A LESSON FOR ADAPTION IN SERMONS
OR ADULT SUNDAY SCHOOL CLASSES
DR. THOMAS S. KIDD, BAYLOR UNIVERSITY

George Whitefield was the pre-eminent evangelist of the Great
Awakening, and arguably the best-known figure in 18th-century Britain
and America. Whitefield’s fame has receded in the centuries since his
death in 1770, and has certainly been surpassed by Jonathan Edwards,
the Great Awakening’s leading pastor-theologian. A consistent
advocate of Reformed theology and perhaps the most accomplished
orator in evangelical history, Whitefield deserves to be known widely
among Christians today.
Whitefield’s 300th birthday is December 16, 2014.1 This occasion presents
a unique opportunity for Whitefield’s admirers to re-introduce him to the
evangelical public. What follows is a three-lesson curriculum for the use
of pastors and other church leaders who might want to mark Whitefield’s
birthday during fall 2014 with a sermon, a lesson, or a short series on
Whitefield. The first lesson is a comprehensive overview of Whitefield’s
life and ministry, while lessons two and three focus on Whitefield’s
Calvinism, and his views on slavery.
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“Old Style” - Britain later added 11 days to the calendar, after which Whitefield considered December
27 his birthday.

LESSON ONE: WHITEFIELD’S PASSION FOR THE GOSPEL
GEORGE WHITEFIELD AND THE GREAT AWAKENING
It would be hard to overstate George Whitefield’s significance in the history
of Christianity since the Reformation. He was the most celebrated pastor of
the First Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s, and was the best-known
person in America and Britain before the American Revolution (best-known
perhaps aside from the king of England). He is arguably one of the two most
influential evangelists, along with Billy Graham, of the past three centuries.
Yet today he seems strangely forgotten among many Christians, his fame
certainly surpassed by his friends Jonathan Edwards and John Wesley.
Whitefield’s 300th birthday is in December 2014, making this a good time to
reintroduce ourselves to this great figure in Christian history. Whitefield experienced conversion at Oxford University in 1735, where he met the Methodist leaders John and Charles Wesley. For a time, the Wesleys and Whitefield
cooperated closely in the early revivals of the Great Awakening in Britain, but
soon theological differences led to a split, one that only really healed late in
Whitefield’s life in the 1760s. In spite of those struggles, the young Whitefield
became the most dynamic and controversial preacher in the revivals, drawing stunning crowds in the tens of thousands across Britain and America.
One of the reasons that Whitefield became
so well known was his creative use of media, especially publishing and newspapers.
Historians consider Whitefield the first real
“celebrity” of any kind in the English-speaking world (with all the associated challenges that fame brings to a pastor). He and his
supporters used newspapers to cover his
revival meetings, so that when he arrived in
new places to preach, people had often been
hearing for months about the sensational
young minister.

THE YOUNG
WHITEFIELD
BECAME THE MOST
DYNAMIC AND
CONTROVERSIAL
PREACHER IN THE
REVIVALS, DRAWING
STUNNING CROWDS
IN THE TENS OF
THOUSANDS

One of Whitefield’s most important allies in his media campaigns was the
Philadelphia printer and future founding father Benjamin Franklin. Franklin
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initially saw Whitefield as just a money-making opportunity, but soon they
became close friends, in spite of their religious differences. (Franklin later
described himself as a Deist.) Whitefield urged Franklin to put his faith in
Christ. In 1752, the evangelist wrote to Franklin, “As you have made a pretty considerable progress in the mysteries of electricity, I would now humbly
recommend to your diligent unprejudiced pursuit and study the mystery of
the new-birth.”
Perhaps the highest point of Whitefield’s itinerant ministry came during a fall
1740 swing through New England, which retained a strong tradition of serious piety, even if it had fallen away from the original Christian fervor of its
Puritan founders. Preaching before stupendous audiences in Boston,
Whitefield then made his way to the
Northampton, Massachusetts, church of Jonathan Edwards. The yet-unmarried Whitefield
was deeply impressed with Edwards’s family, especially Sarah Edwards. Among those
deeply moved during Whitefield’s sermons
was Edwards himself. “Dear Mr. Edwards
wept during the whole time of exercise,”
Whitefield noted. It was an extraordinary
meeting between the two most important
leaders of America’s Great Awakening.
Whitefield saw incredible revival audiences
across England, Wales, Scotland, and America, but the Great Awakening itself was much
bigger than Whitefield’s revival tours. For
instance, the Scottish parish at Cambuslang had seen deep spiritual interest
for months prior to Whitefield preaching before tens of thousands in late
summer 1742. Whitefield’s preaching was the most commonly cited catalyst
of the Great Awakening, but of course legions of other preachers, from the
Wesleys to Edwards and many lesser-known pastors and exhorters participated as well. The greatest upsurge of conversions and mass meetings
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came from 1739 to 1742, but the effects of the Great Awakening lasted well
into the 1750s and ‘60s. Regional revivals continued to appear until the late
18th century, on the eve of the “Second” Great Awakening, which historians
often date to the Cane Ridge (Kentucky) revival of 1801.
WHITEFIELD’S PREACHING
What was so appealing about Whitefield’s preaching? With all due regard for
the work of the Holy Spirit, his preaching attracted unprecedented attention
for several reasons. The first we have already noted: his use of media and
publicity. By all accounts, Whitefield was also a fabulously talented speaker.
A famous contemporary London actor, David Garrick, reportedly said that
Whitefield could “make men weep or tremble by his varied utterances of the
word ‘Mesopotamia.’” Whitefield was one of the first preachers of his era to
speak extemporaneously, without notes, often outdoors. He often gave basically the same sermon repeatedly to many different audiences, so that he
had it committed to memory and refined through repetition. In his youth,
Whitefield had worked as an actor, receiving training in rhetoric and the
methods of the theater. After his conversion, he put those skills to work for
the gospel of Christ.
Whitefield preached and published many sermons during his career. One of
his most loved, and most representative ones was “The Marks of the New
Birth” (1739). As you can see in the excerpt here, Whitefield placed a great
deal of emphasis on every person’s need for conversion, and on the convert’s
experience of the transforming power of the Holy Spirit (the “Holy Ghost,” in
the language of the King James Version of the Bible).
“I proceed now . . . to make an Application of the Doctrine delivered, to several distinct Classes of [people].
And First, I shall address myself to those who are dead in Trespasses and Sins. And here how could I weep over you, as our Lord
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wept over Jerusalem? For alas! how distant must you be from God,
what if prodigious Work have you to finish, who instead of praying
Day and Night, seldom or never pray at all? . . .think you, O Sinners, that God will admit such polluted Wretches into his Sight? Or
should he admit you, do you imagine you could take any Pleasure
in him; no, Heaven itself would be no Heaven to you: The devilish
Dispositions which are in your Hearts would render all the spiritual Enjoyments of those blessed Mansions ineffectual to make you
happy. To qualify you to be blissful Partakers of that heavenly Inheritance with the Saints in Light, there is a Meetness required, to
attain which ought to be the one Business of your Lives.
It is true you as well as the Righteous in one Sense shall see God;
(for we must all appear before the Judgment Seat of Christ) but
you must see him once, never to see him more. For as you carry
about in you the Devil’s Image, with Devils you must dwell. Being
of the same Nature, you must share the same Doom. Repent therefore and be converted that your Sins may be blotted out. See that
you receive the Holy Ghost before you go hence: For otherwise
how can you escape the Damnation of Hell?
Secondly, I shall apply myself to those who deceive themselves
with false hopes of Salvation. And because through the Influence
of a good Education, or other providential Restraints they have
not run into the same Excess of Riot with other Men, think they
have no need to receive the Holy Ghost, and flatter themselves
that they are really born again. But do you show it by bringing
forth the Fruits of the Spirit? Do you pray without ceasing? Do you
not commit Sin? Have you overcome the World? And do you love
your Enemies and all Mankind in the same Manner as Jesus Christ
loved them?
If these Things, Brethren, be in you and abound, then may you
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have Confidence towards God: But if not, although you may be
civilized, yet you are not converted. . . However you may be highly
esteemed in the Sight of Men, yet in the Sight of God you are but
like the Apples of Sodom, Dunghills covered over with Snow, mere
white Sepulchres, appearing a little beautiful without, but inwardly
full of Corruption and of all Uncleanliness, and consequently will
be dismissed at the last Day, with a “Verily I know you not.”
But the Word is profitable for Comfort as well as Correction. Thirdly, therefore do I address myself to those who are under the Drawings of the Father, and are going through the Spirit of Bondage,
but not finding the Marks before mentioned, are ever crying out,
who shall deliver us from the Body of this Death? But fear not little
Flock; for notwithstanding your present Instant State of Grace, it
shall be your Father’s good pleasure to give you the
Kingdom.
The Grace of God, through Jesus Christ, that shall deliver you, that
shall give you what you thirst after- -He hath promised, he will also
do it— Ye shall receive the Spirit of Adoption, that Promise of the
Father, if you faint not -Only persevere in seeking it and determine
to find no Rest in your Spirit, till you know and feel that you are
thus born again from above, and God’s Spirit witnesses with your
Spirits that you are the Children of God.
Fourthly and lastly, I address myself to those who have received
the Holy Ghost in all its sanctifying Graces, and are almost ripe for
Glory. Hail happy Saints! For your Heaven is begun on Earth. You
have already received the first Fruits of the Spirit, and are patiently waiting till that blessed Change come, when your Harvest
shall be complete. I see and admire you, though alas at so great a
Distance from you. Your Life I know is hid with Christ in God. You
have Comforts, you have Meat to eat, which a sinful, carnal,
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ridiculing World knows nothing of. Christ’s Yoke is now become
easy to you, and his Burden light: You have passed through the
Pangs of the New Birth, and now rejoice that the Man Christ Jesus
is spiritually formed in your Hearts. You know what it is to dwell
in Christ, and Christ in you. . . yet [in] a little while, Jesus Christ
will deliver you from the Burden of the Flesh, and an abundant
Entrance shall be administered unto you into the eternal Joy and
uninterrupted Felicity of his heavenly Kingdom.
Which God of his infinite Mercy grant through Jesus Christ our
Lord; to whom with the Father and the Holy Ghost, three Persons
and one God, be ascribed all Honour, Power and Glory, for ever
and ever.
WHITEFIELD’S PASSION FOR THE GOSPEL
Whitefield’s best-known writings were his popular journals of his travels and
ministry. They help us capture some of his passion for the gospel, and the remarkable sights, sounds, and crowds of the Great Awakening. The following
are excerpts from Kingswood (Bristol), Hyde Park (London), and Northampton, Massachusetts.
After dinner, I was taken very ill, so that I was obliged to lie upon
the bed: but, looking upon it only as a thorn in the flesh, at three I
went, according to appointment, and preached to near four or five
thousand people, from a mount in Kingswood, with great power.
The sun shone very bright, and the people standing in such an awful manner round the mount, in the profoundest silence, filled me
with a holy admiration. Blessed be God for such a plentiful harvest.
Lord, do thou send forth more labourers into thy harvest.
[Two days later] I hastened to Kingswood. At a moderate computation, there were above ten thousand people to hear me. The
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trees and hedges were full. All was hush when I began; the sun
shone bright, and God enabled me to preach for an hour with great
power, and so loud, that all, I was told, could hear me. . .The fire is
kindled in the country; and, I know, all the devils in Hell shall not
be able to quench it.
. . . Preached in the evening at a place called Mayfair, near Hyde
Park Corner [London]. The congregation, I believe, consisted of
near eighty thousand people. It was, by far, the largest, I ever
preached to yet. In the time of my prayers there was a little noise;
but they kept a deep silence during my whole discourse. A high
and very commodious scaffold was erected for me to stand upon;
and though I was weak in myself, yet God strengthened me to
speak so loud that most could hear; and so powerfully, that most I
believe could feel. All love, all glory, be to God through Christ.
. . . We crossed the Ferry to Northampton, where no less than 300
Souls, as was supposed, were savingly brought Home to the dear
Lord Jesus about 5 or 6 Years ago: Their Pastor’s Name is [Jonathan] Edwards, Successor and Grandson to the great [Solomon]
Stoddard, whose Memory will be always precious to my Soul, and
whose Books entitled “ A Guide to Christ,” and “Safety of appearing in Christ’s Righteousness,” I would recommend to all. Mr. Edwards is a solid, excellent Christian, but at present weak in Body.
I think, I may say I have not seen his Fellow in all New-England.
When I came into his Pulpit, I found my Heart drawn out to talk of
scarce any Thing besides the Consolations and Privileges of Saints,
and the plentiful Effusion of the Spirit upon the Hearts of Believers. And, when I came to remind them of their former Experiences,
and how zealous and lively they were at that Time, both Minister
and People wept much; and the Holy Ghost enabled me to speak
with a great deal of Power.
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Saturday, October 18. At Mr. Edwards’s Request, I spoke to his
little Children, who were much affected.— Preached at Hatfield , 5
Miles from Northampton, but found myself not much strengthened.
Conversed profitably on the Way about the Things of God with
dear Mr. Edwards, and preached about 4 in the Afternoon to his
Congregation. I began it with Fear and Trembling, seeing but little
Power in the Morning, but God assisted me. Few dry Eyes seemed
to be in the Assembly for a considerable Time. I had an affecting
Prospect in my own Heart of the Glories of the upper World, and
was enabled to speak of them feelingly to others. I believe many
were filled, as it were, with new Wine. And it seemed as if a Time
of Refreshing was come from the Presence of the Lord. Even so,
come Lord Jesus, come quickly, Amen and Amen.
Sunday, October 19. Felt wonderful Satisfaction in being at the
House of Mr. Edwards. He is a Son himself, and hath also a Daughter of Abraham for his Wife. A sweeter Couple I have not yet seen.
. . . Preached this Morning, collected 59 pounds [funds for his
Georgia orphanage] and perceived the Meeting begin sooner, and
rise higher than before. Dear Mr. Edwards wept during the whole
Time of Exercise— The People were equally, if not more affected,
and my own Soul was much lifted up towards God. In the Afternoon the Power increased yet more and more. Our Lord seemed to
keep the good Wine till the last. I have not seen four such gracious
Meetings together since my Arrival.
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LESSON THREE: HOW COULD WHITEFIELD HAVE OWNED SLAVES?
DR. THOMAS S. KIDD, BAYLOR UNIVERSITY

Christian biographers are always tempted to avoid the less attractive aspects
of their subject’s character. George Whitefield himself recognized this tendency, noting how some biographies of Christian heroes “have given us the
bright, but not the dark side of their character. This, I think, proceeded from a
kind of pious fraud, lest mentioning persons’ faults should encourage others
in sin.”
George Whitefield was no perfect man. Undoubtedly the most glaring flaw in
his life was that he not only owned slaves, but he encouraged slavery’s introduction in colonial Georgia, where it was originally banned. Evidence even
suggests that Whitefield allowed slaves to come to his Bethesda property in
Georgia before the colony had actually made them legal, although Whitefield
denied doing so.

SLAVERY IN COLONIAL AMERICA

1

Of course, the dismay we feel over Whitefield’s slave owning is not unique. A
number of other 18th-century figures that many of us admire, from Jonathan
Edwards to George Washington, also kept people as slaves. (On Edwards,
see Thabiti Anyabwile’s “Jonathan Edwards, Slavery, and the Theology of African Americans.”) On slavery and slave owning, Whitefield and many of his
Anglo American contemporaries failed to
MANY FAILED TO
break free from the sin-tainted cultural blinders common to their time. More challenging,
BREAK FREE FROM
perhaps, is the fact that they did not find
THE SIN-TAINTED
clear commands forbidding slave owning in
CULTURAL BLINDERS
Scripture, which often seems to accept cerCOMMON TO THEIR
tain kinds of slavery rather than prohibiting it
TIME
outright (Leviticus 25 and Ephesians 6:5-9).
As this article at Encyclopedia Virginia shows, when Whitefield first encountered American slavery in his evangelistic tours, he published a stinging 1740
letter against the southern slave masters for abusing their slaves and keeping
them ignorant of Christianity:
“As I lately passed through your provinces, in my way hither, I
was sensibly touched with a fellow-feeling of the miseries of the
poor negroes. . .I must inform you, in the meekness and gentleness of Christ, that I think God has a quarrel with you, for your
abuse of and cruelty to the poor negroes. Whether it be lawful for
Christians to buy slaves, and thereby encourage the nations from
whence they are brought to be at perpetual war with each other, I
shall not take upon me to determine; but it is sinful, when bought,
to use them as bad as, nay worse than [animals]: and whatever
particular exceptions there may be, (as I would charitably hope
there are some) I fear the generality of you that own negroes, are
liable to such a charge; for your slaves, I believe, work as hard, if
not harder, than the horses whereon you ride. These, after they
have done their work, are fed and taken proper care of; but many
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negroes, when wearied with labour in your plantations, have been
obliged to grind their own corn after they return home.
Your dogs are caressed and fondled at your tables; but your
slaves, who are frequently [called] dogs or beasts, have not an
equal privilege: they are scarce permitted to pick up the crumbs
which fall from their masters’ tables; nay, some, as I have been informed by an eye-witness, have been, upon the most trifling provocation, cut with knives, and have had forks thrown into their flesh:
not to mention what numbers have been given up to the inhuman
usage of cruel taskmasters, who by their unrelenting scourges
have ploughed upon their backs, and made long furrows, and at
length brought them even to death itself.
‘Tis true, I hope, there are but few such monsters of barbarity suffered to subsist amongst you: some, I hear, have been lately executed in Virginia for killing slaves; and the laws are very severe
against such who at any time murder them.
And perhaps it might be better for the poor creatures themselves,
to be hurried out of life, than to be made so miserable as they
generally are in it. And indeed, considering what usage they commonly meet with, I have wondered, that we have not more instances of self-murder among the negroes, or that they have not more
frequently risen up in arms against their owners. Virginia has been
once, and [Charleston, S.C.] more than once, threatened in this
way.
And though I heartily pray God, they may never be permitted to
get the upper hand; yet, should such a thing be permitted by providence, all good men must acknowledge the judgment would be
just. For is it not the highest ingratitude, as well as cruelty, not to
let your poor slaves enjoy some fruits of their labour?
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When passing along, while I have viewed your plantations cleared
and cultivated, many spacious houses built, and the owners of
them faring sumptuously every day, my blood has frequently almost run cold within me, to consider how many of your slaves had
neither convenient food to eat, nor proper raiment to put on, notwithstanding most of the comforts you enjoy, were solely owing
to their indefatigable labours. The Scripture says, “Thou shalt not
muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn.” Does God take care of
oxen? And will he not take care of the negroes also? Undoubtedly
he will.”
Unfortunately, Whitefield never condemned slavery per se. Instead, he believed that benevolent Christian slave masters should evangelize their slaves
and treat them generously. Christian slaves, likewise, should accept their lot
and work hard for their masters.
Whitefield devoted a great deal of time to raising money for his Bethesda orphanage in Georgia. But Bethesda’s location, and Whitefield’s friendship with
a number of southern plantation owners, made him interested in developing farms around the orphanage to make it self-sustaining. He believed that
neither Bethesda nor Georgia would prosper without the use of slave labor,
which had already become integral to the economies of the other English
southern colonies. So he advocated for Georgia’s trustees to legalize slavery,
and had his representatives purchase slaves to work Bethesda’s fields.
How did Whitefield justify slavery? Here’s his explanation from a 1751 letter:
He is the father of mercies, and the God of all consolation. He can
bring light out of darkness, and cause the barren wilderness to
smile. This I trust will be verified in Georgia. Thanks be to God,
that the time for favoring that Colony seems to be come. I think
now is the season for us to exert our utmost for the good of the
poor Ethiopians [Africans]. We are told, that even they are soon to
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stretch out their hands unto God. And who knows but their being settled in Georgia, may be over-ruled for this great end? As
for the lawfulness of keeping slaves, I have no doubt, since I hear
of some that were bought with Abraham’s money, and some that
were born in his house. And I cannot help thinking, that some of
those servants mentioned by the Apostles in their epistles, were
or had been slaves. It is plain, that the Gibeonites were doomed to
perpetual slavery, and though liberty is a sweet thing to such as
are born free, yet to those who never knew the sweets of it, slavery perhaps may not be so irksome. However this be, it is plain to
a demonstration, that hot countries cannot be cultivated without
negroes. What a flourishing country might Georgia have been,
had the use of them been permitted years ago? How many white
people have been destroyed for want of them, and how many
thousands of pounds spent to no purpose at all? . . . Though it is
true, that they are brought in a wrong way from their own country, and it is a trade not to be approved of, yet as it will be carried
on whether we will or not I should think myself highly favored if
I could purchase a good number of them, in order to make their
lives comfortable, and lay a foundation for breeding up their posterity in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. You know, dear
Sir, that I had no hand in bringing them into Georgia; though my
judgment was for it, and so much money was yearly spent to no
purpose, and I was strongly importuned thereto, yet I would not
have a negro upon my plantation, till the use of them was publicly allowed in the colony. Now this is done, dear Sir, let us reason
no more about it, but diligently improve the present opportunity
for their instruction. The trustees favor it, and we may never have
a like prospect. It rejoiced my soul, to hear that one of my poor
negroes in Carolina was made a brother in Christ. How know we
but we may have many such instances in Georgia ere it be long? .
. .I trust many of them will be brought to Jesus, and this consideration, as to us, swallows up all temporal inconveniencies whatsoever.
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Why did Whitefield not “get it”? How could he not see the fundamental immorality of slavery? His failure to do so reminds us that our surrounding culture can powerfully shape our ethical standards, no matter how sincere our
faith. We should also remember that Whitefield had few associates who had
come out against slavery yet. John Wesley’s Thoughts on Slavery, for example, did not appear until after Whitefield’s death. The celebrated slave trader
turned abolitionist John Newton, author of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” only
experienced conversion in 1748, and did not go public with his anti-slavery
views until 1788. Certain Quakers and Lutherans actively opposed slavery
during Whitefield’s life, but they did not exercise much influence on him. One
wonders if Whitefield (or Edwards) might have developed more active reservations about slave owning if they had lived a generation later, when many
Anglo American evangelicals, both white and black, started to enlist in the
anti-slavery movement.
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stretch out their hands unto God. And who knows but their being settled in Georgia, may be over-ruled for this great end? As
for the lawfulness of keeping slaves, I have no doubt, since I hear
of some that were bought with Abraham’s money, and some that
were born in his house. And I cannot help thinking, that some of
those servants mentioned by the Apostles in their epistles, were
or had been slaves. It is plain, that the Gibeonites were doomed to
perpetual slavery, and though liberty is a sweet thing to such as
are born free, yet to those who never knew the sweets of it, slavery perhaps may not be so irksome. However this be, it is plain to
a demonstration, that hot countries cannot be cultivated without
negroes. What a flourishing country might Georgia have been,
had the use of them been permitted years ago? How many white
people have been destroyed for want of them, and how many
thousands of pounds spent to no purpose at all? . . . Though it is
true, that they are brought in a wrong way from their own country, and it is a trade not to be approved of, yet as it will be carried
on whether we will or not I should think myself highly favored if
I could purchase a good number of them, in order to make their
lives comfortable, and lay a foundation for breeding up their posterity in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. You know, dear
Sir, that I had no hand in bringing them into Georgia; though my
judgment was for it, and so much money was yearly spent to no
purpose, and I was strongly importuned thereto, yet I would not
have a negro upon my plantation, till the use of them was publicly allowed in the colony. Now this is done, dear Sir, let us reason
no more about it, but diligently improve the present opportunity
for their instruction. The trustees favor it, and we may never have
a like prospect. It rejoiced my soul, to hear that one of my poor
negroes in Carolina was made a brother in Christ. How know we
but we may have many such instances in Georgia ere it be long? .
. .I trust many of them will be brought to Jesus, and this consideration, as to us, swallows up all temporal inconveniencies whatsoever.
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Why did Whitefield not “get it”? How could he not see the fundamental immorality of slavery? His failure to do so reminds us that our surrounding culture can powerfully shape our ethical standards, no matter how sincere our
faith. We should also remember that Whitefield had few associates who had
come out against slavery yet. John Wesley’s Thoughts on Slavery, for example, did not appear until after Whitefield’s death. The celebrated slave trader
turned abolitionist John Newton, author of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” only
experienced conversion in 1748, and did not go public with his anti-slavery
views until 1788. Certain Quakers and Lutherans actively opposed slavery
during Whitefield’s life, but they did not exercise much influence on him. One
wonders if Whitefield (or Edwards) might have developed more active reservations about slave owning if they had lived a generation later, when many
Anglo American evangelicals, both white and black, started to enlist in the
anti-slavery movement.
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