF 
PASSIONATE PLEADING, 
OF HEROIC CHALLENGE, OF 
WINGED IMAGINATION.”
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none as widely appreciated and known as George 
Whitefield (1714–1770).

BLIND AND NAKED

Turning to the doctrine of justification, there is 
probably no better place to view Whitefield’s 
thinking on this subject than his sermon on 1 
Corinthians 1:30, “Christ, the Believer’s Wisdom, 
Righteousness, Sanctification and Redemption.” It 
was written out early in 1741 while Whitefield was 
on board ship on his way home to England from 
Georgia. It appears, though, that he had preached 
it various times in the preceding months on what 
was his second visit to America. It was eventually 
published in Edinburgh in 1742, and subsequently 
came out in further editions in other cities in England 
and America.

After emphasizing that the blessing of justification 
is rooted in God’s everlasting love, Whitefield 
deals with the first thing that is attributed to 
Christ, “wisdom.” True wisdom, he argues, is not 
“indulging the lust of the flesh,” a reference to the 
open immorality and godlessness of his day.  Nor is 
it found in the acquisitive “adding house to house.” 
Neither is it merely intellectual knowledge, for 

“learned men are not always wise.” 

What then is genuine wisdom? Well  first, Whitefield 
says, and here he quotes an ancient Greek maxim, 
it is to “know thyself.” What do the children of 
God need to know about themselves? Well, that 
before their conversion they were darkness, and 
now, they are light in the Lord (see Eph. 5:8). They 
know something of their lost estate. They see that 
“all their righteousnesses are but as filthy rags; that 
there is no health in their souls; that they are poor 
and miserable, blind and naked.” And knowing 
themselves they know their need of a Savior. This 
knowledge is basic and foundational to any biblical 
spirituality.

THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF CHRIST

The type of self-knowledge that Whitefield is 
advocating also logically leads to the realization 
of the need for Christ as one’s righteousness. 
Whitefield develops this thought in terms of Christ’s 
active and passive obedience. By the former Christ 
fulfills the entirety of the law’s righteous demands. 
This righteousness is imputed to the believer so that 
he or she now legally possesses the righteousness of 
Christ. “Does sin condemn? Christ’s righteousness 
delivers believers from the guilt of it.” By the 
latter, Christ passively bears the punishment for the  
elect’s sins—he takes legal responsibility for them, 
so that God the Father blots out the transgressions 
of believers, “the flaming sword of God’s wrath…
is now removed.” The spiritual importance of this 
truth Whitefield later laid out in a letter he wrote to 
a friend in 1746: “Blessed be his [i.e. Christ’s] name 
if He lets you see more & more that in Him and in 
Him only you have Righteousness & strength. The 
more you are led to this foundation, the more solid 

WHITEFIELD DEVELOPS THIS 
THOUGHT IN TERMS OF CHRIST’S 
ACTIVE AND PASSIVE OBEDIENCE. BY 
THE FORMER CHRIST FULFILLS THE 
ENTIRETY OF THE LAW’S RIGHTEOUS 
DEMANDS. THIS RIGHTEOUSNESS IS 
IMPUTED TO THE BELIEVER SO THAT 
HE OR SHE NOW LEGALLY POSSESSES 
THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF CHRIST.
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will be your Superstructure of Gospel holiness.” 

And the means of receiving these precious benefits 
of Christ’s death? Faith alone. Believers, Whitefield 
affirms in his sermon on 1 Corinthians 1:30, are 
“enabled [by the Father] to lay hold on Christ by 
faith.” Whitefield clearly indicates that faith itself 
does not save the sinner—only Christ saves. Faith 
unites the sinner to the Savior. Thus, faith, though a 
necessary means to salvation, is not itself the cause 
or ground of salvation. As Whitefield says, “Christ 
is their Saviour.” Little wonder then that Whitefield, 
employing the text of Romans 8, goes on to 

underline the fact that such genuine self-knowledge 
not only provides the foundation for a truly biblical 
spirituality, but also gives that spirituality a tone of 
triumphant joy: “O believers!…rejoice in the Lord 
always.” Whitefield knew that when the biblical 
truth of justification is grasped and appropriated, a 
deep sense of joy and freedom from the burden of 
sin floods the heart and one’s relationship with God 
is firmly anchored.

CHRIST OUR REFUGE

Whitefield has a number of ways of describing this 

reliance on Christ. For example, he talks of Christ 
as the believer’s “asylum.” Christ’s “Wounds and 
precious Blood is a Sure Asylum & Place of Refuge 
in every Time of Trouble,” he told a friend. He 
also speaks of Christ alone being able to fill the 
deepest caverns of the human heart: “Happy they 
are who have fled to Jesus Christ for refuge: they 
have a peace that the world cannot give. O that the 
pleasure-taking, trifling flatterer knew what it was! 
He would no longer feel such an empty void, such 
a dreadful chasm in the heart which nothing but the 
presence of God can fill.”

Finally, Whitefield calls Christ “the believer’s 
hollow square.” I close with this metaphor 
because it captures so well Whitefield’s belief that 
justification is grounded upon Christ alone. The 
metaphor is drawn from the European battlefields 
of the eighteenth century, where armies would 
regularly form massed squares of infantry three 
or four rows deep for protection and consolidated 
strength. If a soldier were wounded, his comrades 
would place him in the centre of the square where 
he would be a lot safer than if he were behind a 
skirmishing line. “If we keep close” in the square 
that is Christ, Whitefield continues with the thought 
of the metaphor, “we are impregnable. Here only I 
find refuge. Garrisoned in this, I can bid defiance to 
men and devils.” 

Michael A. G. Haykin is Professor of Church 
History and Biblical Spirituality at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary. He is the author of 
Rediscovering the Church Fathers: Who They Were 
and How They Shaped the Church (Crossway, 2011). 
Haykin is the director of the Andrew Fuller Center 
for Baptist Studies. A longer version of this article will 
appear in the Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. 

WHITEFIELD KNEW THAT 
WHEN THE BIBLICAL TRUTH OF 
JUSTIFICATION IS GRASPED AND 
APPROPRIATED, A DEEP SENSE 
OF JOY AND FREEDOM FROM 
THE BURDEN OF SIN FLOODS THE 
HEART AND ONE’S RELATIONSHIP 
WITH GOD IS FIRMLY ANCHORED.

http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=9684


www.credomag.com |    33

CONTENTS

http://www.ivpress.com/series/rcs/index2.php?540-14-1809%20RCS
http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=9684


 34   | CREDO MAGAZINE | JULY 2014

CONTENTS



www.credomag.com |    35

CONTENTS

As George Whitefield (1714-
1770) surveyed his own family 
background, youth, his givenness 
to “an impudent temper, lying, 

filthy talking, and foolish jesting,” his 
brutishness, and roguishness, as well as his 
tendency to steal even from his mother, he 
could not but feel that his conversion had 
been a mighty rescue from outside of himself 
and in accord with a divine determination 
that would overcome every sinful propensity 
of his corrupted and degraded affections. 
“I can see nothing in me but a fitness to be 
damned,” he observed. “Whatever foreseen 
fitness for salvation others may talk of and 
glory in, I disclaim any such thing.” He 
could only conclude, especially when seen 
in the texts of the Bible, “If the Almighty 
had not prevented me by his grace, and 
wrought most powerfully upon my soul, 
quickening me by his free Spirit when dead 
in trespasses and sins, I had now been either 
sitting in darkness, and in the shadow of 
death, or condemned, as the due reward of 
my crimes, to be for ever lifting up my eyes 
in torments.”1

LAY YOURSELVES AT THE
FEET OF SOVEREIGN GRACE

Partly in reflection on his own experience 
of salvation, Whitefield loved to point to 
biblical narratives that involved the salvation 
of unlikely candidates for the exalted status 
of children of God. These demonstrated that 
sovereign grace can reach and overcome 
the “worst of people, in the very worst of 
places.”2 At Jericho, a city under a curse since 
the time of Joshua, Jesus found Zacchaeus 
and blind Bartimaeus, proving that the curse 
does not eliminate the  prospect that “some 
chosen vessels may be therein.” The prayer 

IF THE ALMIGHTY HAD NOT 
PREVENTED ME BY HIS 

GRACE, AND WROUGHT 
MOST POWERFULLY UPON MY 

SOUL, QUICKENING ME BY 
HIS FREE SPIRIT WHEN DEAD 

IN TRESPASSES AND SINS, 
I HAD NOW BEEN EITHER 

SITTING IN DARKNESS, AND 
IN THE SHADOW OF DEATH, 

OR CONDEMNED, AS THE DUE 
REWARD OF MY CRIMES, TO 
BE FOR EVER LIFTING UP MY 

EYES IN TORMENTS. 
- GEORGE WHITEFIELD
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of Bartimaeus, “Jesus, Son of David, have 
mercy on me,” was full of the sentiments 
depicting the “natural language of a soul 
brought to lie at the 
feet of a sovereign 
God.” He laid no 
claim to cure by 
merit but looked to 
Christ alone as able 
and willing to save. 
Bartimaeus served 
as an example of 
one whose inability 
was absolute but, 
nevertheless, at 
the call of Christ 
did what he could 
not do, that is, rise 
and make his way to him. He offered no 
objection from his inability to see Christ, but 
at the command of Christ began his walk. 
So Whitefield applied the idea, “What if we 
do call you to come and to believe on the 
Lord Jesus Christ that you may be saved? 
Does this imply that you have a power in 
yourselves to do so? No, in no wise, no 
more than Jesus saying unto Lazarus’s dead 
and stinking carcass, ‘Come forth,’ implied, 
that Lazarus had a power to raise himself 
from the grave. We call to you, being 
commanded to preach the gospel to every 
creature, hoping and praying, that Christ’s 
power may accompany the word and make 
it effectual to the quickening and raising of 
your dead souls.” 

Whitefield wanted his hearers, with no 
promise of an effectual saving work of 
God, nevertheless, to use their natural and 

rational powers 
to do good, seek 
to know spiritual 
truth, and “while 
you are attempting 
to stretch out your 
withered arm,” 
perhaps “Jesus may 
work faith in you 
by his almighty 
power.” Whitefield 
had no hesitance to 
tell his auditory that 
they were inflicted 
with original sin 

from their father Adam and, as Bartimaeus 
was blind in body, so are they “a blind 
child of a blind father, even of the father 
Adam who lost his sight when he lost his 
innocence and entailed his blindness, justly 
inflicted, upon thee and me and his whole 
posterity.” As he invited his hearers to play 
the part of Bartimaeus, he told them to “Lay 
yourselves at the feet of sovereign grace.” 

The story of Paul’s conversion was another 
instance of the most unlikely having been 
“chosen from all eternity by God and 
hereafter called in time, to edify and build up 
the church of Christ.” As he contrasted what 
Paul heard with what his travel companions 
heard, Whitefield gloried in the sovereignty 

THE STORY OF PAUL’S 
CONVERSION WAS 
ANOTHER INSTANCE OF THE 
MOST UNLIKELY HAVING 
BEEN “CHOSEN FROM ALL 
ETERNITY BY GOD AND 
HEREAFTER CALLED IN TIME, 
TO EDIFY AND BUILD UP THE 
CHURCH OF CHRIST.”
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of God who will have mercy on whom he 
will have mercy. Saul’s call to salvation 
came from the sovereign appointment of 
God to take one and leave the others to 
“perish in their sins.” Even so now some 
hear unto salvation, but many hear but 
do not understand. Whitefield could only 
exclaim, “O the depth of the sovereignty 
of God! It is past finding out. Lord, I desire 
to adore what I cannot comprehend. ‘Even 

so, Father, for so it seemeth good in thy 
sight!’” Paul’s salvation and calling is a 
clear example of “that precious but too 
much exploded and sadly misrepresented, 
doctrine of God’s electing love.” While 
some remain senseless and that others 
believed is explained in the phrase used of 
Paul, “they are chosen vessels” and are thus 
struck down and converted by “the almighty 
power of efficacious grace.”

WHITEFIELD’S COVENANTAL 
CALVINISM

In a sermon on “the Seed of the Woman 

and the Seed of the Serpent,” Whitefield 
located the origin of the doctrines of 
grace in an eternal covenant first revealed 
in the protoevangelium in Genesis 3:15. 
Concerning this Whitefield believed, “God 
the Father and God the Son had entered 
into a covenant concerning the salvation of 
the elect from all eternity, wherein God the 
Father promised that if the Son would offer 
his soul a sacrifice for sin, he should see 

his seed.” Previously in the 
sermon, he had anticipated 
this by calling it “an amazing 
scene of divine love . . . which 
had been from all eternity hid 
in the heart of God!” 

Whitefield judged the 
covenantal framework to be vital to the 
entire scheme of orthodox theology. In 
it, the orthodox Christology of the early 
church councils is implied as well as the 
undiluted evangelicalism of justification 
by faith. “They can now do nothing of or 
for themselves and should therefore come 
to God, beseeching him to give them faith, 
by which they shall be enabled to lay 
hold on the righteousness of Christ.” This 
faith, a gift of the covenant, then results in 
works of holiness. “Without holding this,” 
Whitefield summarized the importance of 
this scheme, “we must run into one of those 
two bad extremes, I mean Antinomianism 
on the one hand, or Arminianism on the 
other. From both of which may the good 

WHITEFIELD BELIEVED ARMINIANISM LED TO 
A SPIRIT OF SELF-JUSTIFICATION AND THE 
PRIORITY OF THE HUMAN WILL OVER THE 
DIVINE WILL AND GRACE.
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Lord deliver us!” He thought that all people 
are by nature papists or Arminians and that 
“Arminian principles being antichristian 
principles, always did and always will 
lead to antichristian practices. Again 
certain perverse things will infidelity and 
Arminianism make men speak.” Here he 
had in mind distinctive Arminian doctrine 

that, in his opinion, led to a spirit of self-
justification and the priority of the human 
will over divine will and grace.

Whitefield argued that if the covenant were 
seen more clearly by some, then such harsh 
words against the doctrines of grace would 
be more difficult to utter. “Would to God,” 
he contemplated, “this point of doctrine 

was considered more and people were more 
studious of the covenant of redemption 
between the Father and the Son!” If this 
would occur, “we should not then have 
so much disputing against the doctrine of 
election, or hear it condemned (even by good 
men [Wesley?] as a doctrines of devils.” For 
Whitefield the covenant was precious and 
served as the just and merciful fountain of 
grace proceeding from the triune God and 
the guarantee of all the blessings of grace 
that ever a sinner will enjoy. It is in Christ 
that these blessings are “made over to the 
elect.” 

SOAKED IN CALVINISM

A sermon on “Walking with God” begins 
with the premise of “the prevailing power 
of the enmity of a person’s heart” against 
God. This prevailing enmity, received from 
the infection of sin in the fall of Adam, 
must be overcome in the initial work of 
regeneration bringing the sinner to faith. 
Remaining enmity of the flesh is then 
gradually removed by taking advantage of 
all the means of grace given us as revealed 
in Scripture. Among the treasures of this 
sermon is a section of instruction including 
seven directives as to how to walk with 
God so as to experience continuing 
sanctification in this life in preparation for 
the complete freedom from indwelling sin 

FOR WHITEFIELD THE 
COVENANT WAS PRECIOUS 
AND SERVED AS THE JUST 
AND MERCIFUL FOUNTAIN 
OF GRACE PROCEEDING 
FROM THE TRIUNE GOD AND 
THE GUARANTEE OF ALL THE 
BLESSINGS OF GRACE THAT 
EVER A SINNER WILL ENJOY. 
IT IS IN CHRIST THAT THESE 
BLESSINGS ARE “MADE 
OVER TO THE ELECT.” 
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in the next. These seven directives are the 
revealed means that constitute Whitefield’s 
definition of walking with God: “Walking 
with God consists especially in the fixed 
habitual bent of the will for God, in an 
habitual dependence upon his power and 
promise, in an habitual voluntary dedication 
of our all to his glory, in an habitual eyeing 
of his precept in all we do and in an habitual 
complacence in his pleasure in all we 
suffer.” Though his analysis of this subject 
and his exhortation to it may benefit and be 
pleasing to true Christians across a spectrum 
of doctrinal systems, Whitefield soaks the 
whole narrative in Calvinism, and includes 
a strong caveat against antinomianism. One 

cannot read any of it without breathing in 
the fragrance of the entire system, from 
original bondage to sin to a final gracious 
gift of perfect freedom in Christ and an 
unclouded vision of his glory. 

In his moving message on the offering up 
of Isaac, Whitefield reached the climax of 
the provision God made of a substitute for 
Isaac. In the finale he pictured a scene of 
Abraham’s celebration of the event with 
Sarah, and, even these millennia later, he 
sees him “now exulting in the paradise of 
God and adoring rich, free, distinguishing, 
electing, everlasting love, which alone made 
him to differ from the rest of mankind and 
rendered him worthy of that title which he 
will have so long as the sun and the moon 
endure, ‘The Father of the faithful.’” 

In a sermon to a society of young women, 
Whitefield preached on “Christ the Best 
Husband.” Both art and careful doctrine 
co-inhere to give the sermon that rich 
combination of earnest solicitation and free 
offer with clear presentation of sovereign 
grace. In his discussion of mutual choice, he 
gave a clear manifesto of the initiatory rights 
of Christ in establishing the relationship. 
“The Lord Jesus Christ, my dear sisters, 
doth choose you merely by his free grace. 
It is freely of his own mercy, that he brings 
you into the marriage covenant. . . . And you 
are drawn to make your choice of the Lord 
Jesus Christ because he first chose you.” 

AT THE PLACE IN THE NARRATIVE 
WHERE ZACCHEUS HAS CLIMBED 

THE TREE TO GAIN ADVANTAGE 
TO SEE JESUS, WHITEFIELD 

BROKE INTO AN EXUBERANT 
APOSTROPHE, “BUT SING, O 

HEAVENS AND REJOICE, O EARTH! 
PRAISE, MAGNIFY AND ADORE 
SOVEREIGN, ELECTING, FREE, 

PREVENTING LOVE. JESUS THE 
EVERLASTING GOD, THE PRINCE 

OF PEACE, WHO SAW NATHANAEL 
UNDER THE FIG TREE AND 

ZACCHEUS FROM ETERNITY, NOW 
SEES HIM IN THE SYCAMORE-TREE 

AND CALLS HIM IN TIME.”
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Asserting in no unclear terms that “Christ 
doth invite all of you to be his spouse,” he 
also reminded these young women, that 
with the use of all the means designated by 
Christ to bring this proposal, finally, “You 
will be brought to him by his Spirit. You 
will then lay hold on him by faith, his Spirit 
will draw you unto himself. He will make 
you to be willing in the day of his power. 
He will give you faith in him.” He reiterated 
that, even given the utter dependence on 
the divine eternal choice and the effectual 
present operation of the Spirit, they should 
“not be contented till you have received the 
Lord Jesus Christ.” 

THE POTTER AND THE CLAY

This same reliance on the effectual 
work of the Spirit Whitefield 
emphasized in a sermon on 
“The Potter and the Clay.” 
These “depraved natures must 
necessarily undergo an universal 
moral change.” He would rather go 
to the graveyard to preach to rotten 
carcasses and expect them to obey 
his command to rise than to preach 
to depraved souls without “some 
superior power to make the word 
effectual to the designed end.” 
Such a change cannot be “wrought 
by the power of our own free-will. 
This is an idol everywhere set up 

but we dare not fall down and worship 
it.” This sermon focused on the Spirit, 
described by Whitefield as “the third person 
in the most adorable Trinity, co-essential 
with the Father and the Son.” His part in 
the eternal covenant stretched from the first 
actions of creation to the point when we 
are made “more and more meet for and at 
last” translated to “a full, perfect, endless 
and uninterrupted enjoyment of glory 
hereafter.” If sinners can be so fitted it will 
only be by the power of the Spirit working 
in us all the graces through which, “instead 
of being vessels in a potter’s oven, you will 
be made vessels of honour and be presented 

WITH GREAT CLARITY AND CONFIDENCE 
IN THE POWER OF TRUTH TO CONVICT, 
WHITEFIELD PREACHED A ROBUST 
CALVINISM, FIRMLY ATTACHED TO 
THE DOCTRINE OF CHRIST’S IMPUTED 
RIGHTEOUSNESS, AS THE CENTRAL 
THEME OF HIS EVANGELISM. WITHIN 
THOSE DOCTRINES HE FOUND THE MOST 
PROFOUND REASON FOR EVANGELISM, 
THE CLEAREST REMEDY FOR PRESENT 
HUMAN PERDITION, AND THE MOST 
SATISFYING CONFIDENCE IN THE 
SURE SUCCESS OF THE EVANGELIST’S 
CALLING.
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at the great day by Jesus, to his heavenly Father 
and be translated to live with him as monuments 
of rich, free, distinguishing and sovereign grace, 
for ever and ever.” 

Exactly this transformation occurred with 
Zaccheus who, for Whitefield, is a picture of 
“the doctrine of free grace.” At the place in the 
narrative where Zaccheus has climbed the tree to 
gain advantage to see Jesus, Whitefield broke into 
an exuberant apostrophe, “But sing, O heavens 
and rejoice, O earth! Praise, magnify and adore 
sovereign, electing, free, preventing love. Jesus 
the everlasting God, the Prince of Peace, who 
saw Nathanael under the fig tree and Zaccheus 
from eternity, now sees him in the sycamore-
tree and calls him in time.” Here Jesus called the 
name on earth of one whose “name was written 
in the book of life. He was one of those whom the 
Father had given him from all eternity, therefore 
he must abide at his house that day. ‘For whom 
he did predestinate, them he also called.’” Thus 
with this outward call from the lips of the Son of 
God, “there went an efficacious power from God, 
which sweetly over-ruled his natural will.” Even 
as Jesus came to Jericho to call Zaccheus, so he 
came from heaven to this earth to seek and to save 
the lost. In a flurry of lengthy and passion-ridden 
appeals—e.g., “Do not, therefore, put me off 
with frivolous excuses. There’s no excuse can be 
given for your not coming to Christ”—he salted 
these appeals with a clear sense of dependence 
on sovereign grace—“For I know my calling will 
not do, unless he, by his efficacious grace, compel 
you to come in.”

ROBUST CALVINISM

With great clarity and confidence in the power 
of truth to convict, Whitefield preached a robust 
Calvinism, firmly attached to the doctrine of 
Christ’s imputed righteousness as the central 
theme of his evangelism. Within those doctrines 
he found the most profound reason for evangelism, 
the clearest remedy for present human perdition, 
and the most satisfying confidence in the sure 
success of the evangelist’s calling.

END NOTES

1. The Committee of the General Assembly of the 
Free Church of Scotland. Sketches of the Life and 
Labours of the Rev. George Whitefield (London 
and Edinburgh: John Johnstone, nd), 10, 11.

2. Quotations in this article are from The Sermons 
of George Whitefield, 2 vols., ed. Lee Gatiss 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2012). 

Thomas J. Nettles is former Professor of Historical 
Theology at The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary. He is the author of numerous books, 
including By His Grace and For His Glory; Baptists 
and the Bible; James Petigru Boyce: A Southern 
Baptist Statesman; and Living By Revealed 
Truth: The Life and Pastoral Theology of Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon. 
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George Whitefield (1714-1770) 
has widely been lauded as one of 
Christianity’s greatest evangelists 
and preachers. His early biographer, 

John Gillies (1712-1796), wrote, “I often 
considered him as an angel flying through 
the midst of heaven, with the everlasting 
Gospel, to preach unto them that dwell on 
earth.” Though he gave the title of best 

preacher of all time to the Welsh revivalist 
Daniel Rowland (1713-1790), D. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones (1899-1981) nominated 
Whitefield as “the greatest English preacher 
of all time.” Arnold Dallimore (1907-
1998), author of an important twentieth-
century biography of Whitefield, said that 

he was “the greatest evangelist since the 
Apostle Paul.” While it is hard to know how 
to measure any one person as the greatest 
preacher—what standard can be used?—
there is no doubt that the impulse behind 
such sentiments are true. Whitefield was a 
remarkable preacher. 

Whitefield himself estimated that over the 
course of his seven trips to America, and 
his various preaching tours in England, 

Scotland, Ireland, Wales, 
and even the Netherlands 
and the Caribbean, that he 
preached 18,000 times to 
some ten million hearers. He 
also revolutionized many of 
the media forms in the early 
modern period including print 
and sound amplification. It 
was basically unheard of in 
eighteenth-century England 
for an Anglican clergyman to 
preach in fields, but Whitefield 
did this when he was barred 
from pulpits in the Church 
of England. In Philadelphia 
Whitefield’s friend Benjamin 

Franklin (1706-1790) performed an acoustic 
experiment and famously paced out 30,000 
in attendance who could reasonably hear 
him at one of his sermons. Whitefield had 
the insight to situate himself in natural 
amphitheatres in order for his voice to 
carry across large spaces. Recent research 

D. MARTYN LLOYD-JONES (1899-1981) 
NOMINATED WHITEFIELD AS “THE 
GREATEST ENGLISH PREACHER OF ALL 
TIME.” ARNOLD DALLIMORE (1907-
1998), AUTHOR OF AN IMPORTANT 
TWENTIETH-CENTURY BIOGRAPHY OF 
WHITEFIELD, SAID THAT HE WAS “THE 
GREATEST EVANGELIST SINCE THE 
APOSTLE PAUL.”
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using computer modeling has verified the 
likelihood of Franklin’s conclusions. 

With this in mind, it is worth examining 
aspects of Whitefield’s preaching. For our 
purposes, we will look at how Scripture 
shaped Whitefield’s preaching ministry, his 
emphasis on the new birth, how he applied 
that emphasis to his hearers, and conclude 
with some brief reflections for preachers 
today.

MAN OF ONE BOOK

In a study comparing 
Whitefield and his friend 
(and sometime nemesis) 
John Wesley (1703-1791), 
Ian J. Maddock argued that 
the “Grand Itinerant” was 
a man of one book. This is 
evident from his early days 
as a student at Pembroke 
College, Oxford, where he 
laboured over the Greek 
text of the New Testament. Reflecting on this 
time in his life Whitefield said, “I was very 
diligent in reading and learning the classics, 
and in studying my Greek Testament.” He 
spoke of how he read Scripture on his knees, 
drinking in and feasting on the Word of God. 
This was as much a spiritual exercise for 
him as it was academic. He would pray over 

“every line and every word.” Emulating the 
sola scriptura axiom of the Reformation, he 
believed that the Bible was the sole authority 
for life and faith. He said, “If we once get 
above our Bibles and cease making the 
written Word of God our sole rule both as 
to faith and practice, we shall soon lie open 
to all manner of delusion and be in great 
danger of making shipwreck of faith and a 
good conscience.”

It was Whitefield’s commitment to 
Scripture that drove him to itinerant field 
preaching. He was burdened by the need 
to make sure that everyone from Bristol 
colliers to planters in South Carolina heard 
and believed the biblical gospel. Likewise, 
he appealed to the Bible as justification 
for such a ministry, looking to Jesus and 

EMULATING THE SOLA SCRIPTURA AXIOM 
OF THE REFORMATION, HE BELIEVED THAT 
THE BIBLE WAS THE SOLE AUTHORITY 
FOR LIFE AND FAITH. HE SAID, “IF WE 
ONCE GET ABOVE OUR BIBLES AND CEASE 
MAKING THE WRITTEN WORD OF GOD 
OUR SOLE RULE BOTH AS TO FAITH AND 
PRACTICE, WE SHALL SOON LIE OPEN TO 
ALL MANNER OF DELUSION AND BE IN 
GREAT DANGER OF MAKING SHIPWRECK 
OF FAITH AND A GOOD CONSCIENCE.”
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Paul as examples. Whitefield was notable 
as an “actor-preacher,” in the sense that he 
allowed his background in drama to help 
shape the way he delivered his sermons. But 
Scripture set the parameters for how far this 
could go.

“JESUS GAVE ME THE NEW BIRTH”

By far, the overwhelming theme of 
Whitefield’s preaching was the new birth. 
This was due to the emphasis of the New 
Testament on the need to be “born again” 
(cf. John 3:3), but also to his own personal 
experience of conversion. During his time 
at Oxford, Whitefield read the Puritan 
Henry Scougal’s (1650-1678) The Life of 
God in the Soul of Man (1677) and through 
its gospel message came to saving faith. 
The importance of that moment was never 
lost on him: “I know the place: it may be 
superstitious, perhaps, but whenever I go to 
Oxford I cannot help running to that place 
where Jesus Christ first revealed himself 

to me, and gave me the new 
birth.” 

It was the message of “new 
birth” that he preached regularly 
in every sermon, offering the 
gospel freely to all. Due to the 
nature of his itinerant ministry, 
Whitefield would re-preach the 
same sermon at different places. 

One of those most frequently preached, 
that was widely distributed in print form, 
was The Marks of the New Birth, where he 
called his hearers to “Repent therefore and be 
converted, that your Sins may be blotted out. 
See that you receive the Holy Ghost before 
you go hence.” Because true conversion left 
indelible marks, a sinner could be certain 
that he or she was truly born again. He 
taught that there were five proofs of the new 
birth in a person’s life:

(1) a spirit of prayer
(2) a striving against sin
(3) a conquest over the world
(4) a love for other Christians
(5) a love for enemies. 

This was a theme that he held to very early 
in his ministry and continued until he 
preached his last sermon before his death 
in Newburyport, Massachusetts. In 1737, 
while the Wesleys were still in America, 
he preached The Nature and Necessity of 
our Regeneration or New Birth in Christ 
Jesus, his earliest published work. In it he 

HOW DID WHITEFIELD PREACH THE NEW 
BIRTH? HE DID SO BOTH IN TERMS OF 
FREELY OFFERING THE GOSPEL TO LOST 
SINNERS, AND BY GROUNDING THE 
CHRISTIAN LIFE IN THE GOSPEL.
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laid out a clear theology of 
regeneration and argued that it 
was the most fundamental of 
Christian doctrines. Timothy 
L. Smith observed the effect 
of this continued emphasis 
in Whitefield’s ministry: “It 
is evident that Whitefield’s 
preaching of such a radical 
transformation must have 
affected not only unchurched 
people in England and America, 
but those on both sides of the 
ocean who regarded themselves 
as Christians.” Whitefield 
convinced many thousands to 
seek out this experience.

INDICATIVE/IMPERATIVE

How did Whitefield preach the new birth? 
He did so both in terms of freely offering 
the gospel to lost sinners, and by grounding 
the Christian life in the gospel. A number 
of biblical scholars have noted that the 
structure of the New Testament is shaped 
by a relationship between the “indicative” 
and “imperative” moods. Paul’s letters are 
often crafted this way, with expositions 
of the gospel at the beginning, and the 
commands to live out the gospel following. 
The imperatives of godly living are always 
grounded in the indicative of the gospel. 

Citing Whitefield as an example of a preacher 
who used literary devices like exclamations 
and interrogatives, John Carrick then said 
that “The preaching of George Whitefield 
reveals a very commanding, authoritative 
use of the imperative mood.”  A case in 
point comes from the sermon The Seed of 
the Woman and the Seed of the Serpent, 
where Whitefield commanded his hearers to 
“not be weary of well-doing,” not to faint, 
but to always “follow the Captain of your 
salvation.” There is no cause for fearing 
either men or devils, because the victory 
over them is sure in Christ. To secure that 
victory one must “plead the promise” of 
Scripture. The imperative is only possible if 
a person is already in Christ.

FOR THOSE WHO LOOK TO THE GREAT 
REVIVAL HEROES OF THE PAST AS 
MODELS, MANY WOULD DO WELL 
TO FOLLOW WHITEFIELD’S EXAMPLE 
OF BIBLICAL PREACHING. INSTEAD 
OF FOLLOWING AFTER THE LATEST 
HOMILETICAL METHODS, THEY SHOULD 
STICK TO BIBLICAL EXPOSITION. THIS 
IS NOT TO SAY THAT WHITEFIELD DID 
NOT USE METHODS, AS SEEN IN HIS 
USE OF PRINT, SOUND AND DRAMA, 
BUT HE DID SO ONLY AS THEY WERE 
CONSONANT WITH SCRIPTURE.
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STICK TO BIBLICAL EXPOSITION

There are many lessons that can be learned 
from Whitefield. This essay has highlighted 
three aspects of Whitefield’s preaching, each 
of which can be readily applied to preachers 
today. For those who look to the great revival 
heroes of the past as models, many would 
do well to follow Whitefield’s example of 
biblical preaching. Instead of following 
after the latest homiletical methods, they 
should stick to biblical exposition. This 
is not to say that Whitefield did not use 
methods, as seen in his use of print, sound 
and drama, but he did so only as they were 
consonant with Scripture. Whitefield’s 
knowledge of the biblical languages is also 
an encouragement to study the Hebrew and 
Greek texts. 

Furthermore, preachers everywhere should 
be concerned to freely offer Christ in their 
sermons. This is the case not only when 
doing evangelism, but in regular Sunday 
preaching. How will sinners be saved if they 
do not have the duty to believe the gospel 
pressed upon their hearts? 

Finally, Whitefield understood that the 
gospel was as much for the Christian as for 
the sinner, and thus grounded the commands 
of the Christian life in the reality of the 
great gospel indicative. Preachers should 

not fall into an unwitting Pelagianism when 
they encourage their congregations to godly 
living. We can only strive toward holiness 
because we have been given new birth by 
God on high.

Ian Hugh Clary is finishing doctoral 
studies at the University of the Free State 
(Bloemfontein) where he is writing on Arnold 
Dallimore and the search for a usable past. 
He is co-editor (with Steve Weaver) of The 
Pure Flame of Devotion: A History of 
Christian Spirituality. Ian and his wife Vicky 
have three children, Jack, Molly, and Kate, 
and live in Toronto where they are members 
of West Toronto Baptist Church. 
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When the Sadducees came to our 
blessed Lord and put to him the 
question, ‘whose wife that woman 
should be in the next life, who had 

seven husbands in this,’ he told them ‘they erred, 
not knowing the scriptures’ [Matthew 22:29]. 
And if we would know whence all the errors that 
have over-spread the church of Christ first arose, 
we should find that in a great measure they flowed 
from the same fountain, ignorance of the word 
of God.

Our blessed Lord, though he was the eternal God, 
yet as man he made the scriptures his constant rule 
and guide. And therefore, when he was asked by 
the lawyer, which was the great commandment of 
the law, he referred him to his Bible for an answer, 
‘What readest thou?’ And thus, when led by the 
Spirit to be tempted by the devil, he repelled all 
his assaults with ‘it is written.’

A sufficient confutation this, of their opinion who 
say, ‘the Spirit only and not the Spirit by the Word, 
is to be our rule of action.’ If so, our 
Saviour, who had the Spirit without 
measure, needed not always have 
referred to the written word.

But how few copy after the example 
of Christ? How many are there who 
do not regard the word of God at all 
but throw the sacred oracles aside, 
as an antiquated book, fit only for 
illiterate men?

Such do greatly err, not knowing 

what the scriptures are. I shall, therefore, first, 
show that it is everyone’s duty to search them. 
And secondly, lay down some directions for you 
to search them with advantage.

THE DUTY OF SEARCHING
THE SCRIPTURES

I am to show, that it is every person’s duty to search 
the Scriptures. By the Scriptures, I understand the 
law and the prophets and those books which have 
in all ages been accounted canonical and which 
make up that volume commonly called the Bible. 
These are emphatically styled the Scriptures and, 
in one place, the ‘Scriptures of Truth’, as though 
no other books deserved the name of true writings 
or scripture in comparison of them. They are 
not of any private interpretation, authority, or 
invention but holy men of old wrote them, as they 
were moved by the Holy Ghost.

The fountain of God’s revealing himself thus to 
mankind was our fall in Adam and the necessity of 

OUR BLESSED LORD, THOUGH HE WAS THE 
ETERNAL GOD, YET AS MAN HE MADE THE 
SCRIPTURES HIS CONSTANT RULE AND GUIDE. 
AND THEREFORE, WHEN HE WAS ASKED 
BY THE LAWYER, WHICH WAS THE GREAT 
COMMANDMENT OF THE LAW, HE REFERRED 
HIM TO HIS BIBLE FOR AN ANSWER, ‘WHAT 
READEST THOU?’ AND THUS, WHEN LED BY 
THE SPIRIT TO BE TEMPTED BY THE DEVIL, 
HE REPELLED ALL HIS ASSAULTS WITH ‘IT IS 
WRITTEN.’
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our new birth in Christ Jesus. And if we search the 
scriptures as we ought, we shall find the sum and 
substance, the Alpha and Omega, the beginning 
and end of them, is to lead us to a knowledge of 
these two great truths. All the threats, promises 
and precepts, all the exhortations and doctrines 
contained therein, all the rites, ceremonies and 
sacrifices appointed under the Jewish law, nay, 
almost all the historical parts of holy scripture, 
suppose our being fallen in Adam and either point 
out to us a Mediator to come, or speak of him as 
already come in the flesh.

Had man continued in a state of innocence, he 
would not have needed an outward revelation, 
because the law of God was so deeply written 
in the tables of his heart. But having eaten the 
forbidden fruit, he incurred the displeasure of 
God and lost the divine image and, therefore, 
without an external revelation, could never tell 
how God would be reconciled unto him, or how 
he should be saved from the misery and darkness 
of his fallen nature.

That these truths are so, I need not refer you to 
any other book, than your own hearts. For unless 

we are fallen creatures, whence 
those abominable corruptions 
which daily arise in our hearts? 
We could not come thus corrupt 
out of the hands of our Maker, 
because he being goodness itself 
could make nothing but what 
is like himself, holy, just and 
good. And that we want to be 
delivered from these disorders 
of our nature, is evident, because 
we find an unwillingness within 
ourselves to own we are thus 

depraved and are always striving to appear to 
others of a quite different frame and temper of 
mind than what we are.

I appeal to the experience of the most learned 
disputer against divine revelation, whether he 
does not find in himself that he is naturally proud, 
angry, revengeful, and full of other passions 
contrary to the purity, holiness, and longsuffering 
of God. And is not this a demonstration that some 
way or other he is fallen from God? And I appeal 
also, whether at the same time that he finds these 
hurtful lusts in his heart, he does not strive to 
seem amiable, courteous, kind and affable. And 
is not this a manifest proof, that he is sensible, he 
is miserable and wants, he knows not how, to be 
redeemed or delivered from it?

Here then, God by his word steps in and opens to 
his view such a scene of divine love and infinite 
goodness in the holy scriptures that none but 
men of such corrupt and reprobate minds as our 
modern deists, would shut their eyes against it.

What does God in his written word do more or 

HAD MAN CONTINUED IN A STATE OF INNOCENCE, 
HE WOULD NOT HAVE NEEDED AN OUTWARD 
REVELATION, BECAUSE THE LAW OF GOD WAS SO 
DEEPLY WRITTEN IN THE TABLES OF HIS HEART. 
BUT HAVING EATEN THE FORBIDDEN FRUIT, HE 
INCURRED THE DISPLEASURE OF GOD AND LOST 
THE DIVINE IMAGE AND, THEREFORE, WITHOUT AN 
EXTERNAL REVELATION, COULD NEVER TELL HOW 
GOD WOULD BE RECONCILED UNTO HIM, OR HOW 
HE SHOULD BE SAVED FROM THE MISERY AND 
DARKNESS OF HIS FALLEN NATURE.
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less than show thee, O man, how thou art fallen 
into that blindness, darkness, and misery, of which 
thou feelest and complainest? And, at the same 
time, he points out the way to what thou desirest, 
even how thou mayest be redeemed out of it by 
believing in and copying after the Son of his love.

As I told you before, so I tell you again, upon these 
two truths rest all divine revelation. It being given 

us for no other end but to show our misery and our 
happiness, our fall and recovery or, in one word, 
after what manner we died in Adam and how in 
Christ we may again be made alive.

Hence, then arises the necessity of searching the 
scriptures. For since they are nothing else but 
the grand charter of our salvation, the revelation 
of a covenant made by God with men in Christ 
and a light to guide us into the way of peace, it 
follows that all are obliged to read and search 
them, because all are equally fallen from God, all 
equally stand in need of being informed how they 

must be restored to and again united with him.

How foolishly then do the disputing infidels of this 
generation act, who are continually either calling 
for signs from heaven, or seeking for outward 
evidence to prove the truth of divine revelation? 
Whereas, what they so earnestly seek for is nigh 
unto, nay, within them. For let them but consult 
their own hearts, they cannot but feel what they 

want. Let them but consult the lively 
oracles of God and they cannot but 
see a remedy revealed for all their 
wants and that the written word does 
as exactly answer the wants and 
desires of their hearts, as face answers 
to face in the water. Where then is 
the scribe, where is the wise, where 
is the solidity of the reasoning of the 
disputers of this world? Has not God 
revealed himself unto them, as plain 
as their own hearts could wish? And 
yet they require a sign. But there 
shall no other sign be given them. 
For if they believe not a revelation 
which is every way so suited to their 

wants, neither will they be persuaded though one 
should rise from the dead.

This excerpt was taken from “The Duty of 
Searching the Scripture [John 5:39],” in The 
Sermons of George Whitefield, vol. 2, edited 
by Lee Gatiss, © 2012, pp. 105-108.  Used by 
permission of Crossway, a publishing ministry 
of Good News Publishers, Wheaton, IL 60187, 
www.crossway.org. The sermon was preached 
at St. Michael, Cornhill and published in The 
Christian’s Companion (1739). 

FOR SINCE THEY ARE NOTHING ELSE BUT THE 
GRAND CHARTER OF OUR SALVATION, THE 
REVELATION OF A COVENANT MADE BY GOD 
WITH MEN IN CHRIST AND A LIGHT TO GUIDE 
US INTO THE WAY OF PEACE, IT FOLLOWS 
THAT ALL ARE OBLIGED TO READ AND SEARCH 
THEM, BECAUSE ALL ARE EQUALLY FALLEN 
FROM GOD, ALL EQUALLY STAND IN NEED 
OF BEING INFORMED HOW THEY MUST BE 
RESTORED TO AND AGAIN UNITED WITH HIM.
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One of the most potentially toxic cocktails 
found in the evangelical church 
today is the recently-minted Calvinist 
pastor who grew up in an Arminian-

revivalistic context.  Sickened by far too many 
emotionally-manipulative altar calls with their 
hot, poorly-ventilated sanctuaries, dim lighting, 
swooning organ music, and endless calls for just 
one more verse of “Just As I Am,” this pastor 
begins jettisoning everything which smacks of 
Finneyism.  Altar calls, “decision cards,” spiritual 
birth-certificates, and all attempts at emotional 
arm-twisting are consigned to outer darkness.  But 
the pendulum begins to swing too far. In his zeal 
without knowledge, this immature Calvinistic 
pastor keeps going beyond the bounds of biblical 
teaching or historic Calvinism.  Confidently 

affirming Jesus’ sincere love for every person 
without exception notably diminishes while 
admonishing sinners to repent and believe is done 
only with great hesitation.  Worst of all, passionate 
preaching for immediate conversions slowly dies 
and is replaced by stuffy lectures which sound 
very much like the reading aloud of a biblical 
commentary.  I know this temptation exists and 
is strong for some, for I am partially describing 
myself.

Into this confused and muddled milieu the example 
of George Whitefield is a jarring bolt of sanity-
restoration and biblical balance.  For in George 
Whitefield, like the apostle Paul and like his later 
protégé Charles Spurgeon, we have a passionate 
Calvinistic evangelist who preached for and 

T
THE REFORMED PASTOR
GEORGE WHITEFIELD AND PASSIONATE PREACHING 
FOR IMMEDIATE CONVERSIONS

BY TIMOTHY RAYMOND
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hoped for immediate conversions, for sinners to 
repent and believe then-and-there, on-the-spot 
without years of spiritual meandering, misty-
minded uncertainty, or endless introspection.  
Emulating Whitefield’s model of preaching for 
immediate conversions will make us evangelical 
and evangelistic Calvinists and help demolish the 
misnomer that Calvinism kills evangelism.

This is a constant emphasis of Whitefield’s and 
could be identified in nearly every one of his 
sermons.  But for brevity’s sake, consider just 
one example.  And as you read this, ask yourself, 
“Am I fired by the same passion for sinners to 
then-and-there come to Christ?”  In a sermon on 
Matthew 11:28, entitled “Christ the only Rest 
for the Weary and Heavy-Laden,” preached at 
Kennington-Common in 1740 (when he was just 
26!), Whitefield pled,

Let me beseech you to come unto Christ, 
and he will give you rest.…Go to him this 
night; here is an invitation to all you who 
are weary souls…do not delay; one moment 
may be dangerous: death may take you off 
suddenly. You know not but that a fit of the 
apoplexy may hurry you from time into 
eternity….Come, come unto him. If your 
souls were not immortal, and you in danger 
of losing them, I would not thus speak unto 
you; but the love of your souls constrains 
me to speak: methinks this would constrain 
me to speak unto you forever. Come then by 
faith, and lay hold of the Lord Jesus; though 
he be in heaven, he now calleth thee. Come, 
all ye drunkards, swearers, Sabbath-breakers, 
adulterers, fornicators; come, all ye scoffers, 
harlots, thieves, and murderers, and Jesus 

Christ will save you; he will give you rest, if 
you are weary of your sins. O come lay hold 
upon him. Had I less love for your souls, I 
might speak less; but that love of God, which 
is shed abroad in my heart, will not permit 
me to leave you, till I see whether you will 
come to Christ or no. O for your life receive 
him, for fear he may never call you any more. 
Behold, the Bridegroom cometh; it may be 
this night the cry may be made. Now would 
you hear this, if you were sure to die before 
the morning light?

I ask you, my brother-pastors, does this sound 
anything like how you call sinners to trust 
Jesus?  Do you preach as “a dying man to dying 
men,” begging them to flee from the wrath to 
come?  Or do you address people in a manner 
more sophisticated, distinguished, tempered, and 
nuanced, and yet leaving sinners confused and 
comfortable in their sins, not realizing they teeter 
on the brink of hell?

Long for, hope for, pray for, and preach for 
immediate conversions!  Preach every sermon 
with the expectation that the sovereign God will 
use your weak proclamation of the gospel to give 
dead sinners new life that very day.  Like Spurgeon 
did, intentionally model your evangelistic 
preaching on that of George Whitefield’s.  For 
with George Whitefield, there may be no better 
example outside the Bible of passionate preaching 
for immediate conversions.

Timothy Raymond is pastor of Trinity Baptist 
Church in Munice, Indiana. 
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Aimee Byrd’s Housewife 
Theologian (P&R, 2013) is 
a collection of theological 
reflections from a modern 

Christian housewife— former coffee 
shop owner, now wife, mom, and current 
writer and blogger.  Even though the title 
is Housewife Theologian, this is not a book 
about homemaking or even about being 
a housewife.  This book was written to 
challenge women to embrace the calling 
that all Christian women have to be 
theologians.

In the introduction to her book, Byrd 
states that a theologian is often thought 

of in terms of “a specialized field of 
study,” but (quoting John Gerstner) Byrd 
argues that every Christian is “called to 
be a theologian.”  A true theologian is 
one who “has a true knowledge of God 
which he understands in nontechnical, 
nonprofessional, nonacademic terms.”  We 
can never exhaust our learning of God, and 
if we truly love someone, we will want 
to learn all that we can about them.  It is 
with this conviction that the author makes 
an emphatic call to set a new standard of 
atypical living for the modern Christian 
housewife.  This book seeks to answer the 
all important question: “How does one’s 
knowledge and beliefs about God affect 

EVERY WOMAN
A THEOLOGIAN:
A CALL
FOR WOMEN
TO THINK
THEOLOGICALLY

by Amy Steward
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one’s everyday, ordinary life?”
Byrd’s book is wide-ranging and covers 
a variety of topics that are relevant to all 
Christian women, married or single.  A 
repeated theme is how the gospel should 
affect all of life, or as she puts it, “how the 
gospel interrupts the ordinary.”  She also 
discusses questions like, 

• How does my knowledge of God relate 
to my role as a woman; my thoughts 
on beauty, identity, hospitality, and sin; 
and my influence on others?

• How is a Christian’s thinking different 
from an unbeliever’s?

• What is the relationship of the church 
to the broader culture?

Byrd stresses that the way women view 
themselves and their roles should be 
understood in light of who they are in 
Christ, and not according to the world’s 
standards or ideas.  Women need to be 
counter-cultural in their thinking, and Byrd 
shares many stories from her own life that 
illustrate the journey that she herself has 
been through in her own thinking. Byrd 
also encourages women to be teachers who 
influence others in the spheres in which 
God has placed them.

The book has many positive features that 
will make it a helpful springboard for 
further reflection or group discussion.  The 
end of each chapter includes journaling 
questions that could be used for either 
personal reflection or in a small group 

setting.  The chapters are not overly heavy 
and contain numerous thought-provoking 
quotations from writers such as Charles 
Spurgeon, D. A. Carson, and Tim Challies, 
to name a few.  Each chapter is full of 
stories, personal anecdotes and reflections, 
and is written in a punchy, colorful way, 
with a self-deprecating sense of humor.  

While the author’s choice of subject 
material touches numerous topics, perhaps 
a better choice would have been to explore 
a few main points, and also address the 
heart issues behind so much unbiblical 
theology in Christian culture today.  (For 
further reading on heart-related issues, I 
highly recommend Lies Women Believe, 
by Nancy Leigh DeMoss, and Calm 
My Anxious Heart, by Linda Dillow.)  
This aside, Housewife Theologian does 
deserve to be widely read and discussed 
by Christian women in today’s culture.  
Aimee Byrd’s call to women to become 
theologians is one that every woman needs 
to embrace. 

Amy Steward
Louisville, KY 
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CHRISTIANITY, A 
BLOOD RELIGION:
ANTHONY CARTER
SHOWS WHY CHRIST’S
BLOOD IS NEEDED
FOR REDEMPTION

by Aubrey Sequeira

The average person in North America 
seldom encounters blood. Blood 
is relegated to emergency rooms 
(if you’re unfortunate enough to 

be in one), or to teen vampire movies (if 
you’re unfortunate enough to watch one). 
Even meat comes to us cleanly packaged in 
sanitized grocery stores, far removed from 
the gruesome reality of slaughterhouses. 
This aversion to blood has also infiltrated the 
church. Many evangelical churches do not 
speak openly of the blood of Christ because it 
offends and embarrasses. As Russell Moore 
puts it, “American Christianity is far less 
bloody than it used to be.” 

In Blood Work: How the Blood of Christ 
Accomplishes our Salvation (Reformation 

Trust, 2013), Anthony Carter reminds us that 
“Christianity is a bloody religion….To read 
the Bible with any seriousness and sober 
discernment is to see the shedding of blood 
or the implications of it on practically every 
page.” In this wonderful little book, Carter 
presents a series of expositions concerning 
the blood of Christ and what it achieves for 
believers. Carter begins by asserting the 
centrality of blood to the Christian faith. The 
blood of Christ, Carter argues, is the paint 
with which the story of redemptive history 
is portrayed. Blood represents one’s life 
poured out in death. Carter briefly examines 
Genesis to show that in Scripture, “Blood 
speaks to the need for both retribution and 
redemption.” Carter then considers each of 
the benefits that the blood of Christ obtains 
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for Christians. 

In each chapter, Carter examines the biblical witness 
and explains each facet of what Christ’s blood 
accomplishes. By his blood, Christ purchases his 
people (chap. 2) and propitiates the wrath of God 
(chap. 3). Christ’s people are justified by his blood 
(chap. 4), redeemed by his blood (chap. 5), and 
brought near by his blood (chap. 6). We gain peace 
with God through Christ’s blood (chap. 7), and it 
is through his blood that we are cleansed (chap. 8) 
and sanctified (chap. 9). God elects believers for 
sprinkling with Christ’s blood (chap. 10). Christ’s 
blood ransoms God’s people (chap. 11) and delivers 
them from sin’s enslaving power (chap. 12). In his 
conclusion, Carter reminds believers to avail the 
blood of Christ for their daily lives by speaking 
about the blood, singing songs that proclaim its 
precious worth, delighting in Christ’s blood shed for 
us, and looking forward to the hope of eternity that 
Christ’s blood has obtained for us. The appendices 
include words and music to a song on the blood of 
Christ written by Carter himself, and a list of songs 
and hymns that focus on the blood. 

Blood Work is timely, refreshing, and encouraging. 
It is timely, because in our politically correct 
postmodern times, the church urgently needs to be 
reminded that our faith is founded on blood sacrifice. 
The blood of Christ is not a metaphor that we can 
avoid, for it stands at the center of our gospel—a 
gospel that scandalously proclaims the blood of the 
Son of God poured out for sinners. 

Second, Blood Work is refreshing because where 
others have hesitated to speak of Christ’s blood, 
Carter boldly shows how Scripture speaks about the 
precious blood of Christ as that which accomplishes 
all of our salvation. Moreover, Carter offers a 
theologically orthodox exposition of a topic that 

is intensely debated in academic circles. Carter 
helpfully returns his readers to the language of 
Scripture and the historic affirmations of the church. 

Finally, this book is encouraging because it helps us 
see all that God has done for us through the blood 
of Christ, and challenges us not only to proclaim 
Christ’s blood but also to delight in it. Carter’s 
exposition is punctuated with clear illustrations. 
The words of hymns included throughout lead the 
reader to worship Christ for his finished work. 

My only criticism is that Carter sometimes separates 
categories that Scripture holds together. For instance, 
Carter separately treats “redemption,” “purchase,” 
“ransom,” and “freedom,” but biblically, these 
categories are co-extensively used for Christ’s 
purchase and deliverance of sinners by his blood. 
Likewise, being “brought near” and receiving 
“peace” by the blood are co-extensive in Scripture 
under the rubric of reconciliation. However, Carter 
does offer multiple perspectives on each of these 
terms, so this criticism should not detract from the 
book’s value. 

Overall, Blood Work is a helpful and edifying 
exposition of the saving work of God through 
the blood of Jesus Christ. The book may be read 
devotionally or as a brief theological resource by 
both pastors and laypeople. Pastors looking to 
preach and teach on this important subject may 
find it a useful model for a topical sermon series 
or meditations preceding the Lord’s Supper. Carter 
is to be commended for producing a work that will 
lead God’s people to glorify Christ for shedding his 
blood for them. 

Aubrey Sequeira
The Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary 
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GOD’S
HOLY LOVE
DAVID WELLS 
TAKES US BACK 
TO THE BIBLE

Since publishing No Place For 
Truth, or Whatever Happened to 
Evangelical Theology? (1994), 
David Wells has proven to be a 

leading expert on the state of evangelicalism 
in the modern world. Having published five 
volumes on the intersection of the church 
and culture, he has engaged modernity 
and modernism, postmodernity and 
pluralism with painstaking—and often 
painful—analysis. However, until now he 
has given no full-length solution to the 
myriad of problems he has unearthed in his 
sociological research. God in the Whirlwind 
(Crossway, 2014) fills that lacuna.

As distinguished senior research 
professor at Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary, Wells is far more than a cultural 
commentator. He is a systematic theologian 
whose grasp of biblical truth fills the pages 
of his latest work. While in his five volumes 
he offered many helpful suggestions, his 
latest book offers what the others did not: 
a constructive theology that brings readers 
into the presence of the living God. Erudite 
and edifying, God in the Whirlwind calls 
readers to be still and know the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus.

God in the Whirlwind is comprised of nine 

by David Schrock
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biblically-saturated chapters that address a wide 
range of theological loci. In chapter 1, Wells lays 
out two fundamental problems. First, modern 
culture bends our thinking away from God and 
makes right and wrong a matter of personal 
preference. The second problem concerns the 
endless distractions of the modern world, chiefly 
in the way modern technology’s “pings and 
jingles” reprogram our mind and emotions. This 
chapter carries on themes from his other works, 
but Wells successfully introduces the subjects to 
any who are reading him for the first time.

After his introduction, Wells devotes two chapters 
to biblical theology. In chapter 2 he outlines “the 
Gospel across time,” where grace serves as the 
cause of salvation, faith as the instrument, and 
Christ as the ground. In every epoch, these are 
the elements by which a holy God saves sinners. 
Next, in chapter 3, Wells considers redemption’s 
progress and how the Incarnation and Pentecost 
culminate a long history of types and shadows. 
In particular, he focuses on God’s promises to 
Abraham, the exodus as a pattern of salvation, 
and the kingdom of God fulfilled in the Son of 
David. Though some theologians might quibble 
with how Wells formulates some aspects of his 
biblical theology, the whole chapter is an elegant 
description of redemptive history.

With the biblical storyline in place, in chapters 
4 and 5 Wells moves to consider the “holy-love” 
of God. In a surprising reversal, he treats the 
love of God before speaking about his holiness. 
Acknowledging this choice as a “concession 
to how we typically think,” Wells explains how 
Scripture speaks of God’s love. He confronts the 
erroneous idea that we “can intuitively know what 

God’s love is.” By contrast, he outlines the love 
of God as revealed in the Old Testament, within 
the Trinity, in common grace (i.e., God’s patience 
towards all humanity), and most evidently in God’s 
gracious redemption of sinners. He follows this 
biblical exposition of God’s love with a portrayal 
of God’s attributes that displays the beauty of 
his holiness. Always the cultural commentator, 
Wells shows how our society’s emphasis on the 
therapeutic has denuded the holiness of God by 
replacing a concern for morality with a focus on 
personal wholeness. While erudite, this chapter 
leads the reader to exult in the thrice-holy God.

After bringing God’s holy-love into the vision of the 
reader, Wells spends the rest of the book applying 
his theology proper to the areas of Christology 
and soteriology (chap. 6), sanctification (chap. 7), 
worship (chap. 8), and service (chap. 9). There is 
much to commend in these chapters, but let me 
highlight two areas of special interest. 

First, in chapter 7 “Walking with God,” he 
contributes to the recent debate on sanctification. 
He wisely remarks that justification and 
sanctification must not be confused, but never 
separated. Error comes when these two doctrines 
are collapsed or torn asunder, and Wells makes the 
simple but sublime point that Christians must learn 
to understand and embrace the difference between 
our position in Christ and condition before God. 
Though Wells does not directly engage with the 
recent works on sanctification, his comments 
assist the debate.

In the same chapter, Wells addresses technology’s 
effect on modern Christians. He spotlights 
the “sound and fury” of modernity’s glut of 
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information, and he warns us that “our minds are 
choked with too much to know.” He verbalizes 
what so many feel but cannot describe, that to 
know God quickly has never been easier (think: 
Bible software), but to know him intimately has 
never been more difficult. It is this kind of insight 
that makes Wells book so valuable. He not only 
gives a striking vision of God from Scripture, 
but he brings it to bear on a number of threats to 
today’s church.

For more than two decades, Wells has served the 
church by making us think about how we think 
about God. This book is no different. However, 
in another way, Wells’ book is unlike any of his 
previous works. Gone are the densely packed 
footnotes—there are, in fact, no footnotes in 
God in the Whirlwind. Absent are the academic 
interactions with sociological studies.  Missing is 
the need to brush up on postmodern philosophy to 
track with Professor Wells.

Instead, God in the Whirlwind is filled with 
Scripture citations and biblical testimonies. 
Indeed, Wells shows why his other books could 
engage the world and not veer off course. Wells is 
a deeply biblical theologian who, by God’s grace, 
has a profound understanding of God’s holy-love, 
and is driven to engage culture for the sake of the 
church. 

On this point, Wells exemplifies how engagement 
with secular thought (e.g., philosophy, sociology, 
etc.) ought to be done. While adroit in his analysis 
of culture, technology, and the therapeutic, he 
remains committed to God’s unchanging Word. 
How so? The answer is found in the way that the 
storyline of Scripture and the biblical vision of 

God’s holy-love anchor him to the truth of who 
God is. Because of this vision, Wells is able to 
decipher the good and bad of secular thought. In 
this way, his personal example spurs Christian 
thinkers to be more unashamedly “biblical,” even 
as they master other fields of intellectual inquiry.

At the same time, God in the Whirlwind makes 
the insights of this gospel-grounded academic 
more accessible to those who might be turned 
off by copious footnotes. Indeed, while No Place 
for Truth takes the reader on a journey through 
American history, sociological trends, and 
philosophical influence, God in the Whirlwind 
begins and ends with the Bible. Much closer to J. 
I. Packer’s, Knowing God or R. C. Sproul’s The 
Holiness of God, Wells’ new book paints a picture 
of God that does more than update evangelical 
theology; it calls evangelicals to worship the holy, 
loving God of Scripture. For all of these reasons, 
I highly recommend Wells’ new book. 

David Schrock
Pastor, Calvary Baptist Church, Seymour, IN 
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CAN WE
TRUST
THE BIBLE?
KEVIN DeYOUNG
SAYS YES

by Matt Manry

The Bible is absolutely central to 
Christian belief, and there is little 
doubt that a right understanding 
of the doctrine of Scripture is es-

sential for every Christian believer. I think 
we can all agree on this fact. Pastor and au-
thor Kevin DeYoung has once again helped 
Christians by writing a very clear and con-
cise book on the authority of Scripture. 
DeYoung’s book, Taking God At His Word: 
Why the Bible Is Knowable, Necessary, and 
Enough, and What That Means for You and 
Me (Crossway, 2014), goes into great detail 
about why Christians can trust the Bible 
fully and completely. 

In chapter 1, DeYoung contemplates the 
words of the psalmist found in Psalm 119. 

It is clear from the outset that DeYoung 
wants readers to treasure the Word of God. 
By analyzing Psalm 119, DeYoung points 
out three characteristics that we should 
all believe about the Word of God. These 
characteristics include: God’s Word says 
what is true, God’s Word demands what 
is right, and God’s Word provides what 
is good. DeYoung wants all Christians to 
love and cherish the Word of God the way 
that the psalmist professes in Psalm 119. A 
fuller understanding of the Holy Scriptures 
should help us all realize that “the word of 
God is more than enough to accomplish the 
work of God in the people of God.”  

Chapter 2 focuses on the words of the apos-
tle Peter found in 2 Peter 1:16-21, in which 
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Peter offers us an eyewitness account. DeYoung 
says, “You cannot put more confidence in your 
Bible than Peter put in his.” It is clear that 2 Pe-
ter 1:16-21 explicitly teaches that Scripture is the 
Word of God, that Scripture is no less divine even 
though it was given through human instruments, 
and that the Bible is without error. Christians do 
not need another special revelation when one truly 
sees the reliability of the prophetic Word of God. 

In chapters 3-6, DeYoung spends time focusing 
on the four essential characteristics of Scripture: 
sufficiency, clarity, authority, and necessity. Suffi-
ciency suggests that the Bible contains all that we 
need for salvation and godly living. We do not need 
any other revelations from God. Clarity teaches us 
that the gospel message of Christ Jesus is plainly 
taught in the Scriptures. The Bible is not just for a 
select few. It is a message that can be understood 
by all. Authority urges us to recognize that the 
Bible always has the last word. Other disciplines 
such as science and philosophy are fallible, while 
the Bible is completely infallible and never in er-
ror. Lastly, the Word of God is necessary. Person-
al experience and opinions never stand above the 
Holy Scriptures. Subjecting ourselves to the Bible 
daily is absolutely necessary. 

In chapter 7, DeYoung discusses Christ’s unbreak-
able Bible. In this section, DeYoung specifically 
talks about what Jesus Christ believed about the 
Bible. By exploring different passages in the Gos-
pels, DeYoung demonstrates that Christ believed 
in the sufficiency of the Old Testament, that Scrip-
ture could not be broken, that the Bible contained 
straightforward historical facts, and finally that 
what Scripture says, God says. There is no doubt 
that we should all model our belief in the Bible 

the way that Jesus did. As DeYoung says, “it is 
impossible to revere the Scriptures more deeply 
or affirm them more completely than Jesus did.”  

In chapter 8, DeYoung concludes his book with 
an exhortation to be faithful to the Scriptures. The 
Bible is God-breathed (2 Tim. 3:16) and deserves 
our full attention. DeYoung concludes, “There is 
no limit to what the Bible can do for us, to us, and 
through us. We can never outgrow the Bible, be-
cause it always means to make us grow.” 

In conclusion, I believe that DeYoung’s book of-
fers readers a clear and effective introduction to 
the doctrine of Scripture. This book is very easy 
to read and practical, but also in-depth and theo-
logically sound. There is no doubt that DeYoung’s 
book provides a strong foundation for many peo-
ple who struggle with trusting the Bible complete-
ly. This book would be great to go through in a 
small group setting or to give to a new believer 
who wants to know more about the Scriptures. 

In the end, I would highly recommend this book 
because it is filled with declarations of the suffi-
ciency and truth of God’s life-changing Word. 

Matt Manry
Editor, Credo Magazine 
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Each year countless books hit the shelves on 
how to preach a sermon. Everyone wants to 
know what it takes to preach a great message 
or how to become a spectacular speaker. But 

let’s face it, when was the last time you saw a book on 
how to hear a sermon? My guess…never! We tend 
to view the sermon as something the preacher does. 
But actually, there is much to preaching that has to 
do with what the listener does as well. Unfortunately, 
the average churchgoer never receives instruction on 
his role in the reception of Sunday’s message. 

George Whitefield, however, has much to say about 
how to listen to sermons profitably. In a sermon 
called, “Directions How to Hear Sermons [Luke 
8:18],” Whitefield lays down six ways the man in 
the pew should tune his ears. First, the Christian 
is to listen “not out of curiosity but from a sincere 
desire to know and do your duty.” Whitefield warns 

against the religious hypocrisy of entering into God’s 
house “merely to have our ears entertained and not 
our hearts reformed.” Such people “only hear the 
preacher’s voice with their outward ears but do not 
experience the power of it inwardly in their hearts.” 
Needless to say, such people are still around today. 
They come to church looking to be entertained, 
rather than to learn, worship, and obey God. We are 
to flee such a mindset and instead prepare our hearts 
by a “humble disposition,” ready to “receive with 
meekness the engrafted word.” Only then will God’s 
Word be “a means, under God, to quicken, build up, 
purify and save your souls.”

Second, not only should the Christian prepare his 
heart before he hears, but also “give diligent heed 
to the things that are spoken from the word of God.” 
Should an earthly king issue a royal proclamation 
with conditions that determine the life or death of his 

F
FIRST PRINCIPLES
HOW TO HEAR SERMONS

BY MATTHEW BARRETT
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subjects, “how solicitous would they be to hear what 
those conditions were?” How much more attentive 
and eager should we be to listen to the King of kings 
and Lord of lords, and “lend an attentive ear to his 
ministers, when they are declaring, in his name, how 
our pardon, peace, and happiness may be secured?” 

Third, as important as preparing our hearts and being 
attentive with a “teachable disposition” might be, they 
mean nothing if one holds even “the least prejudice 
against the minister.” “For could a preacher speak 
with the tongue of men and angels, if his audience 
was prejudiced against him, he would be but as 
sounding brass, or tinkling cymbal.” Whitefield 
notes how Jesus himself “could not do many mighty 
works, nor preach to any great effect among those 
of his own country” for this very reason. It did not 
matter that he was God incarnate (!), for their ears 
were shut up from the start due to the hardness of 
their hearts. 

Fourth, Whitefield warns against forming party 
lines and creating a celebrity out of any preacher. 
Whitefield cautions against depending too much 
on a preacher, thinking “more highly of him than 
you ought to think.” Surely this was a problem in 
the early church, as one followed Paul and another 
Apollos, failing to recognize that these preachers 
were “but instruments in God’s hands by whom you 
believed,” and should not be placed on a pedestal. 
Yes, we are to pay them double honor. “But then to 
prefer one minister at the expense of another . . . 
is earthly, sensual, devilish.” When we elevate one 
preacher we award him with popularity and applause, 
which are “exceedingly dangerous, even to a rightly 
informed mind.” Any preacher elevated in this way 
is no doubt tempted to take such honor for himself, 
which is “due only to God, who alone qualifies him 
for his ministerial labours.”

Fifth, Christians are to apply “everything that is 

delivered to your own hearts.” Whitefield wishes that 
when the preacher warns those in his congregation of 
sin, their first response would not be to look around 
the room to find out who might be guilty, but instead 
to “turn their thoughts inwardly and say, ‘Lord, is it 
I?’” 

Sixth, when you hear God’s Word preached “pray to 
him, both before, in, and after every sermon, to endue 
the minister with power to speak and to grant you a 
will and ability to put in practice what he shall show 
from the book of God to be your duty.” Could there 
be anything more important than prayer, both for the 
minister and for the hearer? And is this not what Paul 
instructed the Ephesians, namely, to “intercede with 
God for him” (Eph. 6:18-19)? If “so great an Apostle 
as St. Paul needed the prayers of his people, much 
more do those ministers who have only the ordinary 
gifts of the Holy Spirit.” And if you do find yourself 
praying, is this not a “good proof that you sincerely 
desired to do, as well as to know, the will of God”? 
Such prayer not only blesses the minister, but the 
hearer as well, as God gives him a “double portion 
of his Holy Spirit, whereby they will be enabled to 
instruct you more fully in the things which pertain to 
the kingdom of God.” 

If the Christian would apply these six instructions 
when listening to sermons, would not God’s people 
profit from them all the more? Will you not be “your 
minister’s joy and their crown of rejoicing in the day 
of our Lord Jesus”? And will not the Word of God 
dwell in you richly, as you move from “one degree of 
grace unto another”? Therefore, may every Christian 
listen sincerely to Whitefield when he says, “take 
heed how you hear.”

Matthew Barrett is executive editor of Credo 
Magazine. 
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