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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Regarded by one historian as being among the greatest evangelists in American 

history,1 Asahel Nettleton (1783–1844) represents an evangelical enigma.  During the 

New England phase of the Second Great Awakening, his contemporaries estimate that he 

was “the means of awakening no less than 30,000 souls.”2  While Nettleton has been 

called the “forgotten evangelist,”3 his ministry in nineteenth-century America was 

remarkable.  When one takes into account the American population in the early 

nineteenth-century being only nine million,4 and the fact that his ministry area was small 

and rural in nature, an equivalent awakening of souls in the latter part of the twentieth 

century “would be over 600,000.”5  Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of his 

evangelistic ministry is not the size of his harvest, nor the fact that his methods were 

counter-intuitive,6 or that a large percentage of his converts stood the test of time, but 

1Thornbury concludes, “The fact is, that given the extent of his exposure, and the permanence 
of his converts, he very well may have been next to George Whitefield, the most effective evangelist in the 
history of the United States.” John F. Thornbury, God Sent Revival: The Story of Asahel Nettleton and the 
Second Great Awakening (Grand Rapids: Evangelical, 1977), 229.

2Bennett Tyler began Nettleton’s biography with these words: “It cannot be otherwise than 
interesting to read how the Lord led one whom some believed to have been the means of AWAKENING no 
less than thirty thousand souls.” Bennett Tyler and Andrew Bonar, Nettleton and His Labours: The Memoir 
of Dr. Asahel Nettleton (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1975), 17, emphasis original. 

3James Ehrhard, “Asahel Nettleton: The Forgotten Evangelist,” Reformation & Revival 
Journal 6 (1997): 68.

4Ibid. 

5Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 233.  

6James Ehrhard states, “Most surprising to modern readers is the discovery that Nettleton’s 
tremendous effectiveness occurred without any of the methods that modern evangelicals think are so 
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rather his strategy of intentionally going to churches that needed revitalization.  

Considered “waste places,”7 these churches were already dead or in the process of dying 

before Nettleton felt led to hold meetings and pray for revival.   

The social context of New England and the spiritual condition of the churches 

during the Second Great Awakening suggest that Nettleton has much to teach modern 

evangelicalism.  Indeed, the parallel for church revitalization today is striking.  Among 

the array of books focused on the need for church revitalization, Harry Reeder notes that 

about 95 percent of North American churches have about 100 people in attendance, 80 

percent are on a plateau or in decline, and thousands die every year.8 Moreover, 

specialists in church health and growth have ominously concluded, that after many years, 

the initiatives to alter these trends are not yet producing significant results.  Towns, 

Stetzer, and Bird conclude, 

Yet all our innovations, whether bold or common, haven’t done much good in terms 
of addressing the Church’s deeper issues. After 50 years of sprucing up our 
churches and spicing up our worship, the culture is less reached and those who go to 
churches less committed. There is something wrong—and innovation has not “yet” 
answered the deeper issues.9

One could conclude from these seasoned experts that the church does not need greater 

innovation; it needs deeper renovation, the kind that Asahel Nettleton experienced and 

promoted during the Second Great Awakening. 

essential in evangelism. For example, in all his ministry, thousands came to solid, lasting faith in Christ, 
though Nettleton never once gave an ‘altar call.’” Ehrhard, “Asahel Nettleton,” 86.  

7Thornbury defines waste places: “This expression meant that the churches were small in 
membership, spiritually inert, and often were unable to afford a full-time minister. It was generally known 
that the low state of religion here was attributable to events which took place in this region some sixty years 
previously.” Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 48.  

8Harry Reeder, From Embers to Flame: How God Can Revitalize Your Church (Nashville:  
B & H, 2008), 7.

9Elmer Towns, Ed Stetzer, and Warren Bird, 11 Innovations in the Local Church (Ventura, 
CA: Regal, 2007), 236–37.  
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Thesis 

His portrait rests against the roof support, hidden from the eyes of what used to 

be admiring theological students.  The once revered image of Asahel Nettleton stands 

tucked away amid dust and spider webs.10  In an unfortunate miscarriage of historical 

recognition,11 the life and ministry of Asahel Nettleton remains hidden within American 

evangelicalism.12  Could it be that rather than looking in new directions for the solution to 

the ills that plague the North American church, evangelicals should look in the forgotten 

loft and reexamine the methodology of this great evangelist?  Is it possible that rather 

than looking to innovation, the church should return to his strategy of renovation?   

The purpose of this dissertation is to analyze and present Asahel Nettleton as a 

significant template for modern church revitalization and renewal; the primary thesis 

arguing that the methodology and theology of this obscure evangelist present an effective 

model of renovation for the declining evangelical church.  Moreover, this research project 

will contend that integrating the revival methodology and Reformed theology 

exemplified in Nettleton’s evangelistic ministry could enhance and strengthen efforts at 

church revitalization.  Furthermore, this dissertation will analyze Nettleton’s protracted 

conversion, evangelistic calling, theological convictions, and personal character as a 

10John F. Thornbury describes what he found in one of the buildings that once housed Hartford 
Theological Seminary when studying the letters of Asahel Nettleton: “At one time an elegant painting of 
the evangelist who made the school famous hung in one of the halls of the seminary. To look at this portrait 
today, one has to go to the attic of one of the buildings on the campus. There, leaning against one of the 
roof supports, is the portrait of Asahel Nettleton, seeming to stare sadly into the darkness. The fate of his 
picture seems almost symbolic of what has happened to his testimony in America.” Thornbury, God Sent 
Revival, 229. Hartford Theological library now retains the Nettleton collection and the famous portrait. 
Following a lecture tour to East Windsor Hill, former location of the school, the portrait has returned and 
now sits in a workroom in the library.  

11For instance, in two works by the eminent church historian Mark Noll, Asahel Nettleton’s 
name is missing in the index. See Mark A. Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), and idem, The Old Religion in the New World: The History of North
American Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 

12Unfortunately, Asahel Nettleton never wrote an autobiography, so most of the descriptions of 
his life, ministry, and evangelistic methodology from 1783 to 1844 must be gleaned from his sermons, 
personal correspondence, and biographies written by colleagues and historians.  
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portrait of evangelistic methodology, with the purpose of placing it in a prominent place 

in contemporary Christianity.  

Background 

My first exposure to Asahel Nettleton was in a Purpose-Driven Church 

Seminar at Saddleback Church in Southern California.  Rick Warren was explaining why 

they had chosen not to have a “come forward” invitation at the end of every service.  He 

argued that a man by the name of Asahel Nettleton had first developed the altar call and 

Charles Finney popularized it as a revival methodology.  As one who practiced a come 

forward invitation, it made me curious to know more about a man whose parents named 

him Asahel.  After enrolling in graduate school, I was involved in a seminar that studied 

the history of the altar call and in my research I discovered that not only did Asahel 

Nettleton never extend a come forward altar call, he was very opposed to it for 

theological reasons. After learning how effective he had been in seeing people come to 

Christ, endure in the faith, and reading testimonies of how churches and communities 

were transformed through his evangelistic influence, I was further intrigued.  

Subsequent to this remarkable discovery, I wrote a research paper for Timothy 

Beougher in my second field seminar in evangelism, “The Methods and Influence of 

American Evangelists.”  Entitled “Asahel Nettleton: A Paradigm for 21st Century 

Evangelism,” my research paper presented what I believe to be a portrait of one of the 

greatest evangelists in American history.  The incredible way that God’s Spirit moved 

through his preaching and revival methodology is still among the most astonishing things 

I have ever read concerning revival and spiritual awakenings.  While luminous giants 

such as George Whitefield, John Wesley, Charles G. Finney and D. L. Moody have 

eclipsed the memory of Asahel Nettleton, it was the purpose of this paper to contend that 

his contribution to evangelism, revival, and spiritual awakening is a paradigm for twenty-

first century evangelicalism.  The culmination of this first research project led me to 

propose four principles that have great relevance to the revitalization of churches.   
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First, sensitivity to the Spirit’s leading is primary when considering where God 

is at work.  Nettleton’s ability to follow the direction of the Holy Spirit was keen when it 

came to matters such as if he should do a revival and how long he should stay. 

Reminiscent of Acts 16:6-10,13 Nettleton’s ability to sense clear direction coincided with 

the presence of God that so obviously preceded and blessed his evangelistic ministry.  

Secondly, theology is paramount in the revitalization of churches. Nettleton’s commitment 

to teaching the great doctrines of depravity, election, grace, repentance, and delivering 

pointed messages designed to compel inquirers to respond, was certainly a factor in his 

great usefulness.  Thirdly, integrity is at the heart of every great work of God, especially 

church renewal. Nettleton’s willingness to support, rather than undermine, local pastors, 

refuse payment for his services, or seek notoriety, exemplifies the kind of character that 

God blesses and represents a necessary component to church revitalization.  Fourthly, 

mystery as an expression of God’s sovereignty, stood out in ten years of supernatural 

response to the gospel.  Genuine revival, as well as church renewal, brings the 

sovereignty of God and the responsibility of man together into a mysterious union that no 

one fully understands.  As much as any other historical figure, Asahel Nettleton stands as 

a brilliant example of this tension.  It remains a mystery today why after a year of rather 

unremarkable ministry, Nettleton experienced a string of close to sixty genuine 

awakenings in ten years where upwards of 30,000 people experienced the grace of God, 

continued in the faith, and churches blossomed with new life.  Murray concurs in Revival 

and Revivalism, “The phenomenon of true revival retains the same mystery that belongs 

13Luke records one of the most amazing examples of sensitivity to the Spirit’s leading in 
determining where to preach: “Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and 
Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. When they 
came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So 
they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia 
standing and begging him, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.’ After Paul had seen the vision, we got 
ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them” 
(Acts 16:6–10). All Scripture references are from the New International Version, unless otherwise noted.  
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to the supernaturalism of the New Testament.”14 This expression of the sovereignty of 

God is relevant in any attempt at renovating existing churches.   

In another evangelism field seminar on “Evangelistic Ministry: Biblical and 

Theological Principles,” Timothy Beougher allowed me to write a research paper on 

“The Understanding of the Gospel Message and Conversion of Asahel Nettleton.”  This 

second paper examined the theological factors that shaped Nettleton’s understanding of 

the gospel message, as well as his view of conversion.  Building upon the first paper, this 

research assignment allowed me to delve deeply into the conversion experience of 

Nettleton, which shaped his theological understanding of repentance, regeneration, and 

conversion.  I discovered that he was an evangelical Calvinist15 who had a passion to 

communicate the gospel and trusted the Holy Spirit to bring regeneration. The first 

section focused on Nettleton’s mentors, the primary theologians that God used to inform 

his understanding of the gospel; the second section answered the question, what was 

Nettleton’s message?  My research contended that Nettleton’s message and view of 

conversion was the result of the synergistic union of Reformed theology and Puritan 

spirituality working dynamically within the context of genuine revival.  After extensive 

research into both his mentors and his message, I concluded that Nettleton focused on the 

deeper issues that fifty years of church innovation have yet to address.  As D. A. Carson 

14Iain H. Murray, Revival and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American 
Evangelicalism 1750–1858 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994), 379.

15Horton remarks on the contemporary resurgence of evangelical Calvinism: “So it was 
surprising to many in 2009 when Time magazine named ‘The New Calvinism’ as the third of ten trends 
shaping the world today.” Michael S. Horton, For Calvinism (Grand Rapids: Bondservant, 2011), 60-61, 
Kindle. Bolt agrees, “The September 2006 cover of Christianity Today featured a T-shirt with a 
reproduction of Jonathan Edwards’s famous portrait by Jospeh Badger and the slogan ‘Jonathan Edwards is 
my Homeboy.’ The story by Collin Hansen was titled ‘Young, Restless, Reformed’ and the subtitle, 
‘Calvinism is making a comeback and shaking up the church.” John Bolt, “From Princeton to Wheaton: 
The Course of Neo-Calvinism in North America,” Calvin Theological Journal 42 (April 2007): 65. For the 
contemporary relevance of the controversy within Southern Baptist life, see J. Todd Billings, “Calvin’s 
Comeback?” Christian Century 126 (December 2009): 22–25; Jim Jones, “Tiptoeing through TULIP,” 
Christianity Today 53 (April 2009): 13; and Ken Walker, “TULIP Blooming,” Christianity Today 52 (Fall 
2008): 19.
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concludes, “The one thing we most urgently need in Western Christendom is a deeper 

knowledge of God.”16  Asahel Nettleton exemplified this deeper knowledge in his 

generation, and models it for modern evangelicalism.  Indeed, it was within the context of 

genuine revival that the Reformed theology and experiential Puritanism of Asahel 

Nettleton combined dynamically to bring a deeper knowledge of God that resulted in the 

subsequent renovation of declining churches.   

My third opportunity to write on Asahel Nettleton occurred in a “Puritan and 

Evangelical Spirituality Seminar” led by Michael A. G. Haykin.  Although Haykin 

wanted the class to write from within an historical context that initially excluded 

Nettleton, he agreed to allow me to write on “The Piety of Asahel Nettleton.”  Within this 

project, I discovered that Nettleton was in some ways unique in his understanding of 

genuine revival, Reformed theology, and experiential Puritanism. This paper attempted to 

trace the tools that God used to shape Asahel Nettleton, one of the “Principal 

Instruments”17 of the Second Great Awakening.  My research pointed to the fact that God 

fired Nettleton’s piety within the crucible of genuine revival,18 and then, using the 

hammer of Reformed theology,19 shaped it on the anvil of experiential Puritanism.20  I 

16D. A. Carson, A Call to Spiritual Reformation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 15.

17Ralph S. Smith, Recollections of Nettleton and the Great Revival of 1820 (Albany, NY: E. H. 
Pease & Co., 1848), 19.

18For a thoughtful view of revival from the perspective of one heavily influenced by both 
Reformed theology and experiential Puritanism, see Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Revival (Westchester, IL: 
Crossway, 1987). Lloyd-Jones uses a series of messages delivered on the one hundredth anniversary of the 
Welsh revival of 1859 as a model for what he considers genuine revival. 

19For an overview of Reformed theology, see David F. Wells, Reformed Theology in America: 
A History of Its Modern Development (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), and idem, The Princeton Theology
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989). For the Reformed view of the doctrine of salvation, see Bruce Demarest, The 
Cross and Salvation: The Doctrine of Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1997); Michael Horton, Christ 
the Lord: The Reformation and Lordship Salvation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), and R. C. Sproul, Grace 
Unknown (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997). For an Arminian view, see Clark H. Pinnock, ed., The Grace of 
God and the Will of Man (Ada, MI: Bethany House, 1995)

20For the origins of Puritanism, see Leonard J. Trinterud, “The Origins of Puritanism,” Church 
History 20 (March 1951): 37–57. For types of Puritanism, see Jerald C. Brauer, “The Nature of English 
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concluded that the divine tools that shaped Asahel Nettleton’s piety could not only bring 

a deeper knowledge of God, they could also stem the tide of superficial evangelism and 

shallow discipleship that is symptomatic of the Western church.  

To my amazement, as I continued to research this relatively unknown 

evangelist, I discovered that he anticipated and saw tectonic shifts in methodology and 

theology that relate directly to the deeper issues that affect church renewal. Historically, 

these shifts have played a vital role in times of church decline, as well as times of 

revitalization and spiritual renewal.  The three plates that were shifting beneath the 

church during Nettleton’s lifetime are the historical continuity between the decline of 

Puritanism and the genesis of evangelicalism,21 the definition of revival,22 and significant 

revisions of the “doctrines of grace.”23

In The Rise of Evangelicalism, Mark Noll writes that a strong emphasis on 

conversion and holy living were both hallmarks of the dawning of the evangelical 

movement, that he traces from Edwards, Whitefield, and Wesley.24 In addition, a 

Puritanism: Three Interpretations,” Church History 23 (June 1954): 99–108; and idem, “Types of Puritan 
Spirituality,” Church History 56 (March 1987): 39–58. For the characteristics of Puritanism, see Edwin C. 
Deibler, “The Chief Characteristic of Early English Puritanism,” Bibliotheca Sacra 129 (October-
December 1972): 326–36; Horton Davies, “The Puritan and Pietist Traditions of Protestant Spirituality,” 
Worship 39 (December 1965): 597–604; and Baird Tipson, “How Can the Religious Experience of the Past 
Be Recovered? The Examples of Puritanism and Pietism,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion
43 (December 1975): 695–707. 

21For an overview of the pertinent issues of historical continuity and discontinuity, see Michael 
A. G. Haykin and Kenneth Stewart, eds., The Advent of Evangelicalism: Exploring Historical Continuities
(Nashville: B & H, 2008).  

22See Charles G. Finney, Finney’s Lectures on Systematic Theology, ed. J. H. Fairchild (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953); and idem, Lectures on Revival (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1988).

23See James Montgomery Boice and Philip Graham Ryken, The Doctrines of Grace: 
Rediscovering the Evangelical Gospel (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2002). Boice states, “The doctrines of 
grace—these words are shorthand for five distinct Bible teachings that were linked together in response to 
the theology that developed in Holland in the late sixteenth century. This theology was associated with the 
name Jacob Arminius (1560–1609).” Ibid., 18

24Mark Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys, 
Vol. 1 of A History of Evangelicalism: People, Movements and Ideas in the English Speaking World
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willingness to work beyond the doctrinal precision of Puritanism and an emphasis on 

revival leads him to conclude that there is significant discontinuity between Puritanism 

and evangelicalism.  Indeed, he argues that a series of revivals in the eighteenth century 

“marked the origin of a distinctly evangelical history.”25  Given Noll’s definition of 

evangelicalism, I discovered that Nettleton was evangelical in methodology, but Puritan 

in theology.  In addition, David Bebbington, in Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A 

History from the 1730’s to the 1980’s (1989), contends that evangelicals were children of 

the Enlightenment and represent a sharp discontinuity between Puritanism and 

evangelicalism.26 Bebbington, in what is now the commonly accepted definition of 

evangelicalism, argues that it consists of four elements: (1) conversionism, the belief that 

lives need to be changed; (2) biblicism, the belief that all saving truth is found in the 

Bible; (3) activism, all believers were commissioned to serve God, particularly in 

evangelism; and (4) crucicentrism, the belief that Christ’s death is central to salvation.27

Given his understanding of historical continuity and discontinuity, Asahel Nettleton is 

squarely within the Bebbington quadrilateral, except for the fact that the Puritans 

influenced much of his understanding of regeneration, repentance, conversion, and 

assurance of salvation.  

The second plate that shifted during Asahel Nettleton’s lifetime was the 

definition of revival.  Up until the time of Nettleton, many believed that revival 

descended from heaven as an act of the sovereignty of God. However, revival was 

redefined during his lifetime. Iain H. Murray in Revival and Revivalism: The Making and 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003). See also, James M. Gordon, Evangelical Spirituality: From the 
Wesleys to John Stott (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2002). 

25Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism, 18.

26David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s
(London: Unwin Hyman, 1989).  

27Ibid., 5-17.
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Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750–1858, writes the definitive work on this shift.  

With Asahel Nettleton’s picture on the book’s cover, the thesis of this brilliant historical 

examination of the period of American history from 1750–1858 is that American society, 

contrary to popular opinion, was shaped far more by revival than by revivalism.  Murray 

contends that revivalism marred the pure stream of revival that made American 

evangelicalism what it is today.  Indeed, he argues that Nettleton was perhaps the last in a 

long line of those whose definition of revival began with God, not man.  Given the fact 

that Nettleton’s most productive years of revival were 1812–1822,28 the historical 

conclusion drawn by Murray is remarkable:  

Until 1830 it would appear that one single definition of that phenomenon prevailed. 
A revival was a sovereign and large giving of the Spirit of God, resulting in the 
addition of many to the kingdom of God. . . .  In 1832, preceding Finney by three 
years, an American Presbyterian minister, suggested genuine revivals could be 
classified into two different types: the old and the new.29

From this innocuous beginning, the great definitive divide occurred.  Nettleton’s 

legendary divergence with Charles Finney over the nature of genuine revival would 

result, and “the father of modern revivalism” would be credited with transforming the 

evangelical understanding of the nature and scope of revival.  

The third tectonic shift, and it was massive indeed, involved the “doctrines of 

grace” of Reformed theology.  Unfortunately, during Nettleton’s lifetime, as the doctrine 

of total depravity and the imputation of Adam’s sin eroded, the penal nature of the 

doctrine of substitutionary atonement devolved.30  This was the beginning of a tectonic 

28Remarkably, Orr states, “Before his health failed in 1822, Nettleton was involved in upwards 
of sixty more or less extensive awakenings in parishes of Connecticut and in towns of Massachusetts and 
New York state nearby. The awakening in Saratoga Springs, in the latter state named, resulted in the 
‘hopeful conversion’ of two thousand people in 1819.” J. Edwin Orr, The Eager Feet: Evangelical 
Awakenings, 1790–1830 (Chicago: Moody, 1975), 118.  

29Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 374–75.

30For an overview of penal substitution, see Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Romans: Atonement and 
Justification, Expositions of Chapters 3:20–4:25 (Grand Rapids: Bondservant, 1970), 81–94; and John R. 
W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity: 1986), 85–133.  
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shift in the soteriology of nineteenth-century evangelicalism.  The dominos that fell in the 

ensuing years are massive.  Indeed, the theology of Timothy Dwight (1752–1817),31

Jonathan Edwards, Jr. (1745–1801),32 as well as the New Haven theology of Nathaniel 

Taylor (1786–1858),33 rejected the doctrine of imputed sin and the vicarious nature of 

Christ’s death.  “New England Theology”34 dislodged the two theological lynchpins of 

classic Reformed soteriology. Historically, this was a major fork in the road, as reason 

31Dwight explained his view of guilt: “Moral actions are not, so far as I can see, transferable 
from one being to another. The personal act of any agent is, in its very nature, the act of that agent solely; 
and incapable of being participated by any other agent. Of course, the guilt of such a personal act is equally 
incapable of being transferred, or participated. The guilt is inherent in the action; and is attributable, 
therefore, to the Agent only.” Timothy Dwight, Theology: Explained and Defended (Birmingham: Solid 
Ground, 2005), 1:478.

32Edwards explained, “That Adam’s sin should be ours, and that we on account of it should be 
judged and condemned as sinners, or that we should be the same person as Adam, or that God should so 
consider or suppose us, has appeared to many to be absurd, impious, and impossible.” Jonathan Edwards, 
The Works of Jonathan Edwards (Boston: John P. Jewett, 1854), 2:480–87, quoted in John D. Hannah, 
“The Doctrine of Original Sin in Postrevolutionary America,” Bibliotheca Sacra 134 (July-September 
1977): 247.

33Hannah explains Taylor’s view: “Taylor, like his predecessor Dwight, rejected the doctrine 
of imputation by stating that ‘the doctrine of imputed sin is contrary to the decision of the competent 
unperverted reason of man: i.e., contrary to common sense, and as such to be rejected.’” Ibid., 249. For the 
impact of Nathaniel Taylor and New Haven Theology, see William R. Sutton, “Benevolent Calvinism and 
the Moral Government of God: The Influence of Nathaniel W. Taylor on Revivalism in the Second Great 
Awakening,” Religion and American Culture 2 (Winter 1992): 23–47; Richard W. Pointer, “Theology in 
Antebellum America,” Fides et Historia 35 (Summer-Fall 2003): 144–46; and Earl A Pope, “Rise of the 
New Haven Theology,” Journal of Presbyterian History 44 (March 1966): 24–44. For theological debates 
that likely influenced Nettleton’s views, see David F. Wells, “The Debate over the Atonement in 19th-
Century America Part 1: American Society as Seen from the 19th Century Pulpit,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 
(April-June 1987): 123–43; idem, “The Debate over the Atonement in 19th Century America Part 2: The 
Shaping of the 19th Century Debate over the Atonement,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 (July-September 1987): 
243–53; and idem, “The Debate over the Atonement in 19th Century America Part 3: The Collision of 
Views on the Atonement,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 (October-December 1987): 363–76.

34McClymond and McDermott review the etymology of “New England Theology”: “Edwards 
left behind a complex theological legacy. Reflecting this complexity is the range of terms used to describe 
his followers. The first designation to emerge—‘New Divinity’—was a term of opprobrium in the 1760s, 
used by outsiders to stigmatize Edwards’s followers as innovators. The term ‘Hopkinsian’—from Samuel 
Hopkins—took hold by the end of the 1700s. ‘Consistent Calvinism’ was a term that Hopkins used to 
describe himself. With the founding of Yale Divinity School in 1822 and the rising influence of Yale’s 
Nathaniel William Taylor, some spoke of a ‘New Haven Theology.’ Last—yet not least in staying power—
was the term coined by Andover Seminary Professor Edwards Amasa Park in an 1852 essay: ‘New 
England Theology.’” Michael J. McClymond and Gerald R. McDermott, The Theology of Jonathan 
Edwards (New York: Oxford, 2012), 601.
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replaced revelation, and theologians began designing systems of thought that were more 

palatable to intellectual sensibilities.  For all practical purposes, the governmental 

theory35 of the atonement began displacing the penal substitution theory36 during 

Nettleton’s lifetime.  While scholars continue to debate the Arminian and Edwardian 

understandings of the governmental theory of the atonement,37 it seems clear that the 

35“The governmental theory of the atonement is the teaching that Christ’s death was not meant 
to be either penal or substitutionary, but was meant to be a public demonstration of God’s moral 
government, that disobedience to established moral laws will not go unpunished.” Hannah, “The Doctrine 
of Original Sin,” 247; see also Douglas A. Sweeney and Allen C. Guelzo, eds., The New England 
Theology: From Jonathan Edwards to Edwards Amasa Park (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 133–48. 

36Haldane defines penal substitution: “By propitiation is meant that which appeases the wrath 
of God for sins and obtains His favour, as it is said in Heb. ii, 17, where the corresponding verb is used, to 
make reconciliation for (to propitiate) the sins of the people; and ‘God be merciful to me a sinner.’ He was 
thus pacified toward believers in Jesus Christ, and made favourable to them, the demands of the law and 
justice satisfied, and every obstruction to the exercise of his mercy towards them removed.” Robert 
Haldane, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1988), 158. Flood adds, “Penal substitution is a 
subset of substitutionary atonement which focuses specifically on the penal aspects of that vicarious 
suffering, understood in the context of fulfilling the demands of judicial retributive punishment, and thus 
appeasing God’s righteous anger. Derek Flood, “Substitutionary Atonement and the Church Fathers: A 
Reply to the Authors of Pierced for Our Transgressions,” Evangelical Quarterly 82 (April 2010): 143. For 
current issues relating to penal substitution, see W. J. van Asselt, “Christ’s Atonement: A Multi-
Dimensional Approach,” Calvin Theological Journal 38 (April 2003): 52–67; Henri Blocher, “Biblical 
Metaphors and the Doctrine of the Atonement,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 47 
(December 2004): 629–45; Bruce L. McCormack, “For Us and Our Salvation: Incarnation and Atonement 
in the Reformed Tradition,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review 43 (Spring-Winter 1998): 281–316; 
Roger R. Nicole, “Covenant, Universal Call and Definite Atonement,” Journal of the Evangelical 
Theological Society 38 (September 1995): 403–11; James I. Packer, “What Did the Cross Achieve?” 
Tyndale Bulletin 25 (1974): 3–45; William C. Placher, “Christ Takes Our Place: Rethinking Atonement,” 
Interpretation 53 (January 1999): 5–20; Gary L. Shultz, Jr., “God’s Purposes in the Atonement For the 
Non-Elect,” Bibliotheca Sacra 165 (April-June 2008): 145–63; and Garry J. Williams, “Penal Substitution: 
A Response to Recent Criticisms,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 50 (March 2007): 71–
86.  

37For an able defense of the governmental theory of the atonement held by the Edwardean 
theologians who influenced Nettleton, see Olivier Crisp, “Penal Non-Substitution,” Journal of Theological 
Studies 59 (April 2008): 140–48. Crisp argues, “But there is a second strand to this doctrine of the 
atonement, often called the Edwardsian, or Edwardean view, which was a product of the New England 
theology of the nineteenth century. Whilst here is not the place to trace the development of this American 
understanding of the atonement in detail, it is worth pointing out that what I shall say here is certainly in 
keeping with much of what we might call the full-blown version of the doctrine espoused by nineteenth 
century ‘Edwardeans,’ that is, theologians who aligned themselves with the theological teaching of the 
philosophical theologian Jonathan Edwards. In particular, the version of the doctrine I shall layout has 
important affinities with the definitive Edwardean account of the doctrine, given by the son of Jonathan 
Edwards, Jonathan Edwards Jnr.” Ibid., 141–42. 
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Reformed understanding of the atonement was undergoing a makeover in the nineteenth 

century.  As an evangelical Calvinist, Nettleton held tenaciously to the doctrines of grace, 

at times perceived by his peers as being obstinate.  

As the twin towers of Reformed theology, original sin, and penal substitution38

began to topple, the total collapse of Calvinism seemed inevitable as enlightened scholars 

forgot that “the cross is not a compromise, but a substitution; not a cancellation, but a 

satisfaction; not a wiping off, but a wiping out in blood and agony and death.”39

Historically, the New Divinity influenced Nettleton, but he vigorously opposed some of 

the theological shifts that were occurring.  These three shifts—the discontinuity between 

Puritanism and Evangelicalism, the definition of revival, and the declension of the 

“doctrines of grace”—brought massive upheaval to the church and the modern church 

can still feel the tremors today.  Certainly, church revitalization must be theological, 

methodological, and practical, Nettleton representing historically this necessary trilogy.  

One of the final factors that led to the thesis of this paper was a research 

seminar on church revitalization40 led by Adam Greenway.  The seminar entitled 

38Boettner describes the representative nature of original sin and penal substitution in 
Reformed theology: “Then, acting as their federal head and representative in precisely the same manner 
that Adam had acted when he plunged the race into sin, He assumed their place before the divine law 
fulfilling, on the one hand, its every precept, and on the other, receiving in His own person the penalty due 
for their transgressions. This representative principle pervades all Scripture, and is the basis for the doctrine 
of original sin and for the doctrine of redemption.” Loraine Boettner, The Atonement (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1947), 558–60, 774–75, Kindle.  

39Ibid., 399–401. Turretin’s view is both concise and helpful: “We, therefore, infer that three 
things were necessary in order for our redemption; the payment of the debt contracted by sin, the appeasing 
of the divine wrath, and the expiation of guilt.” Francis Turretin, The Atonement of Christ (New York: Board 
of Publication of the Reformed Protestant Dutch Church, 1859), 139–41, Kindle. He further adds the once-
for-all nature of the atonement, “The doctrine for which we contend is, that Christ hath so perfectly 
satisfied divine justice for all our sins, by one offering of himself; and not only for our guilt, but also for 
both temporal and eternal punishment, that henceforth there are no more propitiatory offerings to be made 
for sin; and that though, for the promotion of their penitence and sanctification, God often chastises his 
people, yet no satisfaction is to be made by them either in this or a future state of existence.” Ibid., 641–44.

40For recent books on church revitalization, see Kevin G. Harney and Bob Bouwer, The UTurn 
Church: New Direction for Health and Growth (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011); Greg L. Hawkins and Cally 
Parkinson, Reveal: Where Are You? (South Barrington, IL: Willow Creek, 2007); Thom S. Rainer and 
Chuck Lawless, Eating the Elephant (Louisville: Pinnacle, 2003); Thom S. Rainer and Daniel L. Akin, 
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“Contemporary Church Growth,” focused on the need for existing churches to experience 

renewal and new life.  As I studied a variety of books written from the perspective of 

what makes an existing church healthy,41 it occurred to me that Asahel Nettleton’s 

theological message and revival methodology is as relevant today as it was during the 

Second Great Awakening.   

These factors led me to the conclusion that Asahel Nettleton should be the 

focus of far more research than has to date been done about his life, message, and 

ministry methods.  While I have been a student of revival for many years, both 

academically and as a practitioner, I knew far more about the First Great Awakening than 

I did about the Second Great Awakening.  Multiple experiences researching an evangelist 

within the Second Great Awakening confirmed that renovation, rather than innovation, is 

the crucial issue facing a declining church.   

Methodology 

This historical analysis of Asahel Nettleton’s life, message, and ministry 

consists of a close examination of primary, secondary, and tertiary source materials.   

Research materials. A great source of primary materials is a collection of 

manuscripts that Hartford Seminary Library has compiled by Asahel Nettleton, published 

under the title, Asahel Nettleton: Sermons from the Second Great Awakening, Taken from 

Vibrant Church: Becoming a Healthy Church in the 21st Century (Nashville: LifeWay, 2008); Thom S. 
Rainer and Eric Geiger, Simple Church: Returning to God’s Process for Making Disciples (Nashville: B & 
H, 2006); Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback Churches (Nashville: B & H, 2007); and Ed Stetzer and 
Thom S. Rainer, Transformational Church (Nashville: B & H, 2010).

41See Mark Dever, Nine (9) Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004); idem, 
What is a Healthy Church? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007); Stephen A. Macchia, Becoming a Healthy 
Church: Ten Characteristics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999); John H. Oak, Healthy Christians Make a 
Healthy Church (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2003); Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church 
Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of Healthy Churches (Carol Stream, IL: ChurchSmart, 
1998); and Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Church: Growth without Compromising Your Message & 
Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).  
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the original handwritten manuscripts of the Rev. Asahel Nettleton 1783–1844.42  I used 

this collection as primary source material for the sections on his theology and 

methodology.  

Concerning secondary material, an excellent source that contains Nettleton’s 

voluminous correspondence to friends and colleagues is Lyman Beecher and Asahel 

Nettleton, Letters of the Rev. Dr. Beecher and Rev. Mr. Nettleton on the "New Measures" 

in Conducting Revivals of Religion with a Review of a Sermon by Novanglus.43  In 

addition, several thorough biographies of Nettleton will serve as the backdrop of his early 

life and ministry.  Three biographical resources are rich sources of secondary material:  

Bennett Tyler’s Memoir of the Life and Character of Rev. Asahel Nettleton; John F. 

Thornbury’s God Sent Revival: The Story of Asahel Nettleton and the Second Great 

Awakening; and R. Smith, Recollections of Nettleton and the Great Revival of 1820.

These books will be mined to extract secondary material concerning Nettleton’s message 

and ministry.  

Coupled with Nettleton’s letters and biographies, tertiary source material 

includes several academic dissertations that not only contain a reliable compilation of 

biographical information about his life and ministry, but also major elements of his 

theology and methodology.  George Hugh Birney’s “The Life and Letters of Asahel 

Nettleton” is a comprehensive resource that surveys his early years and voluminous 

correspondence to friends and colleagues during the Second Great Awakening.  Written 

in 1943, it is rather large, over 450 pages, and contains over 200 pages of personal 

writings that glimpse into Nettleton’s personal convictions.  Another excellent resource is 

42Asahel Nettleton, Asahel Nettleton: Sermons from the Second Great Awakening, Taken from 
the original handwritten manuscripts of the Rev. Asahel Nettleton 1783–1844 (Ames, IA: International 
Outreach, 1995).

43Lyman Beecher and Asahel Nettleton, Letters of the Rev. Dr. Beecher and Rev. Mr. Nettleton 
on the “New Measures” in Conducting Revivals of Religion with a Review of a Sermon by Novanglus (New 
York: G. & C. Carvill, 1828).
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Sherry Pierpont May’s 1969 dissertation, “Asahel Nettleton: Nineteenth Century 

American Revivalist.” This academic work focuses on Nettleton’s legacy as a great 

evangelist, as well as his contribution to the Second Great Awakening and the theological 

issues of his day.   

As far as my research indicates, there have only been three other dissertations 

written in the last twenty years that focus on this “Principal instrument”44 of the Second 

Great Awakening.  In all three, Nettleton sits in the comparative shadow of the father of 

modern revivalism, Charles G. Finney.  In 1997, Ricky Nelson focuses his academic 

research project on the differences in soteriology and methodology between Finney and 

Nettleton.45 In 2004, Sung Ho Kang describes the evangelistic preaching of the two 

Second Great Awakening evangelists.46 Finally, in his 2006 dissertation, Sung Chul 

Hwang details how each used the Bible and understood Christian experience.47

Finally, my research included studying the Second Great Awakening in general 

to discover how historians have described the religious, social, cultural, and spiritual 

context prior to, during, and subsequent to the Second Great Awakening. While the scope 

of this paper will not allow a detailed analysis, it is necessary to consider the events that 

precipitated this mighty movement of God when writing on any figure whose life was 

lived within a larger historical context.  

Delimitations. A research project of this magnitude necessarily requires 

44Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, 19.

45Ricky Charles Nelson, “The Relationship between Soteriology and Evangelistic 
Methodology in the Ministries of Asahel Nettleton and Charles G. Finney” (Ph.D. diss., Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1997). 

46Sung Ho Kang, “The Evangelistic Preaching of Asahel Nettleton and Charles Finney in the 
Second Great Awakening and Applications for Contemporary Evangelism” (Ph.D. diss., Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 2004). 

47Sung Chul Hwang, “The Bible and Christian Experience in the Revival Movements of 
Charles G. Finney and Asahel Nettleton” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2006).
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certain delimitations in order for it to be tightly focused and not too ambitious.  First, are 

the presuppositions of the author in writing on the history of a great evangelist.  I will 

write as one who possesses an exclusivistic view of soteriology.  Not only is the death, 

burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ necessary for salvation, one must consciously 

express faith in the gospel in order to be saved (Acts 4:12; John 14:6).  In addition, while 

the death of Jesus is only effective for those who believe, based on the evidence of 

Scripture, it is my conviction that it is nevertheless universal in scope (John 3:16; 1 John 

2:1).  Finally, I work from the assumption that while men  can position themselves 

through repentance to experience Christ, the work of regeneration is an act of God that is 

required to produce repentance, saving faith, and conversion (Eph 2:1-10).  I do not 

attempt to defend these assumptions as I write, but they are operative in me as I do. 

Secondly, others have done the comparative work on Finney and Nettleton, 

their “New Measures” controversy and subsequent showdown at New Lebanon.  This 

study will not examine in depth the nature of this well-known controversy.  Instead, this 

paper will analyze these methodological differences just enough to demonstrate how 

Nettleton’s methodology and theology generated church renewal in his day and offer 

suggestions on how both could today.   

Thirdly, while Nettleton’s Village Hymns48 underscore his Reformed theology, 

Puritan piety, and revival methodology, the scope of this paper’s emphasis will not allow 

a detailed analysis of their lyrics or an in-depth examination of their purpose.  

Finally, while others have focused on the life and ministry of Asahel Nettleton 

as historical realities, I will not give detailed analysis of his early life and other historical 

facts that surround this great revival preacher. Instead, this dissertation will focus 

uniquely on the integration of his revival methodology and Reformed theology as a 

48Asahel Nettleton, Village Hymns for Social Worship: Selected and Original, Designed as a 
Supplement to the Psalms and Hymns of Dr. Watts, ed. William C. Nichols (Ames, IA: International 
Outreach, 1997).
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template for church revitalization.  I am not aware of another research project that 

emphasizes Nettleton as a model for church renewal; therefore, this research project will 

be able to make a unique contribution to the corpus of material on Asahel Nettleton. 

Conclusion 

In sum, based upon historical realities, this research project proposes new 

paradigms for church revitalization.  Using Asahel Nettleton’s revival methodology from 

the Second Great Awakening as a template, it suggests that the church of the twenty-first 

century can adopt historical principles from this nineteenth-century evangelist and adapt 

them for the purpose of developing modern-day patterns of church renewal.  Intended to 

assist the thousands of churches that are plateaued or declining within the North 

American church, these paradigms for church renewal are developed as principles that 

can be expressed within a contemporary context.   



19

CHAPTER 2 

THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING 

To understand the incredible life and ministry of Asahel Nettleton, one must 

first understand the events that precipitated the Second Great Awakening.1 While it is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation to examine in detail all the issues that preceded this 

movement of revival, it is necessary to underscore the historical factors that formed 

Nettleton into the unique evangelist he would become.  This chapter focuses on those 

factors, including dramatic moral decline, coupled by spiritual declension within the 

churches of New England in general and Connecticut in particular.  An analysis of the 

religious and sociological milieu of Nettleton’s day, as well as the moral and church

decline that precipitated his ministry, is important for this reason; it reveals a revival 

methodology that is relevant to church revitalization efforts today.  What follows is a 

brief synopsis of the moral and church declension that preceded and in many ways 

precipitated the Second Great Awakening.2 The context is important because the world in 

1Michael McClymond highlights the significance of Second Great Awakening: “The term 
Second Great Awakening (SGA) is used to designate the nationwide Protestant evangelical revivals from 
the post-Revolutionary period to the 1840’s. The SGA reconfigured the social and religious landscape so 
profoundly that it is often considered the most significant revival in the history of the United States.” 
Michael McClymond, ed., Encyclopedia of Religious Revivals in America (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
2007), 384.

2Scholars differ on the reality and usefulness of revivals/awakenings. While some consider the 
idea of declension and revival to be a historical myth, others suggest that awakenings do bring about real 
social change. For the former view, see James A. Nuechterlein, “The Myth of Declension,” First Things 93 
(May 1999): 11–12. For the latter view, see R. C. Gordon-McCutchan, “Great Awakenings?” Sociological 
Analysis 44 (Summer 1983): 83–95; Gordon-McCutchan argues, “It seems to me that those who deny the 
Awakening-construct face two conundrums. If there were no Awakenings, why did they appear to be real to 
contemporary observers? If there is no connection between social dislocation and revivalism, why does the 
message of the church come to be believed suddenly and intensely by large numbers of people?” Gordon-
McCutchan, “Great Awakenings?” 89.  
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which this great evangelist would be born is similar to the context of today, revealing a 

period of religious history that is of great relevance to modern evangelicalism.   

Moral Declension 

When Asahel Nettleton was born on April 21, 1783, in North Killingworth, 

Connecticut, the tide of evangelicalism was at low ebb.3  The apathetic state of the church 

and low moral climate of society during Nettleton’s childhood was one of the formative 

factors in his future development. Indeed, as a teenager, Nettleton experienced the 1790s, 

a decade Kling describes as “one of the most contentious periods in American history.”4

Historically, scholars have disagreed to what extent Christianity, subsequent to 

the War of Independence (1775–1783),5 had declined.  Certainly there is evidence of 

massive social change.6 Both local and national leaders were cognizant of serious 

3Interacting with scholarship, Kling argues that some believe evangelical declension, rather 
than being factual, is a device to motivate the church to action: “Recent studies on the nature and intensity 
of spiritual life in early America focus on what Philip Greven labels ‘the persistence of piety.’ Contending 
that the oft-repeated spiritual declension theme was a rhetorical device used to reinvigorate the people 
rather than a true indicator of the state of religion, scholars such as Greven stress the episodic yet sustained 
nature of the piety of Puritans and their progeny. Another study by Gerald Moran is particularly 
illuminating, for by statistical analysis he documents the uneven though persistent upswing in church 
membership throughout Connecticut in the 17th and 18th centuries. Despite periods of declining church 
membership, succeeding periods of gain offset the declines. Measured over several generations, church 
membership increased at a steady rate.” David W. Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders: The New Divinity and 
Village Revivals in Northern Connecticut 1792–1822 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1950), 8. See also Philip Greven, The Protestant Temperament: Patterns of Child-Rearing. Religious 
Experience, and the Self in Early America (New York: Knopf, 1979), 6–7; and Gerald Francis Moran, “The 
Puritan Saint: Religious Experience, Church Membership, and Piety in Connecticut, 1636–1776” (Ph.D. 
diss., Rutgers University, 1974). 

4Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders, 44.

5Although many factors defined religion in America during this period, according to Martin 
Marty, the war was among the largest: “The War of Independence (1776–83), fought by the British 
colonies in North America against the British government, was the dominant but by no means the only 
defining event in American religion between 1765 and 1815. The period also saw colonists living off the 
spiritual capital they had created in the First Great Awakening, which had climaxed in the 1740s, and then 
citizens realizing what many historians have called the Second Great Awakening beginning around the turn 
of the nineteenth century.” Martin E. Marty, “The American Revolution and religion, 1765–1815,” in The 
Cambridge History of Christianity, vol. 2 of Enlightenment, Reawakening and Revolution 1660–1815, ed. 
Stewart J. Brown and Timothy Tackett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 497.

6Some point to the massive social upheaval that was occurring in post-Revolutionary America 
as being responsible for the Second Great Awakening. Gordon-McCutchan writes, “At crucial junctures in 
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deterioration, as the church and nation at large entered a period of moral decline.  Lescelius 

labels the time following the Revolutionary War a watershed, or major turning point in 

American history: “Religiously and philosophically it was a watershed period, for classic 

Christian and Enlightenment worldviews clashed in mortal combat.  A time of general 

spiritual and moral declension came, to the dismay of many in the church.”7  Even as the 

war was ending, Keller writes, “A lamentable decline in morals, the Connecticut ministers 

were convinced, had also appeared, in large part as a result of the spread of infidelity and 

indifference to religion.”8  This decline had not only contaminated the social arena, it had 

also infected the academic community.  When Asahel Green enrolled in Princeton in 

1782, what he found there reflected the American culture in general—a dismal display of 

moral deterioration. Sprague relates the sad state of affairs in Green’s own words: “While 

I was a member of college, there were but two professors of religion among the students, 

and not more than five or six who scrupled the use of profane language in common 

conversation, and sometimes it was of a very shocking kind.”9  Whether it was Princeton, 

Yale, or other institutions of higher education, the moral climate of the nation had 

lowered the moral temperature of the institutions within it.  The years following the end 

of the war had taken such a national toll that even the president involved himself in the 

national crisis by proclaiming a fast.  Keller describes the crisis: 

So serious was the general situation that in setting a national fast for April, 1799, 
President John Adams said in his proclamation, “The most precious interests of the 

history, entire cultures undergo radical ideological shift. When changed social conditions render traditional 
modes of thinking and acting inapplicable, large segments of the population must be ‘awakened’ to new 
paradigms for thought and behavior. Such awakenings are the means by which cultures adapt themselves to 
traumatic social change.” R. C. Gordon-McCutchan, “The Irony of Evangelical History,” Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 20 (1981): 309. 

7Robert Lescelius, “The Second Great Awakening: The Watershed Revival,” Reformation and 
Revival Journal 6 (Winter 1997): 14. 

8Charles Roy Keller, Second Great Awakening (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1942), 
23.

9William B. Sprague, Lectures on Revivals of Religion (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1958), 131.
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people of the United States are still held in jeopardy by the hostile designs and 
insidious acts of a foreign nation, as well as by the dissemination among them of 
those principles, subversive of the foundation of all religious, moral, and social 
obligations, that have produced incalculable mischief and misery in other 
countries.”10

In addition, the French Revolution (1789–1799), according to McLoughlin, 

“originally hailed as the fair offspring of America’s, had ugly consequences, threatening 

America’s safety.”11  The ideal of liberty ran headlong into harsh reality and the news of 

what was happening in France gave Americans reason for concern. Some historians argue 

that the deeply troubling nature of what was taking place within the post-Revolutionary 

era created the Second Great Awakening.12  In other words, a reaction to social anxiety 

and cultural uncertainty created the environment for a religious resurgence.  McLoughlin 

contends, “Perry Miller grasped the essential organizing mood of the Second Awakening 

in The Life of the Mind in America (1965) when he said that ‘Anxiety over the future lies 

at the heart of the movement.’”13  In any event, it was into this national turmoil that 

Asahel Nettleton first entered what would become one of the focal points of the Second 

Great Awakening—Connecticut.14  It is likely that the social, cultural, and moral issues 

10James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the Presidents, 
1789–1897 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1897), 1:285; quoted in Keller, The Second 
Great Awakening, 2.

11William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Religion and 
Social Change in America, 1607-1977 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 99.

12Kling gives one explanation for the Second Great Awakening, “Clerical supporters of the 
Awakening have often been pictured as reactionaries. Threatened by growing infidelity, the loss of status, 
and general social instability, the clergy (so the argument goes) introduced revival in order to defeat 
godlessness, regain clerical status, and ensure the Standing Order’s privileged place in Connecticut. The 
merit of this argument lies in its rudimentary psychological principle: those who are anxious seek ways to 
resolve their anxiety. Anxiety resolution has a way of motivating individuals beyond their normal activities. 
A collective anxiety produces a social strain that results in mass movements such as the Second Great 
Awakening.” Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders, 7. 

13McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, 104.

14Birdsall concludes, “The Second Great Awakening in New England began quietly in several 
Connecticut towns, with each revival evidently independent of the others. Yet accounts of different revivals 
reveal a notable similarity.” Richard D. Birdsall, “The Second Great Awakening and the New England 
Social Order,” Church History 39 (September 1970): 352.
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that were being discussed during his first eighteen years prior to his conversion, would 

have been formative in Nettleton’s development. These external factors, as well as his 

own inner propensities, would have contributed to his spiritual formation and worldview.  

Indeed, growing up attending church, Nettleton would have at least been aware of the 

moral decline that other Christian leaders were observing at the turn of the century.  

In a helpful article entitled “American Society as Seen from the 19th-Century 

Pulpit,” David Wells argues that “what preachers saw in the early to middle decades of 

the nineteenth century fell under two headings: declension and revival.”15  These two 

headings provide the context in which Asahel Nettleton would exercise his ministry of 

revitalization, efforts that would go well beyond the church-house to effect societal 

renewal.  Wells contends that while pulpits in New England differed theologically, “the 

unanimity of their social perceptions was extraordinary. They sensed that the country was 

in a state of advanced moral dissolution.  They blamed this on the growing acceptance of 

‘infidelity,’16 and they saw it rending the social fabric that had given worth to human 

beings and meaning to work.”17  What is interesting about Wells’ article is the fact that 

the nature of the moral dissolution is remarkably similar to the problems facing the 

evangelical church of today.  Prior to the Second Great Awakening, Wells describes the 

church in the latter half of the eighteenth century with phrases such as “pews that were 

filled with elderly . . . many people were deeply indifferent to Christianity . . . family 

religion fell into disrepute . . . a new generation had grown up that was insubordinate and 

15David F. Wells, “The Debate over the Atonement in 19th-Century America Part 1: American 
Society as Seen from the 19th-Century Pulpit,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 (April-June 1987): 124. 

16According to Werner, men who mentored and ministered with Nettleton, Lyman Beecher, 
and Timothy Dwight “used the term ‘infidelity’ primarily to refer to deism, but secondarily to any belief 
opposed to orthodox Christianity. Charles Cuningham explained, ‘Call it (infidelity) deism, atheism, 
irreligion, or any other allied doctrine, it was the same disease to a diagnostician like Dwight.’ (Charles 
Cuningham, Timothy Dwight 1752–1817 [New York: Macmillan, 1942], 218).” Aaron John Werner, 
“Defender of Divine Revelation: Timothy Dwight’s Arguments for the Bible’s Authenticity and Divine 
Inspiration” (Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2007), 1. 

17Wells, “American Society as Seen from the 19th-Century Pulpit,” 125. 
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irreligious.”18 Growing up in North Killingworth, Nettleton would have witnessed 

firsthand these troubling signs of moral decline; signs eventually altered by a revival in 

which he was converted.  As seen through his own eyes and from the pulpits of 

Nettleton’s generation, the moral declension was of great concern and consisted of three 

specific sins that not only precipitated church decline, but also threatened the vitality of 

the infant Republic.   

The signs of moral decline in the latter part of the eighteenth century were 

specific in nature.  The three sins of profanity,19 Sabbath-breaking,20 and intemperance21

were symptomatic of serious moral decline and the need for church revitalization and 

social reform.  The use of alcohol alone was troubling.  Apparently, the consumption of 

alcohol was in copious amounts, which brings with it a variety of social problems.  Even 

at religious gatherings, hosts served alcohol in generous portions and attendees were 

18Ibid., 125–26.

19The reference to “profane cursing” in the nineteenth century included vulgar language, but it 
also referred to the unwillingness to take and keep oaths which was considered to be essential to law and 
order and civil government. Wells writes, “In the early 19th century, corruption in government and law 
enforcement was rife. The law had become impotent, one report said, because ‘tithing-men, constables and 
grandjury-men showed a deep reluctance to carry out their oaths without fear or favor. The ‘profligate’ had 
succeeded in making these tasks so unpopular that they were either not attended to or, should the matter 
reach the courts, perjury was resorted to as a means of obviating an unfavorable decision. This yielding of 
principle had its genesis, preachers said, in a basic disregard for divine government.” Ibid., 134. 

20Preachers in the nineteenth century connected regular church attendance to God’s government 
in the world and essential to the life of the church, as well as the emerging nation. Wells observes, “The 
growing neglect of the Sabbath seemed to many Christian leaders to strike at the vitals of national life. 
Perhaps with one eye on the recent events in France, some claimed that the nation’s liberty and independence 
were being jeopardized. Lyman Beecher explained that the Sabbath is the divine means of preserving the 
divine government of the world. For where no Sabbath is honored, there is no preaching of reconciliation, 
no salvation, no convicting of sin, no formation of conscience, and no fear of the Lord.” Ibid., 136. 

21While alcoholism affects at least 7 to 8 percent of today’s adult population in America, it is 
difficult to make comparisons with how widespread the problem was in the nineteenth century. If the city 
of New Haven, CT, central to the life of Asahel Nettleton, is any gauge, the problem was apparently much 
worse. Wells writes, “In 1827 the city of New Haven, with a population of 10,000, had 350 drunks who 
died from alcoholism and/or brought their health, families, and reputation into ruins. By contemporary 
estimates these would be chronic alcoholics, but present-day statistics usually include ‘problem drinkers’ 
along with chronic alcoholics. The figure issued in 1974 that alcoholics constitute 5 percent of the nation’s 
population is therefore rather lower than figures for 1827.” Ibid., 139. 
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known to get tipsy.  In commenting on the intemperance of the age, Daniel Howe writes, 

Americans in the early nineteenth century quaffed alcohol in prodigious quantities. 
In 1825, the average American over fifteen years of age consumed seven gallons of 
alcohol a year, mostly in the form of whiskey and hard cider. (The corresponding 
figure at the start of the twenty-first century was less than two gallons, most of it 
from beer and wine.)22

When one understands the deep moral significance of these three signs of declension, the 

parallels for culture today are striking indeed and of the utmost relevance.  Indeed, the 

significant moral decline following the American Revolution (1765–1783), was the result 

of declension within the evangelical church; declension that was not only dramatic, but in 

many ways created an environment ripe for revival.     

Church Decline 

The birth of America coincided with an outgoing religious tide, to such an extent 

that Sweet writes, “The United States of America began as a free and independent nation 

with organized religion at low ebb.”23 Although there are a variety of reasons behind the 

decline of the church prior to the Second Great Awakening, one stands out as paramount.  

Thomas Paine, who wrote the Rights of Man (1791–1792) and The Age of Reason (1794), 

was instrumental in undermining the place of the Bible and organized religion in Post-

revolutionary America, and as Hudson suggests, “launched a frontal attack upon the 

whole concept of revealed religion.”24 Paine’s sarcasm cut like a knife, when according 

to Sweet, he broad-brushed Christianity “in a Deistic newspaper in 1804 . . . as the 

‘strangest religion ever set up,’ because ‘it committed a murder upon Jesus in order to 

22Daniel Walker Howe, What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815–1848
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 167. Howe gives a glimpse into the efforts of voluntary societies 
and the origins of an abstinence label: “Those who signed a temperance pledge were encouraged to put a T
after their names if willing to take the extra step of pledging total abstinence; from this derives our word 
‘teetotaler.’” Ibid., 167–68. 

23William Warren Sweet, Religion in the Development of American Culture 1765–1840 (New 
York: Scribner’s, 1952), 91. 

24Winthrop S. Hudson and John Corrigan, Religion in America: An Historical Account of the 
Development of American Religious Life (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), 143. 
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redeem mankind for the sin of eating an apple.’”25  Alongside men such as Voltaire 

(1694–1778) who denied the deity of Christ26 and Ethan Allen (1738–1789) who mocked 

the atonement,27 Paine used sarcasm and reason to undermine confidence in the Bible and 

the message of the gospel.  

Although scholars disagree about the state of the evangelical church preceding 

the Second Great Awakening, many would concur that it was in a dismal state.28

Cuningham concludes that the forces arrayed against orthodoxy during this period were 

“inflicting a telling blow upon Christianity throughout the country.”29 Although the 

telling blow could be heard around the world, during the Second Great Awakening, 

evangelists like Asahel Nettleton would not only revitalize Christianity, but see new 

believers multiply first in Connecticut and then throughout New England.  The vast 

number of churches, and the extent to which the tide had receded from them testifies to 

the miraculous nature of the methods used by men like Asahel Nettleton. 

25Sweet, Religion in the Development of American Culture, 93.

26According to Hardman, Voltaire’s view of Christ was graphic: “Among the Jews there have 
always been men from the rabble played at being prophets in order to distinguish themselves from the mob: 
here then is the one who made the most noise, and who was turned into a god.” Keith J. Hardman, Seasons 
of Refreshing: Evangelism and Revivals in America (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), 104, excerpted from 
Peter Gay, Deism: An Anthology (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand, 1968), 153. 

27Hardman describes the view of the esteemed war hero: “In 1784 Ethan Allen (1738–1789) 
the Revolutionary War hero who had captured Fort Ticonderoga from the British, issued Reason the Only 
Oracle of Man from a printer in Bennington Vermont. . . . Regarding Christ's atonement Allen declares, 
‘There could be no justice or goodness in one being’s suffering for another, nor is it at all compatible with 
reason to suppose, that God was the contriver of such a propitiation.’” Ethan Allen, Reason the Only 
Oracle of Man, or a Compendious System of Natural Religion (Boston: J. P. Mendum, 1854), 356; quoted 
in Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing, 104.  

28Cairns summarizes the deistic philosophy that threatened the evangelical church of the 
nineteenth century church: “Deism was a natural result of the scientific and philosophic approach to 
knowledge (i.e., rationalism) that has just been described. It arose in England during the seventeenth 
century and spread from there to France, Germany, and America. It was a natural religion or a religion of 
reason. Deism (Latin, deus, God) set forth a system of belief in a transcendent God who left his creation 
after he had created it to be governed by natural laws discoverable by reason. God thus became an 
‘absentee God.’ The deist insists that God is above and beyond his creation.” Earl E. Cairns, Christianity 
through the Centuries: A History of the Christian Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 378.

29Cuningham, Timothy Dwight 1752–1817, 295.
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In New England, Nettleton’s birth coincided with a dark time in American 

evangelicalism that precipitated what one would later call “years of wonder.”30  Ahlstrom 

asserts that decades after the legendary revivals of the Great Awakening “God seemed 

almost to have withdrawn his blessing from New England, and above all from those who 

most cherished ‘true’ doctrine.”31  In describing this dark period, historian Charles Keller 

states, “A distinguished church historian has called the two decades following the close 

of the American Revolution ‘the period of the lowest ebb-tide of vitality in the history of 

American Christianity.’”32  Records seem to suggest that the latter part of the eighteenth 

century witnessed a steady decline in religious activity as clergy across denominational 

lines, as well as New Divinity leaders like Timothy Dwight bemoaned declension among 

the churches.33 According to Kling, who focuses on Connecticut and New Divinity 

leaders who mentored Nettleton, “Throughout the 1790s the decline of Christianity was a 

universal theme among the new Republic’s clergy. . . .  All New Divinity ministers railed 

30Kling quotes a letter to William Spague in 1832, where Edward Griffin “confidently 
proclaimed the year 1792 as the annus mirabilis (i.e., year of wonders). Among the three events that 
occurred that would ‘constitute a new era’ was the beginning of ‘the unbroken series of revivals’ in New 
England.” Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders, 1, excerpted from Edward Dorr Griffin, “A Letter to the Rev. 
Dr. William Sprague,” in William Buell Sprague, Lectures on Revival of Religion, 2nd ed. (New York: D. 
Appleton & Company, 1833), 359. 

31Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People. 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2004), 415.

32Keller, Second Great Awakening, 2, excerpted from Leonard W. Bacon, History of American 
Christianity (New York: Christian Literature, 1897), 219. 

33Conforti writes, “The term ‘New Divinity’ was first used as a pejorative in 1765 in reference 
to Hopkins argument that an unregenerate but awakened sinner who used the means of grace appeared 
more guilty in God’s eyes than an unawakened sinner who remained unconcerned with his spiritual state.” 
Joseph A. Conforti, Samuel Hopkins and The New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the Congregational 
Ministry, and Reform in New England Between the Great Awakenings (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 4. 
Fitzmier differentiates New Divinity thinkers from orthodox followers of Jonathan Edwards: “They 
repudiated the doctrine of imputation, placed a high premium on the notion of disinterested benevolence, 
adopted a governmental theory of the atonement, and questioned the utility and legitimacy of the classical 
means of grace. They attempted to systematize Edwards’s thought (or to make it consistent) by making it 
conform to the canons of rigorous thought. In this respect, the New Divinity theologians might be thought 
of as Edwardsean precisionists.” John R. Fitzmier, New England’s Moral Legislator Timothy Dwight, 
1752–1817 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 109.   
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at the declining state of spiritual affairs.”34  Summarizing this downward spiral, Noll 

contends,  

While church adherence remained high at least into the 1770s (with perhaps as 
much as 40 to 50 percent of the population attending church with some regularity), 
formal church membership was sinking, and in the 1790s reached an all-time low 
(somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of the adult population).35

The low ebb of evangelical religion exposed declining church membership and spiritual 

inertia.  With notable exceptions, historians seem to agree on a number of factors that led 

to a general sense of dismay among evangelicals, factors that in some ways are similar to 

the church decline occurring today.36

In his historical treatment of revivals in America, Seasons of Refreshing, Keith 

J. Hardman connects American participation in the war to moral and church decline. He 

writes,  

As the Revolutionary war loomed in the early 1770s, faith and morals deteriorated 
further. While Americans fighting in the Revolution were not exposed to as many 
foreigners as in the French and Indian war, those they met were of far more 
dissolute character.37

According to Hankins, several factors led to moral deterioration. The first was 

Enlightenment deism.38 In addition, the immorality caused by the Revolutionary war and 

34Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders, 48.

35Mark A. Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1992), 163.

36In what he calls “a revival of the mood of ‘toleration,’” McLoughlin states, “Development of 
this era of religious good feeling from 1776 to 1800 had many causes. Most significant were the influx of 
Enlightenment philosophy and science from Europe; the mutual camaraderie of the shared Revolutionary 
experience; the reaction against the religious fanaticism of the Great Awakening (and its divisive 
aftermath); the gradual shift of the Standing churches to New Light evangelical doctrines and practices; and 
the tremendous concentration of public effort on organizing, uniting, and strengthening the institutional 
structures of the new nation.” William G. McLoughlin, New England Dissent 1630–1883: The Baptists and 
the Separation of Church and State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 1971), 2:915.

37Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing, 102.

38Hankins elaborates, “During the quarter-century after the Revolution almost all leave the 
elite colleges, most of them in New England, switched from evangelical Protestantism to this new 
Enlightenment faith, prompting Lyman Beecher, one of the great Protestant preachers of the day, to 
complain that at Yale the students knew more about Rousseau and Voltaire than they did about Christ. 
Only Princeton remained evangelical.” Barry Hankins, The Second Great Awakening and the 
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the massive exodus of people going westward produced a moral vacuum.39 All three 

trends were “factors that made the years from about 1776 to 1800 a difficult period for 

traditional, evangelical Protestantism.”40  Similar factors caused the churches in New 

England to decline during the concluding decades of the eighteenth century.41  This 

included Nettleton’s home state of Connecticut, a locus for the New England phase of the 

Second Great Awakening.42

Although it was referred to as the land of “steady habits,” Connecticut 

refracted the almost universal picture of the church in post-Revolutionary America—

steady decline.43 Congregationalism, of which Nettleton was a part, was insipid and 

Transcendentalists (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1956), 2.

39According to Hankins, “The first national census in 1790 revealed that 94 percent of 
Americans lived in the original 13 states. By 1820, one-quarter lived beyond the line that had demarcated 
the western edge of the original 13, and by 1850 nearly one-half lived outside the original states. It is 
estimated that close to 800,000 people from New England alone immigrated to the west between 1790 in 
1820.” Ibid., 3. 

40Ibid., 1–3. 

41Historian Earl E. Cairns writes, “Religion in New England was in decline by 1776. The New 
England Congregational churches split into two groups: those who followed Edwards’s theology (New 
Light) and those who followed the lead of Charles Chauncey (Old Light). Conflicts over the writing of the 
Constitution and the earlier French and Indian wars, when British officers had brought deism to the 
colonies, distracted from spiritual concerns. College students much admired the French deists’ ideas. Few 
professed to be Christians, and many were guilty of gambling, drunkenness, swearing, and immorality, 
according to Lyman Beecher's account of conditions in Yale.” Earl E. Cairns, An Endless Line of Splendor: 
Revivals and Their Leaders from the Great Awakening to the Present (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1986), 89.

42Cairns offers a helpful summary of the distinction often made about the different phases of 
what is known now as the Second Great Awakening in the United States: “The awakening in the east 
occurred in colleges and local congregations, was Calvinistic in theology, and was primarily an upper-class 
movement. The revival in Kentucky was mainly a lay movement and more Arminian in theology. The 
eastern meetings were fairly rational in outlook while the southern and western awakenings tended to be 
more emotional. Some camp meetings were marked by extreme physical manifestations.” Ibid. Hankins also 
makes a distinction between revivals in the East and the West: “The revivals in New England were moderate 
by comparison to the West, and they were based on a modified Calvinist theology that was as simple as 1, 
2, 3. . . . The early western revivals of the Second Great Awakening were different in at least two respects. 
First, there was a much greater tendency to dispense with Calvinist theology altogether. . . .  Second, western 
revivals different from the earlier eastern ones in that they were far more emotional. In fact, because of the 
diminished emphasis on Calvinist theology, preachers wanted to create an emotional atmosphere that 
would spur people to repentance for their sins.” Hankins, The Second Great Awakening, 6–7.  

43Richard J. Purcell, Connecticut in Transition 1775–1818 (London: Oxford, 1918), 1.
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lacked vitality. Richard J. Purcell’s Connecticut in Transition 1775–1818 ascribes this 

state of affairs to a religious vacuum created when the revived Puritanism of the Great 

Awakening had receded:  

Connecticut Congregationalism was at a low ebb in the second half of the 
eighteenth-century. Revivals were as rare as great divines. The moral rigor of 
seventeenth-century Puritanism had disappeared. It is to this fact that the inflow of 
deistic thought must be ascribed.44

Summing up a laundry list of immorality and irreligion, symbolic of steady decline, 

Purcell concludes, “It was an unsettled period filled with demoralizing tendencies.”45

Apparently, in Connecticut, the effects of the Great Awakening had in large 

measure dissipated.   The dry orthodoxy that, according to Lovelace, “shuffled doctrines 

aimlessly like faded packs of cards,” was in great disrepair.46 The Calvinism of Jonathan 

Edwards, which desired to breathe Puritan life into an orthodox, but listless version of 

Reformed theology, had all but failed. Indeed, the Great Awakening in the first half of the 

eighteenth century was nothing more than “a languishing Puritanism reviving itself.”47  In 

describing his disenchantment with lifeless orthodoxy, Sweeney writes, “Edwards’ 

complaint had been that Old Calvinism had gone stale, substituting a civil but uninspiring 

version of Calvinism for the passionate and living piety of the Puritan founders.”48  The 

44Ibid., 5. 

45Ibid., 8.

46Richard F. Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life: An Evangelical Theology of Renewal
(Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity, 1979), 38. 

47Stephen E. Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy: Timothy Dwight and the Origins of American 
Evangelical Orthodoxy (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1974), ix; Joseph Conforti claims, “The historical 
reification of the colonial revivals and of New England’s religious experience into a great, general, and 
transformative historical episode was a product of the Second Great Awakening that was initiated by 
Jonathan Edwards’s New Divinity disciples.” Joseph Conforti, “The Invention of the Great Awakening, 
1795–1842,” Early American Literature 26 (1991): 100; Conforti also argues that the New Divinity used 
David Brainerd as “a model of Edwardsian piety.” Joseph Conforti, “Jonathan Edwards’s Most Popular 
Work: ‘The Life of David Brainerd’ and Nineteenth-Century Evangelical Culture,” Church History 54 
(June 1985): 197.  

48Douglas A. Sweeney and Allen C. Guelzo, The New England Theology: From Jonathan 
Edwards to Edwards Amasa Park (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 14.  
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cycle was again repeating itself in the waning decades of the eighteenth century.   

In her research into the factors that were transforming the culture of 

Connecticut in 1800, Sherry Pierpont May concludes that four factors converged to create 

the “demoralizing tendencies” of Nettleton’s childhood: “The threat of ‘infidelity,’ the 

rise of Republicanism, the opening up of the frontier and emigration from Connecticut, 

and the situation within the churches.”49 In addition, Congregationalism at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century was still the established religion of Connecticut.  Therefore, all 

residents, while not official church members, retained an affiliation with the church by 

virtue of their presence in the state.50  These factors combined to create a toxic 

environment for experiential religion; but an ideal environment for an incoming tide.   

Iain Murray’s in-depth study of this period concludes, “There was no general 

prevalence of irreligion towards the end of the eighteenth century.”51 But the historical 

record is replete with those who were greatly concerned with a depleted church in the 

decades following the American War for Independence (1775–1783).  Those on the scene 

and historians as well, bemoaned the condition of the church in America.  For instance, 

William Wilberforce wrote in his journal in 1794, “I feel there is little spirit of religion in 

49Sherry Pierpont May, “Asahel Nettleton: Nineteenth Century American Revivalist” (Ph.D. 
diss., Drew University, 1969) 6; May summarizes the world in which Nettleton grew up: “Thus, in the 
years at the turn of the century we have the following situation: Religious life within the church was at a 
very low ebb; New England was being drained of its people because of its agricultural problems and 
emigration; the rise of popular political groups and dissident religious minorities represented a threat to the 
established church; and the popularly transplanted European Deism was seen as a precursor of atheism. 
Immorality and indifference to religious questions were usual among the youth.” Ibid., 13. 

50May describes this arrangement: “At the turn of the century, Congregationalism was still the 
established church in Connecticut. According to the 1784 Connecticut statute, all residents who did not file 
a certificate of their dissent with the clerk of the ecclesiastical society in their town were 
Congregationalists. Thus Congregational affiliation was automatic, unless the individual expressed a 
positive desire for other connections. Church membership, however, was another matter. In order to 
become a member, one had to make a profession of his belief and often a testimony to his conversion-such 
persons were called ‘professors’ of religion. It was this elite group which constituted the ‘church’ over 
against the larger group which was called the ‘congregation.’” Ibid., 11. 

51Iain H. Murray, Revival and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American 
Evangelicalism 1750–1858 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994), 115.
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America.”52  The reasons for this lack of spirit are many and diverse.  American 

evangelicals were neck deep in a democratic experiment that would require courage, 

tenacity, and not a small amount of creativity.  Mark Noll observes,  

The American Revolution forced North American evangelicals to test the 
adaptability of their faith to circumstances that were much more republican and 
democratic than anything experienced before that time. It also led to a new 
experiment in disestablishment, which fundamentally altered the religious 
environment in which evangelicals were carrying on their work.53

Oliver further asserts, “By 1800 the world was observable by contemporaries 

not to be noticeably impending upon the millennium. Evil days were seen to be at 

hand.”54  The Connecticut Evangelical Magazine, which began in that same year, 

inveighed against “deism, atheism, and blasphemies and abominable practices” and the 

Presbytery of New Brunswick confessed, “The mournful truth that corruptions of an old 

and luxurious country are breaking in like a flood upon this new and rising empire.”55

Described by Boles as “the distressing coldness of religious interest,”56 one can find vivid 

examples of this crisis of concern in the historical records of Virginia,57 Maryland,58

52Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce, The Life of William Wilberforce (London: 
John Murray, 1838), 2:57, excerpted from ibid., 114.

53Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys. 
vol. 1 of A History of Evangelicalism: People, Movements and Ideas in the English Speaking World
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 194.

54Peter Oliver, “Probationers for Eternity: Notes on Religion in the United States in the Year 
1800,” Harvard Theological Review 37 (January 1944): 219. 

55Ibid., 221.

56J. B. Boles, The Great Revival, 1787–1805: Origins of the Evangelical Mind (Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1972), 13.

57Hardman relates an example from Virginia: “Seeing the people of Virginia leaving for an 
unchurched and unevangelized wilderness, in 1794 the Episcopal rector of Bath, Devereaux Jarratt (1733–
1801), wrote sadly, ‘The present time is marked by peculiar traits of impiety and such an almost universal 
inattention to the concerns of religion that very few will attend except on Sunday, to hear the word of the 
Lord. . . .  The state of religion is gloomy and distressing; the church of Christ seems to be sunk very low.” 
Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing, 107. 

58Bilhartz gives an illuminating example of church decline from an urban perspective in nearby 
Baltimore, MD: “Particularly depressed was Joseph Bend of St. Paul’s parish. In 1796 Bend wrote: ‘This is 
I believe an unprecedented instance of negligence and lukewarmness in the church of Maryland.’ Two 
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Massachusetts,59 and Connecticut;60 as well as the Southern areas of Georgia,61 South 

Carolina,62and the Western frontiers of Kentucky63 and Tennessee.64  In 1788, James 

McGready (1763–1817), instrumental as a frontier revivalist in the Second Great 

Awakening, found North Carolina in an indecent religious condition. According to Boles, 

years later he complained: ‘I consider religion in this state to be in a confirmed declension; nor do I know 
when to fix a period in my own days at which the prospects will begin to brighten.’ Again in 1799 he 
lamented that in Baltimore ‘religion gains no ground’ and ‘morality has evidently declined’.” Terry D. 
Bilhartz, Urban Religion and the Second Great Awakening: Church and Society in Early National 
Baltimore (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Press, 1986), 84. 

59Concerning Massachusetts, Keller relates that its ministers “preached sermons on the 
seriousness of the situation. One lamented not only the prevailing infidelity and skepticism which threaten 
to destroy religion and virtue but also the introduction of every species of vice and corruption. Another 
asserted that never before had America seen a time when licentiousness, infidelity, and open opposition to 
Christianity so signally triumphed.” Keller, Second Great Awakening, 2, excerpted from Morse, The 
Federalist Party, 103–07. 

60Keller writes, “In his History of Connecticut the Rev. Benjamin Trumbull penned several 
poignant sentences undoubtedly born of his experiences during and after the struggle with Great Britain. ‘A 
state of war,’ he wrote, ‘is particularly unfriendly to religion. It dissipates the mind, diminishes the degree 
of instruction, removes great numbers almost wholly from it, connects them with the most dangerous 
company, and presents them with the worst examples. It hardens and emboldens men in sin; is productive 
of profaneness, intemperance, disregard to property, violence and all licentious living.’” Ibid., 27.

61In what he describes as “The Feeling of Crisis,” Boles relates the concern of religious 
formality in Georgia: “A devout Georgia Presbyterian minister confessed in 1794 that he was ‘greatly 
distressed in mind, from a view of the present apparent languishing state of religion in this country. 
Coldness and formality prevails.’” Boles, The Great Revival, 13. 

62Boles gives this glimpse of Southern concern, “For example, the Synod of the Carolinas 
heard and recorded the results of the Reverend Robert Wilson's 1794 missionary tour to portions of South 
Carolina. ‘It is truly lamentable,’ he reported, ‘to see and hear of the great profanation of the Sabbath that is 
every where practised (sic) even among those who make a profession of the Christian religion. Hunting, 
shooting & all kinds of amusements is (sic) engaged in, on the Sabbath day.’” Ibid., 15. 

63Boles offers this snapshot of life in what would become the Western tinderbox for the Great 
Revival—Kentucky: “Peter Cartwright recorded in a famous passage from his classic Autobiography that 
Logan County, Kentucky, in 1793 was infamous as a ‘rogues harbor’; law was unheard of, thieves and 
ruffians predominated. Sunday was spent at everything except worship, and in such an environment, 
Cartwright piously recalled that he was quite ‘naturally a wild, wicked boy.’ A 1794 letter from Kentucky 
to John Rippon’s international yearbook of Baptist activities inform the editor ‘with concern . . . that 
religion appears to be at a very low ebb with every denomination in this state.’” Ibid., 16. 

64In Tennessee as well, Boles relates that apathy was widespread: “Here too, despite occasional 
murmurings against deism and infidelity, the primary complaint was of simple apathy to religion. Francis 
Asbury, molder of American Methodism, confessed to himself while in Tennessee that, ‘Good religion and 
such good land are not so easily mixed together.’” Ibid.
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McGready caused quite a stir when he rebuked those participating in “the boisterous 

custom of guzzling whiskey at funerals.”65  Birdsall sums up the evangelical decline of 

the latter eighteenth century: “The decrepitude of the older New England way was a 

matter of real concern to cultural leaders in the 1790s; some saw it as nothing less than a 

crisis of faith and social order.”66  The weight of the evidence suggests that prior to the 

Second Great Awakening, in the words of Henry Adams, “Only a shell of orthodoxy was 

left.”67  Historically, men close to Asahel Nettleton described those factors that created 

the “waste places” that he would spend his life revitalizing.   

Lyman Beecher (1775–1863), close friend and ministry colleague of Nettleton, 

wrote a sermon entitled “Building of Waste Places,” in which he described “innovations” 

that precipitated church decline during the post-revolutionary period.68 Beecher lamented,  

Alarmed at the declining numbers of the Church, and the corresponding increase of 
the unbaptized, our fathers, with pious intent, doubtless, but with the most 
unwarrantable distrust of God and dependence on human wisdom, introduced what 
has since been denominated the halfway covenant.69

65Ibid., 38

66Birdsall, “The Second Great Awakening,” 345; Hardman gives a reasoned accounting for 
church decline. “The state of the churches was indeed very low. Along the eastern seaboard many were 
taking in almost no new members. Multitudes were leaving, lured by the opening frontier. Nearly 1 million 
people had deserted the East by 1800, seeking a new life and hoping for riches in Ohio and Allegheny 
River valleys. This number greatly increased in the next few decades, as new states were formed from a 
rapid increase in the territory of the United States after 1803, the year of the acquisition of the Louisiana 
Purchase.” Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing, 107.

67Birdsall, “The Second Great Awakening,” 345.

68As one close to Asahel Nettleton, McLoughlin points to the impact that Beecher had on 
revival methodology: “Lyman Beecher was the outstanding revivalist produced by New England Calvinism 
during the Second Great Awakening. He was also a leading figure in the moral reform movements and 
missionary activities of the day in which the Congregationalists played such an important role. But his most 
important contribution to Evangelicalism was to transform the abstract theological modifications of 
Edwardsean Calvinism, which Nathaniel W. Taylor had worked out at the Yale Divinity School, into an 
effective revivalist technique.” William G. McLoughlin, The American Evangelicals, 1800–1900 (New 
York: Harper, 1968), 70. 

69Charles Beecher, ed., Autobiography, Correspondence, etc. of Lyman Beecher (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1866), 1:270.
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Beecher considered these compromises to be “innovations in Church order.”70  For 

instance, the practice of “owning the covenant” symbolized the declension of orthodoxy.71

It also was symptomatic of the lack of vitality in the decades preceding the Second Great 

Awakening, particularly in New England.72  In an effort to stave off declining church 

membership, the halfway covenant arranged for parents to give mental assent to the church 

covenant, while not being admitted to full communion or required to give evidence of 

conversion.  They could therefore, under the halfway covenant offer their children for 

infant baptism.  Symptomatic of dwindling churches that lacked vitality, Wells states, 

“The Half Way Covenant had given many, whose Christian commitment was at best only 

shadowy, easy access to the rolls of church membership.  Once the bridge had this been 

lowered, it was difficult to discourage unwanted pilgrims from using it.”73 Indeed, as 

Garry Wills observed,  

Critics of extended baptism called the decree of the synod of 1662 by a derisory 
name, “the Halfway Covenant.” This was meant to be a contradiction on the face of 
it, since the covenant was with Christ, and there could be no half Christ. But as 

70Ibid., 271.

71Beecher explains, “According to the provisions of this anomaly in religion, persons of 
regular deportment, though destitute of piety, might be considered as Church members, and offer their 
children in baptism, without coming to the sacramental supper, for which piety was still deemed 
indispensable. The effect was, that owning the covenant, as it was called, became a common, thoughtless 
ceremony, and baptism was extended to all who had sufficient regard to fashion or to self-righteous doings 
to ask it for themselves or their children.” Ibid., 270.

72Noll gives a brief historical synopsis of the practice: “The Half-Way Covenant of 1662 was 
for the New Englanders a compromise: it kept alive the teaching about the need for God’s covenant of 
grace as the key to salvation and so stipulated that only those who experienced such grace were eligible for 
the sacrament of communion. But it also reaffirmed the comprehensiveness of society by including most 
children as participants in a half-way covenant—parents who had not testified to grace in their lives could 
nonetheless bring their children to be baptized.” Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism, 54–55. For a short essay 
on the practice prior to the Great Awakening, see Joseph Tracy, The Great Awakening: A History of the 
Revival of Religion in the time of Edwards & Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976), 1–18. For a 
practical assessment of the half-way covenant, its relationship with the contemporary practice of 
confirmation, and an interesting conclusion as to its demise, see Mary Miller Currie, “The Puritan Half-
Way Covenants: A Contemporary Issue,” Austin Seminary Bulletin 95 (October 1979): 29–39. Currie 
concludes, “The Half-Way Covenant passed by the 1662 Synod was never officially rescinded—it simply 
became unimportant and obscure, forgotten in the religious fervor of the Great Awakening.” Ibid., 37.  

73Wells, “American Society as Seen from the 19th-Century Pulpit,” 126.
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often happens with religious shorthand, the name stuck and is now the regular way 
of referring to the history of the issue.74

This symbol of church declension touched Nettleton’s life as his parents took advantage 

of this compromise at his baptism.75  The similarities to modern evangelicalism are 

striking in that church membership in many cases means very little. 

In sum, both the moral and church declension following the Revolutionary 

War precipitated the Second Great Awakening and brought new concepts of 

revitalization into the vocabulary of evangelicalism.  Like ocean water that recedes from 

an estuary and leaves the inlet mud exposed, the vital spirit of religion had receded and 

America needed the tide to come back in. Hankins provides an articulate segue: 

On the heels of this religious decline, real and imagined, and in conjunction with 
government getting out of the business of promoting and supporting religion, 
America entered what has been called the Second Great Awakening. Although the 
practice of revival had been around for three-quarters of a century, in 1800 the word 
revival first came into use. Ministers chose it apparently because it conveyed the 
need to recapture the religious vitality of an earlier day. In this sense it was a term of 
rebuke for the decline of religion that had occurred.76

Murray suggests historical distortion and therefore fails to give enough weight 

to the evidence of evangelical decline.77 His conclusions however, concerning the effects 

of the awakening, are sound and reflect the thesis of this research project: 

The speed and extent with which Christian churches were revitalized and multiplied 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century constitutes the era before us as the most 
important in the whole period under consideration in these pages.  More than that, 
the Second Great Awakening has to be one of the most significant turning-points in 
church history.78

74Garry Wills, Head and Heart: American Christianities (New York: Penguin, 2007), 64.

75Bennet Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours: The Memoir of Dr. Asahel Nettleton, ed. Andrew J. 
Bonar (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1854), 18.

76Hankins, The Second Great Awakening, 4. 

77Murray states, “The decline of Christian influence before a revival has sometimes been 
exaggerated in order to emphasize the scale of the subsequent transformation. The Second Great Awakening 
in America requires no such distortion of history in order to justify its title. By any assessment, an 
extraordinary period of Christian history began around the beginning of the new century.” Murray, Revival 
and Revivalism, 116.

78Ibid., 117.
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This conclusion places Asahel Nettleton squarely in the center of what Noll refers to as 

“the most influential revival of Christianity in the history of the United States.”79

Moreover, the overall impact, of what some call “The 1800 or Great Revival” was to 

reverse the direction of the outgoing tide, a feat referred to as renewal, revival, or 

revitalization.80 In his study of Anglicanism in England from 1780–1830, Gareth Atkins 

relates a profound observation from Rowland Hill (1744–1833): “Those seeking change, 

remarked Rowland Hill, would do well to follow the example of the reformers, who ‘did 

not innovate, but renovate, they did not institute, they only reformed.’”81  Thus, in both 

English Anglicanism and New England Congregationalism, the synergy of renovating 

society by revitalizing churches is at the heart of the Second Great Awakening.82 Hankins 

79Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism, 166.

80Bilhartz gives the historical reason for this designation: “In June 1800 several Presbyterian 
and Methodist preachers held a four-day sacramental meeting near Red River, Kentucky. The meeting 
brought unexpected and extraordinary results. Hundreds of attenders trembled under the terror of divine 
judgment, screamed for mercy, and experienced an emotional ecstasy of assurance of their forgiveness. A 
second meeting near Gasper River produce similar manifestations. Then in 1801 followed the largest and 
most spectacular meeting at Cane Ridge. These early camp meetings inaugurated and symbolized a new era 
of religious intensity – an era filled with fervent singing and preaching, acrobatic exercises, rising 
millennial expectations, ‘new measures’ of evangelicalism, and an abundance of reform associations, 
utopian communes, and exotic cults.” Bilhartz, Urban Religion and the Second Great Awakening, 83. 
Hudson and Corrigan add, “In central and western New York there were revivals of sufficient scope in 
1800 for local annalists to refer to that year as the year of ‘the great revival.’” Hudson and Corrigan, 
Religion in America, 146. See also Bernard A Weisberger, They Gathered at the River: The Story of the 
Great Revivalists and Their Impact upon Religion in America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1958); 
and Boles, The Great Revival, 1787–1805.

81Gareth Atkins, “Reformation, Revival, and Rebirth in Anglican Evangelical Thought, c. 
1780–c.1830,” in Revival and Resurgence in Christian History, ed. Kate Cooper and Jeremy Gregory (New 
York: Boydell, 2008), 164, emphasis original, excerpted from Edwin Sidney, The Life of The Rev. Rowland 
Hill (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1834), 398.

82Atkins concludes, “Indeed it might be suggested that the period bounded at one end by the 
American Revolution and at the other end by the Great Reform Act—roughly speaking—delineates a 
‘second phase’ of the Revival, during which evangelicals came to believe in the possibility of widespread 
social change, not just individual conversion. As Wilberforce reminded readers of his Practical View, 
‘Religion is the business of everyone . . . its advancement or decline in any country is so intimately 
connected with the temporal interests of society, as to render it the peculiar concern of a political man.’” 
Atkins, “Reformation, Revival, and Rebirth,” 166, excerpted from William Wilberforce, A Practical View 
of the Prevailing Religious System of Professed Christians, in the Higher and Middle Classes in this 
Country, Contrasted with Real Christianity (Dublin: Robert Dapper, 1797), viii.
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provides a succinct version of one of the most significant turning points in the history of 

evangelicalism: 

In addition to individual conversion, the revivals engendered a series of reform 
movements that help shape the political and social culture of the new nation, and 
they ensured that America would continue to be broadly Protestant until emigration 
in the late nineteenth century brought increasing numbers of Catholics and Jews to 
America’s shores. In other words, the revivals of the Second Great Awakening 
stemmed the tide of declension and ensured that America’s dominant religion would 
be evangelical Protestantism and not some form of Enlightenment deism.83

Noll sums up what he calls the remarkable expansion of Christianity that 

occurred during Nettleton’s most productive years:  

The central religious reality for the period from the Revolution to the Civil War was 
the unprecedented expansion of evangelical Protestant Christianity.  No other period 
of American history ever witnessed such a dramatic rise in religious adherence and 
corresponding religious influence on the broader national culture.84

In sum, Asahel Nettleton exercised his ministry within one of the most effective church 

revitalization movements in Christian history.  This unprecedented expansion of 

evangelical Protestant Christianity is the subject to which this research project now turns.  

The Incoming Tide 

The stage was set for a new era; Lyman Beecher (1775–1863) was one of the 

pivotal actors.85  He described in his own words the stage upon which he himself would 

emerge: “There had been a general suspension of revivals after the Edwardean era during 

83Hankins, The Second Great Awakening, 5.

84Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 165-66; That witnesses on the scene believed in the unprecedented nature 
of the revival that was occurring is reflected in Lyman Beecher’s own words: “They are without parallel in 
the history of the world, and are constituting an era of moral power entirely new. Already the churches look 
chiefly to them for their members and pastors, and for that power upon public opinion, which retards 
declension, and gives energy to law and voluntary support to religious institutions.” James W. Fraser, 
Pedagogue for God's Kingdom: Lyman Beecher and the Second Great Awakening (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1985), 50, excerpted from Lyman Beecher, “The Memory of our Fathers,” in 
Sermons Delivered on Various Occasions (New York: Saxton & Miles, 1842), 303.

85For a thorough overview of Lyman Beecher, see Vincent Harding, A Certain Magnificence: 
Lyman Beecher and the Transformation of American Protestantism, 1775–1863 (Brooklyn, NY: Carlson, 
1991).
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the Revolution; but a new day was dawning as I came on the stage, and I was baptized 

into the revival spirit.”86  The new day dawning was in some ways a new Pentecost, a 

period unique in evangelical history. In words that seem like hyperbole, Kling contends, 

“This period of nationwide revival, from about 1790 to 1835, is probably the most lively, 

energetic, and pulsating time in American religious history.”87  Historian E. H. Gillett 

described the tide that began to wash up on the shores of evangelicalism: “The century 

which was closing, and which had threatened to close with dark and dismal prospects, 

was destined to leave behind it a brighter record.  A new era had dawned upon the 

Church—an era of revivals.”88  Like an incoming tide, this new era would come ashore to 

transform the landscape of Christendom.  Hankins observes, “the Second Great 

Awakening of the first half of the nineteenth century helped shape the new nation in 

powerful ways.”89  So powerful was the impact of the revivals during this period that an 

eminent historian designated the nineteenth century as “the Great Century.”90  The 

incoming tide would soon alter the apathetic state of the church that had paralyzed 

America for decades. The transformation was so remarkable that one historian recounts, 

“During a particularly ferocious storm it used to be said, ‘There’s nobody out tonight but 

86Beecher, Autobiography, 69.

87Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders, 13. 

88Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing, 109, excerpted from E. H. Gillett, History of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Publication Committee, 
1894), 1:299. 

89Hankins, The Second Great Awakening, 1. In a remarkable observation, he adds, “Just as the 
First Great Awakening shape the end of the Colonial period of American history, the Second Awakening 
shaped the Early National period and even the rest of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. As any 
late-night channel surfer knows, one can find revivalist preaching on television any day of the week even 
today.” Ibid., 5. 

90Ahlstrom elaborates, “One of the startling features of Professor Kenneth Scott Latourette’s 
labors as an historian of the expansion of Christianity is his designation of the nineteenth century, despite 
all its distractions and temptations, as ‘the Great Century.’ The things which, to his mind, make it great in 
America take their rise with remarkable consistency from the evangelical enthusiasm aroused by the 
Second Awakening in New England.” Ahlstrom, A Religious History, 422.
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crows and Methodist preachers.’”91

Many historians agree that something of an extraordinary nature occurred at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century.  Although many agree concerning the powerful 

changes that the Second Great Awakening produced in society, they continue to debate 

exactly when and where the movement began.92  Even an historian of the caliber of 

Winthrop Hudson admits, “The onset of the Second Great Awakening is difficult to 

chart.”93 Even though many would argue the timing and geography of the Second Great 

Awakening, those who study its effects can only conclude that it resulted in remarkable 

examples of church revitalization and cultural transformation. Indeed, major players 

within this period saw revivals as a tool, not only for conversion, but also for church 

revitalization and social renewal.   

According to Daniel Walker Howe, Lyman Beecher, a close friend of Nettleton 

said, “The great aim of the Christian church in its relation to the present life is not only to 

renew the individual man, but also to reform human society.”94  Apparently, Beecher had 

91Wills, Head and Heart, 290, excerpted from Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in 
American Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963), 96.

92Robert H. Lescelius observes, “The Second Great Awakening, as it is generally denoted by 
historians, has been variously dated from 1795 to 1810 into the 1840s. It has also been called the 1800 
Revival. Many historians see two distinct phases to the overall movement, prompting some to identify two 
separate awakenings. Earl Cairns writes of the Second Awakening (1776–1810) and the Trans-Atlantic 
Revival (1813–46). The late J Edwin Orr designated them as the Second Evangelical Awakening (1792–
1822) and the Third Evangelical Awakening (1830–42). Both historians dated them as global movements.”
Lescelius, “The Second Great Awakening,” 14; Mark Noll writes, “American historians speak rightly of a 
‘Second Great Awakening’ that revived commitment to Christianity, drove church expansion to 
unprecedented levels, and went a considerable distance toward Christianizing many of the institutions and 
social habits of the new nation. But they regularly misconstrue its timing and its provenance by focusing on 
local Congregational revivals in New England from the mid-1790s or on the emergence of large-meeting 
revivals in upstate New York during the 1820s under the Presbyterian-Congregationalist Charles Grandison 
Finney. In point of fact, the revitalization of religion after the American Revolution began in the mid-1780s; it 
took place principally in the South and rural New England; the agents of its renewal were almost exclusively 
Methodists, Baptists and even more radical evangelicals; and a large proportion of its constituency was 
black.” Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism, 212. Cairns concurs that it starts as early as the American 
Revolution, and dates the revival from 1776 to 1810. Cairns, Christianity through the Centuries, 85.

93Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 146.

94Howe, What God Hath Wrought, 166.
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come to reconsider the damage caused by the disestablishment of religion, which took 

place in Connecticut in 1818.95 His rallying cry, second only to the necessity for renewal 

in the church, was reform in society.  In a sermon delivered in 1814, Beecher cast a vision 

for church revitalization and cultural reformation: “A Bible for every family, a school for 

every district, and a pastor for every 1000 souls must be the motto upon the standard, 

round which the millions who enjoy these blessings must rally for the purpose of extending 

them to those who do not.”96  Beecher became a major proponent of voluntary 

associations within the church and throughout society, observing, “By voluntary efforts, 

societies, missions, and revivals, they exert a deeper influence than ever they could by 

queues, and shoe-buckles, and cocked-hats, and gold-headed canes.”97 Due to the relational 

proximity of Beecher, this kind of philosophical understanding of the church’s 

responsibility to reform society likely influenced the thinking of a man like Nettleton.  

Historian William G. McLoughlin, while distinguishing revivals and 

awakenings, agrees that both lead beyond the church into societal reform.  He states that 

both are  

95Howe relates Beecher's change of heart: “When the state of Connecticut disestablished 
religion in 1818, the prominent revival preacher Lyman Beecher fell into depression and apprehension. He 
had fought hard to protect his faith from political defeat, and he had lost. ‘It was as dark a day ever I saw,’ 
he recalled. ‘The injury done to the cause of Christ, as we then supposed, was irreparable. For several days 
I suffered what no tongue can tell for the best thing that ever happened to the state of Connecticut. It cut 
the churches loose from dependence on state support. It threw them wholly on their own resources and on 
God.’” Ibid., 164, excerpted from Barbara M. Cross, ed. The Autobiography of Lyman Beecher
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), 1:252–53.

96Fraser, Pedagogue for God's Kingdom, 25.

97Howe, What God Hath Wrought, 165, excerpted from Beecher, Autobiography, I, 253. 
Apparently, Beecher had observed firsthand the connection between revival in the church and reform in 
society. Fraser gives one example in Beecher’s own words: “The revivals of religion which prevail in our 
land among Christians of all denominations, furnish cheering evidence of the presence of evangelical 
doctrine, and of the power of that Spirit by which the truth is to be made efficacious in the salvation of 
mankind. These revivals are distinguished by their continuance through a period of thirty years; by their 
extent, pervading the nation; by their increasing frequency in the same places; by their rapidity and power, 
often changing, in a few weeks, the character of towns and cities, and even of large districts of country.” 
Fraser, Pedagogue for God's Kingdom, 49, emphasis added, excerpted from Beecher, “The Memory of Our 
Fathers,” 303.
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periods of cultural revitalization that begin in a general crisis of beliefs and values 
and extend over a period of a generation or so, during which time a profound 
reorientation and beliefs and values takes place.  Revivals alter the lives of 
individuals; awakenings alter the worldview of a whole people or culture.98

So spectacular was the Second Great Awakening that Keller traces the roots of 

evangelical Protestantism to the time that approximates Nettleton’s birth, formative years, 

conversion, ministry and death (1783–1844).  Keller observes the revitalization pattern 

that reflected this period of history: 

The advance of irreligion and indifference must be checked, the champions of 
orthodoxy chorused.  The forces of religion met the challenge, with the result that 
from one end of the new United States to the other, in all denominations, 
evangelical Protestantism appeared during the closing years of the eighteenth and 
the early years of the nineteenth century in what may be called the Second Great 
Awakening. It followed a general pattern. First, there were revivals and missionary 
activities, and then came Bible, tract, and education societies, Sunday schools, 
attempts at moral reform, and humanitarian endeavors.99

It was in the pursuit of church renewal through revival methodology that Asahel Nettleton 

produced such remarkable results, particularly in his home state of Connecticut.100 In 

explaining why Connecticut and perhaps Nettleton himself was prominent in awakenings 

and social reform, Keller relates,  

In Connecticut, then, a peculiar combination of economic, political, social, and 
religious conditions existed which help to explain why this small, conservative, 
Congregationalist-dominated New England state became a leader in the Second 
Great Awakening.101

98McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, xiii. 

99Keller, Second Great Awakening, 2–3.

100In recounting the results of the revival in Salisbury in 1815, Keller relates, “In the account of 
the revival special emphasis was laid on the change which took place in its subjects, a change of life as well 
as of feeling. The people, it was asserted, became ‘better parents and better children, better husbands and 
better wives, and better in every situation life. Many family altars have been erected, and many children 
have been instructed in religion, who, if they were before not talk, yet they were influenced by example, to 
walk in the path of sin.’ This revival was distinguished, according to a contemporary, ‘for its stillness and 
solemnity, for deep conviction of conscience, for discriminating views of divine truth, for humility and 
subsequent stability of Christian character.’” Ibid., 46, excerpted from Religious Intelligencer, 1:393–97.

101Ibid., 12. Keller also credits the ascent of the New Divinity, of which Nettleton was a part: 
“In Connecticut, one of the most important centers of revivalism, the awakening resulted from the 
conjunction of two forces in the 1790’s. One was the widely voiced conviction that irreligion and 
immorality had so developed as to threaten the very foundations of society, sentiments that were underscored 
by developments in France after 1791. The other was the rise to power of the New Divinity group who felt 
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These factors position Nettleton as a viable template for a similar pattern of revival and 

reformation in the twenty-first century church.   

From the sheer number of conversions and churches revitalized, this new era of 

revivals was incredible by any definition.  Historian Garry Wills admits, the “surge of 

churches is astonishing, given the multiplication of the whole population.”102  Not only 

did church participation double in the seventy-five years between 1776 and 1850,103 but 

across denominational lines, churches were multiplying and those serving as preachers 

and missionaries rose exponentially.104  Nathan Hatch offers an astonishing example of 

this trend between 1775 and 1845:   

The eighteen hundred Christian ministers serving in 1775 swelled to nearly forty 
thousand by 1845. The number of preachers per capita more than tripled; the 
colonial legacy of one minister per fifteen hundred inhabitants became one per five 
hundred. This greater preaching density was remarkable, given the spiraling 
population and the restless movement of people to occupy land beyond the reach of 
any church organization.105

In addition to the dramatic increase of ministers, there was also a very impressive, almost 

unbelievable growth in conversions and new believers becoming church members.106

that aggressive, vigorous measures must be taken to bring about an upturn in religion.” Ibid., 36.

102Wills, Head and Heart, 288.

103Hudson and Corrigan write, “Calculated over the period of a century, the practice of religion 
in America, shows a rate of 17 percent in 1776, 34 percent in 1850, 37 percent in 1879, and, in the midst of 
a great wave of immigration, 45 percent in 1890.” Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 142, 
excerpted from Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America, 1776–1990: Winners and 
Losers in Our Religious Economy (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 16. 

104Hudson and Corrigan relate a humorous story that testifies to the number of Methodist 
preachers and missionaries in Kentucky: “A Presbyterian missionary in Kentucky paid tribute to the 
effectiveness of the Methodist system when he reported that wherever he went a circuit rider had preceded 
him. ‘I at length became ambitious to find a family whose cabin had not been entered by Methodist 
preacher. . . . I traveled from settlement to settlement, . . but in the every hovel I entered I learned that the 
Methodist missionary had been there before me.’” Ibid., 157, excerpted from A. H. Redford, History of 
Methodism in Kentucky (Nashville: Southern Methodist, 1870), 530.

105Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 4.

106Cairns offers statistics that give some sense of the extraordinary nature of this movement of 
God: “Between 1800 and 1802 the Baptists multiplied from 5000 to nearly 14,000 in Kentucky alone and 
the Methodists from about 3000 over 10,000. This was a growth rate of about 300 percent. . . . According 
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Incredibly, according to Noll, some suggest that “skyrocketing numbers actually 

undercount the growth in rates of adherence.”107  Baptists were exploding across the 

country.108 Wills provides this remarkable example of church growth among Methodists:   

From 1800 to 1860, the Methodists went from 65,000 to 1,744,000 members. 
(This—like most church attendance numbers from the time, when records were 
irregularly kept or did not count casual attendees—probably understates the 
growth.) This was not merely because the whole population was growing. 
Conversions outraced the general demographics, and they occurred in the relatively 
new forms of piety.109

If these examples of church revitalization were not amazing enough, the 

transformation of society through the activism and benevolence of awakened Christians 

is truly remarkable.  According to Keller, “The Second Great Awakening marked the 

beginning of the Protestant missionary movement in the United States.”110 Secondly, it 

marked the beginning of the “American humanitarian movement.”111 In addition, it 

created an amazing network of volunteer organizations that changed the landscape of the 

culture.  Called “voluntary societies,” awakened believers organized themselves to 

change the society in which they lived.112 Their impact on nineteenth-century America 

to one scholarly estimate, about 200,000 were added to evangelical churches in the United States between 
1826 in 1832. The Congregationalist Nettleton is credited with about 25,000 converts, the Baptist Jacob 
Knapp claimed about 100,000 converts, and the Presbyterian Daniel Baker had about 20,000 converts in 
the South. Finney won about 500,000 during his evangelistic career.” Cairns, An Endless Line of Splendor, 
242–43.

107Noll, America’s God, 166.

108Noll offers a snapshot of Baptist growth: “The Second Great Awakening also stimulated a 
burst of Baptist growth. Particularly in the southern and new western states, Baptists became leaders in 
evangelizing the frontier population. By 1812, there were close to 200,000 Baptists and the United States, 
with half of them in the states of Virginia, North and South Carolina, Georgia, and Kentucky. By 1850, the 
total exceeded 1,000,000. By that time, nearly three-fourths of them were also cooperating in national 
missionary ventures.” Noll, History of Christianity, 178.

109Wills, Head and Heart, 288.

110Keller, The Second Great Awakening, 70–108.

111Ibid., 162–87.

112Howe writes, “The voluntary associations became a conspicuous feature of American society 
from that time forward. They distributed Bibles and tracts, supported missions foreign and domestic, and 
addressed such varied social problems as poverty, prostitution and the abuse of women, children, animals, 
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was diverse and powerful, even in places like Kentucky, still considered the frontier.   

While it may be difficult to substantiate the level of moral transformation 

caused by the voluntary efforts of awakened Christians, still there is evidence that it was 

dramatic. Hudson relates what George Baxter, then president of Washington College in 

Virginia, discovered in 1801 when seeing the moral climate of Kentucky: 

I found Kentucky . . . the most moral place I had ever been.  A profane expression 
was hardly ever heard.  A religious awe seemed to pervade the country.  Upon the 
whole, I think the revival in Kentucky the most extraordinary that has ever visited 
the Church of Christ; and all things considered, it was peculiarly adapted to the 
circumstances of that country. . . .  Something of an extraordinary nature seemed 
necessary to arrest the attention of a giddy people who were ready to conclude that 
Christianity was a fable and futurity a dream. This revival has done it.  It has 
confounded infidelity, awed vice into silence, and brought numbers beyond 
calculation under serious impressions.113

Wills enumerates ten categories of “benevolent societies” that changed the face of a 

culture.114  These voluntary associations consisted of “mission societies, Bible-distribution 

clubs, temperance groups, antislavery societies, benevolent organizations (for the 

orphaned, the blind, the deaf), reading programs, Sunday schools, prison reformers, 

hospital organizers, women’s rights groups.”115 The combined impact of this network 

called the “Benevolent Empire,”116 according to Noll, almost superseded government 

efforts:  

convicts, and the insane. Most momentous of all their activities would be their crusade against slavery.” 
Howe, What God Hath Wrought, 168. See also Fraser, Pedagogue for God's Kingdom, 25–48.

113Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 149, excerpted from Methodist Magazine
(London, 1903), 93, by Leonard Woolsey Bacon, A History of American Christianity (New York: Christian 
Literature, 1907), 237.

114McLoughlin describes the revitalizing effect that societies had on America: “While these 
benevolent societies were basically conservative in nature, seeking to assert ‘social control’ over the 
depraved nature of the undisciplined ‘common man,’ they inaugurated a spirit of reform that became more 
radically inclined as the revitalization movement increased the nation’s self-confidence and optimism.” 
McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings and Reform, 113. 

115Wills, Head and Heart, 294.

116Lescelius gives an overview of this network: “The outpouring of the Spirit upon the church 
had its overflow in the society. The Awakening spawned a number of social reforms and movements. The 
network of voluntary societies for the cleaning up of society was called the “Benevolent Empire.” Among 
the organizations that came out of the Second Great Awakening were the American Bible Society (1816), 
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Comparisons are again illuminating. From its beginning to 1818, the United States 
government spent nearly 3.6 million on internal improvements (roads, canals, 
communications). In that span of years the 13 leading benevolent societies, 
overwhelmingly evangelical in constituency and purpose, spent over 2.8 million to 
further their goals. No broad-based movement, not even the political parties, 
brought together so many people committed to so much social construction as did 
the national meetings of the benevolent societies.117

Asahel Nettleton’s most productive years were from 1812 to 1822.  This period 

of history places his ministry within the birth of a massive movement of church 

revitalization and societal renewal, in which Connecticut played a vital role.118 Reflective 

of a church revitalization strategy that results in significant social reform, Nettleton 

presents modern evangelicals with a pattern for serious consideration.  Indeed, the 

dynamic synergy of revivalism119 and voluntary societies120 revitalized churches and 

transformed America at the same time.  

Hudson concludes that four factors converged together to make revival and the 

the American Sunday School Union (1817), the American Tract Society (1826), the American Temperance 
Society (1826) and the American Home Missionary Society (1826). Out of it also came the anti-slavery 
movement.” Lescelius, “The Second Great Awakening,” 29.

117Noll, America’s God, 198.

118Keller writes that Connecticut was at the heart of the “voluntary societies” that so 
transformed society: “In the first Protestant foreign-missionary body, the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions, Connecticut men and women were prominent, as they were, too, in 
the country-wide Bible-Society, tract-society, education-society, and Sunday-school movements. They 
were leaders in the temperance crusade, and the first deaf and dumb asylum in the United States was 
opened in Hartford in 1817.” Keller, Second Great Awakening, 3. 

119In commenting on the overall impact of revivalism, Noll makes a keen observation about its 
relationship to the emerging nation: “Revivalism was thus a perfect complement for dominant social and 
political norms in the new United States. Revivals were democratic in their appeal to all types and levels of 
society. They were egalitarian in preaching the same message to all. They were ‘liberal’ in the nineteenth-
century sense of the term because they based organization and social activity on the determined action of 
individuals. But they were also traditional in providing a picture of God similar to what many heard in the 
older churches.” Mark A. Noll, The Old Religion in A New World: The History of North American 
Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 63. 

120As an historian, Noll suggests that “American Protestants developed an innovative and 
powerful vehicle to link private faith and public life. That vehicle was the voluntary society, which became 
an ideal means for taking advantage of the constitutional separation of church and state. Protestant 
voluntary societies had existed in Britain for some time, but they came into their own in America during the 
early decades of the nineteenth century.” Ibid., 67.
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voluntary societies, pivotal to the Second Great Awakening, such an effective strategic tool 

for national reform.  These four factors, while pointing to issues that likely influenced 

Nettleton’s methodology and theology, also find application in modern church 

revitalization.  

First, Hudson suggests that Protestants of this time-period had “become 

increasingly conscious of the ties binding them together.”121  While Asahel Nettleton was 

not on the cutting edge of an ecumenical spirit, working with those of other persuasions 

was part of the times in which he lived.122  For instance, Evans, a Baptist historian, 

mentions 1798 as the beginning of a great revival in Connecticut that involved both 

Congregationalists and Baptists: “In the spring of 1798 a great revival began in the 

church in Mansfield, and soon extended into all parts of the state and regions beyond.  In 

many instances Congregational and Baptist churches worked together in loving 

harmony.”123

Closely aligned with Nettleton’s theological position, the second factor, 

according to Hudson, was that “the revival campaigns stressed a doctrine of ‘disinterested 

benevolence’ that had been elaborated by Samuel Hopkins and Nathaniel Taylor.”124

121Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 159. 

122David Kling points to the fact that New Divinity revivalists like Edward Dorr Griffin (1770–
1837) and Asahel Nettleton expressed the evangelical trait of cooperation: “Both Griffin and Nettleton 
remain firmly tethered to New Divinity theology yet exhibited an ecumenical Reformed evangelicalism 
insofar as they, like Edwards, developed mutual and lasting relationships with other Reformed pastor-
theologians. Both ministered beyond the New Divinity stronghold of New England, including in New York 
among the Dutch Reformed community and in the mid-Atlantic region among Presbyterians. In this 
respect, both (especially Griffin) were part of the larger ‘united evangelical front,’ a coalition of 
evangelicals bent on advancing the gospel, defeating the forces of godlessness, and promoting a ‘republic 
of righteousness.’” David Kling, “Edwards in the Second Great Awakening: The New Divinity 
Contributions of Edward Dorr Griffin and Asahel Nettleton,” in After Jonathan Edwards: The Courses of 
the New England Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 133.  

123Philip S. Evans, History of the Connecticut Baptist State Convention 1823–1907 (Hartford, 
CT: Smith-Linsley, 1909), 10–11.

124Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 159. 
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According to this doctrine, conversion would naturally lead one away from inherited self-

centeredness and into engagement with good causes like the voluntary societies.125  That 

the doctrine of Hopkins influenced Nettleton seems clear. Bennett Tyler, a good friend 

and ministry colleague with Nettleton, relates that even prior to attending Yale “he had 

read with attention a large part of the writings of Edwards, Hopkins, and Bellamy; and 

before he graduated, he was better acquainted with systematic theology than many young 

men who are licensed to preach the Gospel.”126  As a result of this doctrine, Nettleton’s 

philosophy of life, according to Tyler is seen in this vignette: “When a young man, he 

read in an old book this maxim: ‘Do all the good you can in the world, and make as little 

noise about it as possible.’”127 Efforts at church revitalization in North America would 

require the mobilization of every member to engage in ‘disinterested benevolence,” a 

radical paradigm shift for a consumer culture.  

The third factor that contributed to the synergistic dynamic of revival and 

voluntary societies, according to Hudson, points to Puritan influence:  “Third, in clarifying 

their understanding of conversion as a transformed life . . . the revivalists sought to place 

Christian perfection in line with older Puritan ways of thinking.”128 This view of 

conversion points to the heart of Nettleton’s Reformed theology and revival methodology. 

To understand the extent to which the Puritan view of conversion colored his own 

theology and methodology, one needs to realize that on May 16, 1844, while lying on his 

deathbed, Asahel Nettleton described himself using these words: “More of my life is 

125Hudson and Corrigan explain, “Sin was defined as including ‘selfishness,’ and the effect of 
conversion was to shift ‘the controlling preference of the mind’ from a ‘preference for self interest’ to a 
‘preference for disinterested benevolence.’ If one's conversion was genuine, it was insisted, this shift in the 
preference of the mind would express itself in action. The conversion experience, therefore, was not the end 
of the Christian life but only its beginning. Working was as necessary as believing, and working meant 
participating fully in every good cause.” Ibid.

126Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 47. 

127Ibid., 420, emphasis original.

128Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 159.
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written in Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners,129 than anywhere else.”130

Efforts directed at church revitalization would necessitate an intentional effort to move 

beyond mere church attendance, to emphasizing evidence of changed lives.  

The fourth and final factor is not only in alignment with the thesis of this 

research paper; it also draws attention to Nettleton’s relevance to the current predicament 

in evangelicalism.  Hudson concludes, “The concern of churches was not simply to 

evangelize individuals but also to remake society.”131 Organized nationally by none other 

than Lyman Beecher, Asahel Nettleton’s close friend and ministry colleague in 

Connecticut, this vision to remake the nation was the ultimate goal of revivals.  Called by 

Hudson, “the real architect of the voluntary system in America,” Beecher’s full attention 

after 1818 focused on “transforming the societies into ‘a gigantic religious power.’”132

Thus, even in the midst of overwhelming obstacles in Post-Revolutionary America, the 

two pillars of the Second Great Awakening—revivals and voluntary societies—were 

revitalizing churches and reforming society in breathtaking fashion.  

Conclusion 

After a survey of the factors that precipitated the Second Great Awakening, 

including a brief overview of the movement itself, it seems reasonable to suggest that 

rather than looking to innovation for today’s evangelical dilemma, the church should 

consider Asahel Nettleton’s strategy of renovation.  Presenting this obscure evangelist as 

129The publisher’s forward of the 1986 edition of Grace Abounding states, “The importance of 
Grace Abounding is summed up by Hugh Martin: ‘Grace Abounding is among the greatest stories of God’s 
dealings with the human soul—to be put on the shelf beside such treasures as Augustine’s Confessions, 
Law’s Serious Call, Baxter’s Autobiography, and Wesley’s account of his own spiritual travail.’” John 
Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1986), 8, excerpted John Bunyan, 
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, ed. Hugh Martin (London: SCM, 1955), 8. 

130Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 431. Tyler says, “He was a great admirer of the writings 
of Bunyan, and often referred to them in illustration of his own opinions.” Ibid.

131Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 160. 

132Ibid.
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an effective model of renovation for the declining evangelical church rests upon two 

simple premises.  First, this emphasis on renovation, rather than innovation, has 

significant historical precedent.  Secondly, the declension of the American church prior to 

the Second Great Awakening is strikingly similar to the decline of the evangelical church 

of the twenty-first century. Indeed, there are four areas of similarity, necessitating 

reformation, rather than innovation.    

In the same way that the church of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

faced infidelity in the form of deism, the evangelical church of the twenty-first century 

faces infidelity in the form of naturalism. While the former denies that God intervenes in 

the affairs of men, the latter denies that He exists to intervene.  Prior to the Second Great 

Awakening, the four horsemen of deism and atheism, like Thomas Paine, Voltaire, Ethan 

Allen, and former Baptist preacher Elihu Palmer, “launched a frontal attack upon the 

whole concept of revealed religion.”133 Today, according to Alvin Plantinga, the frontal 

attack is the alleged conflict of evolutionary theory and God acting in the world; this 

apparent contradiction articulated by the “four horsemen of atheism.”134  The allegations 

come from “distinguished thinkers [who] wrap themselves in naturalism like a politician 

in the flag, claiming that science is a supporting pillar in the temple of naturalism.”135

The similarities are unnerving and require a similar plan of attack. In the early 1960s, in 

what now appears to be prophetic, Michael Novak wrote an article entitled “Christianity: 

Renewed or Slowly Abandoned?” in which he appeals to The Secularization of 

Christianity by E. L. Mascall:  

133Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 143. 

134Alvin Plantinga, Where The Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), x. Plantinga explains, “Many would dispute my claim that there 
is no serious conflict between religion and science—indeed, many seem to think naturalism or atheism is 
part of the ‘scientific worldview.’ Among them are the ‘new atheists’: Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, 
Christopher Hitchens, and Sam Harris. These are the Four Horsemen—not of the Apocalypse, nor of Notre 
Dame, but of atheism; and their aim is to run roughshod over religion.” Ibid.

135Ibid., xiv.
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There is no longer a Christian mind. It is a commonplace that the mind of modern 
man has been secularized. For instance, it has been deprived of any orientation 
towards the supernatural. Tragic as this fact is, it would not be so desperately tragic 
had the Christian mind held out against the secular drift. But unfortunately the 
Christian mind has succumbed to the secular drift with the degree of weakness and 
nervelessness unmatched in Christian history. It is difficult to do justice in words to 
the complete loss of intellectual morale in the twentieth-century church.136

Secondly, in the same way that massive movements of people into the frontier 

was problematic for the churches in post-Revolutionary America, causing an array of 

social and moral problems, the movement of people today is problematic for the church 

as well.  Whether it is the arrival of refugees from Somalia, or the urbanization caused by 

millions migrating to world-class cities, the church is increasingly facing a tremendous 

social and moral dilemma.  The inadequacy of traditional forms of the church is troubling 

as people are moving into the cities, and the evangelical church has been moving out to 

the suburbs. In Center Church, Tim Keller makes two penetrating observations 

concerning the future of evangelicalism. First, he observes that “we believe ministry in 

the center of global cities is the highest priority for the church in the twenty-first 

century.”137 This priority suggests a theology and methodology informed by a period in 

history that effectively dealt with massive movements of people. Keller’s second 

observation is a bit more ominous for the evangelical church of the twenty-first century: 

“All current signs lead us to believe that the world order of the twenty-first century will 

be global, multicultural, and urban.”138 The traditional form of the church that is 

languishing in North America needs a strategy of revitalization informed by effective 

historical precedent.  

The third similarity between the 1800s and the United States of today is the 

136William McLoughlin and Robert N. Bellah, eds., Religion in America (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1968), 385, excerpted from E. L. Mascall, The Secularization of Christianity (New York, 1966), 
quoted from Harry Blamires, The Christian Mind (Vancouver, BC: Regent College Publishing, 2005), 3.

137Tim Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 21.

138Ibid., 158.
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spread of immorality and vice.  Indeed, the immorality of history pales in comparison. 

The moral climate of today is a tragic expression of a people who have lost their way.  

Today, America is the largest consumer of illegal drugs and pornography in the world.  In 

America, it is legal to abort babies, same-sex marriage is on the rise, and the 

entertainment industry glorifies adultery, homosexuality, and even drug use. As a culture, 

America is adopting moral patterns that are causing her to drift toward anarchy.  There is 

a desperate need for a form of church revitalization that seeps out of the church and into 

the society in moral reform.   

The final similarity is the decline of the evangelical church.  While large 

portions of the American public claim to believe in God, and a significant percentage 

attend religious services, conversions that change lives and transform communities seem 

to be lacking.  Books like Harry Reeder’s From Embers to Flames: How God Can 

Revitalize Your Church, have been written to make the case that the church in America 

desperately needs revival.  Based upon the apostles strengthening the churches they 

planted (Acts 15:41, 18:23), as well as Jesus challenging the churches in declension (Rev 

1–3), Reeder says the need is based upon the fact that about 95% of North American 

churches have about 100 people in attendance, 80% are on a plateau or in decline and 

thousands die every year.139  As a proponent of church revitalization, he concludes, “I 

believe this type of ministry could become a catalyst for a large-scale revival that we 

desperately need in America.”140 That churches need to grow is evident.  As a church 

growth specialist, Stetzer claims that 340,000 churches need revitalization.141 That 

Christians need to be awakened is also evident. As an inner city pastor, Keller highlights 

the need for reformation within the church: “Individuals are now ‘spiritual consumers’ 

139Harry Reeder, From Embers to Flame: How God Can Revitalize Your Church (Nashville: B 
& H, 2008), 7.

140Ibid., 22.

141Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback Churches (Nashville: B & H, 2007), 18.
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who will go to church only if (and as long as) its worship and public speaking are 

immediately riveting and attractive.”142  Furthermore, specialists in the field of church 

health and growth in America have concluded,  

Yet all our innovations, whether bold or common, haven’t done much good in terms 
of addressing the Church’s deeper issues. After 50 years of sprucing up our 
churches and spicing up our worship, the culture is less reached and those who go to 
churches less committed. There is something wrong—and innovation has not “yet” 
answered the deeper issues.143

This conclusion, examined throughout this dissertation, is remarkable and troubling at the 

same time. This research project contends that the methodology of Asahel Nettleton, who 

ministered in a similar context, will prove helpful in developing new patterns of church 

revitalization.   

142Keller, Center Church, 13.

143Elmer Towns, Ed Stetzer, and Warren Bird, 11 Innovations in the Local Church (Ventura, 
CA: Regal, 2007), 236–37. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ASAHEL NETTLETON’S SPIRITUAL FORMATION 

Introduction 

The spiritual formation of Asahel Nettleton coincided with a new era of 

revivals that would transform the landscape of evangelicalism.  Shirley Jackson’s 

description of the supernatural within the early church describes well this new era: “The 

sky hung low in the ancient world.”1 Throughout Christian history, when God’s Spirit 

came among men in extraordinary ways, the distance between the miraculous and the 

mundane seemed to dissipate.  The first half of the nineteenth century witnessed another 

supernatural period when the distance between heaven and earth would dissolve and 

produce a skilled artisan of church revitalization.  During the era normally associated 

with the Second Great Awakening, the name given to these rare occasions is revival or 

awakenings.2

1Sidney Earl Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor 1786–1858: A Connecticut Liberal (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1942) 58, quoted in Shirley Jackson, Experience with the Supernatural in 
Early Christian Times (New York: Century, 1929), 3.

2For historical accounts of revival/awakenings, see Frank Grenville Beardsley, A History of 
American Revivals (Boston: American Tract Society, 1904); Richard D. Birdsall, “The Second Great 
Awakening and the New England Social Order,” Church History 39 (September 1970): 345–64;  Brian H. 
Edwards, Revival: A People Saturated with God (Durham, England: Evangelical, 1990); Jonathan Edwards, 
Jonathan Edwards on Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965); Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revival
(Minneapolis: Bethany, 1988); Mary Hewitt Mitchell, The Great Awakening and Other Revivals in the 
Religious Life of Connecticut, Tercentenary Commission of the State of Connecticut Committee on 
Historical Publications (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1934); William Warren Sweet, Revivalism 
in America: Its Origin, Growth and Decline (New York: Scribner’s, 1945); Bennet Tyler, New England 
Revivals: As They Existed at the Close of the Eighteenth, and the Beginning of the Nineteenth Centuries
(Wheaton, IL: Richard Owen Roberts, 1980); Samuel Merwin and Nathaniel William Taylor, “Revival in 
New Haven,” Christian Spectator 3 (1821): 49–52; Robert A. Swanson, “Asahel Netteton: The Voice of 
Revival,” Fundamentalist Journal 5 (1986): 50–52; and William Thacher, “Revival of Religion in New 
Haven,” Methodist Review 4 (June 1821): 228–30.
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As the curtain closed on the eighteenth century and the stage was set for the 

next, the distance would become razor thin first in Connecticut and then throughout New 

England and create what one eyewitness called “one field of divine wonders.”3  As one of 

his contemporaries, Edward Door Griffin (1770–1837)4 described the field in which 

Nettleton’s spiritual life would grow,  

I saw a continued succession of heavenly sprinklings at New Salem, Farmington, 
Middlebury, and New Hartford, (all in Connecticut) until, I could stand at my door 
in New Hartford, Litchfield county, and number fifty or sixty contiguous 
congregations laid down in one field of divine wonders, and as many more in 
different parts of New England.  By 1802 revivals had spread themselves through 
most of the western and southern states; and since that time they have been familiar 
to the whole American people.5

Planted and cultivated within this wondrous field, the remarkable revivals of the Second 

Great Awakening shaped the spirituality and theology of Asahel Nettleton.6  Designated 

by one of his converts as a “principle instrument”7 of this era, Nettleton’s spiritual 

formation was profoundly impacted by the events as they transpired around him.  As 

William Cooper writes, “Theology does not occur in a vacuum. It is greatly shaped, 

3Edward Dorr Griffin, “A Letter to the Rev. Dr. William Sprague,” in William Buell Sprague, 
Lectures on Revival of Religion (London: Banner of Truth, 1959), 152.  

4Mark Rogers offers a synopsis: “Griffin (1770–1837) was a New Divinity pastor, evangelist, 
theologian, seminary professor, college president, and one of the most successful revivalists of the Second 
Great Awakening. He focused on the importance of careful, accurate doctrine, was strongly Calvinistic, and 
rejected emotionalism and the new measures in revival.” Mark Rogers, “Edward Dorr Griffin and the 
Edwardsian Second Great Awakening,” Trinity Journal 33 (Fall 2012): 293.

5Sprague, Lectures on Revival of Religion, 151–52.

6Bradley gives remarkable descriptions of the wondrous nature of revivals: “Every seat in the 
house of God was filled, not with drowsy inattentive hearers, but with awakened mortals, hanging on the 
lips of the speaker with almost breathless attention. . . . The house on a sudden became a little Pentecost. . . 
.  The stoutest heart seemed to dissolve like wax before an increasing fire. . . .  The meetings became large 
and very solemn.” Joshua Bradley, Accounts of Religious Revivals in Many Parts of the United States from 
1815 to 1818 (Wheaton, IL: Richard Owen Roberts, 1980), 13–34.

7R. Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, and the Great Revival of 1820 (Albany, NY: E. H. Pease 
& Co., 1848), 19.
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consciously and unconsciously, by surrounding beliefs.”8 Asahel Nettleton, surrounded 

and molded throughout his life by the crucible of revival, received a steady diet of the 

theology that dominated the landscape of New England in general and Connecticut in 

particular.   

Prior to analyzing the theology of one of history’s greatest practitioners of 

church revitalization in chapter 4, this chapter will first provide an overview of the early 

life of Asahel Nettleton.9  Drawing heavily on Bennett Tyler’s adoring firsthand 

biography, this historical overview will include his early childhood, conversion, 

education at Yale, and calling to revitalize “waste places.” Subsequent to this overview, 

this chapter will provide a picture of Nettleton’s piety, shaped as it was in the crucible of 

revival, including his struggle with depression and lack of assurance.  It will conclude 

with a sketch of his ten most effective years of church revitalization (1812–1822), guided 

first by Bennett Tyler, an eyewitness and ministry colleague, and secondly by Ralph S. 

Smith, one who not only saw it firsthand, but was converted through Nettleton’s 

ministry.10

8William H. Cooper, The Great Revivalists in American Religion 1740-1944: The Careers of 
Jonathan Edwards, Charles Finney, Dwight Moody, Billy Sunday and Aimee Semple McPherson 
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2010), 5.

9Unfortunately, Asahel Nettleton never wrote an autobiography, so most of the descriptions of 
his life, ministry, and evangelistic methodology from 1783–1844 must be gleaned from his sermons, 
personal correspondence, and biographies written by colleagues and historians. Hartford Seminary Library 
has compiled a large collection of manuscripts by the Rev. Asahel Nettleton, Asahel Nettleton: Sermons 
from the Second Great Awakening, Taken from the original handwritten manuscripts of the Rev. Asahel 
Nettleton 1783–1844 (Ames, IA: International Outreach, 1995). An excellent source that contains 
Nettleton’s voluminous correspondence to friends and colleagues is Lyman Beecher and Asahel Nettleton, 
Letters of the Rev. Dr. Beecher and Rev. Mr. Nettleton on the “New Measures” in Conducting Revivals of 
Religion: with a Review of a Sermon by Novanglus (New York: G.& C. Carvill, 1828). Two rich 
biographical resources are Bennett Tyler, Memoir of the Life and Character of Rev. Asahel Nettleton, D. 
D., 2nd ed. (Hartford, CT: Robins & Smith, 1848); John F. Thornbury, God Sent Revival: The Story of 
Asahel Nettleton and the Second Great Awakening (Grand Rapids: Evangelical, 1977).

10Those who write on Nettleton often do not focus on one of the most important records of his 
life and ministry, the testimony of an eyewitness who was also a convert in one of his revivals.  Ralph S. 
Smith, who was both, says, “It seems desirable that there should be authentic collections of the most 
remarkable phenomena connected with those Revivals, while some remain who were privileged to witness 
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Overview of Nettleton’s Life 

Asahel Nettleton, like every other historical figure, was a product of a variety 

of factors. Not only was he far from perfect, in many ways he was less than an ideal 

instrument in the hands of God.  Nettleton was a sensitive, introverted man who, while 

struggling at times with debilitating depression and lacking assurance of his own 

salvation, experienced a string of close to sixty genuine awakenings in ten years.  In spite 

of his less than stellar personality, Nettleton saw upwards of 30,000 people experience 

the grace of God.  How is it possible to explain such a human anomaly?  Is this an 

evangelical aberration?  On the other hand, does God indeed work through human 

weakness?  In writing an historical account of one of Nettleton’s contemporaries, Sidney 

Mead states, “Religious thinking grows out of religious living—that back of every 

theology there is a theologian who is a human being.”11 This chapter seeks to analyze the 

human being that stands behind what at times seems to be historical hagiography; the 

fallible man that was shaped by the supernatural movement known as the Second Great 

Awakening.  

Birth and Early Childhood   

On April 21, 1783, Asahel Nettleton was born in North Killingworth, 

Connecticut, as the second of six children.12  His life would span one of the most 

important periods of American and evangelical history, yet knowledge of his family 

history is limited. Nettleton’s genealogy, however, was rooted in New England.13

them, but when the principal actors are passed away. Of the former class is the writer of these 
Recollections.” Smith, Recollections, 8.

11Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor, vii. 

12Bennett Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours: The Memoir of Dr. Asahel Nettleton, ed. Andrew 
J. Bonar (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1854), 17.

13Sherry Pierpont May provides an excellent overview of Nettleton’s family lineage 
suggesting, “Mrs. Julia A. Crocker has provided us with a genealogical history of the Nettletons.” Sherry 
Pierpont May, “Asahel Nettleton: Nineteenth Century American Revivalist” (Ph.D. diss., Drew University, 
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Arriving from England in 1638, his family resided in Connecticut for generations.14

Asahel’s parents, Samuel and Amy Nettleton, were well respected in the community and 

made a comfortable living as farmers.15 His parents did attend church, but their 

spirituality—guided by the halfway covenant—was nominal at best.16 Although not full 

church members, according to Thornbury, “his father ‘owned the covenant’ on November 

25, 1781.”17 Whether or not his parents had experienced conversion, which was essential 

to the Puritan heritage that preceded them, it is difficult to know.18  In any event, as a 

result of his father owning the covenant, his church in Killingworth baptized Nettleton 

when he was six days old.19

1969), 31; Julia A. Crocker, “The Nettletons in America,” The Connecticut Magazine 7, no. 1 (1908): 146–
56. Julia A. Crocker, “The Nettletons in America,” The Connecticut Magazine 7, no. 2 (1908): 305–12.  

14May, “Asahel Nettleton,” 31–32; See also Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 25–27 and George 
Hugh Birney, Jr., “The Life and Letters of Asahel Nettleton 1783–1844” (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 
Hartford Theological Seminary, 1943), 15–17.

15Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 16.

16Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 18; For an overview of the half-way covenant, see George 
Stewart, A History of Religious Education in Connecticut (New York: Arno, 1969), 184–85; For an 
historical analysis of the relationship between the decline of Puritanism in New England and subsequent 
rise of the half-way covenant, see C. C. Goen, Revivalism and Seperatism in New England, 1740–1800: 
Strict Congregationalists and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1962), 1–6 ; For the relationship between the half-way covenant and baptism, see H. Shelton Smith, 
Robert T. Handy, and Lefferts A. Loetscher, American Christianity: An Historical Interpretation with 
Representative Documents  Volume 1 1607–1820 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1960), 202–03.   

17Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 26.

18According to Gaustad, to the Puritans of New England “Visible saints, only those 
consciously redeemed by the saving grace of God, constituted the proper subjects of church membership. . . 
.  Thus the New England way rested on the notion of a regenerate church membership—each one 
responsible in personal loyalty to the corporate ideal.” Edwin Scott Gaustad, A Religious History of 
America. (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 51; Carpenter argues that the Halfway covenant was the 
Puritans’ way of maintaining social control: “The Halfway covenant was the Puritan answer to the problem 
of social diversity. Because society includes everyone, including the unregenerate, a way must be found to 
preserve the social role of the church. The Halfway covenant allowed the Puritan church to bring the 
unregenerate under its ministry without completely dissolving the line between the world and the church.” 
John B. Carpenter, “New England’s Puritan Century: Three Generations of Continuity on the City upon a 
Hill,” Fides et Historia 1 (Winter/Summer 2003): 49.

19May, “Asahel Nettleton,” 32.
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Tyler adds that as a boy growing up in a Congregational church, Nettleton was 

“required to commit to memory the Assembly’s Catechism, which, as he often remarked, 

was of great use to him when his attention was awakened to the concerns of his soul.”20

Indeed, the Congregational church, which was instrumental in the future of American 

denominationalism, was dominant in New England throughout his childhood.21

Thornbury explains,  

Asahel and his brothers and sisters received a basic religious instruction required of 
their parents’ church. The children had to commit to memory the catechism of the 
Westminster assembly.  They learned what the Ten Commandments were and were 
encouraged to live in accordance with them. The stern truths of the orthodox 
Calvinism which prevailed among the Congregationalists and Presbyterians of their 
day were embedded in their minds.22

Throughout what seems to have been a reasonably moral childhood, Nettleton 

had solemn moments when, as Thornbury recounts, “His thoughts turned toward eternity.  

One evening, while standing alone in a field, he watched the sun go down. The 

approaching night reminded him that his own life would some day fade into the darkness 

of the world beyond.”23 Apparently, the deep impression made upon his young mind was 

so powerful “that he stood for some time and wept aloud.”24  Exhibiting a very sensitive 

heart, Nettleton was plagued throughout his youth and teenage years with bouts of serious 

20Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 18.

21Pearson offers this picture of the religious landscape facing the young Nettleton: “Springing 
from English Puritanism, Congregationalism became the established religion of New England outside 
Rhode Island and at the time of the American Revolution stood pre-eminent in membership and prestige in 
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Hampshire.” Samuel C. Pearson, “From Church to Denomination: 
American Congregationalism in the Nineteenth Century,” Church History 38 (March 1969): 67. In 
addition, historians suggest that denominationalism found its genesis in the Congregationalism that spanned 
Nettleton’s life and ministry. Smith contends, “The modern American denomination emerged in a series of 
steps between 1790 and the breaking up of the great cooperative benevolent societies sponsored by 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians.” Elwyn A. Smith, “The Forming of a Modern American 
Denomination,” Church History 31 (March 1962): 74.    

22Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 27.

23Ibid.  

24Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 19.
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contemplation that bordered on morbid introspection.  Unfortunately, Nettleton, who 

deeply admired John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, never completely escaped his Slough 

of Despond.  The great evangelist struggled most of his life with what at times could be 

paralyzing depression. Indeed, his conversion to Christ occurred after ten months of 

emotional and spiritual agony.  

Nettleton’s Conversion 

An analysis of the source material that focuses on Nettleton’s early life points 

to the fact that there were several significant turning points in his long journey toward 

conversion. The first in the autumn of 1800,25 according to his own testimony, was a 

sermon he heard on the need for regeneration. Whether he heard this sermon in a revival 

meeting is impossible to know. However, according to Tyler, Nettleton’s personal 

testimony of his conversion experience, which reflects the kind of conviction evident in a 

revival, was recorded in the fourth and fifth volumes of the Connecticut Evangelical 

Magazine:  

From my earliest age I endeavored to lead a moral life, being often taught that God 
would punish sinners; but I did not believe that I should suffer for the few offences 
of which I has been guilty. Having avoided many sins which I saw in others, I 
imagined all was well with me, till I was about eighteen years old, when I heard a 
sermon preached upon the necessity of regeneration, which put me to thinking of the 
need of a change of heart myself.26

At the time of this “spiritual impression,” the second turning point came in the 

form of revivals that swept the churches of New England, including his home church at 

Killingworth.  According to Tyler, “During the period of four or five years, commencing 

with 1798, not less than one hundred and fifty churches in New England were favored 

25Birney points to the importance of the year 1800: “This period is known as the ‘Awakening 
of 1800.’ It followed the pattern of the first phase of the Great Awakening. It was characterized by 
individual cases, and involved individual churches. Although fourteen revivals were reported in the 
Connecticut Evangelical Magazine for 1800 there is no way of telling how many churches were effected. 
Not all of the revivals were reported. However, most of the churches lived in the atmosphere of revival.” 
Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 10.

26Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 20.
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with the special effusions of the Holy Spirit.”27 Nettleton’s conversion in September of 

1801 “was one of the manifestations of this phenomenon.”28 Thus, Nettleton’s conversion 

occurred within the stream of awakenings that not only transpired first in the eighteenth 

century and resurfaced again during the nineteenth century, but also were foundational to 

the formation of American Protestantism.29

Tyler gives a detailed account of the revivals that occurred under the ministry 

of Josiah B. Andrews in Killingworth from 1801–1803.30  Beginning in April of 1801, 

young people appealed to Andrews to preach a sermon “upon election day, which they 

had formerly observed as a day of feasting and merriment.”31 After consenting to deliver 

the sermon on another day, the pastor was surprised to see fifty people gathered for 

counsel the next month “inquiring for the crucified Jesus.”32  Perceiving that God was 

beginning to do a work among them, Andrews decided to develop a monthly meeting for 

those interested in salvation and as Tyler relates, “In the months of September, October, 

27Ibid., 19.

28Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 33.   

29Smith, Handy, and Loetscher describe the continuity between the Great Awakening and the 
Second Great Awakening, “The Great Awakening of the eighteenth century had largely ceased to be a 
powerful force on the American religious scene by the time of the Revolution, though revival currents 
never wholly ceased to flow throughout the war years, especially in the South. But toward the end of that 
century and in the early years of the next, new awakening impulses gave rise to what is sometimes called 
‘the Second Great Awakening.’ That term reveals the fundamental continuity between the two periods of 
awakening, but it tends to obscure the differences between them. For the later awakenings took place under 
different historical circumstances and in changed settings, and they followed distinctive courses.” Smith, 
Handy, and Loetscher, American Christianity, 519. Peter Mode traces the history of American Protestantism 
directly to these periodic awakenings: “For almost two hundred years it is revivalism more than any other 
phenomenon that has supplied the landmarks in our religious history – the undulations, upheavals, points of 
departure, and lines of continuity. It would not be difficult and by no means unsatisfactory to write the 
history of American Protestantism from the standpoint of its periodic awakenings.” Peter G. Mode, The 
Frontier Spirit in American Christianity (New York: MacMillan, 1923), 41.

30See Tyler, New England Revivals, 282–300.   

31Ibid., 282.

32Ibid., 283.
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November, and December, thirty-two hopeful converts were added to the church.”33

Asahel Nettleton was one of these “hopeful converts.”34  He first experienced revival in 

his home church, was converted and ultimately became, according to Weisberger, part of 

a “new generation of New England Protestant leaders.”35

The third and final turning point of Nettleton’s conversion was a deep struggle 

over his own sinfulness that he wrestled with for ten months.  This extended period of 

agonizing conviction later became pivotal in his evangelistic methodology. Like many in 

his day, Nettleton’s understanding of his own conversion would have included an 

extensive period of soul searching, called the “law-work,” that preceded genuine 

conversion.  This season of conviction over one’s sin could last a few days, a few 

months, or even could last for several years. This protracted pre-conversion time pointed 

to the need for the moral law of God to work in the sinner to precipitate a need for Christ.  

Tyler notes that this aspect of his conversion was essential to his later evangelistic 

success:  

It was about ten months, as has been already intimated, from the time when Mr. 
Nettleton’s attention was first seriously turned to the subject of religion, before he 
obtained peace in believing. With him, what the old divines termed the law-work
was deep and thorough. This protracted season of conviction gave him a knowledge 
of the human heart which few possess; and which was doubtless intended by God to 
prepare him for his peculiar labours as a minister of Christ.36

33Ibid., 285.

34While he fails to reveal the source for this piece of historical data, Cole gives this unusual 
glimpse of Asahel Nettleton. “Born in North Killingworth on April 21, 1783, Nettleton led a tragic, sickly 
life. A farmer’s son whose early years were not religious, he had been planning a dancing school when he 
was converted during a revival.” Charles C. Cole, The Social Ideas of the Northern Evangelists 1826–1860
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1954), 20.    

35Bernard A. Weisberger, They Gathered at the River: The Story of the Great Revivalists and 
Their Impact upon Religion in America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1958), 63. Weisberger states, 
“Of this new generation of New England Protestant leaders, four were outstanding, and their careers 
touched and twined at significant points for them all.  They were Timothy Dwight, primarily a college 
president; Asahel Nettleton, a traveling evangelist; Nathaniel Taylor, a theologian; and Lyman Beecher, a 
little of everything – mostly dynamite.” Ibid.

36Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 29–30.
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What Nettleton experienced was a normal part of the journey toward conversion in 

Puritan theology.37 This ten-month season also served to uniquely train him for the 

evangelistic work at which he was so very skilled during the Second Great Awakening.38

The most difficult portion of Nettleton’s journey toward conversion, which 

may have precipitated the ten months of travail, seemed to begin when he attended and 

participated in a Thanksgiving party in the autumn of 1800.39  Whether this party 

preceded the sermon on regeneration is not clear, but the next morning “Asahel’s mind 

was enveloped in impenetrable gloom.”40  The specter that had haunted him throughout 

his youth now began to terrorize him.  Thornbury’s account of this heavy season finds 

Nettleton zealously applying the means of grace and wandering “for long hours in the 

fields praying, or trying to pray, and at times he stayed awake at night doing the same 

thing.”41  He discovered to his despair that “he was a rebel against God, totally depraved” 

37Gerstner and Gerstner describe what undoubtedly would have shaped Nettleton’s 
understanding of his own preparation for conversion: “To examine adequately the history of the concept of 
preparation in Reformed theology, it is essential to note a distinction between two different ways in which 
the term was used.  One may be called preparation for glorification. . . . However, there is another type of 
preparation (more characteristic of Puritan theology) which has been erroneously interpreted by some as 
incipient Arminianism. This preparation for regeneration, or seeking, is done by an awakened sinner who 
hopefully seeks the gift of regeneration.” John H. Gerstner and Jonathan N. Gerstner, “Edwardsean 
Preparation for Salvation,” Westminster Theological Journal 42 (Fall 1979): 5.  

38One of his contemporaries, Heman Humphrey, describes the skills Nettleton gained through 
this season in his life: “His great experience in revivals, his deep penetration of the workings of the human 
heart in all stages of awakening and conviction, and with all its conflicting exercises up to a comfortable 
hope in Christ, gave him an advantage, of which he availed himself to the full extent of his powers.” 
Heman Humphrey, Revival Sketches and Manual (New York: American Tract Society, 1859), 211. 

39The fact that the year 1800 was of great significance to the Second Great Awakening seems 
clear. McLoughlin dates the Second Great Awakening from 1800 to 1830. William G. McLoughlin, 
Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Religion and Social Change in America, 1607–1977
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 98-140; In referring to “The Second Great Awakening in the 
West,” Hardman, in recounting the events that led up to “The Great Revival,” says, “But not until June 
1800 did the first extraordinary manifestation of divine power occur.” Keith J. Hardman, Seasons of 
Refreshing: Evangelism and Revivals in America (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), 129; Hankins traces both 
the Red River and Gasper River revival, both of which were precursors to Cane Ridge the following 
summer, to June and July 1800 respectively. Hankins, Second Great Awakening, 8–9.    

40Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 28.   

41Ibid., 30.   
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and the “very fountains of iniquity in his soul” were laid bare.42 While the language 

seems strange to modern ideas of immediate conversion, the descriptions given in these 

accounts were common in revival narratives.  Called the morphology of conversion, this 

process of coming to Christ in specific stages informed Nettleton’s theology of 

conversion and methodology of revival.43

In a far more revealing account, Tyler describes what was taking place in 

Nettleton’s heart: “Thus, for months, he mourned in secret and did not communicate his 

feelings to a single individual.”44 Trying to find relief from what would become an 

intolerable burden, Nettleton “went about to establish his own righteousness.”45  He was 

“assailed by infidel doubts” and was sorely tempted to believe that God did not exist.46

Deep into months of protracted agony, Nettleton “began to see the plague of his own 

heart” and “saw, at the same time, that in all his religious services he had been prompted 

by selfish motives.”47  It was during this period of spiritual struggle that he read Jonathan 

Edwards’ narrative on revival and the memoirs of David Brainerd; both volumes only 

served to “deepen the conviction of his utterly lost condition.”48 Indeed, the impact of 

Edwards’ writings, especially his biography of Brainerd, on Nettleton and the culture that 

42Ibid.

43New England in general and Connecticut in particular had a rich history in a pre-conversion 
process. The founder of Hartford was none other than Thomas Hooker who specialized in the doctrine of 
Puritan “preperationism.” In the forward to Hooker’s The Soul’s Preparation for Christ, John H. Gerstner 
traces “an unestablished Puritan ‘preparation’ dynasty. It goes from Hooker’s The Soul’s Preparation for 
Christ, through his son-in-law’s (Thomas Shepard’s) The Parable of the Ten Virgins, to Jonathan Edward’s
Religious Affections.” Thomas Hooker, The Soul’s Preparation for Christ or, A Treatise of Contrition. 
(Ames, IA: International Outreach, 1994), iii. 

44Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 24.

45Ibid., 25.

46Ibid., 26.

47Ibid., 27.

48Ibid.
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surrounded him was immense.49

Conversion would ultimately come to young Nettleton, but as Thornbury 

recounts, the peace that he sought for “did not dawn in his soul with dramatic 

suddenness.”50  After months of deep soul searching, Nettleton describes a light that 

gradually dawned upon him, but it was not a miraculous epiphany.  In his own account in 

the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine, preserved by his friend and colleague Bennett 

Tyler, Nettleton describes the joyous experience that slowly enveloped his broken heart:  

After a while, a surprising tremor seized all my limbs, and death appeared to have 
taken hold upon me. . . .  Not long after this, an unusual calmness pervaded my soul, 
which I thought little of at first, except that I was freed from my awful convictions; 
and this sometimes grieved me, fearing I had lost all conviction.  Soon after, hearing 
the feelings of a Christian described, I took courage, and thought I knew, by 
experience, what they were. The character of God, and the doctrines of the Bible, 
which I could not meditate upon before without hatred, especially those of election 
and free grace, now appear delightful, and the only means by which, through grace, 
dead sinners can be made the living sons of God.51

It is beyond question that Nettleton’s drawn out conversion experience would 

cause him, according to Nichols, to become “a thorough student of the human heart.”52 It 

49Conforti does an able job arguing that Edwards’ Life of Brainerd was monumental. Not only 
was it the most popular book Edwards published, but alongside the Affections exemplified the ideal patterns 
of genuine conversion and authentic spirituality. Conforti contends, “Evangelicals used the Life precisely as 
Edwards had intended—as a companion volume to the Religious Affections. Edwards’s classic study of 
authentic spirituality was not published until 1746, but his earlier works on the Great Awakening contained 
many of the arguments that were developed at length in the Religious Affections. Edwardsianism had 
already shaped Brainerd’s spiritual life by the time he read and enthusiastically endorsed the Religious 
Affections. In fact, Brainerd’s diary reads like a record of his efforts to discern in his interior life the 
presence of the distinguishing marks of conversion which Edwards analyzed in the Religious Affections.” 
Joseph Conforti, “Jonathan Edwards’s Most Popular Work: ‘The Life of David Brainerd’ and Nineteenth-
Century Evangelical Culture,” Church History 54 (June 1985): 194; Bacon concurs, “The pathetic story of 
that heroic youth, as told by Jonathan Edwards, was a classic at that time in almost every country 
parsonage; but its influence was especially felt in the colleges, now no longer, as a few years earlier, the 
seats of the scornful, but the homes of serious and religious learning which they were meant to be by their 
founders.” Leonard Woolsey Bacon, A History of American Christianity (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1901), 247.

50Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 32.    

51Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 22.

52William C. Nichols, Asahel Nettleton: Sermons from the Second Great Awakening 1783–
1844 (Ames, IA: International Outreach, 1995), i.  
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also served to lay the groundwork for his unique understanding of revival, evangelistic 

strategy, and church revitalization.  Tyler makes the vital connection between experience 

and methodology:  

That Dr. Nettleton possessed peculiar skill in presenting truth to the minds of men, 
and laboring in revivals of religion, will be admitted by most who are at all 
acquainted with his history.  During that protracted period of conviction through 
which he passed before his reconciliation to God, he obtained a knowledge of the 
human heart which few possess.  He could trace the secret windings of human 
depravity; he understood the refuges of lies to which sinners are prone to resort; and 
he knew how to meet and to answer the various excuses by which they attempted to 
shield themselves from blame.53

Indeed, God would use Nettleton’s conversion experience and his subsequent education 

within the context of revival to call and sharpen a remarkable, and in some ways unique, 

harvesting instrument.    

Education at Yale   

As his vision of serving God increased, Nettleton’s dream of going to New 

Haven and becoming a student at the small, but influential Yale College began to 

crystallize.54  Throughout his college days, President Timothy Dwight and a few other 

teachers weaved a number of colorful threads into the fabric of Nettleton’s life and 

ministry.55  Even though many historians trace the genesis of the Second Great 

Awakening to the Presidency of Timothy Dwight at Yale (1797–1817), when Nettleton 

53Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 293.

54Peter Mode describes what to modern ears sounds insignificant, “An alumnus of Yale, 
surveying the beneficent influences that for more than a hundred years had been radiating from his alma 
mater, rebuked the legislature of Connecticut for its strange apathy to an institution that then (1838) had an 
income ‘aside from the quarterly bills of students, not much exceeding two thousand dollars per annum.’” 
Mode, The Frontier Spirit, 67; quoted in Ebenezer Baldwin, Annals of Yale College (New Haven, CT: 
Hezekiah Howe, 1831), 210.

55According to Baldwin, “When he (Dwight) accepted the office of President, the whole corps 
of instructors consisted of four persons, viz. Josiah Meigs, Professor of Mathematics and Natural 
Philosophy, Josiah Stebbins, Roger Minot Sherman, and Jeremiah Atwater, Tutors. The entire interests of 
the institution were, therefore, dependent on five gentlemen; and as Tutorships were usually accepted for 
temporary support, and literary advantages, and held for short periods, his only permanent reliance must 
have been on Professor Meigs.” Baldwin, Annals of Yale College, 134.
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arrived in 1805 “he was the only professor of religion in his class.”56  It was during his 

tenure at Yale, that the New England Theology proclaimed by the disciples of Jonathan 

Edwards would shape his theological convictions.57

When he arrived on campus, the final component of Nettleton’s call developed 

under the dynamic tutelage of the grandson of Jonathan Edwards, Timothy Dwight.58

What he experienced at Yale in the immense shadow of Jonathan Edwards and the 

Edwardsean theology championed by the writings of Joseph Bellamy, Samuel Hopkins, 

and the preaching of Timothy Dwight, shaped Nettleton’s strategy of evangelism, revival, 

and church revitalization.59  Dwight was in some way impressed by his young theological 

56Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 37; Ironically, it was in 1805, according to Baldwin that 
Dwight would receive a most important appointment. “In the year 1805, Doctor Dwight was appointed 
Professor of Theology. He accepted the office, and discharged, during his whole Presidency, the arduous 
duties attached to that department of instruction.” Baldwin, Annals of Yale College, 136.

57For a description of the New England Theology that formed the basis of Nettleton’s 
worldview see George A. Gordon, “The Collapse of the New England Theology,” Harvard Theological 
Review 1 (April 1908): 128–29. See also Bennet Tyler, Lectures on Theology, with a Memoir by Rev. 
Nahum Gale, D. D. (Boston: Tilton and Co., 1859). 

58Traditional historical interpretation credits Timothy Dwight with reviving Yale and 
propelling the Second Great Awakening. For instance, Bacon describes Dwight with these glowing words, 
“It may be doubted whether to any man of his generation it was given to exercise a wider and more 
beneficent influence over the American church than that of President Dwight.” Bacon, A History of 
American Christianity, 243; For an account of the traditional view, see Lyman Beecher, The Autobiography 
of Lyman Beecher, 2 vols. ed. Barbara M. Cross (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961). For a 
critique of the traditional view see Richard D. Shiels, “The Second Great Awakening in Connecticut: 
Critique of the Traditional Interpretation,” Church History, 49 (December 1980): 401–15; Shiels concludes, 
“The awakening did not begin with the election of Timothy Dwight to the presidency of Yale in 1795. 
Rather, the formation of the Missionary Society of Connecticut in 1798 led the General Association of 
Connecticut Churches to declare that ‘God is awakening his people.’ Revivals followed within weeks, and 
the missionary society began publication of the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine (CEM) in 1801.” Ibid., 
406-07. All the resources that describe Nettleton’s call and subsequent revival ministry concur that The
Connecticut Evangelical Magazine is central to both.

59Smith, Handy, and Loetscher describe the unique contribution that Timothy Dwight played in 
the Second Great Awakening, “It was a grandson of Edwards, militant Timothy Dwight (1752–1817), 
president of Yale College, who emerged as the natural leader of the new awakening. . . . He trained some of 
his ablest students as lieutenants in his crusade, including Lyman Beecher (1775–1863), who became his 
‘field marshal’; Moses Stuart (1780–1858), preacher and biblical scholar; and Nathaniel W. Taylor (1786–
1858), destined to become the theologian of the New England awakenings.” Smith, Handy, and Loetscher, 
American Christianity, 521; Baldwin points to Dwight’s influence upon Yale itself: “Under his Presidency, 
a feeble institution, founded in a wilderness, by a few pious but learned clergymen, as a ‘School of the 
Church,’ nourished and fostered by a succession of wise and faithful men, until it rose into the character of 
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student. The President of Yale later said prophetically of Nettleton, “He will make one of 

the most useful men this country has ever seen.”60

Throughout his college days, three roommates would alter Nettleton’s life.  

During his first two years on campus, his roommate was Simeon Woodruff, a missionary 

enthusiast like Nettleton, who would be instrumental in introducing him to Samuel J. 

Mills, Jr. (1783–1818).61  Tyler relates an unusual irony in that both Nettleton and Mills 

were born on the same day; both converted within a few months of each other and both 

were, as Kling contends, “numbered among the hundreds of converts in New Divinity 

revivals at the turn of the century.”62  Moreover, both Mills and Nettleton possessed the 

same passionate calling to missions, yet never reached a foreign field.63  Nevertheless, 

both Mills and Nettleton, like midwives, were there to help deliver the impetus for the 

modern missionary movement in America.64

During his junior year, Nettleton counseled a very unhappy student named 

a respectable College, attained the dignity of a University, which could, with honorable pride, rank itself 
among the first in the country.” Baldwin, Annals of Yale College, 137–38.

60Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 37.

61Samuel J. Mills, Jr., attended Williams College and while praying for guidance with fellow 
students sought refuge under a haystack. The significance of this event, as well as Mills’ relationship with 
Nettleton, would be difficult to overemphasize. In relating this significance, Kling says, “This incident, 
later publicized as the Haystack Prayer Meeting, became the pivotal event in the launching of American 
Protestantism’s foreign missionary movement. Mills and several comrades carried their vision from 
Williams to Andover Theological Seminary, where they created a more formal organization that eventually 
led to the establishment of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) in 
1810.” David W. Kling, “The New Divinity and Williams College,” Religion and American Culture 6 
(Summer 1996): 195.

62Ibid., 197.

63Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 35–36.

64Kling argues, “The theological influence of the New Divinity in the formation and character 
of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) is uncontested among scholars 
of American religious history and missions. Since the mid nineteenth century, both partisans of missions 
and nearly all scholarly observers have attributed the origins of the modern American Protestant missionary 
spirit to the writings of Jonathan Edwards and his self-appointed heirs, those Congregational ministers who 
came to be called New Divinity men.” David W. Kling, “The New Divinity and the Origins of the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions,” Church History 72 (December 2003): 791.
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Jonathan Lee, offering to room with him. Converted in a revival that took place at Yale 

that year, Lee also entered the ministry. Jonathan Lee left much firsthand knowledge of 

Nettleton from one who roomed with him as a friend and ministered alongside him as a 

colleague.  He also testified to those qualities that led him into church revitalization.   

While at Yale in the winter of 1807, Nettleton was involved in a revival that 

swept the campus and again made deep impressions on him as an aspiring missionary and 

student of Reformed theology.  Nettleton’s participation in the revival at Yale was 

anything but casual.  His roommate, the Rev. Jonathan Lee, gives a personal account of 

two aspects of Nettleton’s Yale experience that combined to further his theological 

convictions and missionary ambitions.  The first was his personal life and theological 

interests.  Lee recounts,  

His best loved place was the chapel, listening with devout solemnity to the prayers 
and preaching of the venerated Dwight. His best loved book was the Bible. His best 
loved day was the Sabbath; and his best loved friends were those who knew the joys 
and sorrows of a pious heart. He was intimate with only a few select companions, of 
congenial spirit, and who felt most interested in communing together upon the 
topics of doctrinal and experimental religion.65

According to Lee, Nettleton possessed a humble, deeply introspective disposition and he 

loved above all things the study and discussion of theological truth. Tyler reproduces 

these fascinating glimpses of Nettleton at Yale by Jonathan Lee:   

In regard to his standing as a scholar, he was not distinguished, as he never rose 
above the ordinary rank in the common course of classical studies.  This I attribute, 
not to a defect of native talent, but to the following causes: He was remarkably 
diffident of his own powers, so far as to be restrained and embarrassed in his 
recitations and literary performances before the class; and the same state of feeling 
prevented that resolute, persevering application necessary for eminence. . . .  The 
peculiar taste and tendencies of Nettleton’s mind, led him to bestow his intellectual 
energies, not upon physical sciences and elegant literature, but upon those subjects 
in mental and moral philosophy which stood most closely connected with the truths 
of theology.66

The second aspect of Nettleton’s Yale experience was his intense interest in 

65Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 39.

66Ibid., 39–40.  
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revival.  Lee remembers, “Nettleton was no indifferent spectator, but among the first to 

discover indications of special religious impressions, and to seek out persons in a state of 

religious anxiety.”67 He was always looking for evidence that God was working in the 

heart of a fellow student.  In addition, Lee writes that Nettleton was already developing a 

vision for revival while at Yale: “His feelings were most deeply interested in the whole 

progress of the revival, and it seemed almost to absorb his mind by day and by night.”68

Immersed in the atmosphere of revival, Nettleton spent hours counseling those under 

conviction and went personally as a messenger to Timothy Dwight to assist a man who 

was in despair about his spiritual condition.69 The passion for theology and revival that 

Nettleton exhibited at Yale were the primary pillars upon which his spirituality and 

ministry philosophy would rest.   

Birney recounts that Nettleton roomed with his friend Philander Parmele 

during his senior year, graduated with a B.A. degree in 1809, served as a butler for 

students to pay off some debts, and then “arranged to study with Bezaleel Pinneo, the 

minister at Milford.”70  As he concluded his studies at Yale and began preparation for 

missionary activity, providence would alter his life.   

Nettleton’s Calling  

One of the most amazing aspects of the making of a great evangelist is their 

sense of call from God.  How does an ordinary farm boy discern God’s call and receive a 

vision to become an itinerant evangelist?  What were the special circumstances that 

converged to enable him to hear and obey the still, small voice that ultimately catapulted 

67Ibid.,43.

68Ibid.

69Ibid., 43–46. The details of this story highlight the special skill that Nettleton would utilize 
throughout his ministry in assisting with those under deep conviction. 

70Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 44.
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him into prominence?  In Nettleton’s case, the specific known factors that transformed 

him into one of the greatest evangelists in American history are surprisingly simple. It 

was a combination of providence and personal desire.  

For Nettleton, the hand of God’s providence was manifest in the unexpected 

loss of his father in a tragic epidemic that swept through Killingworth killing over six 

hundred in 1801.71 This left Nettleton with the responsibility to tend to the family farm 

and probably altered his destiny. It was while working in the fields, according to Tyler, 

that he 

dwelt much on the worth of a soul, and the deplorable condition of those who have 
no interest in Christ; and he had the most intense desires to be instrumental in the 
salvation of his fellowmen. While labouring in the field, he would often say to 
himself; ‘If I might be the means of saving one soul, I should prefer it to all the 
riches and honours of this world.’ He would frequently look forward to eternity, and 
put to himself the question: ‘What shall I wish I had done thousands and millions of 
years hence?’72

Apart from providence, it was Nettleton’s desire to serve God that motivated 

him to read Christian missionary societies and periodicals, whose purpose was to 

disseminate information about revivals at home and missions abroad.  Indeed, it is 

difficult to overestimate the importance of accounts of revivals and missionary activities 

that were available in the nineteenth century. Exemplified first by Jonathan Edwards in 

his accounts of the Great Awakening, God used these magazines to stir Nettleton’s heart 

and create in him a desire to become a missionary and give his life to a foreign field.73

Apparently, reading the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine, as well as becoming familiar 

with the London Missionary Society and the Baptist Missionary Society in England, 

71Birney describes the tragedy, “During the year over six hundred people were sick in North 
Killingworth alone. There were many deaths. For the time being, the revival was neglected. Few had time 
to attend the meetings. All were too busy caring for the sick. Just what the disease was, has not been 
determined. The only other reference to it which has come to light is a poem published in the Connecticut 
Evangelical Magazine, which in true Calvinistic fashion ascribed the epidemic to the punishment of God.” 
Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 28–29.

72Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 34.

73Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 34.    
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precipitated his calling into missions.74

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of Nettleton’s calling was the fact that at 

some point he chose to focus exclusively on building up “waste places.” This 

monumental decision positions Nettleton as a unique example for those interested in 

modern church revitalization.  Thornbury gives the reason why these churches were 

designated “wastes places” in southeast Connecticut: 

This expression meant that the churches were small in membership, spiritually inert, 
and often were unable to afford a full-time minister. It was generally known that the 
low state of religion here was attributable to events which took place in this region 
some sixty years previously.  The churches here had been “wasted” or damaged by 
recklessness on the part of “itinerant” evangelists, particularly one named James 
Davenport.75

The trail of wreckage left behind in Connecticut by the methodical denunciations of 

Davenport became a primary thread in the fabric of Nettleton’s ministry.76  Specifically, 

Nettleton felt God calling him to revitalize small, struggling Congregational churches 

damaged by those introducing “new measures.”77  Indeed, Nettleton began his itinerant 

74Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 34–35.

75Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 48; Birney adds, “Much of the reaction came as the result of 
the excessive enthusiasms produced by such men as James Davenport. They were passionate exhorters who 
entered uninvited into the parishes of ministers. They often denounced their unwilling hosts as 
‘unconverted,’ and willfully encouraged division in their churches.” Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 9;  

76For an overview of the life and ministry of James Davenport, see Edwin Scott Gaustad, The 
Great Awakening in New England (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1957), 36–41, and Goen, Revivalism 
and Seperatism, 20–27; Robert W. Brockway offers a fascinating picture of the descent of Davenport: “At 
the height of his career Davenport challenged the theocracies of Connecticut and Massachusetts, stirred up 
mobs against them, and openly advocated disestablishment. Before Davenport’s time, a fair degree of 
unanimity prevailed among the New England clergy. Afterwards, there was intense factionalism and 
discord, some of which later found its way into political channels during the next generation. The specific 
incidents involved here were those which led to Davenport being pronounced non compos mentis by two 
colonial assemblies and also the New London episode in which Davenport suffered a complete mental and 
physical breakdown which led to his publishing his Confessions and Retractions.” Robert W. Brockway, 
“The Significance of James Davenport in the Great Awakening,” Journal of Religious Thought 24 (1967–
1968): 87. 

77Unfortunately, Asahel Nettleton success as an evangelist would be eclipsed by his opposition 
to the “new measures” popularized by Charles G. Finney. For a thorough presentation of their famous 
controversy, see Beecher and Nettleton, Letters of the Rev. Dr. Beecher; Finney, Lectures on Revival; Iain 
H. Murray, Revival and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750–1858
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ministry witnessing “the devastating results of ‘wild fire’ revivalism.”78 Churches laid 

waste left an indelible impression upon his itinerant philosophy and motivated him to 

oppose those like James Davenport who used what he considered destructive methods of 

evangelism.79 Revivalist fanaticism, disloyalty to settled pastors, and division had 

devastated the churches in southeastern Connecticut and these weakened congregations 

made a deep impact on Nettleton’s philosophy of church revitalization.   

Based upon his desire to reach a foreign field as a missionary, Nettleton 

refused to consider becoming a settled pastor, but chose instead to minister in churches 

who could not afford a regular pastor.  Tyler relates, “He chose, therefore, to commence 

his labours in waste places, and in some of the most desolate parts of the Lord’s 

vineyard.”80 This vision of churches decimated by traveling evangelists created in 

Nettleton a deep respect for pastors; as well as precipitated his burden to do everything in 

his power to both strengthen local church pastors and congregations.  Resting on 

theological convictions and methodological practicalities, Nettleton developed a revival 

strategy that complemented, rather than competed, with existing congregations.  Indeed, 

his reputation as an itinerant evangelist stood on this conviction to work as an assistant to 

the pastor, not his rival.  Ebenezer Porter describes Nettleton’s reputation in working with 

established congregations: 

About the close of the period which I attempted to describe in former letters, the 
Rev. Asahel Nettleton devoted himself to the work of an evangelist. With his 
eminent qualifications for this work, and usefulness in it, I presume you to be 

(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994), and John F. Thornbury, “Asahel Nettleton’s Conflict with Finneyism,” 
Baptist Reformation Review 6 (1977): 12–20.  

78Thornbury, “Asahel Nettleton’s Conflict with Finneyism,” 105.  

79According to Birney, Nettleton’s first exposure to itinerant evangelism was in the area of 
Stonington in southeastern Connecticut. Sixty years after the fact, the congregational churches, laid waste 
by the activities of James Davenport in the final days of the first Great Awakening, were divided, scattered 
and in sad condition.  This vision of the damage done by wrong methods, would transform Nettleton’s 
understanding of church revitalization. See Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 49–54.

80Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 55.
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already well acquainted. The fact, however, which it is especially to my present 
purpose to mention, and which probably many of you do not know, is, that this 
distinguished itinerant, found no difficulty to labor, as an assistant of settled pastors, 
without making himself their rival. If in any instance he could not conscientiously 
coincide in the views, or co-operate in the measures of the pastor, among whose 
charge he was invited to labor, he did not sow dissension in that church, nor seek to 
detach their affections from their minister; but quietly withdrew to another place. 
The consequence was, that the visits of this devoted servant of Christ, were always 
sought, and never dreaded nor regretted, by ministers or churches.81

Regardless of their size or condition, Nettleton became a servant of existing churches.  

Tyler points to the fact that Nettleton’s attitude toward local leaders, his skill at revival 

methodology, and his conscious decision to focus exclusively on church revitalization 

caused him to be in great demand:  

While engaged in this employment, it was his desire to confine his labours to waste 
places, and destitute congregations; and it was not without great reluctance, and 
much solicitation, that he consented to labour as an assistant to settled pastors. He 
was never complained of for thrusting himself into parishes where his assistance 
was not desired; but the complaint constantly was, that it was so difficult to obtain 
him.82

The decision to focus solely on reviving struggling churches positions Nettleton as a 

unique template for a modern movement for church renewal; a movement that focuses 

not on planting new churches, but on building up existing churches.  Indeed, Nettleton’s 

calling seems to be a reflection of his piety, steeped as it was in experimental 

Christianity.  

Nettleton’s Piety   

An analysis of all the issues that shaped Nettleton’s spirituality reveals three 

primary factors. First, God fired Nettleton’s piety within the crucible of genuine revival.  

Secondly, God used the hammer of Reformed theology, to shape it on the final factor—

the anvil of experimental Puritanism. From within this tri-fold rubric, Nettleton 

developed an experiential understanding of piety that God would use greatly during the 

Second Great Awakening, one that resonated with Puritan themes.  Indeed, Nettleton’s 

81Ebenezer Porter, Letters on Revival of Religion: The Spirit of the Pilgrims (Boston: William 
Peirce, 1833), 6:373.

82Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 58–59.
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spirituality was squarely within the Puritan tradition that had influenced Jonathan 

Edwards and precipitated the first Great Awakening.   

Indicative of all three factors was his self-effacing humility. Nettleton’s view 

of himself in relation to the holiness of God served to guard his life from pride.  Once, 

when asked about the best safeguard from spiritual pride, Nettleton responded, “I know 

of nothing better than to keep my eye on my great sinfulness.”83  Tyler uses these words 

to describe the character that stood behind this great evangelist: “In the whole of his 

intercourse he was exemplary.  He was remarkably cautious of appearances.  He would 

not expose himself or his cause to reproach, by giving so much as the least occasion for 

the surmises of evil.”84  Smith concurs as he recounts the spiritual stature of the man 

whom God chose to use so greatly in revival:  “He was deeply pious; he loved the truth; 

he loved the souls of men; he prayed, read his Bible, and reflected much on what he saw, 

and he was divinely directed, beyond all doubt, to his great and eminent success.”85  In 

researching the view of those who knew Nettleton firsthand, words from Baptist educator 

Francis Wayland (1796–1865)86 are among the most telling: 

His manner of life was consistent with his appearance in the pulpit. His residence 
was generally with a minister of the parish in which he was laboring. The time not 
employed in preaching or conversation with inquirers, was devoted to secret prayer 
and the reading of the Scriptures. He was never seen in what is called general 
society. His whole time seemed devoted to labor for souls. He was unmarried, and, 
to avoid remark, he never rode or walked with the lady alone. He was wholly 
insensible to the influence of money. His dress was plain, and well worn. When 
money was offered him, he would either return it all, or would accept only what was 

83Ibid., 421.

84Ibid., 102.

85Smith, Recollections, 44.

86Creed points to the significance of Wayland, “Francis Wayland became Brown University’s 
fourth president and during the following twenty-seven years distinguished himself not only as one of the 
greatest college presidents of his century, but also as an innovative and sometimes controversial reformer 
of American higher education.” J. Bradley Creed, “The Education Demanded by the People of the United 
States: Francis Wayland and the Future of American Higher Education,” Baptist History and Heritage 46 
(Summer 2011): 8.



76

wanted for his present necessity. Notwithstanding all this, I have rarely known a 
man who was, for a great part of the time, more thoroughly abused.87

Furthermore, Nettleton consistently taught that only God could bring revival, and if he 

felt people were relying on him to bring about an awakening “he suddenly left the 

place.”88  Beyond these descriptions, throughout his ministry “Nettleton never served as a 

settled pastor, never married, never asked for payment for his services, and never sought 

fame or notoriety.”89

However, even though this great evangelist was exemplary, Asahel Nettleton 

was far from perfect. As is often the case, an analysis of his life also exposes his human 

imperfections. Indeed, some historians have accused one of Nettleton’s biographers of 

painting a subjective picture of the man that lacked an impartial perspective. In other 

words, those who wrote about Nettleton committed the classic mistake of creating a 

hagiography that glosses over the negative aspects of a highly respected historical figure.  

For instance, Charles Cole faults Bennett Tyler’s work as being “marred by a lack of 

objectivity and perspective.”90  Sources focusing on the life and ministry of Nettleton do 

point to several significant criticisms that reflect the truth of this evaluation.  The first has 

to do with a flawed personality; the second, more serious, is lack of balance in doctrine; 

the third, examined in depth, is his tendency to grow mentally depressed and lack 

assurance of his salvation.  

Concerning the apparent personality defects, the perception of some of his 

contemporaries was that Nettleton, especially in his later ministry years, was obstinate 

and crotchety.  Possibly due to his failing health, his tendency to be a loner and oppose 

87Francis Wayland and H. L. Wayland, A Memoir of the Life and Labors of Francis Wayland
(New York: Arno Press, 1972), 1:110. 

88Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 89

89Michael McClymond, ed., Encyclopedia of Religious Revivals in America (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 2007), 299.

90Cole, The Social Ideas, 20.  
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the new thing that God was doing through Finney cost him dearly.  Cole describes the 

personality perception that swirled in his latter days:  

Moreover, his personality acted against him. A frail man who suffered almost 
continuously from ill health, he was known for his great timidity and sensitiveness. 
His verbose letters give the picture of a crabby, old man fighting vainly for the 
status quo. He identified failure as personal assaults against himself and could not 
tolerate opinions different from his own.91

On the surface, this seems to be a harsh evaluation of Nettleton, but subsequent to his 

death, there were instances of contemporaries suggesting that no one would regret it.92 In 

addition, Cole contends,  

His death in 1844 passed almost unnoticed, obscured as it was by greater, more far-
reaching events in the religious world. Perhaps the most characteristic expression of 
Nettleton’s philosophy was his oft-repeated words, ‘I think it possible I may get to 
heaven.’93

To those who deeply admire the achievements of a man like Nettleton, these words are 

sad, yet the reality is a reflection of a flawed human being who for some reason never 

married and tended at times to be a recluse.  

The second criticism leveled against Nettleton is more sobering and points to 

an apparent lack of balance between the reality of judgment and the offer of grace; the 

nature of sovereignty and the need for salvation; the call to repentance and the promise of 

forgiveness.  This criticism, leveled in a review of Tyler’s Memoir in 1844, points to a 

lack of proportion in Nettleton’s doctrine.  In his introduction to the compilation of 

Nettleton’s Sermons from the Great Awakening, Tom Nettles points to a review in the 

Biblical Repertory and Theological Review in the year of Nettleton’s death.94  The review 

commended Nettleton as “one of the wisest and best men we have ever known,” yet 

91Ibid., 23.

92Ibid.

93Ibid., 23–24.

94Nettleton, Asahel Nettleton, xii; quoted in Review of Memoir of the Life and Character of the 
Rev. Asahel Nettleton D. D. by Bennett Tyler which appeared in Biblical Repertory and Theological 
Review (October 1844): 595–96.
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spoke critically concerning the overemphasis of pet doctrines to the exclusion of others.  

To begin with, Nettleton focuses too heavily on the “psychological doctrines of the Bible, 

those doctrines which have more immediate relation to the nature and agency of man.”95

In other words, these topics dominated his messages.  Secondly, the writer suggests that 

if Nettleton gave the doctrines of “justification, of faith, of the mediation and intercession 

of our Lord” greater emphasis, his preaching would be more in proportion with 

Scripture.96  Indeed, the message of the cross seems to be conspicuously absent from the 

historical compilation of Nettleton’s message titles.97  The criticisms are not only valid, 

but expose perhaps one of Nettleton’s weaknesses; focusing on a system of theology, 

rather than the message of the gospel. In any event, the review suggested that he would 

have benefited from greater balance in the heart of his message.  Due to the nature of the 

third criticism, this research examines it in some depth.  

Melancholic Vapors 

An examination of the life of Asahel Nettleton would be incomplete without 

the recognition that he, like many great saints, battled the black dog of depression and the 

concomitant lack of assurance that often accompanies it.98 Indeed, as Julius Rubin argues 

in Religious Melancholy and Protestant Experience in America, Nettleton suffered from a 

condition that “was prevalent from the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries 

95Ibid.

96Ibid.

97For instance, from the fifty-three message titles listed in Sermons from the Second Great 
Awakening by Rev. Asahel Nettleton, not one mentions the cross. 

98For an overview of melancholy as it relates to the Puritan idea of desertion, see David Chou-
Ming Wang, “The English Puritans and Spiritual Desertion: A Protestant Perspective on the Place of 
Spiritual Dryness in the Christian Life,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 3 (Spring 2010): 42–
65; For a modern treatment of the causes and cures of depression, see Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual 
Depression (London: Pickering and Inglis, 1965).    
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among Protestant groups, particularly evangelical Pietists.”99 Rubin traces religious 

melancholia, memorialized in Bunyan’s slough of despond, from seventeenth century 

Puritanism through the Second Great Awakening, suggesting that men who both 

mentored Asahel Nettleton and ministered alongside him suffered in similar fashion.100

Rubin argues that the historical record suggests such notable figures as John 

Calvin (1509–1564), Cotton Mather, Jonathan Edwards, and even Lyman Beecher  

suffered with the condition that afflicted Nettleton throughout his life.101 In writing to his 

wife, Lyman Beecher confessed a deep struggle with melancholy, which led to the 

characteristic lack of assurance:  

I have experienced for some days a melancholy headache. Feel gloomy—very 
gloomy. It spoils all attempts at prayer, and every other duty; for, while it continues, 
I see no subject except on the darkest side. It disqualifies me for reading, meditation 
or writing, or even conversation. But this is not all. If I ever felt any religion, it 

99Julius H. Rubin, Religious Melancholy and Protestant Experience in America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), 5. 

100Rubin’s research into religious melancholy centered in Nettleton’s home state of 
Connecticut, in Hartford where the condition seemed acute; Rubin says, “I first encountered cases of 
religious melancholy during my doctoral research in sociology. I began reading the medical records and 
correspondence of mental patients admitted to the Hartford Retreat during the 1820s through the 1840s. 
This period coincided with a religious revival called the Second Great Awakening in America. Asylum 
records frequently included letters from referring physicians, ministers, family, and friends that introduced 
the patient to the asylum staff. Here, captured in the exquisite handwriting of the Retreat’s scribners, were 
the accounts of hundreds of cases of persons who felt forsaken by God, immobilized by spiritual crisis, 
trapped in a slough of despond—religious melancholia.” Rubin, Religious Melancholy, vii.

101According to Rubin, “Like Martin Luther, John Calvin (1509–1564) suffered from religious 
anxiety throughout his life. Both shaped their doctrines out of the material of their inner spiritual crises.” 
Ibid., 25. Commenting on Cotton Mather, Rubin says, “Mather suffered repeated episodes of melancholy 
when God withdrew his countenance, and the crushing awareness of sin filled him with self-loathing.” 
Ibid., 57. Not only did Jonathan Edward’s uncle, as a result of religious melancholy, commit suicide in 
May of 1735, but Edwards struggled with the condition himself. Rubin states, “Edwards recognized the 
affinity between experiential religion and mental alienation. He himself suffered from bouts of religious 
melancholy, and he witnessed the sufferings of many during the revival.” Ibid., 74–75. Lyman Beecher and 
his family, according to Rubin, were deeply scarred with religious melancholy: “Members of prominent 
religious families who themselves championed the causes of experiential religion and the revival 
succumbed to religious melancholy. Lyman Beecher, whose work on moral reform and religious education 
became a model for the national revival, suffered periodic episodes of religious melancholy that he termed 
the ‘hypo’ or hypochondria. . . . In addition to the insanity and suicide of his son James Beecher, the 
neurasthenia of his daughter Harriet Beecher, and the protracted religious melancholy of Lyman Beecher’s 
second wife, Harriet Porter, his son George committed suicide in an episode of religious melancholy at the 
age of thirty-four in 1843.” Ibid., 159.   
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seems to have forsaken me. I can not feel. God is distant. I can not realize, can not 
get into his presence. At times I fear I have never known him. . . .  That in fact is my 
whole burden. If I can have a comfortable evidence that my heart was reconciled to 
God, it seems I should not feel such despondency. . . .  Oh my soul, how art thou 
distressed at the thoughts of preaching an unknown Savior!102

So common was this condition during the Second Great Awakening that at the height of a 

revival at Yale in 1815, driven by religious melancholy, Benjamin Noyes, a young 

college student left school and after trying to witness to family members, attempted to cut 

his own throat before throwing himself off a bridge into the Saugatuck River.103

During the Puritan era, physicians called this condition “melancholic vapors.104

Although it is difficult to ascertain how widespread it was, melancholy was significant 

enough to produce Puritan literature replete with pastoral counsel for those suffering from 

it, including meticulous diagnosis and practical treatment.105 It is quite possible that 

Nettleton, steeped as he was in Puritan theology, was familiar with this literature.   

During the era of the Great Awakening, John Wesley, diagnosing melancholy 

102Vincent Harding, A Certain Magnificence: Lyman Beecher and the Transformation of 
American Protestantism, 1775–1863 (Brooklyn, NY: Carlson, 1991), 32; quoted in Charles Beecher, ed., 
Autobiography, Correspondence, etc. of Lyman Beecher (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1864), 1:108. 

103Rubin, Religious Melancholy, 133–44.

104Sena states that what was “almost always associated with the Puritans was melancholic 
vapors,” explaining, “The Restoration and eighteenth-century physician believed that bile, when 
imprisoned within the spleen, was likely to become hot and give off gaseous vapors. These vapors 
pervaded the body, eventually reaching the cerebral region, where they saturated the brain. . . . Melancholic 
vapors, then, were responsible for generating delusions and apparitions so powerful that their possessors 
felt they came from heaven.” John F. Sena, “Melancholic Madness and the Puritans,” Harvard Theological 
Review 66 (July 1973): 296, 300.

105Suggesting that melancholy was common, Packer says, “As in the modern West a quarter of 
the population needs treatment for depression at some point in their lives, so in Puritan times depressive 
tendencies, linked as so often today with obsessive-compulsive neuroses, were widespread; indeed, it was 
an era in which a measure of ‘melancholy,’ as depression was then called, was expected and even 
cultivated among the cultured, so naturally problems of spiritual depression were widespread.” J. I. Packer, 
Puritan Portraits: J. I. Packer on Selected Classic Pastors and Pastoral Classics (Rosshire, Scotland: 
Christian Focus, 2012), 136; According to Crossley, for the Puritans, the condition known as melancholy 
included “spiritual criteria such as: 1. Lack of assurance; 2. Conviction of reprobation (that is, that they are 
irreversibly damned to hell; 3. Spiritual distress through guilt or fear; and 4. Spiritual desertion (that is, loss 
of all sense of the presence, or of the love of God).” Gareth Crossley, “The Puritan Treatment of 
Melancholy,” Building on a Sure Foundation (London: Westminster Conference, 1994): 80.
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as the discipline of God, called it “nervous lowness.”106 Considered nervous disorders, 

according to Gorman, “John Wesley (1703–1791) claims that the reason for the increase 

in nervous disorders in his day was sleeping longer than was necessary!”107 Among other 

things, Wesley recommended to those suffering from mental lowness, a steady diet of 

communion with God, exercise, healthy eating, and abstinence from alcohol.108

Emotional lowness affected Jonathan Edwards at his conversion, during commencement 

at Yale in 1724, and throughout his life; even using graphic language in 1757 to describe 

his emotional lowness after his nomination to the presidency of Princeton.109

106Joe Gorman quotes John Wesley, “We know there are such things as nervous disorders. But 
we know likewise, that what is commonly called nervous lowness is a secret reproof from God; a kind of 
consciousness that we are not in our place; that we are not as God would have us to be: We are unhinged 
from our proper centre.” Joe Gorman, “John Wesley and Depression in an Age of Melancholy,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 34 (Fall 1999): 197; quoted in Sermon 84, “The Important Question,” The Works of 
John Wesley, 3rd ed., ed. Thomas Jackson (London: Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1872), 6:502. 

107Gorman, “John Wesley and Depression,” 196.

108Ibid., 207.

109In recounting Edward’s own conversion, Berk describes what was symptomatic of 
melancholy, “In his ‘Personal Narrative,’ he had poignantly recorded the long and anguished journey of his 
soul. The high Calvinist doctrine he so effectively dramatized in the pulpit, had not been for him the 
product of scholastic reasoning. Edwards’ sermons and earlier tracts were the direct outgrowth of his inner 
transformation. Serious illness had ‘[shaken him] over the pit of hell’. A deep sense of guilt produced 
‘inward struggles and conflicts and self-reflections’. Overwhelmed with the burden of sin, he had begun to 
pursue salvation wholeheartedly. But a crippling perception of his own depravity made his efforts seem 
futile.” Stephen E. Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy: Timothy Dwight and the Origins of American 
Evangelical Orthodoxy (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1974), 50; Marsden describes the episode at Yale, “In 
September 1724 Jonathan crashed spiritually, suddenly hitting the worst and most prolonged religious crisis 
of his life. . . . Jonathan recorded that ‘crosses of the nature of that, which I met with this week, thrust me 
below of all comforts in religion.’ Whatever happened, he was spiritually unprepared for it, and three 
weeks later he noted that something connected with the commencement had ‘been the occasion of my 
sinking so exceedingly.’ Not until three years later did he feel that he had recovered from this misery.” 
George M. Marsden, A Short Life of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 29. Marsden 
comments on Edwards’ lifelong struggle with melancholy. “His emotional swings during a time of 
particular spiritual intensity suggest a lifelong pattern. Edwards later described himself as sometimes prone 
to ‘melancholy,’ something like what we would call a mild form of depression. At times in later life he felt 
so weak that he was almost unable to face other people socially. He managed these difficulties through the 
strictest disciplines: keeping up his routines of prayers and devotional study of Scripture and following his 
resolutions against wasting any time, Edwards literally worked his way through his bouts with 
melancholy.” Ibid., 24. Perry Miller relates Edwards’ well known self-portrait in 1757: “I have a 
constitution, in many respects peculiarly unhappy, attended with flaccid solids, vapid, sizy and scarce 
fluids, and a low tide of spirits; often occasioning a kind of childish weakness and contemptibleness of 
speech, presence, and demeanor, with a disagreeable dulness and stiffness, much unfitting me for 
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Sources close to Asahel Nettleton concur that prior to his conversion, while 

attending Yale as a student, and throughout his ministry, he battled depression and a lack 

of assurance of his relationship with God.  Prior to his conversion, Nettleton had read 

Edwards’ revival accounts, as well as his biography of David Brainerd (1718–1747), but 

it only served to further discourage him and create the melancholy that he read about in 

Brainerd’s life.110  As he wrote about Brainerd’s condition, Edwards would have been 

aware of the commonly held belief of his time that melancholy was a physiological 

condition that produced emotional symptoms.111  Presented by Edwards as the paradigm 

of experimental religion, Brainerd’s diary possibly served to glorify the very condition 

from which the young missionary suffered; a condition that plagued Nettleton throughout 

his ministry.112  Although Brainerd suffered from what Weddle calls “the disease of 

conversation, but more especially for the government of a college.” Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005), 47.    

110Jonathan Edward’s lofty esteem for Brainerd in An Account of the Life of the Late Reverend 
Mr. David Brainerd (1749), as well as his description of Brainerd’s “melancholy” undoubtedly influenced 
Nettleton. Sweeney quotes Edwards, “There are some who think that all serious strict religion is a 
melancholy thing, and that what is called Christian experience is little else besides melancholy vapors 
disturbing the brain, and exciting enthusiastical imaginations.  But that Mr. Brainerd’s temper or 
constitution inclined him to despondency is no just ground to suspect his extraordinary devotion as being 
only the fruit of a warm imagination.” Douglas A. Sweeney and Allen C. Guelzo, New England Theology: 
From Jonathan Edwards to Edwards Amasa Park (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 51.  

111Weddle asserts, “In Edwards’s time, the standard view of melancholy was derived from the 
ancient doctrine that the human body is regulated by four ‘humors’ (blood, yellow bile, black bile, phlegm) 
which produced four temperaments corresponding to the four qualities of the primary elements (warm, 
cold, moist, dry), the four seasons of the year, and (in the fullest elaboration of the theory) the four ‘ages of 
man.’ Melancholy was thought to be caused by an excess of black bile, filling one was strong, but 
contradictory, passions, from greed and lust to despondency and self-hatred.” David L. Weddle, “The 
Melancholy Saint: Jonathan Edwards’s Interpretation of David Brainerd as a Model of Evangelical 
Spirituality,” Harvard Theological Review (July 1988): 300.

112Nettleton likely identified with Brainerd’s entries, glorified by Jonathan Edwards, that 
describe his gloomy disposition: “I was, I think, from my youth something sober, and inclined rather to 
melancholy than the contrary extreme; but don’t remember anything of conviction of sin worthy of remark 
‘till I was, I believe, about seven or eight years of age; when I became something concerned for my soul, 
and terrified at the thoughts of death, and was driven to the performance of duties: But it appeared a 
melancholy business, and destroyed my eagerness for play.” Jonathan Edwards, The Life of David 
Brainerd, ed. Norman Pettit (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985), 101.
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melancholy,” the purpose of his diary was to exemplify “a rich case history of piety.”113

Brainerd’s diary also highlighted the correlation between melancholy, a guilt-ridden 

conscience and a lack of assurance; a combination that can be clearly seen in the life of 

Asahel Nettleton.114

Apparently, the consensus of the day was that the melancholy that dogged 

Edwards, Brainerd, and Nettleton specifically targeted men.115 An incident during 

Nettleton’s junior year at Yale reveals the extent to which this condition could ravage the 

human body.  As an outstanding revival was sweeping the campus, one individual was 

under deep conviction, so much so that he could not eat or drink.  According to Jonathan 

Lee, Nettleton’s roommate who is telling the story, the individual became so weak that he 

was confined to bed: 

In an adjoining room, there lived an avowed disbeliever and spiritual religion, who 
denied the reality of a divine influence in revivals, and from the commencement of 
the present work, had regarded those who were concerned in it with scorn. A 
Christian friend, who knew his sentiments, asked him to visit the sufferer, and led 
him toward the bed-side. He stood for a moment looking at the emaciated form 
before him, listened to the exclamations which told the distress and horror of an 
awakened conscience, and then, turning, went back to his room, to weep there under 
a sense of his own sin.116

How widespread this condition was during the nineteenth century cannot be determined, 

but in 1816, Nettleton’s longtime friend Philander Parmele “suffered a nervous 

113Weddle, “The Melancholy Saint,” 299, 300.

114In one of the stranger historical connections, the methods of the itinerant James Davenport 
would contribute to Nettleton’s decision to spend his life in “waste places.” Norman Pettit, in his editor’s 
introduction to Edward’s Life of David Brainerd suggests that the influence of Davenport also contributed 
to the melancholy of David Brainerd. Not only did Davenport have “a powerful effect upon the mind of 
David Brainerd,” but he also contributed to “the events that led to Brainerd’s expulsion from Yale,” which 
according to Thomas Brainerd, causes extreme emotional distress and stigmatized David throughout his 
short life. Edwards, The Life of David Brainerd, 40–44.        

115Sena points to the psychological effects of melancholy in men commonly believed in 
Nettleton’s day: “When melancholy resulted from a functional failure in any of a group of abdominal 
organs known collectively as the ‘hypochondria,’ or ‘hypochondries (liver, gall bladder, spleen, uterus), it 
was called ‘hypochondriacal melancholy,’ ‘hypochondria,’ ‘hyp,’ ‘hypo.’ These terms were almost 
exclusively used to refer to melancholy in men.” Sena, “Melancholic Madness,” 295.  

116Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 44.
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breakdown and was, for a time, mentally deranged.”117 Nettleton stayed with his friend 

and supplied his pulpit until he could recover.    

Seen as remnants of Puritan morbidity, this physiological condition could have 

been the reason for what was apparently a lifelong struggle for Nettleton—a lack of 

assurance of salvation.  The condition involved deep mental anxiety, dark thoughts about 

his relationship with God, and even physical symptoms that required Nettleton to leave 

Yale for a season before returning.  According to Jonathan Lee,   

The state of his health, through a part of the year when he roomed with me, was 
much impaired; and, in connexion with this, he passed through a protracted season 
of deep mental anxiety and depression in the spring of 1808, in which he greatly 
questioned the genuineness of his Christian experience.  So severe were his mental 
trials of this nature, as to unfit him for study for some time; and he was excused and 
permitted to return home on account of the state of his health.118

Prior to leaving for home, he sought counsel from Dwight and was encouraged to read 

Religious Affections by Jonathan Edwards. Lee relates that he was distressed and in 

agony: “The all-absorbing question resting on his mind by day and by night, mingled 

with many sighs, tears, and groans, was, Am I a child of God?”119  Indeed, throughout his 

itinerancy, Nettleton was always careful not to exhibit an absolute assurance of salvation.  

Tyler relates, “Although he enjoyed great peace of mind, he never expressed to others a 

very high degree of confidence that he was a child of God.”120  On two separate 

occasions, according to his good friend Bennett Tyler, Nettleton, when asked about his 

own assurance of salvation, responded with reasonable doubt:   

At one time, being asked whether he had any doubts respecting his interest in the 
promises, he replied: “I have no doubt that I have religious enjoyment; but the 
question is, whether it is of the right kind?” At another time he said: “The most that 

117Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 66. 

118Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 39–40.

119Ibid., 40.

120Ibid., 30.
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I have ventured to say respecting myself is, that I think it possible I may get to 
heaven.”121

As far as can be determined, periods of depression and a lack of assurance were a lifelong 

reality for Nettleton. Though many historians acknowledge that these struggles exist, they 

do not point to the most likely diagnosis—spiritual battle.  Some of the emotional 

struggles of Nettleton could be the result of the intense spiritual warfare that accompanies 

periods of revival. This explanation for at least some forms of melancholy is not only 

plausible, but biblical.  When God is pouring out His Spirit, those like Nettleton, who are 

immersed in the crucible of revival, will experience satanic opposition.122

The Crucible of Genuine Revival   

Asahel Nettleton grew up in the hothouse atmosphere of revival.  He was, after 

all, an itinerant revivalist that grew up and ministered in the shadow of Jonathan Edwards 

and the revivals of the first Great Awakening.123  He had been surrounded by revivals 

throughout his childhood, converted in a revival when he was eighteen, and witnessed 

revival at Yale as a divinity student. Indeed, the crucible of revival softened his heart, 

shaped his calling, and sanctified his convictions in significant ways. Asahel Nettleton 

was a product of genuine revival. In his view, he promoted the kind of revival described 

by Edwards in the first Great Awakening. He could not promote “revivalism,” rather he 

121Ibid.

122For studies that emphasize spiritual warfare, see Clinton E. Arnold, Powers of Darkness: 
Principalities and Powers in Paul’s Letters (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 1992); idem, Three Crucial 
Questions about Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997); Gregory A. Boyd, God at War: The Bible 
& Spiritual Conflict (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 1997); Robert Lightner, Angels, Satan, and Demons: 
Invisible Beings that Inhabit the Spiritual World (Nashville: Word, 1998); and Sydney H. T. Page, Powers 
of Evil: A Biblical Study of Satan & Demons (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995).

123Douglas L.Winiarski says, “Edwards is best known for his reasoned defense of evangelical 
Calvinism, yet he was an equally powerful revivalist who hovered above contorting bodies and rapturous 
groans.”  Douglas L. Winiarski, “Jonathan Edwards, Enthusiast? Radical Revivalism and the Great 
Awakening in the Connecticut Valley,” Church History 74 (December 2005): 689. 
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would later aggressively oppose it.124

Three of Nettleton’s contemporaries, whose ministries were contiguous with 

his, wrote much about the revivals that provided the seedbed for Nettleton’s spirituality. 

Bennett Tyler, who described the revival in which Nettleton was converted, Heman 

Humphrey’s Revival Sketches, and William Sprague’s Lectures on Revivals of Religion, 

all give glimpses of the “revival culture” that served as the incubator for Nettleton’s 

piety.  For instance, in promoting revivals, Sprague gives six  

means which God’s Word authorizes in connection with a revival of religion. . . .  
(1) The faithful preaching of God’s Word. . . .  (2) Private and social prayer. . . .   
(3) Conversation. . . .  (4) Sabbath school and Bible class instruction. . . .  (5) Parental 
duty. . . .  (6) An exercise designed particularly for awakened sinners.125

The means used to promote revival saturated Nettleton’s life and ministry, 

modeling for him both a theology and methodology of church revitalization.  Subsequent 

to what had precipitated his conversion, Nettleton utilized this culture of revival to 

actuate his own piety.  The distilled essence of his spirituality that was exhibited as a 

student at Yale and as an evangelist from 1812–1822 can be found in the “means” of 

revival.126  After his conversion and years of experience in conducting revivals, Nettleton 

claimed, “If genuine religion is not found in revivals, I have no evidence that it exists in 

our world.”127 What follows is a brief sketch of the ten most effective years of Asahel 

124For the historical distinction between revival and revivalism, see Martyn Lloyd-Jones, 
Revival (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1987); Iain H. Murray, The Invitation System (Carlisle, PA: Banner of 
Truth, 2002); and idem, Revival and Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American Evangelicalism 
1750–1858 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1994).

125Sprague, Lectures on Revivals of Religion, 129–47.

126Cuningham describes how Nettleton reacted after a student was overwhelmed with grief 
during a revival on campus, “One evening, a few Christian friends lingered about his bed, offering prayers 
for his sanctification. Finally, one went for Dr. Dwight, fearing that unless the boy had some relief, death 
itself might ensue. The messenger was Asahel Nettleton, who became a prominent itinerant revivalist in his 
maturer years.” Charles E. Cuningham, Timothy Dwight 1752–1817 A Biography (New York: Macmillan, 
1942), 332–33.  

127Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 314.
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Nettleton’s revival ministry; years that saw thousands of conversions and hundreds of 

revitalized churches.   

A Decade of Revitalization (1812–1822) 

Nettleton began to see the hand of God fall powerfully upon his evangelistic 

efforts in 1812. What transpired after his first year of unremarkable ministry is unclear, 

but the difference was measurable. Beginning in 1812, as Thornbury recounts, almost 

every place he went “the special presence of God was manifested” and “a solemnity and 

seriousness pervaded the community, which had not been experienced before.”128  It was 

not long before he “was preaching to crowded meetings, where people sat in the death-

like stillness which was becoming the hallmark of his revivals.”129  Decades later, 

Jonathan Lee described the essence of his meetings: “This revival was distinguished for 

its stillness and solemnity, for deep conviction of conscience, for discriminating views of 

divine truth.”130 For the next ten years, Nettleton experienced a phenomenal string of 

awakenings.   

A profound expression of revival and church revitalization was manifest in the 

Saratoga Springs revival of 1819, of which Nettleton gave his personal account.  He 

wrote to a friend in Connecticut, “Our meetings have been crowded, and solemn as the 

house of death. . . .  I have seen more than fourteen hundred people assembled at once to 

hear the Gospel.”131 His attempt to describe the scene is itself amazing:  

The revival is now very powerful in the city.  Such a scene they never before 
witnessed.  More than one hundred have been brought to rejoice in hope. Besides 
these, we had more than two hundred in our meeting of inquiry, anxious for their 
souls.132

128Thornbury, God Sent Revival , 67.  

129Ibid., 71.

130Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 84.

131Ibid., 110–11.

132Ibid., 112. 
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It was in a large Masonic hall that the superlatives began to pile one upon another as he 

describes the awesome nature of what God was doing:  

This evening will never be forgotten. Did you ever witness two hundred sinners, 
with one accord, in one place, weeping for their sins? Until you have seen this, you 
can have no adequate conceptions of the solemn scene. I felt as if I was standing on 
the verge of the eternal world; while the floor under my feet was shaken by the 
trembling of anxious souls in view of a judgment to come.  The solemnity was still 
heightened, when every knee was bent at the throne of grace; and the intervening 
silence of the voice of prayer was interrupted only by the sighs and sobs of anxious 
souls.133

Ralph S. Smith, converted in Nettleton’s revival at Saratoga Springs, gives a glimpse into 

what seemed his austere methods, as well as an amazing picture of revitalized churches.  

After coming under deep conviction, Smith decided to call on Nettleton “expecting to 

hear from him words of comfort, and that direction which I so much needed.”134

Nettleton hardly spoke to Smith, but simply responded that he must repent.  Although 

Smith felt like this was harsh, he later learned that when Nettleton heard of his 

conversion, he got so excited he threw a book across the room!135  As for the condition of 

the churches in Saratoga Springs subsequent to Nettleton’s efforts, Smith says,   

The whole number who dated their conversion from this Revival, was about eighty. 
In general they have continued stead-fast, intelligent Christians. A large number of 
Evangelical churches have grown up with the growth of that important place, and all 
of them, it is believed, more or less, taking character from this early and powerful 
work of grace.136

This pattern of conversions and church renewal is at the heart of what occurred 

throughout Connecticut and New England from 1812–1822.  As an eyewitness of this 

process, Smith concludes his account with a number of factors that precipitated revival 

and transformed churches during the Second Great Awakening. 

The first factor was the nature of the instrument.  Suggesting that Asahel 

133Ibid., 113.

134Smith, Recollections, 52.

135Ibid.

136Ibid., 53.
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Nettleton was uniquely gifted by God for this particular kind of ministry, Smith concludes, 

“And one great difference undoubtedly was, in the peculiar qualifications of the principal 

actor.”137  If one traces all the circumstances of Nettleton’s life, the providential hand of 

God is visible in preparing such a harvesting tool.  The second factor was the fact that 

“more doctrinal truth was then preached and insisted on as entering into religious 

experience.”138  The fact that Nettleton preached doctrine in public meetings and in 

private counseling seems clear.  According to Smith, a third factor was dependence on the 

leading of the Holy Spirit, saying that is was characteristic of these church revitalization 

efforts, that “men did not seem to go before the Spirit, but always rather to follow it.”139

In other words, those seeking to help declining churches need to look for where God is 

already at work and follow Him there.  The fourth factor relates to responding to the 

gospel. Rather than asking for public response to Christ during an altar call, Smith says,  

There was more care given to secure correct advice and instruction for sinners under 
conviction. Great pains were taken to have no contradictory instructions. Sinners 
were advised to be a good deal alone, to attend to their Bibles, pray much, and 
rightly, and submit at once to the teachings of the Holy Spirit.140

This care given to instruct and advise new converts would transform the nature of 

evangelistic efforts.  The final factor focuses on church membership, an issue extremely 

relevant to today’s evangelical dilemma.  Smith remembers, “Mr. Nettleton never 

encouraged speedy admission to church communion. Great pains were taken by sessions, 

that as far as possible thorough examinations should be had, especially with the young.”141

These five factors, exemplified for ten years by Asahel Nettleton, could serve as a viable 

model for church revitalization efforts within twenty-first century evangelicalism.    

137Ibid., 119.

138Ibid., 120.

139Ibid., 122.

140Ibid., 123.

141Ibid., 124.
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Conclusion 

This chapter gave an historical overview of Nettleton’s early childhood, 

conversion, education at Yale, and his calling to revitalize “waste places.” Subsequent to 

this overview, it examined Nettleton’s piety, shaped as it was in the crucible of revival. 

This analysis revealed his obvious strengths, as well as some apparent weaknesses, 

including a somewhat thorough investigation into what appears to be his lifelong struggle 

with depression and lack of assurance.  It concluded with a sketch of his ten most 

effective years of church revitalization, drawing practical application from one of his 

converts. 

On May 8, 1884, on its fiftieth anniversary, Hartford Theological Seminary 

commissioned a three-man committee to “publish at their discretion the proceedings of 

the semi-centennial celebration of the Theological Institute of Connecticut.”142 The 

proceedings included an anonymous monograph by the child of one of Asahel Nettleton’s 

closest friends.  As expected, the talk included a variety of memories about the great 

evangelist who was instrumental in creating a school that would counteract the New 

Haven Theology of Nathanial Taylor.  In words that point this research project to its next 

theme—the theology of Asahel Nettleton—the author of the monograph described a 

gracious disposition with a strong message: 

He often stayed at my father’s house when I was young, and his presence was like 
the sun for general warmth and blessing. I remember one morning, as I sat gazing 
on his benevolent face, which seemed to light up, as with some peculiar radiance, he 
turned and smiling sweetly, called me by name, and said, “God commandeth all 
men, every where now to repent.” There was no entreaty, no explanation, but with 
the words, came a look, a meaning, a power, that have not left my conscience to this 
day. It was one of the very first indelible impressions on my memory.143

Undoubtedly, this was the indelible impression made on tens of thousands of people 

throughout Connecticut and New England.  With this image of the man that stands back 

142Graham Taylor, John H. Goodell, and J. M. Allen, A Memorial of the Semi-Centenary 
Celebration of the Founding of the Theological Institute of Connecticut (Hartford, CT: Case, Lockwood & 
Brainerd, 1884), 3.   

143Ibid., 62.
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of one of the greatest revivals in American history, this dissertation proceeds to analyze 

the strong message that proceeded from a gracious vessel.    
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CHAPTER 4 

ASAHEL NETTLETON’S THEOLOGY 

Introduction 

Three years into his most productive ministry season, Asahel Nettleton wrote a 

letter dated June 19, 1815, to his close friend and ministry colleague Philander Parmele. 

In his correspondence, Nettleton describes a surprising revival that occurred with Lyman 

Beecher in Litchfield, Connecticut.  Like tiny gold nuggets hidden within tons of ore, two 

penetrating questions in the midst of revival reveal the heart of his theology and the 

substance of this chapter.  The first question pointed to his theological convictions as an 

evangelist, the second to the means of church revitalization.  Nettleton writes, 

Here I spent the next Sabbath with Mr. Beecher. According to a previous arrangement 
we were expecting to set out immediately for L. Island. But we have been 
wonderfully disappointed. On the Sabbath (a fortnight yesterday) there were some 
indications of the presence of God. On Monday morning the great inquiry began; 
‘What must I do to be saved?’1

Indications of the presence of God that spontaneously generates the question, what must I 

do to be saved? was the heart of the issue throughout the Second Great Awakening, 

precipitating many of the theological controversies that would engage Nettleton in his 

later years.  Indeed, most of the doctrinal and methodological transitions taking place 

within Nettleton’s lifetime in some way revolved around this all-important theological 

question.  What was conversion?  How did it come about?  Was it an elongated process, 

or did it happen suddenly? Was God the author of salvation, or did man co-author his 

1Asahel Nettleton, letter to Philander Parmele June 19th, 1815, quoted in George Hugh Birney, 
“The Life and Letters of Asahel Nettleton 1783–1844” (Ph.D. diss., Hartford Theological Seminary, 1943), 
242, emphasis original.
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conversion? What were the antecedents to regeneration and was it an act of God or a 

cooperative proposition between God and man? The second question in Nettleton’s 

narrative points to the means of revival and church revitalization. He continues, 

The distress of some has been very great. Joy now begins to beam in the countenances 
of some. It is now just a fortnight since the attention first began, & yet 12 are now 
rejoicing in hope. It is all new to them. And yet they all appear like children of the 
same great family. And the perfect strangers, I can assure you they have become the 
most intimate friends. Is not my word like fire? is a solemn query to those who have 
hitherto been hardening under its penetrating influence. The effect of divine truth on 
the hearts of sinners is wonderful! Hard hearts melt before it. Never did the 
doctrines of grace shine with such dazzling luster.2

At the heart of Nettleton’s theology of revival, and in many ways the revitalization of 

churches during the Second Great Awakening is this second question, is not my word like 

fire?  The power of the Word of God to bring about the desired result was foundational to 

Asahel Nettleton and his understanding of revival, conversions and church renewal. In his 

view, revival and church renewal is the product of the fire of God’s Word, stoked by the 

doctrines of grace.  Indeed, although there was disagreement as to the proper means 

throughout his lifetime, the movement of which Nettleton played a major role, may be 

considered an awakening of church revitalization.  William R. Sutton contends, “The 

‘Second Great Awakening’ describes the attempt to both organize and revitalize various 

segments of the nascent American religious and social order in the first third of the 

nineteenth century.”3  The theology of Nettleton and its relationship to church 

revitalization within the nineteenth-century church is the focus of this chapter.   

The following extended analysis of Nettleton’s theology begins with a 

description of his itinerant ministry of evangelism and revitalizing dying churches.  

Subsequent to examining his convictions as an evangelist, this chapter focuses first on 

2Ibid., 243, emphasis original.

3William R. Sutton, “Benevolent Calvinism and the Moral Government of God: The Influence 
of Nathaniel W. Taylor on Revivalism in the Second Great Awakening,” Religion and American Culture 2 
(Winter 1992): 23.
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those who served as his theological mentors.  Believing that Nettleton was downstream of 

some of the greatest thinkers in church history, an effort is made to catalog the influence of 

the Edwardseans that seeped into New Divinity men like Asahel Nettleton via the fertile 

mind of Jonathan Edwards.4

The theology and methodology of the Edwardseans directly impacted New 

Divinity revivalists like Asahel Nettleton, thus it is vital to trace their influence.  

Beginning with the two primary tributaries of Jonathan Edwards, Joseph Bellamy (1719–

1790) and Samuel Hopkins (1721–1803), this section traces the rivulets that shaped the 

theological convictions of Asahel Nettleton. The cadre of theologians includes Jonathan 

Edwards the Younger (1745–1801), Timothy Dwight (1752–1817), Bennett Tyler, 

Lyman Beecher, and Nathaniel W. Taylor (1786–1858).  

The analysis of Nettleton’s theology then proceeds to give special attention to 

the five tools that shaped his message within the rubric of genuine revival, Reformed 

theology, and experiential Puritanism.  Based upon this threefold rubric, the chapter 

concludes with his personal theology, including his view of assurance, the atonement, 

conversion, depravity, grace, regeneration, repentance, regeneration and his understanding 

of stillness and submission in experiencing God.  

4The historical continuity between Calvin, his immediate successors, the Puritans, Jonathan 
Edwards and the Edwardseans has been the subject of a great deal of controversy. Referred to as the 
“tradition of interpretation,” the historical issues raised focus primarily on whether men like Asahel 
Nettleton were part of the stream that originated with the Reformers such as Calvin (i.e., historical 
continuity), or was the stream diverted and polluted by his successors, the Puritans and even Jonathan 
Edwards (i.e., historical discontinuity). This author argues for the former. Paul Helm refers to R. T. 
Kendall’s monograph, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979) as 
an example of the latter. Helm explains, “Kendall claims that the central figures of Puritanism such as 
William Perkins and William Ames derived their theology not from Calvin but from Theodore Beza, 
Calvin’s successor in Geneva. He holds that there is a fundamental shift in outlook between Calvin and 
Beza, and consequently that the whole of the Puritan tradition, from Perkins to the Westminster Confession 
of Faith, was set on the wrong, anti-Calvinistic track.” Paul Helm, Calvin and the Calvinists (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1982), 5–6.  
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Nettleton’s Ministry 

Nettleton began his public ministry at the age of twenty-eight after being 

licensed to preach at the house of the Rev. Dr. Trumball in New Haven, on May 28, 1811.5

As a confirmed bachelor who had been intoxicated by the theology of Jonathan Edwards, 

he set out on a year of rather unremarkable ministry.6 Nettleton’s first attempts to preach 

did not produce the significant success that he would later see beginning in 1812 until his 

health deteriorated in 1822.  Although Nettleton felt a strong compulsion to reach a 

foreign field as a missionary, friends encouraged him to consider an itinerant ministry of 

evangelism due to his obvious effectiveness at conducting revival meetings. Indeed, by 

the time his health deteriorated, he held celebrity status as an itinerant evangelist among 

the Congregational churches throughout New England.  In addition, his conversion 

experience in the context of revival, education and exposure to revival at Yale and vision 

of waste places in Eastern Connecticut converged to produce definitive and in some ways 

unique convictions about being an itinerant evangelist.  

Convictions as an Evangelist 

Asahel Nettleton was a man of deep personal conviction when it came to the 

evangelistic task of revival, grounding his itinerant philosophy upon three principles.  

First, Nettleton’s philosophy of revival rested upon Edwardsean convictions.7 His 

knowledge of the Great Awakening and deep respect for the writings of Jonathan 

5Bennet Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours: The Memoir of Dr. Asahel Nettleton, ed. Andrew J. 
Bonar (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1854), 53. 

6John F. Thornbury, God Sent Revival: The Story of Asahel Nettleton and the Second Great 
Awakening (Grand Rapids: Evangelical, 1977), 44.

7Fitzmier describes the essence of Edwardsean theology:  “Edwardseans affirmed the broad 
outlines of their namesake’s theology as expressed in his major published treatises. They appropriated 
Edwards’s distinction between natural and moral necessity, his nuanced use of the doctrine of imputation, 
his stress on affective appreciation of God as the sole evidence of regeneration, and his rejection of the 
Halfway Covenant.” John R. Fitzmier, New England’s Moral Legislator Timothy Dwight, 1752–1817
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 109.    
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Edwards and Timothy Dwight led to the conviction that genuine revival was not only 

necessary, but biblical. Later he confessed that he belonged to a different kind of 

Calvinism, admitting that those converted within the context of revival seemed to reflect a 

greater quality of spiritual life, than those converted apart from times of church renewal. 

It is likely that he had read and re-read Edwards’ Northampton narrative that supported 

his conviction that revival was God’s major way of extending His kingdom.8  Secondly, 

as a student of Jonathan Edwards and his immediate followers, pietistic motivations drove 

his methodology.9 In other words, Nettleton shared Edwards’ desire to see the doctrines 

of Calvinism infused with the dynamic of renewal and experiential Christianity.  Indeed, 

David Kling argues that, at its core, the New Divinity, of which Nettleton was a part, 

“uplifted two of Edwards’s fundamental convictions.”10  The first theological conviction 

was the New Divinity’s defense of Edwards’ “distinction between natural and moral 

ability to obey God.”11 Although individuals could respond to the gospel, because of their 

sin they lacked the willingness to respond, and were therefore without excuse. This 

conviction correlates naturally to the second, where New Divinity men “echoed 

8See Jonathan Edwards, Jonathan Edwards on Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965).

9Mead comments on Edwards “pietistic motives:” “Here originated that most subtle tool of all 
the New England theology—the nice distinction between ‘moral’ and ‘natural’ ability and inability, which 
enabled Edwards to take the two horns of the dilemma, God’s sovereignty and man’s freedom, in a firm 
grasp and force them together, and which enabled his followers to perform marvels of dialectical ingenuity, 
even to hold apparently diametrically opposite ideas as entirely consistent.  Here Edwards can be 
understood only realizing what he was trying to do – namely, from pietistic motives to make appear 
reasonable the revealed facts that God is absolutely sovereign and that man has freedom to sin of a kind 
which makes him justly deserving of punishment.” Sidney Earl Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor 1786–
1858: A Connecticut Liberal (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942), 105.  

10David W. Kling, “Edwards in the Second Great Awakening: The New Divinity Contributions 
of Edward Dorr Griffin and Asahel Nettleton,” in After Jonathan Edwards: The Courses of the New 
England Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
131.  

11Ibid.
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Edwards’s insistence on immediate repentance.”12 These two theological convictions 

were fundamental to the itinerant philosophy of Asahel Nettleton.  Finally, as an 

evangelical Calvinist, Reformed theology determined Nettleton’s message.  Tyler 

describes the doctrinal content of Nettleton’s message:  

The doctrines taught are those considered as the grand leading truths of the 
Gospel—viz., the strict spirituality of the moral law—the total depravity of the 
natural heart—its enmity to God—the necessity of regeneration by the Spirit of His 
grace—an entire dependence on the merits of Jesus Christ for justification, pardon, 
and acceptance—our obligations to own Him before men, and to manifest our faith 
in Him by a holy walk and conversation—the divine sovereignty—the electing love 
of God—and the final perseverance of the saints, as the only ground of the sinner’s 
hope, and the anchor of the Christian’s soul.13

This broad outline of Nettleton message reiterates the essence of Reformed theology that 

Nettleton learned growing up in North Killingworth and as a student at Yale. Proceeding 

from this theological rubric, according Tom Nettles, Nettleton built his itinerancy on four 

personal convictions that formed the basis of ten years of miraculous ministry: 

One, he must do nothing to win the affection from or destroy the influence of the 
settled pastorate. . . .  Two, he would not seek to stir up interest where it was clear 
the Spirit of God had not preceded him. . . .  Three, he would not stay where there 
appeared to be reliance on him.14

The final conviction, according to Nettles, was that Nettleton “believed that those 

converted during seasons of revival had a fervor for God purer and more sustained than 

those who made professions in times without general revival.”15  Indeed, in many ways 

these four convictions could and should form the basis for modern efforts at evangelism 

and renewing existing churches.  

12Ibid.

13Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 98.

14Thomas J. Nettles, “An Introduction to Asahel Nettleton,” in Asahel Nettleton, Sermons from 
the Second Great Awakening; Taken from the Original Handwritten Manuscripts of the Rev. Asahel 
Nettleton (1783–1844). ed. William C. Nichols (Ames, IA: International Outreach, 1995), v.

15Ibid.
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Ralph S. Smith, who was a convert in one of Nettleton’s revivals, comments 

on what he believed to be the secret of a man who revitalized hundreds of churches in ten 

years:  

The great secret of the power in this extraordinary man, has seemed to us to have 
consisted in these following things: his own deep religious experience; his clear 
conceptions of divine truth, as taught by the Bible, and his own observation of the 
Spirit’s work.16

Certainly, Nettleton’s personal experience of grace in the midst of the revival shaped his 

understanding of truth, as well as his observations of the Spirit’s work in bringing sinners 

to the point of conversion.   

As an example of his “conceptions of divine truth as taught by the Bible,” he 

held that a genuine work of God “was characterized by such stillness and power. That 

every one felt the finger of God was in it.”17 Based on this conviction, Nettleton could be 

rather severe in maintaining a certain level of decorum in meetings.  During a temporary 

absence from a revival in Salisbury, Connecticut, a revival meeting got out of hand and 

people under deep distress were being encouraged to displays of emotionalism such as 

“groaning and screaming.”  He described how he handled such activity when he returned:  

Having heard the tidings, I hastened to the spot, and, with kind but decided severity, 
called them to order. My attempts, by those who had given the work that turn, were 
considered as very obtrusive and daring.  It was reported all over town, that a 
revival had begun in Salisbury, and that I had put a stop to it. They seemed to be 
very much grieved and shocked at my conduct.  It took a number of days to restore 
order; but when it was done, the work of God advanced, silently and powerfully, 
until all classes, old and young, were moved all over town.  The language was ‘The 
fountains of the great deep are broken up.’ Not far from three hundred were 
numbered as the hopeful subjects of divine grace in that revival.18

As an example of his observation of the Spirit’s work, Nettleton had definite 

16R. Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, and the Great Revival of 1820 (Albany, NY: E. H. 
Pease & Co., 1848), 26. 

17Ibid., 105.

18Ibid., 83.
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ideas about the conviction that needed to precede salvation.  In an effort to distinguish 

between ordinary conviction and the type of “extreme distress” witnessed during 

awakenings, he taught that extraordinary conviction  

does not generally continue long, especially in seasons of revival; sometimes but a 
few moments; commonly a few hours; and rarely over three days. And when this 
extreme distress exceeds this time I begin to fear that it may subside (as it has 
sometimes) without a change of heart.19

It is this kind of keen observation that caused others to perceive Nettleton as a specialist 

in evangelism and church revitalization.  

In sum, the evidence of effectiveness in seeing the lost converted, churches 

renewed, and communities transformed presents the ministry of Asahel Nettleton as a 

viable template for church revitalization. Indeed, it is likely that the same theologians that 

shaped his theology and methodology would also need to be utilized in modern efforts at 

renewing the thousands of churches that are dead and dying.   

Nettleton’s Mentors 

While it is difficult to connect all the dots and draw direct lines from Asahel 

Nettleton to those who went before him, growing up in New England, particularly in 

Connecticut, Asahel Nettleton would have had been influenced by Reformed and Puritan 

theology.  As seen from the historical record, the theology of Asahel Nettleton was 

primarily Calvinistic, marinated in the revival methodology and experiential Puritanism of 

Jonathan Edwards.   

Jonathan Edwards 

Growing up in the shadow of the legendary revivals of the Great Awakening, 

Nettleton certainly admired and absorbed the thinking of Jonathan Edwards.  Perched 

upon the summit of evangelical history, Edwards wears a coat of many colors, placed on 

19Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 122.
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him by historians and scholars alike.  George Marsden contends, “Edwards is, by all 

accounts, one of the most remarkable figures in American history.”20 Douglas Sweeney 

begins the preface of yet another book on Edwards with these words: “Jonathan Edwards 

(1703–1758) is the most influential thinker in all of evangelical history.”21  Berk adds, 

“Few would question the statement that in the history of American Calvinism, Jonathan 

Edwards was the greatest luminary.”22 More importantly, in establishing the linkage with 

Asahel Nettleton, McDermott suggests that Edwards’ greatest achievement was that he 

“linked head and heart, experience and understanding.”23  Taking Calvin in one hand, and 

the heart religion of Puritanism in the other, Edwards forged an experimental version of 

Calvinism that emphasized revival and personal conversion. It was this balanced linkage 

between doctrine and experience adopted by Nettleton, which causes Crisp to refer to 

Edwards as “the New England Puritan divine.”24  Even as recently as the twentieth 

century, Martyn Lloyd-Jones remarked on the intellectual balance of Edwards:  

He opposed hyper-Calvinism and was equally opposed to Arminianism.  This 
element of balance in his teaching, and in his position, is shown in the following 
statement: “In efficacious grace we are not merely passive, nor yet does God do 
some, and we do the rest. But God does all, and we do all.  God produces all, and 
we act all. For that is what he produces, viz. our own acts. God is the only proper 
author and fountain; we only are the proper actors. We are in different respects, 
wholly passive and wholly active” (Works Vol. 2, 557, para. 64).25

20George Marsden, A Short Life of Jonathan Edwards (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), ix.

21Douglas A. Sweeney, Jonathan Edwards and the Ministry of the Word (Downers Grove, IL: 
IVP, 2009), 17.

22Stephen E. Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy: Timothy Dwight and the Origins of American 
Evangelical Orthodoxy (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1974), 49.

23Gerald R. McDermott, Understanding Jonathan Edwards: An Introduction to America’s 
Theologian (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2009), 7. 

24Oliver D. Crisp, Jonathan Edwards on God and Creation (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 1. 

25Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans: Their Origins and Successors (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1987), 356.
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It is beyond question that Jonathan Edwards’ influence on Nettleton’s 

theological understanding of the gospel was significant; flowing as it did from John 

Calvin (1509–1564), and the twin streams of pietism and Puritanism.26  Like his primary 

mentor, throughout his itinerancy Nettleton emphasized a religion of the heart, not just 

the head.  As Sweet observes, like the pietists that went before him, Edwards emphasized 

a religion of the heart: 

By pietism we mean a type of religion which places the principal emphasis upon 
what is often termed the religion of the heart, rather than a religion of the head.  It is 
a religion which appeals primarily to the emotions.  Its principal theme is redemption 
for individuals.  Its object is to awaken men and women to a personal repentance.  
The pietistic emphasis was introduced into the American colonies largely through 
the German immigration which began its flow in the latter seventeenth century and 
became a mighty tide with the opening of the eighteenth.27

From within the emphasis of revival and awakenings, these two experiential streams 

flowed copiously through Edwards’ theology, touching practically everyone downstream 

from the Great Awakening. Called “America’s greatest Puritan theologian in the eighteenth 

century,”28 whose “writings contain the most complete description we have of the piety 

of eighteenth-century American Puritans,”29 Edwards sought to restore the Puritan 

emphasis on experimental religion within the Reformed tradition.  Of this restoration, 

26John Spurr defines Puritanism: “It grows out of the individual’s conviction that they have 
been personally saved by God, elected to salvation by a merciful God for no merit of their own; and that, as 
a consequence of this election, they must lead a life of visible piety, must be a member of a church modeled 
on the pattern of the New Testament, and must work to make their community and nation a model Christian 
society.” John Spurr, English Puritanism 1603–1689: Social History Perspective (London: Macmillan, 
1998), 5, quoted in Kelley M. Kapic and Randall C. Gleason, eds., The Devoted Life: An Invitation to the 
Puritan Classics (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 2004), 18.  

27William Warren Sweet, Revivalism in America: Its Origin, Growth and Decline (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1945), 24-25.   

28C. Conrad Cherry, “The Puritan Notion of the Covenant in Jonathan Edwards’ Doctrine of 
Faith,” Church History 34 (September 1965): 328.  

29Richard L. Bushman, “Jonathan Edwards and Puritan Consciousness,” Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 5 (Fall 1966): 383. Edwards said of Puritanism, “It is a subject on which my 
mind has been peculiarly intent, ever since I first entered on the study of divinity.” Ibid., excerpted from 
Jonathan Edwards, The Works of President Edwards (New York: Leavitt, Trow & Co., 1843), 3:ix. 
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Nettleton would become a zealous participant, both as a theologian and itinerant evangelist. 

While the nature of Puritan influence on the Reformed theology of Edwards is open to 

debate, Evans describes Edwards as a Puritan Paradox:  

All admit that he was in the Puritan tradition, but there is doubt whether he advocated 
Puritanism or Calvinism.  It is certainly true that Edwards’ emphasis on experience 
in conversion, and even conversion itself was more in the Puritan tradition than 
Calvin’s, whose evangelistic method was almost nonexistent except as a direct work 
of God, and even this on the basis of a covenant relationship.30

On the other hand, Perry Miller pointed to Puritan influence on the Reformed theology of 

the eighteenth century by saying, “Puritanism is what Edwards was.”31

The Edwardseans  

Downstream from Edwards’ teaching on free will, the atonement, and original 

sin, several large tributaries began to carve out new theological channels that created an 

extensive and influential “Edwardsean culture.” Hart, Lucas, and Nichols describe the 

discovery of a theological culture:  

Significantly, however, the American scholarly community has witnessed a minor 
renaissance of interest in “Edwardsian culture” during the past two decades, a 
renaissance located primarily among social and cultural historians of religion. 
Working in the train of Joseph Conforti, a cadre of specialists has begun to unearth 
the remains of an Edwardsian civilization that appears to have dominated New 
England Calvinism during and after the Second Great Awakening, co-opting 
virtually all its trinitarian Congregationalist institutions—from local churches and 
their policies to most of the region's best colleges, from the ‘schools of the prophets’ 
to the fledgling seminaries, and even the parachurch societies of New England’s 
emergent benevolent empire.32

30W. Glyn Evans, “Jonathan Edwards Puritan Paradox,” Bibliotheca Sacra 124 (January-
March 1967): 59.

31Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards (New York: William Sloan, 1949), 62. Hirrel makes a keen 
observation concerning the Puritan’s influence on Edwards: “In a determined effort to make God the 
absolute center of his theological system, Edwards relied on his Puritan heritage for his theological 
foundations, to which he added his own insights and visions of the infinite beauty of God.” Leo P. Hirrel, 
Children of Wrath: New School Calvinism and Antebellum Reform (Lexington: University of Kentucky 
Press, 1998), 13. For a contrasting view of Miller’s treatment of the Puritans, see George M. Marsden, 
“Perry Miller’s Rehabilitation of the Puritans: A Critique,” Church History 39 (March 1970): 91–105.

32D. G. Hart, Sean Michael Lucas, and Stephen J. Nichols, eds., The Legacy of Jonathan 
Edwards: American Religion and the Evangelical Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 183.
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This culture, built around the teachings of Jonathan Edwards, shaped the New Divinity 

and Nettleton’s theology.33  Adhering primarily to Edwards’ distinction between natural 

inability and moral ability, his closest disciples challenged the prevailing notions of 

Calvinism that had paralyzed a generation. Guelzo encapsulates this challenge: 

After Edwards’s death, his New Divinity disciples, bound together by the cords of 
Freedom of the Will’s logic in the most remarkable speculative coterie even seen in 
America, launched a savage assault on the comfortable quid pro quo of church and 
parish under which most Calvinists had become content to live.  The questions 
Edwards taught them to ask, and the answers he taught them in Freedom of the Will
to give, pricked the very heart of the New England self-conception.34

Indeed, even as Nettleton himself participated in launching this assault, he found himself 

immersed in innovations to the traditional understanding of the nature and extent of the 

atonement, as well as the nature and extent of human depravity. Although the undertow 

was intense and swept away ministry colleagues, during his most productive ministry 

years, Nettleton remained faithful to his understanding of orthodox Calvinism.  In 

referring to these new channels, Conforti suggests,  

The term “New Divinity” was first used as a pejorative in 1765 in reference to 
Hopkins’s argument that an unregenerate but awakened sinner who used the means 

33The Calvinism of Jonathan Edwards in Nettleton’s day had diverged into two streams, the 
Old Calvinists and the New Divinity. According to Sutton, “Both claimed to be following in the philosophical 
footsteps of Jonathan Edwards as they attempted to describe a moral system in which human responsibility 
could be made compatible with the workings of a loving and sovereign God. The Old Calvinists were those 
who had kept alive the revivalism of the Great Awakening by continually pressing their audiences for the 
evidences of ‘hope’ of saving faith. Their theology was more utilitarian than strictly Edwardsean and was 
designed to instill individual piety and to promote public morality in response to specific sociopolitical 
challenges. Thus, many Old Calvinists marshaled biblical arguments to support the American Revolution 
and, later, backed Timothy Dwight (the Yale mentor of both Taylor and Beecher) in his fight to eradicate 
infidelity. Opposed to the Old Calvinists were the Consistent or Edwardsean Calvinists (also known as 
New Divinity men). Metaphysical, rationalistic, and self-consciously devoted to Edwards, their goal was to 
reconcile Calvinism with personal moral accountability.” Sutton, “Benevolent Calvinism,” 24.

34Allen C. Guelzo, Edwards on the Will: A Century of American Debate (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1989), 15. Guelzo adds, “The New Divinity followed the doctrinal blueprint 
Edwards had laid down in Freedom of the Will, and found to its satisfaction that Edwards’s definitions 
more than adequately served the uses he had contemplated.” Ibid., 112. Accordingly, Guelzo suggests that 
the four basic principles of Perfectionism, The Use of Means, Separation and the Atonement encapsulate 
the essence of New Divinity teachings that helped shape Nettleton’s theology. Ibid., 112–39.  
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of grace appeared more guilty in God’s eyes than an unawakened sinner who 
remained unconcerned with his spiritual state.35

That Nettleton would have worn this pejorative seems clear. In describing the innovations 

that followed Edwards, Fitzmier differentiates New Divinity thinkers from orthodox 

followers of Jonathan Edwards:  

They repudiated the doctrine of imputation, placed a high premium on the notion of 
disinterested benevolence, adopted a governmental theory of the atonement, and 
questioned the utility and legitimacy of the classical means of grace.  They 
attempted to systematize Edwards’s thought (or to make it consistent) by making it 
conform to the canons of rigorous thought. In this respect, the New Divinity 
theologians might be thought of as Edwardsean precisionists.36

Whether Nettleton would be considered an Edwardsean precisionist is open to debate. 

Considered by many to be a New Divinity man and by Guelzo as “the greatest revivalist 

Edwardseanism ever produced,”37 Nettleton did diverge with the primary theologians of 

the movement concerning original sin and imputed righteousness.  Subsequent to 

analyzing the views of the primary Edwardseans, and the most significant contribution of 

each to his theology, Nettleton’s notes on theology in Asahel Nettleton: Sermons From 

the Second Great Awakening will be used to compare and contrast his view of the 

atonement, conversion, and depravity with the prevailing views of the New Divinity.   

The two most prominent streams of Edwardsean thought, Joseph Bellamy and 

Samuel Hopkins, were both students and ministry colleagues of Jonathan Edwards.38

35Joseph A. Conforti, Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the 
Congregational Ministry, and Reform in New England between the Great Awakenings (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1981), 4.  

36Fitzmier, New England’s Moral Legislator, 109.    

37Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 217. 

38According to Boardman, “Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins were both for a time 
members of his [i.e., Jonathan Edwards] family, studied theology under his instruction, eagerly and 
deferentially perused whatever he published, and held him personally in reverential esteem. . . . Edwards 
died in 1758 and at the request of his wife his papers were put into the hands of Hopkins who spent six 
years in studying the manuscripts and selecting and preparing portions of them for publication.” George 
Nye Boardman, A History of New England Theology (New York: Randolph, 1899), 71, 75. In quoting 
Sereno E. Dwight, Mead says that while Hopkins stayed with the Edwards family “he was very much 
impressed by the demure Sarah Pierpont Edwards’ sweet resignation to the sovereign will of God, even to 
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According to Guelzo, subsequent to Edwards’ death in 1758, both “spent the next forty-

odd years constructing an enormous web of Edwardsean dogmatics, spun almost entirely 

from the explicit and implicit agendas of Freedom of the Will.”39 As the generation of 

leaders closest to Edwards, each developed a “school” of theology that provided the 

framework for much of Nettleton’s theology and methodology.  Foster traces the progeny 

of each school: “The line proceeding from Bellamy has for its principal names Edwards 

the Younger, Smalley, Taylor, Beecher, and Tyler; and that from Hopkins, Emmons, 

Woods, and finally Park.”40  Asahel Nettleton, as an itinerant evangelist, primarily 

reflected the school of Hopkins until the two schools of thought diverged in the Taylorite-

Tylerite controversy, the establishing of The Theological Institute of Connecticut in 1834, 

and the ultimate demise of the New England Theology.41

the point of being ‘fully willing . . . to die in horror, . . . yes, and live a thousand years in horror,’ even to be 
eternally damned, ‘if it be most for the glory of God.’” Sereno E. Dwight, Memoir of His Life, The Works 
of President Edwards (New York: Carvill, 1829), 1:182; quoted in Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor, 17. In 
evaluating Hopkins willingness to be damned to the glory of God, Munzer says, “The unqualified self-
abandonment present in quietism and the radical self-denial of Samuel Hopkins are perverse and irrational 
responses to the prospect of hell because they run counter to the Christian’s deepest need to spend eternity 
with God.” Stephen R. Munzer, “Self-Abandonment and Self-Denial: Quietism, Calvinism, and the 
Prospect of Hell,” Journal of Religious Ethics 33 (December 2005): 747.

39Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 87; Historians and scholars give both Bellamy and Hopkins 
mixed reviews when it comes to their faithfulness to Edwards. Guelzo provides this picture: “What is 
suspicious about the truncation of Edwards from the New Divinity is that, united as many commentators in 
the past have been that Hopkins and Bellamy betrayed Edwards, they are far from agreed on the particular 
form this betrayal took. In the eyes of their contemporaries, Hopkins and Bellamy erred in taking Edwards 
too far. . . . In the eyes of later historians, however, the New Divinity’s treason lay in their failure to take 
Edwards far enough. Frequently, this charge was based on the complaint that Hopkinsian theology was so 
deadening that it quenched the spirit of revival Edwards had cultivated so assiduously.” Ibid., 88–89

40Frank Hugh Foster, A Genetic History of the New England Theology (New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1963), 189. 

41Crisp and Sweeney highlight the historical significance of the theological divergence that 
occurred during Nettleton’s ministry: “Yale’s Nathaniel William Taylor and the Taylorite-Tylerite 
controversy have long served as benchmarks for the study of American religious history. Planted firmly in 
historical memory by classic texts in the field, they are used to measure all manner of historical 
developments, from the diminution of what Perry Miller depicted as America’s ‘Augustinian strain of 
piety’ to the spread of what Nathan Hatch called ‘the democratization of American Christianity.’ But 
nowhere have the Taylorites and the Tylerites loomed as large as in discussions of what Joseph 
Haroutunian decried as ‘the passing of the New England theology,’ the rich tradition of religious reflection 
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Joseph Bellamy.  As much as anyone else, save Samuel Hopkins, the 

extensive writings and popular preaching of Joseph Bellamy42 served to propagate 

Edwards’ view of virtue, as well as his theology of revival.43  Offered as a defense of 

evangelical Calvinism,44 Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated had become so influential 

that it was “My Grandmother’s Blue Book” in a chapter of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

novel, Old Town Folks (Boston 1869).45 Due to his proximity to Edwards, the writings, 

preaching, and influence of Joseph Bellamy on Nettleton, were considerable.  For 

instance, Bellamy’s understanding of ability, interpreted through Edwards, taught that 

while men did possess the natural ability to respond to the gospel, it was due to their 

that stemmed from the thought of Jonathan Edwards and later foliated in the work of his Edwardsian 
successors.” Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 142.  

42Foster provides succinct biographical information: “Joseph Bellamy, born in Cheshire, 
Conn., February 20, 1719; graduated at Yale College in 1735, at the early age of sixteen; studied with 
Edwards at Northampton in 1736; settled at Bethlehem (next south of Litchfield) April 2, 1740, when a 
little more than twenty-one years old; remained pastor here, having declined many calls, among others one 
to New York, till his death in 1790. He was created Doctor of Divinity by Aberdeen in 1768.” Foster, A 
Genetic History, 107.    

43For an overview of Bellamy, see Mark Valeri, Law and Providence in Joseph Bellamy’s New 
England: The Origins of the New Divinity in Revolutionary America (New York: Oxford, 1994).

44Valeri contends, “The full title page of True Religion Delineated reiterated Bellamy’s 
purpose of establishing the rational integrity and religious fidelity of Calvinism. He offered to work as a 
defense of ‘Experimental Religion, as distinguished from Formality on the one hand, and Enthusiasm on 
the other.’” Ibid., 49.

45Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor, 15 n. 15; see also Joseph Bellamy, The Works of Joseph 
Bellamy (New York: Stephen Dodge, 1811). For an overview of Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated 
(1750), which Nettleton would have studied at Yale, see Douglas A. Sweeney and Allen C. Guelzo, The 
New England Theology: From Jonathan Edwards to Edwards Amasa Park (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 
73–85. Sweeney states, “With a glowing preface from Jonathan Edwards,” Bellamy “set the bar for 
measuring genuine piety extraordinarily high: Converts could count themselves saints only if they were ‘in 
a conformity to the law of God’ and ‘in compliance with the gospel of Christ.’ That in turn, was measured 
by Bellamy in terms of how thoroughly converts manifested (1) a profound knowledge of God . . . (2) 
esteem, ‘a sense of the infinite dignity, greatness, glory, excellency, and beauty of the most high God’. . . 
(3) benevolence, which Bellamy described as ‘earnest longings that God would glorify himself, and honor 
his great name; and bring all the world into entire subjection to him’, and (4) a delight in God, ‘a pleasure, 
sweetness, and satisfaction, which we take in anything that is very dear to us’ and which harks back to 
Edward’s ‘sense of the heart’” Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 74–75. 
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moral inability, or unwillingness to respond, that they were without excuse.  Indeed, 

Foster claims that the teaching of Bellamy’s school of thought reasoned that “the more 

unable to love God we are, the more we are to blame.”46  This led to preaching that called 

for immediate repentance, the kind of preaching that was characteristic of Asahel 

Nettleton’s revival ministry.  In addition, according to Crisp and Sweeney, Bellamy was 

the first to offer a “complete account of the New England version of the governmental 

model of the atonement, one of the hallmarks of New England Theology.”47 This view of 

the atonement led many to abandon the limited atonement model, enlarging the scope of 

the atonement to include all humanity, while limiting its application to the elect. The 

governmental model of the atonement also led some to alter the penal nature of Christ’s 

sacrifice in favor of a non-penal understanding of substitution.48 This altering of the 

scope of the atonement, Guelzo calls “the most startling departure from received 

Calvinist doctrine which the New Divinity undertook concerned the central doctrine of 

the atonement.”49 While considered an evangelical Calvinist, from his letters and notes on 

theology it seems clear that Nettleton did not fully make this departure.

Samuel Hopkins. As the systematic theologian of the emerging New Divinity 

46Foster, A Genetic History, 111.

47Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 78.

48In his essay, “John McLeod Campbell and Non-penal Substitution,” Oliver Crisp does an 
able job of distinguishing between the traditional understanding of penal substitution, held I believe by 
Nettleton, and what he believes to be the Edwardsian understanding of non-penal substitution. “In 
traditional doctrines of penal substitution, Christ’s atoning work involves him taking on the penal 
consequences of human sin and being punished in the place of fallen human beings. God treats Christ as if 
he were guilty of my sin, although he is not guilty, strictly speaking. In the Edwardsian version of non-
penal substitution the penal element is set aside. Christ’s vicarious act does not involve his being punished 
in place of another. Instead, it involves his apologizing, or committing some penitential act, on my behalf. 
The problem is that this does not seem sufficient to warrant satisfaction of divine retributive justice.” Oliver 
D. Crisp, Retrieving Doctrine: Essays in Reformed Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2010), 103. 

49Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 129.
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movement, Samuel Hopkins50 influenced Nettleton’s theology in four ways.  First, 

according to Peter Jauhiainen, Hopkins System of Doctrines (1793) “provided the 

foundation for the theological training of future Edwardsian ministers and set the 

intellectual agenda”51for the New Divinity.  Nettleton’s theological training at Yale 

developed under the writings of Hopkins and the revival agenda of Timothy Dwight.  

Mark Noll writes, “In a word, the combination of an intellectual agenda set by Hopkins 

and a social agenda set by Dwight was a natural coalition, and it was critical for almost 

all theological development in New England for more than half a century.”52  Hopkins 

was central to the theological development of Asahel Nettleton and his influence can be 

seen in his messages, correspondence, and notes on theology.  Secondly, Nettleton’s view 

of conversion, which is examined later in this chapter, was shaped by Samuel Hopkins, 

who said, “There must, therefore, be a distinction kept up between regeneration, which is 

a work of God in giving a new heart, and in which men are perfectly passive, and in 

active conversion in which men, being regenerated, turn from sin to God.”53 Thirdly, 

Sweet observes that Hopkinsian theology laid the groundwork for shaping Nettleton’s 

missionary zeal:   

Samuel Hopkins, the leader of this particular school of New England Calvinism, had 
been a pupil in the home of Jonathan Edwards and later, in developing Edwardian 
theology, had laid principle stress upon what his great teacher had called 
‘disinterested benevolence’. Depravity, he taught, consisted in self-love.  The real 

50Foster offers a sketch of Hopkins’ life: “Samuel Hopkins, born in Waterbury, Conn., 
September 17, 1721; died in Newport, R. I., December 20, 1803; entered Yale in 1737, graduating in 1741; 
studied theology for a short time (eight months) with Edwards; settled in Great Barrington, Mass., 1743; 
dismissed in 1769; installed in Newport 1770. Beginning his writing in 1759, he published constantly 
during his Newport pastorate, closing with his System of Doctrines in 1793, and a volume of sermons 
(1803?).” Foster, A Genetic History, 129.

51Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 107. 

52Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 270.

53Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 88.  
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Christian, therefore, must be oblivious of his own interest and concerned about the 
highest good to the greatest number of creatures. This implies spreading Christianity 
over the entire world.54

One can clearly see the watermark of Samuel Hopkins in Nettleton’s “Notes on 

Theology.” Nettleton’s section entitled “Disinterested Benevolence,” consists of four 

propositions: (1) self-love is selfishness, or a supreme regard for a man’s self, (2) 

benevolence is wishing well to being in general, (3) there is no distinction between self-

love and selfishness, and (4) the new heart consists in exercising benevolence, etc.55  A 

fourth way that Hopkins influenced Nettleton was his understanding of the use of means 

by the unconverted. One prominent theological issue surrounding conversion in 

Nettleton’s day was “the doings of the unregenerate.”  Hopkins wrote an Inquiry 

Concerning the Promises of the Gospel, in which he stated, “There are no promises of 

regenerating grace made to the exercises and doings of the unregenerate.”56  In relation to 

this view of means, McLoughlin adds,  

The harshest view of the human condition was taught by the followers of Jonathan 
Edwards, the neo-Edwardsians or ‘Consistent Calvinists’ led by Samuel Hopkins. 
Their insistence on man’s total dependence upon God and total unworthiness in the 
sight of God, and particularly their claim that absolutely nothing a sinner can do is 
pleasing to God, caused intense frustration.  Some who knew not which way to turn 
to seek God’s approval recited a popular jingle that went, You can and you can’t, 
You shall and you shan’t; You will and you won’t. You’re damned if you do, And 
you’re damned if you don’t.57

Nettleton agreed with Hopkins, holding the view that man was passive in regeneration 

and active in conversion.58  The Hopkinsian logic was that those that were in the flesh 

54William Warren Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier 1783–1850 Vol. III: The 
Congregationalists (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939), 43.

55Nettleton, Sermons, 236–37.

56Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 89. 

57William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Religion and 
Social Change in America, 1607-1977 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 101.

58Horton describes passive regeneration or “monergism:” “Much of the debate comes down to 
one basic difference: Arminians affirm synergism (i.e., ‘working together’, or cooperation between God’s 
grace and human willing and activity), while Calvinists affirm monergism (i.e., ‘one-working’, or God’s 
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could not please God, and attempts to do so were futile. Indeed, Hopkins went so far as to 

suggest that it would be better for the unregenerate not to use means, for they only served 

to incur more guilt.  Nettleton shared Hopkins’ view of the means of grace and original 

sin,59 believing that the purpose of the means of grace were for awakened believers to 

find assurance of salvation.  This conviction about the use of means by the unregenerate 

caused Nettleton to differ with Timothy Dwight at Yale and ultimately oppose the New 

Haven Theology of Nathaniel Taylor (1786–1858).  

Jonathan Edwards the Younger.  As his most prominent student, Jonathan 

Edwards’ son followed Joseph Bellamy in renovating evangelical Calvinism.60  Mentored 

by both Bellamy and Hopkins, young Edwards had access to the libraries of both, 

designed to train him in the New Divinity School of theology.61  Although Nettleton 

diverged with his view of imputation, still the younger Edwards was well within the 

Edwardsean school that interpreted his father’s thinking.  Perhaps his most significant 

grace as the effectual source of election, redemption, faith, and perseverance).” Michael S. Horton, For 
Calvinism (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 97–100, Kindle.

59Berkhof defines original sin: “This includes both guilt and pollution. The guilt of Adam’s sin 
is imputed to us. Because he sinned as our representative, we are guilty in him. Moreover, we also inherit 
his pollution, and now have a positive disposition toward sin.” Louis Berkhof, Summary of Christian 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 813–15, Kindle. 

60Valeri describes Bellamy’s greatest contribution to the New Divinity, perhaps setting the 
stage for the Second Great Awakening: “Bellamy’s innovations on the theology of Jonathan Edwards made 
Calvinism significant for the Revolutionary generation. Rather than rehearse Edwards, his mentor and the 
most sophisticated theologian in eighteenth-century America, Bellamy refashioned evangelical Calvinism.” 
Valeri, Law and Providence, 5.

61Robert Ferm places young Edwards and other students within the New Divinity schools of 
Bellamy and Hopkins: “Bellamy’s students were invited to use his library to examine writings by various 
divines concerning these subjects. His library of 100 titles included the prominent Reformed writers of the 
day, as well as selected authors who challenged the prevailing orthodoxy. Bellamy’s own writings, 
Hopkins’ works, and the manuscripts and publications of Jonathan Edwards Sr., constituted the major diet 
of these young theologians. The rigorous, intensive, and individual training that Jonathan Edwards received 
from Bellamy and Hopkins must certainly have sharpened his awareness of the issues of New England 
theology in the eighteenth century, and made firm his line of descent in the New Divinity tradition.” Robert 
L. Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger: 1745–1801 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 23.  
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contribution to those like Nettleton who likely studied his writings was his understanding 

of the governmental model of the atonement communicated in “Three Sermons on the 

Necessity of the Atonement, and its Consistency With Free Grace in Forgiveness” 

delivered in 1785.62  Ironically, Guelzo claims that like his father “he too was compelled 

to seek a humiliating dismissal from his White Haven, Connecticut, church lest his 

congregation simply dwindle out from under him.”63

Timothy Dwight.  The weight of historical opinion concerning Timothy 

Dwight describes him as foundational to the resurgence of evangelicalism in the 

nineteenth century.64  As just one example, Stephen Berk contends, “The elaborate efforts 

of Timothy Dwight and other members of the orthodox establishment generated an 

aggressive evangelical counterreformation known as the Second Great Awakening.”65  If 

this is accurate, and this author believes that it is, then his influence on Nettleton’s view 

of revival and church renewal are relevant in efforts toward building a modern church 

revitalization movement.

62In an effort to provide a historical linkage between Jonathan Edwards and the New Divinity, 
Crisp writes, “The evidence suggests that the seeds of the New England governmental view of the atonement 
were sown by Edwards himself. But he did not have the opportunity, or perhaps the inclination, to develop 
this in his own work. So the views expressed by Bellamy, Samuel Hopkins, and Jonathan Edwards, Jr., to 
name the three most important exponents of the doctrine among the theologians of the New Divinity, were, 
one might think, a doctrinal innovation in one respect. But they were building on some ideas latent in the 
work of Edwards Senior, and they did, it appears, have his sanction for doing so.” Crisp and Sweeney, After 
Jonathan Edwards, 78–79. See also Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 140–43; Conforti, 
Samuel Hopkins, 166–67 and Foster, A Genetic History, 200-9.

63Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 91.

64Dietrich Buss summarizes the events that transpired during Dwight’s academic career, much 
of which Asahel Nettleton would have witnessed: “The period of New England religious fervor during the 
years of Timothy Dwight’s presidency at Yale (1795–1817) marked the beginning of the Second Great 
Awakening, renewal of home missions and the beginnings of American foreign missions, and the rise of 
religious benevolence and reform.” Dietrich Buss, “The Millennial Vision as Motive for Religious 
Benevolence and Reform: Timothy Dwight and the New England Evangelicals Reconsidered,” Fides et 
Historia 16 (Fall-Winter 1983): 18.

65Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy, 18.



112

Referred to by his contemporaries as the “last of the Puritans,”66 not only was 

Timothy Dwight a key figure in the Second Great Awakening, but as President of Yale 

during his college days, Dwight was pivotal to shaping Nettleton’s theology in at least 

three ways.  First, Dwight’s lectures on theology were very instrumental is shaping 

Nettleton’s understanding of salvation.67 According to Berk, Dwight’s Theology: 

Explained and Defended was like Bellamy’s True Religion Delineated, in that “both were 

timely apologies for evangelical Calvinism.”68  Secondly, perhaps as much as any other 

one figure, the keen intellect and dynamic academic career of Timothy Dwight served as 

a bridge between Reformed theology and the transformation of American culture during 

the Enlightenment.69 The bridge that Dwight constructed during Nettleton’s college days 

at Yale certainly places him as one of Nettleton’s primary theological mentors. Indeed, 

fascinated by the revivals occurring around him, Nettleton walked across this bridge 

during his college days to enter the field as an itinerant evangelist.  In describing the 

bridge building function of Dwight, Wenzke makes a remarkable observation about his 

historical significance: 

Indeed it is Dwight who is most responsible for shaping the theological foundation 
for American Evangelical Protestantism.  Specifically, Dwight assimilated reformed 
theology with Enlightenment theory and values and bound them irrevocably to the 

66Van Wyck Brooks, The Flowering of New England 1815–1865 (New York: E. P. Dutton, 
1937), 65. 

67See Timothy Dwight, Theology: Explained and Defended, 4 vols. (Birmingham: Solid 
Ground, 2005).

68Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy, 59.

69That Nettleton respected Dwight seems clear, yet he did disagree with Dwight’s view of the 
use of means by the unregenerate. Scholars continue to debate Dwight’s place in the transformation of 
Calvinism during Nettleton’s lifetime. Sydney Ahlstrom writes, “Whether Dwight was an Old Calvinist or 
a New Divinity man had often been debated, but the question cannot be settled in those terms. He was 
neither. As the founder of the New Haven Theology, he begins a new trend that was carried to completion 
by Nathaniel William Taylor.” Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1972), 419; quoted in Annabelle S. Wenke, Timothy Dwight (1752–
1817) (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1989), 2.
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New England culture.  The consequent theological system formed the basis for the 
religious movement later known as Evangelical Protestantism.70

Nettleton grew up and exercised his ministry during this important historical transition.  

Thirdly, seen by his contemporaries as the recipient of faithful orthodoxy that defined 

New England Theology, Dwight helped shape the flagship school of the orthodox, The 

Theological Institute of Connecticut. Valeri encapsulates what was legendary during 

Nettleton’s college days and subsequent itinerancy:  

In 1833 the founders of Hartford Seminary endorsed “the doctrines which have been 
held in New England for generations,” those of “Edwards and Bellamy,” the “glory 
of New England.” In 1848 the trustees of that same institution set down this 
common version of New England’s religious genealogy: Saint Paul to Calvin to 
Edwards to Bellamy to Timothy Dwight (1752–1817).71

For these three reasons, other than Samuel Hopkins, Timothy Dwight was one of most 

significant theological mentors of Asahel Nettleton, particularly in the area of revival and 

its importance as a tool to advance the kingdom of God.  

Bennett Tyler 

Even though Bennett Tyler helped shape Nettleton’s theology more as a friend 

and ministry colleague than a mentor, his proximity and participation in revivals place 

him in the itinerant’s inner circle.72  As the pastor of the Congregational church in South 

Britain, Connecticut, in 1812, Tyler first met Nettleton when he joined him during a 

70Wenke, Timothy Dwight, 3–4.

71Valeri, Law and Providence, 5.

72Kling gives an overview of Bennett Tyler: “Bennett Tyler spent his career defending the New 
Divinity. Following study with Asahel Hooker at Goshen, he pastored in South Britain, Connecticut, and 
join the brotherhood of ministers in team revivalism; as president of Dartmouth, he ignited spiritual fires at 
the college; during his pastorate in Portland, Maine, he challenged Nathanial Taylor’s revisions of the 
traditional Calvinist understanding of sin and human nature; as the first president of the Theological 
Institute of Connecticut, he sought to ensure that ministerial aspirants were educated the New Divinity way; 
as a devotee of Asahel Nettleton, he compiled the great revivalist’s memoirs in sermons; finally, he left for 
posterity a collection of New Divinity revival narratives drawn primarily from the Connecticut Evangelical 
Magazine.” David. W. Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders: The New Divinity and Village Revivals in 
Northern Connecticut 1792–1822 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1950), 195.  
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revival. In what seemed to be prophetic of what would take place in the next ten years, 

Nettleton preached in Tyler’s pulpit and the results were nothing less than dazzling.  

Thornbury relates the details of what ended up being a lifelong relationship with one of 

Asahel Nettleton’s closest friends, ministry colleagues and theological companions: 

When the pastor of the church, Bennett Tyler, greeted his guest, it was the 
beginning of a close personal friendship. Although they were the same age, twenty-
nine, and had attended the same college, Yale, located at New Haven, they had not 
met because Tyler had graduated the year before Nettleton entered. But he knew of 
Nettleton’s love for the truth and, having heard of his preaching abilities, he felt that 
he could safely entrust his pulpit to him. . . .  “Thrilling” was the word used by 
Bennett Tyler in describing the effect of Asahel Nettleton’s first sermon in his 
church.73

Highlighted within the message that Nettleton delivered for his friend are three 

theological convictions that in some ways defined the New Divinity and formed the heart 

of his theology of evangelism.  The first was the creation of a new heart. According to 

Thornbury, Nettleton stepped into Tyler’s pulpit and began characteristically with a 

simple question followed by a probing statement: “What is that murmur I hear?” asked 

the speaker.  “I wish I had a new heart—what shall I do?”74  Representing a primary 

pillar of Nettleton’s theology of regeneration was a new heart given by a sovereign act of 

God.  From this new heart would proceed repentance, faith, and love toward God.  The 

second conviction was manifest in an imaginary dialogue between the sinner and God. 

Nettleton continued, “They tell me to repent; I can’t repent. I wish they could give me 

some other direction.”75  Nettleton’s understating of repentance, which is described in 

detail later, was that alongside faith, it came as a direct result of regeneration in the order 

of salvation.  The third conviction seen in this early revival message in Tyler’s pulpit in 

73Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 17–18, 20. For the details of this revival see Tyler, Nettleton 
and His Labours, 63–65. 

74Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 19.

75Ibid.
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South Britain is submission to God.  Nettleton concluded his message with this axiom: 

“Nothing short of immediate submission to God will relieve your distress and bring you 

peace with God.”76 Characteristic of the New Divinity school of Samuel Hopkins, these 

three convictions provided the framework for how Nettleton’s understood revival, 

regeneration, and conversion.  It seems clear that Nettleton’s understanding of 

regeneration carried the insignia of Samuel Hopkins. In his article “We Can If We Will: 

Regeneration and Benevolence,” James P. Byrd highlights Hopkins view, which mirrors 

this early message by Nettleton in Tyler’s pulpit:  

Regeneration, as Hopkins described it, was distinct from conversion. In 
regeneration, God was active and sinners were passive; God regenerated individuals 
by giving them new hearts, and God produced this transformation “immediately,” 
without assistance from “any medium or means whatsoever.” No human works 
contributed to regeneration. “God said, Let it be, and it was,” Hopkins wrote. 
Regeneration made conversion possible, and only the regenerate could be converted. 
In conversion, the regenerate took an active role because God enabled them to 
repent, have faith in Christ, and receive forgiveness from sin. Only the regenerate 
could repent because only a regenerate would want true conversion. In Hopkins 
view, any yearning the unregenerate had for conversion was really a selfish desire to 
save themselves from hell. They did not love God for God's sake; they loved God 
for their own sake. For the unregenerate, any use of traditional means of grace—
such as praying, reading scripture, and attending sermons—was merely self-
interested works.77

While historians suggest that Tyler’s devotion to Nettleton prevented him from 

being objective about his flaws, his close association with the great evangelist, place him 

in the company of those who knew him and influenced his theology as well.  This is 

particularly apparent during the closing days of his conflict with Taylor and Finney.  The 

culmination of the events that led to the establishment of The Theological Institute of 

Connecticut was the coronation of Bennett Tyler as the founding president and professor 

of theology.   

76Ibid.

77Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 71.
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Lyman Beecher 

Alongside Nathaniel Taylor, Lyman Beecher was one of the chief architects of 

the New Haven Theology, which resulted in a practical renovation of Calvinism in 

America. For that reason, Beecher’s influence on Nettleton waned, and even turned ugly. 

His relationship with the New Haven Theology that Nettleton so vigorously opposed was 

symbolized by his interment in New Haven, Connecticut, on January 14, 1863 next to 

Nathaniel Taylor, who Harding called “the man he loved most dearly.”78  Educated at 

Yale and mentored under the revival preaching of Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher, 

according to Vincent Harding, “had once been called the most dynamic leaders of his 

generation.”79  Even though Nettleton had not yet been converted, Beecher studied under 

Timothy Dwight and his coursework gives a hint at what Nettleton himself studied a few 

years later. Harding provides Beecher’s syllabus of study subsequent to commencement: 

“Instead, their basic materials were the English Bible, the works of Jonathan Edwards, 

Dwight’s sermons, and the System of Doctrines recently published by Edwards’s disciple, 

Samuel Hopkins.”80  It is certain that in the areas of “the use of means by the unregenerate” 

and his understanding of regeneration, Nettleton, like Beecher, would have referred to 

himself as a Hopkinsian.  In any event, alongside Nathaniel Taylor, Beecher’s contribution 

to the New England theology was an effort to “hold together Calvinistic God-centered 

sovereignty and revivalistic responsibility.”81 In the end, Beecher and Nettleton diverged 

78Vincent Harding, A Certain Magnificence: Lyman Beecher and the Transformation of 
American Protestantism, 1775–1863 (Brooklyn, NY: Carlson, 1991), 3.

79Ibid.

80Ibid., 22; It is likely that what Harding says of Dwight’s opinion of Hopkins’ work and its 
influence on Beecher would also apply to Nettleton: “The major work of Samuel Hopkins was published in 
the same year that Beecher entered Yale. Its inclusion in his course of study in the divinity year suggested 
Dwight’s opinion of the work. Hopkins, who had studied with Jonathan Edwards, considered himself an 
interpreter of the Northampton master, but his actual effect was to lead New England even farther from the 
doctrines of classical Calvinism than Jonathan Edwards had done, especially in reference to the crucial 
question of the ‘decrees’ of God.” Ibid. 

81Ibid., 178.
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in how to maintain this tension.  

It was within an exchange between Beecher and the liberal Unitarian magazine, 

the Christian Examiner, that Nettleton’s own understanding of his relationship to Old 

Calvinism and the New Divinity is best brought to light.  In response to Lyman Beecher’s 

1824 sermon, “The Faith Once Delivered to the Saints,” the Examiner wrote a thirty-two-

page major critique of the content.82 The review stated that not only had Nathaniel Taylor 

and Beecher sought to change the face of Calvinism, but as Harding suggests, “The 

doctrines espoused in the Beecher sermon were at least Arminian, and nearly Unitarian in 

some points.”83 Furthermore, the review suggested the sermon was anti-Calvinistic in 

tone, denied and even failed to imply the distinctive teachings of Calvinism.  Certainly, 

the review was polemical in nature, yet the fact that Beecher could be pricked in this way 

suggests that his message had veered so far from Old Calvinism that even Unitarians 

could recognize the shift.  Remarkable as it seems, the first response was a positive letter 

from Asahel Nettleton praising Beecher and agreeing with the issues that invited the 

barbed review.  Nettleton’s comments, provided by Harding, reveal that he himself 

understood that the New Divinity had indeed forged a new Calvinism: 

I believe it to be a matter of fact that you and I are really a different kind of Calvinist 
[sic] from what Unitarians have imagined or been accustomed to manage. . . .  I do 
suppose that we do preach moral obligation and dependence different from many of 
our old divines—that in some things the Calvinism of Connecticut or New England 
has undergone an important change. . . .  Why not take this ground with Unitarians? 
[Tell them] we feel no concern for old Calvinism. Let them dispute it as much as 
they please; we feel bound to make no defense. Come home to the evangelical 
system now taught in New England. Meet us, if at all, on our own avowed principles, 
or we shall have nothing to say to you. We do believe thus, and so, free agency, etc., 
etc., as in your sermon.84

82Ibid., 188.

83Ibid.

84Lyman Beecher, Autobiography, Correspondence, etc. of Lyman Beecher, ed. Charles 
Beecher (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1864), 1:551–52, quoted in Harding, A Certain Magnificence 189. 
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Perhaps Nettleton came to regret this admission, unaware at the time how far both 

Beecher and his compatriot Nathaniel Taylor would take Calvinism, even as far as New 

Haven and into the fiery new revivalism of Charles Grandison Finney.  In one of the 

more unfortunate casualties of the period, the relationship cooled between Nettleton and 

Beecher. In commenting on the relational breakdown between Beecher and Nettleton 

subsequent to the New Lebanon Conference with Finney, Guelzo concludes,  

The conclusion is obvious but unpleasant: Nettleton's enfeebled constitution left 
Beecher without a reliable revivalist to employ; Finney, although rough around the 
edges, was no less Hopkinsian than Nettleton, no less successful, and considerably 
more healthy; ergo, Beecher shelved Nettleton (and it is noticeable how in 
Nettleton's papers the references to Beecher grow chillier and more bitter from now 
on) and, after reflecting on his extravagant threatenings, embraced Finney.85

Nathaniel W. Taylor 

Historians seem to agree that the most controversial elements of Edwardsean 

theology flowed from the fertile mind of Nathaniel W. Taylor. Timothy Dwight’s favorite 

student, who sat in his namesake’s chair of Didactic theology at Yale in 1822, Taylor 

dramatically altered the Reformed understanding of original sin and regeneration giving 

rise to New Haven Theology.86  Believing that the Calvinism of Edwards needed 

significant revisions, Taylor used his role at Yale to make modifications to some critical 

elements of Calvinistic theology. In a fascinating picture of what became a major 

divergence of theological opinion, Nettleton once met Taylor at Yale, and after hearing 

his views said,  

We then differed in regard to the nature of the doings of the unregenerate. He also 
read me a dissertation on the doctrine of the divine decrees, and the free agency of 

85Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 237.

86For the impact of Nathaniel Taylor and the debates that surrounded New Haven Theology, 
see Sutton, “Benevolent Calvinism,” 23–47; Richard W. Pointer, “Theology in Antebellum America,” 
Fides et Historia 35 (Summer-Fall 2003): 144–46; and Earl A Pope, “Rise of the New Haven Theology,” 
Journal of Presbyterian History 44 (March 1966): 24–44. 
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man, which I then regarded as a virtual denial of the former, and an avowal of the 
self-determining power of the will.87

This fissure in their views ultimately became a chasm resulting in years of theological 

polemics culminating in the founding of The Theological Institute of Connecticut. Sutton 

argues that “Taylor’s theology combined elements of Calvinist and Newtonian 

worldviews and centered on three critical assumptions: the benevolence of God, his 

moral government, and human free agency.”88 In his effort to synthesize Calvinism with 

the intellectual trends of the Enlightenment, Taylor unwittingly wrote the obituary for the 

theology he tried so hard to modify and improve. In evaluating the theological 

innovations of Taylor that Asahel Nettleton vigorously opposed, Sutton concludes,  

In transforming Calvinist truths to the exigencies of post-Revolutionary America, 
Taylor did indeed take evangelical theology over Niagara. What actually lay below 
the falls remained hidden in the haze of the future. By delineating an autonomous 
area in the moral world, however, and by restricting God to mere influence in 
human affairs, Taylor, it seems, had inadvertently initiated a doctrinal domino effect 
which eventually replaced the personal-infinite God of the Calvinists with the 
impersonal, secularized deity of Progress.89

Yet, Taylor continued to believe that he was a true Edwardsean and argued that he 

represented the New Divinity.90  Sweeney and Guelzo describe the reaction that other 

New Divinity men like Bennet Tyler and Asahel Nettleton had to Taylor’s alterations: 

87Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 256, excerpted from Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 155.  

88Sutton, “Benevolent Calvinism,” 23. For Taylor’s view on moral government, see Nathanial 
W. Taylor, Lectures on the Moral Government of God (New York: Clark, Austin and Smith, 1859).

89Taylor, Lectures on the Moral Government, 40

90Although Nettleton would register his disagreement, Hart, Lucas, and Nichols conclude that 
Taylor, Yale, and The New Haven Theology saw themselves as Edwards’ heirs: “Despite their controversial 
insistence that original sin was ‘in the sinning,’ that penitent sinners played an important role in their own 
regeneration, and that God’s grace was never coercive but worked in conjunction with human free will, 
Nathaniel Taylor and Yale Divinity School participated fully in the Edwardsian culture, defending its 
boundaries against Unitarians, Old Calvinists, and even Arminians. And though this comes as a surprise to 
those of us reared on the regnant historiography and repulses of those like the Tylerites who detest Taylor’s 
alterations of Edwardsian doctrine, Taylor and his companions always deemed the New Haven Theology 
fundamentally Edwardsian.” Hart, Lucas, and Nichols, The Legacy of Jonathan Edwards, 185.
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By the late 1820s, the Taylorites had stirred up a hornet’s nest of controversy. 
Denying that humans are born guilty of the sin of Adam and Eve and affirming that 
people play a role in their own regeneration, they seem to some Edwardsean siblings 
to have sold the farm to save the family business.91

When Nathaniel Taylor delivered his Concio ad Clerum (“Charge to the Clergy”) in 

1828, to the annual meeting of the Connecticut’s Congregational ministers, it set off a 

theological firestorm.92  Sweeney states,  

Technically, it offered a new defense of original sin. But in the process, Taylor 
redefined this classic Christian teaching, excluding the notion that all are guilty of 
Adam’s sin in the Garden of Eden. . . .  The Concio redefined the Edwardsean 
doctrine of the will.  Whereas Jonathan Edwards distinguished the unregenerate 
sinner’s “natural ability” from his “moral inability” to repent and believe the gospel, 
Taylor abandoned the term inability altogether.93

In sum, it seems apparent that Asahel Nettleton was downstream of some of 

the greatest thinkers in evangelical history. The prolific writings and influence of John 

Calvin,94 sifted and in some ways altered through the philosophical genius of Jonathan 

Edwards,95 were instrumental in developing Nettleton’s theology.  Edwards’s writings in 

91Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 188.

92For an overview and analysis of Taylor’s controversy with Joseph Harvey, Leonard Woods 
of Andover Seminary, Bennett Tyler, Asahel Nettleton, and the infamous Taylorite-Tylerite controversy, 
which resulted in The Theological Institute of Connecticut and the ultimate demise of the New England 
Theology, see Foster, A Genetic History, 369–429; Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 142–50; and 
Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 187–218. Sweeney and Guelzo make the vital connection 
between Jonathan Edwards and those claiming his legacy: “Soon a disgruntled group of pastors came 
together to oppose them. Worried that Taylor was winning the hearts and minds of far too many ministers, 
these Tylerites, named after their powerful leader, Bennett Tyler, founded the Doctrinal Tract Society, the 
Evangelical Magazine, an association of clergy soon to be called the Pastoral Union, and a seminary to 
rival the one in New Haven. Naming their alternate school the Theological Institute of Connecticut (later 
Hartford Seminary), they opened its doors in tiny East Windsor, Jonathan Edwards’s hometown—literally 
right down the street from Edwards’s birthplace. This sally symbolized vividly the power of Edwards’s 
legacy—and the evangelicals’ intramural struggle to control it.” Sweeney and Guelzo, New England 
Theology, 188.

93Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 194–95.  

94For an overview of Calvin’s influence in general, see Irena Backus and Philip Benedict, eds., 
Calvin and His Influence, 1509–2009 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). For an overview of 
those who shaped English Calvinism, see Dewey D. Wallace, Shapers of English Calvinism, 1660–1714: 
Variety, Persistence, and Transformation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).

95In Jonathan Edwards, David Bebbington qualifies Calvin’s influence on the nineteenth 
century evangelicalism that helped frame the theology of Asahel Nettleton: “The eminent American 
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turn influenced the Edwardseans that mentored Nettleton. Certainly, the two largest 

tributaries downstream of Edwards—Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins—contributed 

much to the theology of Nettleton. In addition, other mentors and ministry colleagues like 

Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher, Bennett Tyler, and Nathaniel Taylor wove threads into 

the fabric of Nettleton’s convictions and helped to crystallize his thinking.  Downstream 

of these evangelical leaders, Nettleton absorbed much that colored his theological 

understanding of the gospel message.   

Nettleton’s Message 

A close examination of the message of Asahel Nettleton reveals first that 

theologically, he was an evangelical Calvinist;96 secondly, he was for the most part an 

Edwardsean philosophically; and thirdly, a New Divinity man when it came to revival 

methodology.  Throughout his ministry, even up until the day of his death in 1844, 

Nettleton did not shift measurably from this framework.  

Within this tri-fold rubric, according to Smith, God used five tools to shape the 

theologian Jonathan Edwards had introduced a crucial distinction between natural and moral inability. 
Sinners suffered from no natural inability, imposed on them by their Creator, to believe the gospel; rather 
they exercised a moral inability, a refusal to repent of their sins, for which they alone were culpable. The 
Almighty had not created them merely to punish them for their unavoidable failures. This milder form of 
Calvinism, a species of determinism compatible with human liberty to choose, was the type embraced by 
most British evangelicals.” David Bebbington, “Calvin and British Evangelicalism in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries,” in Calvin and His Influence, 282–83.

96That Nettleton’s piety reflected Calvin’s emphasis is clear. Beeke, in quoting from the 
preface of his monumental Institutes, describes Calvin’s purpose as being “solely to transmit certain 
rudiments by which those who are touched with any zeal for religion might be shaped to true godliness 
(pietas).’” Joel R. Beeke, Living for God’s Glory: An Introduction to Calvinism (Lake Mary, FL: 
Reformation Trust, 2008), 173. For a thorough introduction to what Beeke refers to as the “The Marrow of 
Calvinism,” see ibid., 37–131; In arguing that the basic principle of Calvinism is the sovereignty of God, of 
which Nettleton thoroughly emphasized, Beeke concludes, “Here, at last, we draw near to the true marrow 
of Calvinism. The Calvinist believes that God is the Lord of life and Sovereign of the universe, whose will 
is the key to history. The Calvinist believes that He is free and independent of any force outside Himself to 
accomplish His purposes; that He knows the end from the beginning; that He creates, sustains, governs, and 
directs all things; and that His marvelous design will be fully and perfectly manifest at the end of the ages.” 
Ibid., 39. 
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theological convictions of a key figure in the unique awakenings in New England.97  The 

first was his personal experience of conviction; the second his conversion experience 

within the context of revival; the third and fourth were “his own attentive study of the 

Bible, and his special observation of the work of the Spirit.”98  Nettleton’s use of the Bible 

in preaching, sensitivity to the workings of the Holy Spirit in revival, and his ability to 

counsel those under conviction became legendary.  The fifth tool that God used to shape 

Nettleton’s theological convictions was powerful indeed, wielded at Yale by the 

philosophical giant who was pivotal in the first Great Awakening.  It was during his 

tenure at Yale that Nettleton stood in the immense shadow of Jonathan Edwards and 

Timothy Dwight.99 In particular, his education and experience with revival at Yale 

provided the framework of Nettleton’s theological convictions, which in turn shaped his 

understanding of genuine revival.  

For instance, Nettleton’s message contained unshakable theological convictions 

concerning the total depravity of man,100 the deceitfulness of the heart,101 the grace of 

God,102 and the importance of quietness and stillness before God.  Fraser gives a glimpse 

97Hankins describes the unique aspects of the New England portion of the Second Great 
Awakening: “As the Second Great Awakening moved into its second decade, it became a New England, as 
well as frontier, phenomenon. There, however, it would be quite different, primarily because New 
Englanders viewed the frontier revivals as crude and barbarous. In New England, the key figures promoting 
a more sophisticated and less emotional style of revivals were Lyman Beecher, Nathaniel Taylor, and 
Asahel Nettleton.” Barry Hankins, The Second Great Awakening and the Transcendentalists (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood, 1956), 15. 

98Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, 20.

99Undoubtedly, Nettleton would have been aware of issues circulating within evangelicalism at 
the time of his itinerancy. For example see Mark A. Noll, “Moses Mather (Old Calvinist) and the Evolution 
of Edwardseanism,” Church History 49 (September 1980): 273–85; and Buss, “The Millennial Vision,” 
18–34. 

100Sung Chul Hwang, “The Bible and Christian Experience in the Revival Movements of Charles 
G. Finney and Asahel Nettleton” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2006), 153–57.

101Ibid., 157–62. 

102Ibid., 162–66.
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into Nettleton’s conviction concerning this aspect of revival meetings: “The good people 

(i.e., New Yorkers) here are astonished at our stillness.  My opinion is, that had they been 

ten times as still, they would already have witnessed ten times as much.”103  Moreover, as 

one steeped in revival, he possessed a rather erudite understanding of Reformed 

theology,104 believed in the strategic importance of inquiry meetings,105 and passionately 

supported local pastors.106 In what would become his hallmark, Nettleton held deep 

convictions about quietness and order in public meetings.  Keller, in commenting on this 

aspect of the Second Great Awakening in Connecticut, states, “They were quiet and 

subdued, unaccompanied by exuberance and physical manifestations. References to these 

characteristics were made in practically every revival account.”107 Nettleton’s gospel 

message, as well as his view of conversion from which he would not compromise, was 

the sum total of these biblical convictions  These theological convictions played a role in 

what some consider among the greatest evangelistic ministries in the history of the 

United States.  Fortunately, Asahel Nettleton did leave a number of written sermons that 

have been published, as well as some brief sketches of his theology entitled “Notes on 

Theology.”  These sources are very useful in capturing the essence of his theology within 

103James W. Fraser, Pedagogue for God’s Kingdom: Lyman Beecher and the Second Great 
Awakening (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985), 64, excerpted from Lyman Beecher, The 
Autobiography of Lyman Beecher, ed. Barbara M. Cross (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Press, 1961), 2:70.  

104Noll states, “The larger story in this period was further complicated when professional 
revivalists began to publish works of considerable sophistication. Asahel Nettleton, a conservative, was the 
first revivalist since the 1740’s to make a theological impression.” Noll, America’s God, 263.

105Jonathan Edwards wrote about “inquiry meetings,” in many cases held in homes after public 
revival meetings, during the Great Awakening: “Meetings of inquiry have apparently been powerful means 
of bringing sinners to repentance . . . in these meetings of inquiry, it was not uncommon for two or three in 
every meeting to submit their hearts to Christ.” Edwards, Jonathan Edwards on Revival, 13.

106Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 52.

107Keller, The Second Awakening in Connecticut, 53.  
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ten categories: assurance, atonement, conversion, depravity, grace, law, regeneration, 

repentance, stillness and submission.   

Assurance   

Although Nettleton’s theology of assurance was Reformed, he was also heavily 

influenced by the Puritan practice of self-examination to discern saving faith in an effort 

to gain full assurance.108 For instance, Nettleton preached a revival message where he 

encouraged self-examination to gain what he called full assurance. At the heart of his 

message on obtaining assurance of salvation, he taught that  

although the full assurance of hope may not be common among Christians, yet we 
see that it is attainable.  We are also taught how it is to be obtained.  It is by self-
examination, and by giving diligence. It is owing to the neglect of these, that 
Christians often walk in darkness. It is also owing to the neglect of self-
examination, that many are filled with a vain confidence. They are disposed to think 
well of themselves, and to take things for granted without investigation. Hence they 
take up with a false and delusive hope—go through life deceived, and at last awake 
in awful disappointment.109

In a message on the parable of the foolish virgins entitled, “The Wise and Foolish 

Virgins,” Nettleton proposes five evidences of “a wise profession of religion”: (1). a 

strong attachment to the cause of Christ, (2) a willingness to leave all for Christ, (3) a 

willingness to suffer in the cause of Christ, (4) a willingness to engage in all the duties of 

religion, and (5) faith in Christ.110  In his “Notes on Theology,” Nettleton provides nine 

aspects of his understanding of assurance of salvation, although he himself never fully 

possessed it:

1. This is not essential to saving faith. A person may be a true believer and not be 
assured that he shall be saved. 2. Assurance of salvation consists in a person’s 
consciousness of the acts of his own heart, that he does believe in Christ; and 

108For an examination of the Puritan understanding of full assurance, see Joel R. Beeke, The 
Quest for Full Assurance: The Legacy of Calvin and His Successors (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1999).  

109Nettleton, Sermons, 326, emphasis original.

110Ibid., 98-99.
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knowing from reflection that he has attained to those things which imply saving 
faith, and do accompany salvation which is infallibly connected with it by the 
promise of God in the covenant of Grace. 3. It is certain that a person may know 
what the exercises of his own heart are. 4. It appears from scripture that many good 
men were in fact assured of their salvation. 5. To obtain assurance a person must 
have all the Christian graces in exercise in so high a degree as to be sure he has 
saving faith. 6. The believer is wholly dependent on God for assurance of salvation. 
7. Assurance of salvation is not common to all believers, many never attain to it, and 
few or none of those who do, have it constantly without interruption. 8. Every 
Christian would be constantly assured of salvation if he did not possess so much sin 
and little discernment, etc. 9. It is the duty of Christians to maintain a constant 
assurance that they are Christians.111

Apparently Nettleton taught assurance of salvation, but also, perhaps because he lacked it 

himself, taught that it is possible to be a Christian and yet not have full assurance of 

salvation. Reminiscent of John Bunyan, David Brainerd, and William Cowper, Nettleton 

taught that while assurance is possible, many genuine believers never attain it in this life. 

Atonement   

Asahel Nettleon reflects his view of the atonement in a message entitled “The 

Death of the Righteous.”  In referring to the need for absolute righteousness, Nettleton 

proclaims,  

The sinner has no justifying righteousness. Once he sins, he is lost. What if he has a 
new heart, repents, and loves God, yet this cannot answer for past sins. His own 
righteousness is still defective. He must have a complete righteousness. Who will 
dare venture into the presence of God in such a righteousness? Blessed be God, we 
are not abandoned to this deplorable resort. There is one who God hath set forth to 
be a propitiation for our sins.112

The language of propitiation, as well as the nature and extent of the atonement, 

was the topic of serious debate throughout Nettleton’s ministry within the nineteenth 

century.113  Indeed, the New Divinity, beginning with Joseph Bellamy, challenged the 

111Ibid., 240.

112Ibid., 25.

113For theological debates that likely influenced Nettleton’s views, see David F. Wells, “The 
Debate over the Atonement in 19th-Century America Part 1: American Society as Seen from the 19th

Century Pulpit,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 (April-June 1987): 123–43; idem, “The Debate over the Atonement 
in 19th Century America Part 2: The Shaping of the 19th Century Debate over the Atonement,” Bibliotheca 
Sacra 144 (July-September 1987): 243–53; and idem, “The Debate over the Atonement in 19th-Century 
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Reformed understanding of penal substitution and limited atonement, altering it 

significantly.  Conforti traces the reasoning behind the New Divinity alterations of 

Calvin:  

The emphasis that both Bellamy and Hopkins placed on the benevolence of the 
Deity led them to modify the traditional Calvinist understanding of Christ's 
atonement. That standard interpretation, whose essential elements were reaffirmed 
by Jonathan Edwards, stressed the sovereignty of God. Christ's death glorified the 
sovereignty of God; by vicariously suffering for the sins of mankind, Christ paid the 
vindictive death that a sovereign, wrathful Deity required before he offered 
salvation to sinners. As a result of Christ’s mediatorial work in placating His 
offended Father, a limited portion of mankind would attain eternal salvation. 
Bellamy challenged this interpretation of Christ's sacrifice with the notion of a 
general atonement based upon the moral government of the benevolent deity.114

Historically, academics who have followed in his steps, have argued Calvin’s 

view of both the nature and the extent of the atonement. For instance, Beeke suggests, 

“Scholars have long debated Calvin’s view, usually finding support in Calvin for their 

own positions.”115 In addition, the same phenomenon can be detected in historical 

treatment of Jonathan Edwards. According to Gerstner, Edwards held that “the justice of 

God requires the punishment of sin and that the sufferings of the divine Son alone could 

make mercy compatible with this inexorable divine justice.”116 Accordingly, he held the 

satisfaction theory of the atonement, whereby “Christ, through his death and suffering, 

America Part 3: The Collision of Views on the Atonement,” Bibliotheca Sacra 144 (October-December 
1987): 363–76.

114Conforti, Samuel Hopkins, 163.

115Beeke, Living for God’s Glory, 79. After giving an historical overview of scholarly opinion 
that maintained the classical efficiency-sufficiency distinction, Beeke concludes, “Calvin was leaning in the 
direction of what would come to be called particular redemption. Commenting on the possibility that 
Christ’s propitiation appeased God’s wrath even for the reprobate (Commentary on 1 John 2:2), Calvin 
said, ‘Such a monstrous idea is not worth refuting.’ The unanswerable question, of course, is whether 
Calvin, if he had lived thirty or forty years later, would have moved from the classical position to embrace 
Beza’s criticism of the efficiency-sufficiency distinction.” Ibid., 80.

116John H. Gerstner, Jonathan Edwards: A Mini-Theology (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 
1996), 56. 
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offers satisfaction to the offended God.”117 Indeed, as Crisp suggests, “Edwards’s most 

reflective work on this subject in his notebooks stays within the bounds of satisfaction 

and penal substitution versions of the doctrine.”118 On the other hand, Guelzo suggests,  

But a little reflection will show that the New Divinity doctrine of the atonement 
represented hardly more than an elaboration of what Edwards had himself laid the 
foundations for. . . .  It is true that nothing in Edwards’s published works openly 
promotes a governmental or unlimited atonement; but he did employ vocabulary 
concerning the atonement in sermons predating 1733 which clearly points toward 
the New Divinity doctrine.119

Edwards’ closest followers stepped beyond their teacher and innovated a new theory of 

the atonement for their generation transforming God from an offended party, to a moral 

governor.120  Often referred to as the Grotian, or governmental theory of the atonement, 

scholars continue to debate the Arminian and Calvinistic versions of the theory—the 

latter possibly adhered to by Asahel Nettleton.  Crisp offers a thorough analysis of the 

distinctions that were most likely prevalent during the debates over the atonement during 

Nettleton’s ministry:  

Differences arise when particular theologians attempt to unpack and apply the 
central penal non-substitutionary notion in their particular theological contexts, and 
against the background of Arminianism (“Grotian”/Methodist versions of the 
doctrine) or Calvinism (Edwardean versions). To anticipate what is to come: the 
Arminian Grotians maintained that this account of the atonement means that God 
may lay aside the punishment of the sin of human beings. The logic of the Arminian-
Grotian account means that Christ's work is deemed by God to be a fitting way of 

117Ibid., 59. For a thoughtful and reasoned argument for penal substitution, see James I. Packer, 
“What Did the Cross Achieve?” Tyndale Bulletin 25 (1974): 3–45. 

118Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan Edwards, 78.

119Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 134.

120Valeri describes Bellamy’s view: “God acted within historical time at the cross to satisfy 
retributive justice and redeem sinners. In support of this proposition, Bellamy deviated from traditional 
Puritan soteriology with an assertion of a governmental and universal theory of the atonement. According 
to tradition, God appointed Christ’s death as a propitiary sacrifice, a payment of the debts owed to God by 
sinners. It personally transformed believers from unrighteous to righteous and therefore was intended only 
for the elect (a definite or, as detractors called it, limited atonement). . . . Bellamy based his doctrine instead 
on the legal theories of Grotius and Pufendorf, according to which the meaning of the atonement lay in the 
impersonal, forensic requirements of moral justice.” Valeri, Law and Providence, 124.



128

offering some suitable equivalent to such punishment, although, strictly speaking, 
God does not require such an act of atonement for the purposes of satisfying divine 
justice. By contrast, the Edwardseans took the view that the atonement was, in fact, 
in some important sense necessary, in keeping with the Calvinistic tradition 
inherited from Jonathan Edwards himself. On this view, God must deal with sin—it 
is not the case that he may simply waive punishment for sin without violating some 
aspect of divine justice. This important theological difference between the 
Arminian-Grotian and Calvinistic-Edwardian accounts of the governmental view of 
the atonement has been almost universally overlooked in recent treatments of the 
atonement that touch upon the governmental view.121

Beginning with Joseph Bellamy and Samuel Hopkins, both of whom 

influenced Nettleton, the objective of the atonement was altered, and the extent of the 

atonement was enlarged.  Sweeney and Guelzo suggest that the reasoning for the 

makeover was far more practical than theological:  

Just how deeply the tendency to adjust doctrine to experience ran in the eighteenth 
century Awakenings can be seen in how Samuel Hopkins and Joseph Bellamy 
followed the pattern of expanding the boundaries of the atonement. If only the elect 
can be atoned for, sinners would have an excuse not to repent; if the elect were 
justified before God by someone else’s merits, they would never use their natural 
ability to obey him. The only logical alternatives would be mechanism or 
Arminianism. The sad state of New England Congregationalism before the Great 
Awakening only confirmed Hopkins’s and Bellamy’s suspicions that a 
governmental model of the atonement needed to become confected to fit the 
demands of true revival and pure Christianity.122

This emphasis on true revival and pure Christianity certainly resonated with the itinerant 

philosophy of Nettleton. As one whose theology was shaped by the writings of both 

Bellamy and Hopkins, Nettleton’s view of the atonement was as well.  In his notes on 

121Oliver D. Crisp, “Penal Non-Substitution,” Journal of Theological Studies 59 (April 2008): 
143. Concurring with this fundamental distinction, Michael Haykin adds, “A version of this model was 
propounded by the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), and for this reason it is often denominated the 
Grotian version, though there are substantial questions about whether or not the model as it develops is 
fully in line with Grotius’s thinking about the death of Christ. Moreover, as Oliver Crisp has handily 
shown, the governmental view of the death of Christ that received a warm welcome in New England 
among the New Divinity, cannot be regarded as identical to that passed down as the Grotian view. . . . 
Whatever the elder Edwards’s actual view of the atonement, that of his New Divinity followers is explicitly 
governmental.” Michael A. G. Haykin, “Great Admirers of the Transatlantic Divinity,” in After Jonathan 
Edwards, 202–03. See also Conforti, Samuel Hopkins, 164–76; Crisp and Sweeney, After Jonathan 
Edwards, 78–90; Ferm, Jonathan Edwards the Younger, 114–19; Foster, A Genetic History, 177–223; 
Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 133–48; and Valeri, Law and Providence,125–35. 

122Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 134.
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theology, Nettleton divided the “Design and Work of the Redeemer” into four 

propositions:   

1. Christ’s work was to suffer the penalty of the law, which sinners had broken, in 
his own person, to redeem them from its curse. 2. The sufferings of Christ are the 
only grounds of the sinners pardon. Christ bore the penalty. 3. Wrought out the 
atonement. 4. Applies redemption to the elect.123

Though this is just a theological skeleton, it seems apparent from his notes, that while 

Nettleton was a New Divinity man, he held a penal substitutionary model of the 

atonement that was limited by its application.  Certainly, it is possible that Nettleton held 

a non-penal governmental view of the atonement, but it is likely that he resisted this 

move away from what he understood to be orthodox Calvinism.   

Conversion  

An analysis of Asahel Nettleton’ sermons reveals that while he did hold to the 

view that conversion was a direct result of regeneration, as an Edwardsean, his revival 

preaching called people to make a conscious choice.  In his “Notes on Theology,” Nettleton 

had this to say about conversion: “Regeneration is the cause and conversion the effect. 

Conversion is carried on through a man’s life—turned more and more from sin unto 

holiness and from the heart grows every Christian grace, which springs from love.”124

This short synopsis indicates a Reformed ordo salutis, including a process initiated by 

God in regeneration, followed by activity in the one converted; both of which point to 

Puritan piety.  On the other hand, in a revival message entitled “Indecision in Religion,” 

based on Elijah’s question, “How long halt ye between two opinions?” from 1 Kings 

18:21, Nettleton asserts:  

This sermon is addressed to all the impenitent. No sinner in this place intends to die 
without an interest in Christ. And yet many do not like to begin a life of religion 

123Nettleton, Sermons, 235–36.

124Ibid., 236.
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now. Many hesitate – they halt between two opinions, whether to begin a life of 
religion now, or to defer the subject a little longer. Our text calls upon all such to 
come to a decided choice, to go one way or the other without delay.125

The conversion of this great evangelist, as well as his view of how God brings 

a soul into grace, is a study in Puritan spirituality sifted through Jonathan Edwards’ 

understanding of conversion.126  Representing Puritanism, William Perkins taught “that 

conversion from unbelief to a lively and plentiful assurance was ‘not wrought all at one 

instant, but in continuance of time, and that by certain measures and degrees.’”127  Beeke 

relates that Perkins’s morphology of conversion was a process that involved four 

definitive steps, broken down into ten actions.128  Moreover, Pointer relates William 

Perkins graphic description of this process: “Thus, authentic searching is not a superficial 

activity but a call to use God’s law ‘to rippe and ransacke our hearts, and to search our 

125Ibid., 17.

126There seems to be some disagreement among scholars as to the extent that Edwards taught 
the Puritan view of preparation. For instance, Beeke and Smalley argue that Edwards zealously advocated 
Puritan preparation: “Edwards consciously operated within the Reformed and Puritan tradition. In Religious 
Affections (1746), he supported Perkins, Shepard, and Stoddard on their views of preparatory convictions. 
He also defended this tradition from Scripture and reason.” Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley, Prepared 
by Grace, for Grace: The Puritans on God’s Ordinary Way of Leading Sinners to Christ (Grand Rapids: 
Reformation Heritage, 2013), 208. Lloyd-Jones, on the other hand points out, “Jonathan Edwards would 
have nothing to do with the teaching of preparationism. He belongs here to John Cotton rather than Thomas 
Hooker. He puts his view in his way, ‘Everything in the Christian scheme argues, that man’s title to, and 
fitness for heaven, depends on some great divine influence, at once causing a vast change, and not any such 
gradual change as is supposed to be brought to pass by men themselves in the exercise of their own power’ 
(Works Vol. 2, 557).” Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans, 350. 

127Baird Tipson, “How Can the Religious Experience of the Past Be Recovered? The Examples 
of Puritanism and Pietism,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 43 (December 1975): 698.

128Beeke, The Quest for Full Assurance, 88–98. Wallace describes the well-known metaphor of 
Perkins that was likely familiar to Nettleton, “William Perkins’s A Golden Chaine was a classic statement 
for English Calvinists in laying out the order of salvation, a way of analyzing the unfolding of grace that 
was one of the main organizing principles in Reformed theology and a particularly attractive one to Puritan 
preachers and writers, providing an apt metaphor for the process of salvation.” Wallace, Shapers of English 
Calvinism, 290 n. 163. Perkins’ protégé William Ames also taught eight steps or stages to enter grace, 
describing preparation to drying out wood prior to placing it in the fire. See Beeke and Smalley, Prepared 
for Grace, by Grace, 53–70
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waies unto the bottome.’”129  Puritan teaching, alongside the “ripped and ransacked” 

conversion accounts of Edwards, Bunyan and Brainerd—all of which Nettleton had 

read—were preparation for conversion; involving an extensive period of soul searching 

that preceded regeneration. The view that conviction must precede conversion was at the 

heart of much of Nettleton’s preaching. For instance, in a message whose title speaks 

volumes, “The Destruction of Hardened Sinners,” Nettleton made these pointed remarks,  

Sinner! If you cannot be alarmed, you cannot be saved. If you do not believe that 
you are under the sentence of death from God’s holy law, then you do not feel your 
need of pardon, and “Ye will not come to Christ that ye might have life.” . . .  No 
sinner ever repented without conviction of sin. Even the Spirit of God never 
interposes to rescue the sinner from destruction in any other way than by arousing 
his guilty conscience to perform its office.130

While Edwards struggled with schemes of “gradualism,” the teaching had 

seeped into many of the churches in New England in the eighteenth century.131  Guelzo 

relates that the extent of preparationism prior to the New Divinity was significant in New 

England:  

By Edwards’s time, this gradualism or “preparationism,” had become the accepted 
mode of entrance into salvation in the minds of most of the New England clergy, 
and the idea of church membership in New England had been extended so as to put 
into the church covenants even those who had only begun to use the “means of 
grace” (attendance of preaching, praying, the use of the sacraments, and other such 
external duties which could be taken as evidence that the doers must be on their way 
to regeneration) to prepare themselves for salvation.132

While Nettleton’s personal experience fit the Puritan morphology of conversion, it is 

129Steven R. Pointer, “Puritan Identity in the late Elizabethan Church: William Perkins and ‘A 
Powerfull Exhortation to Repentance’” Fides et Historia 33 (Summer-Fall 2001): 68.

130Nettleton, Sermons, 36.

131While Nettleton was deeply influenced by John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding and 
undoubtedly Pilgrim’s Progress as well, he did reject the use of means for the purpose of preparation for 
conversion. Kapic and Gleason state, “Inwardly, Bunyan suffered five years of intense agony as he sought 
an assured faith in Christ, and outwardly he suffered twelve years in jail between 1660 and 1672, with six 
months more in 1676–1677, for his nonconformity.” Kapic and Gleason, The Devoted Life, 187.

132Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 105.
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possible that he knew of Edwards’ struggle with the Puritan view of conversion and a 

lack of assurance, primarily because he could not identify all these stages in his own 

experience.133  This connection to Jonathan Edwards’ understanding of conversion, 

within the context of revival, points to Nettleton’s practice of calling people to immediate 

repentance and obedience in spite of their sinful condition. In a revival message entitled 

“Indecision in Religion,” Nettleton places conversion within the sphere of man’s will, 

touched by the power of God:  

1. The reason why we call on you to repent and believe is not because you cannot, 
but because you will not. 2. The reason why God will punish you for not obeying is 
not because you cannot, but because you will not. 3. The reason why the Almighty 
power of God is necessary to draw you is not because you cannot, but because you 
will not come to Christ.134

For the Puritan, and for Nettleton as well, conversion was anything but simple, 

it was a “complex, often long-drawn out process that advances by stages from conviction 

of sin and need as its beginning to assurance of salvation as its climax.”135  Indeed, as 

133In what could be said of Asahel Nettleton, Lee and Guelzo portray Edwards as a revivalist 
whose view of conversion was colored by personal experience: “Edwards understood conversion as the 
personal experience of strong feelings of guilt before God, godly sorrow for sin and abject repentance, release 
from the bondage of sin, followed by a testimony to the fact of the new experience, often with ecstatic 
signs.” Sang Hyun Lee and Allen C. Guelzo, Edwards in Our Time: Jonathan Edwards and the Shaping of 
American Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 120. Edwards offers two reasons for his struggle with 
the Puritan teaching on preparation in a diary entry on December 18, 1722: “‘The reason why I, in the least, 
question my interest (share) in God’s love and favor, is, 1. Because I cannot speak so fully to my experience 
of that preparatory work, of which divines speak; 2. I do not remember that I experienced regeneration, 
exactly in those steps, and which divines say it is generally wrought.’” Jonathan Edwards, Letters and 
Personal Writings, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. George S. Claghorn (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1998), 16:759, quoted in Beeke and Smalley, Prepared by Grace, for Grace, 215.

134Nettleton, Sermons, 21.

135David Chou-Ming Wang, “The English Puritans and Spiritual Desertion: A Protestant 
Perspective on the Place of Spiritual Dryness in the Christian Life,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul 
Care 3 (Spring 2010): 45. Mitchell gives a summary of these preparatory stages: “The normal stages of 
experience were ‘awful apprehension’ and misery over man’s sinfulness and total depravity; 
submissiveness to God’s absolute sovereignty; dependence on grace and recognition of His justice even it if 
meant eternal damnation; and finally, in successful cases, happiness over conviction of being elected by 
God to eternal life. Such an experience, being ‘wounded’ it was well called, inevitably produced extreme 
agitation so that meetings too often degenerated into scenes strangely incongruous with the sober 
Puritanism of Connecticut.” Mary Hewitt Mitchell, The Great Awakening and Other Revivals in the 
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Cohen states, “Well known as physicians of the soul, they pieced together a compelling 

model of how the Spirit moves a human being as it translates individuals from the estate 

of damnation to that of grace.”136  It is likely that Nettleton would have agreed with 

Simpson who described regeneration and conversion as “a movement which began by 

exhorting men to prepare themselves for a miracle of grace and ended by asserting the 

presence of the Holy Spirit in every believer is one movement.”137 Nettleton’s ten-month 

experience of conviction and view of conversion fit nicely into this Puritan model.138 In 

contrast, Nettleton did complain that within the context of revival, the drawn out model 

of conversion was the source of much opposition.  Nettleton proclaimed, “On the other 

hand, many treat revivals, conferences, prayer meetings, sudden conversion, and 

regeneration with the utmost contempt. More zeal is manifested against them, than any 

vice that could be named.”139  In any event, the extent to which Puritanism had affected 

Religious Life of Connecticut, Tercentenary Commission of the State of Connecticut Committee on 
Historical Publications (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1934), 12.

136Charles L. Cohen, “Two Biblical Models of Conversion: An Example of Puritan 
Hermeneutics,” Church History 58 (June 1989): 182. Cohen describes the Puritan model of conversion: “In 
the initial stage, called preparation, an unregenerate makes ready. Startled out of complacency by some 
prick of conscience, the person feels contrition for some past offense and awakens to a life spent in error 
and deceit. Awareness of transgression inspires resolutions to do better, but good intentions buckle under 
the further realization that one’s innate depravity—the degradation of the mind, will, and affections 
corrupted by Original sin—renders all efforts useless. Humbled by the realization of its radical inadequacy, 
the soul recognizes the vanity of its aspirations and yields itself to God; sunk in desperation, it gives itself 
up and receives the Lord in faith.” Ibid.  

137Edwin C. Deibler, “The Chief Characteristic of Early English Puritanism,” Bibliotheca 
Sacra 129 (October-December 1972): 331; excerpted from Alan Simpson, “Saints in Arms,” Church 
History Magazine 13 (June 1954): 119. Diebler adds, “The movement was one which had at its root the 
necessity of an inner experience of grace.” Ibid.

138Trinterud writes, “The Puritan pattern of piety lived on, now immortalized in such works as 
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, 1678. In this book Bunyan had woven into the allegorical pattern, so long 
traditional in English preaching, the whole of the covenant theology’s conception of the various stages by 
which man was regenerated (the ordo salutis).” Leonard J. Trinterud, “The Origins of Puritanism,” Church 
History 20 (March 1951): 54.  

139Nettleton, Sermons, 77. 
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his own understanding is reflected in the fact that on May 16, 1844, while lying on his 

deathbed, Asahel Nettleton described himself using these words: “More of my life is 

written in Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, than anywhere else.”140

Furthermore, Tyler adds, “He was a great admirer of the writings of Bunyan, and often 

referred to them in illustration of his own opinions.”141 Indeed, after his own personal 

experience, he went on to teach thousands this view of conversion, assisting others 

toward an inner experience of grace, using depravity, repentance, regeneration, grace and 

submission as his mightiest and most effective weapons.   

Depravity 

Downstream from generations of logical Reformed teaching, Nettleton 

understood, as Hutchinson so eloquently states, “The character of salvation which is in 

Christ can never be properly comprehended apart from sin which is in the sons of 

Adam.”142  Based upon the premise of the imputation of Adam’s sin; Nettleton taught 

that all sinners, even infants, were totally depraved and destitute of anything that would 

commend them to God.143 Nettleton argued,  

140Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 431.

141Ibid.

142George P. Hutchinson, The Problem of Original Sin in American Presbyterian Theology
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1972), 1, quoted in John D. Hannah, “The Doctrine of Original 
Sin in Post-Revolutionary America,” Bibliotheca Sacra 134 (July-September 1977): 238.

143For a thorough analysis of Jonathan Edwards view, which likely impacted Nettleton, see 
Oliver Crisp’s article “Jonathan Edwards on the Imputation of Sin,” in Retrieving Doctrine, 47-68. Crisp 
summarizes, “Edwards took the notion of the union of Adam and his posterity from Augustinian realism, 
and the notion of Adam’s place as the first man from federalism, to forge a via media between these two 
traditional views on this matter. This, coupled with Edwards’ occasionalism in Original Sin (IV:III) yields 
a theory of imputation in which Adam and his posterity are united together by God for the purposes of 
imputation, such that Adam’s sin becomes the sin of his posterity.” Ibid., 68. Johnson relates, “The term 
original sin, of course, has been used in different senses. It has been used broadly of: (1) the guilt of the 
first sin; (2) the loss of original righteousness; (3) the corruption of our whole nature. At other times it has 
been used narrowly, in a fourth sense, namely, of original inherited corruption.” S. Lewis Johnson, “G. C. 
Berkouwer and the Doctrine of Original Sin,” Bibliotheca Sacra 132 (October-December 1975): 318. See 
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Those who deny that infants are sinners, have devolved on them the Herculean task 
of defending the justice of God in bringing suffering and death upon millions of 
beings who are perfectly innocent.  Those who admit the doctrine of infant 
depravity have no difficulty on this subject.144

Even though many viewed the capacity to sin to begin after infancy, still the view was 

that accountability for sin began very early. Remarkably, when Nathaniel Taylor, who 

denied that God condemns infants to hell, was asked what age children could sin, 

responded, “By the age of six months they could assert their stubborn willfulness against 

parental authority by refusing to cry quietly, by pushing a cup from their mouths, by 

throwing their porridge on the floor.”145 In any event, Nettleton held that everyone, 

regardless of their station in life, carried not only the guilt of the first sin, but also the 

corruption that flowed from Adam’s transgression.  Nettleton describes his view of 

depravity, shaped by the New Divinity: 

By original sin is meant that actual sin which all Adam’s posterity commit in 
consequence of his being constituted their public head. 1. The corruption of all men 
is not by less their own sin because it was foreknown and determined that Adam 
would sin. 2. It is not less their own because they sin as soon as born. 3. Not less 
their own because deeply rooted in their hearts. 4. Sin is the transgression of the 
law. 5. Holiness is benevolence or disinterested love. 6. Sin is selfishness or the 
pursuit of self interest.146

In his definition of depravity, one can clearly see the influence of Edwards, Bellamy, and 

the watermark of Hopkins.  

Using Genesis 6:5 as his proof text,147 Nettleton preached much about the fall 

also Stephen J. Duffy, “Our Hearts of Darkness: Original Sin Revisited,” Theological Studies 49 
(December 1988): 597–622; and Beeke, Living for God’s Glory, 48–58.

144Nettleton, “Infant Depravity,” in Sermons, 485. See also David K. Clark, “Warfield, Infant 
Salvation, and the Logic of Calvinism,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 27 (December 
1984): 459–64.

145McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, 117.  

146Nettleton, Sermons, 234.

147“The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every 
inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time” (NIV).
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of man.  Total depravity did not mean “all men are equally wicked,” or that “men are as 

bad as they can be,” or that “men are not free moral agents.” Total depravity means “that 

all men, by nature, are destitute of the love of God, and consequently wholly sinful—or 

to adopt the language of the text, that every imagination of the thoughts of their heart, is 

only evil continually.”148 Steeped in this aspect of Reformed and Puritan tradition, 

Nettleton’s theology of conversion rested on the classic idea of original sin—the 

imputation of Adam’s sin and its pollution to his progeny and the corresponding need for 

the imputation of Christ’s obedience and righteousness to his.149

On the other hand, Nettleton taught total depravity within the context of 

qualified free agency. Arguing from Edwards’ Freedom of the Will, Nettleton made fine 

distinctions between freedom of volition and its cause; attributing the first to free agency, 

the second to God’s sovereignty:  

Free agency does not consist in a power to act either without or against volition and 
choice. Neither does it consist in a power to act independently of God; for if he 
should withdraw his agency we could neither choose nor act at all. Man is a free 
agent in this sense only, that he is the subject of volitions. Whatever bodily powers 
he may loose, while volition or choice remain, man is a free moral agent. And 
nothing can possibly destroy free agency, which does not at the same time destroy 
volition or choice. Willing or choosing is certainly an exercise of free agency in the 
sight of God. It is also an exercise of the highest freedom of which it is possible for 
us to conceive. But there is a difference between volition and its cause. They are as 
distinct as any other cause and effect.  Now whatever may be the cause of volition, 
it cannot effect free agency.  Volition is an effect of which God is the efficient 
cause; yet the agency of God and the act of the creature are perfectly distinct. The 
creature’s act in exercising choice is not God’s act, it is his own and constitutes him 
a free moral agent.150

148Nettleton, Sermons, 394–95.

149Ames describes the Puritan view: “But in the sin of the first man all mankind perished. . . . 
Original sin is a habitual deviation of the whole nature of man, or a turning aside from the law of God. . . . 
Imputation means that the individual act of disobedience which was Adam’s becomes ours.” William 
Ames, The Marrow of Theology: William Ames 1576-1633, ed. John D. Eusden (Boston: Pilgrim, 1968), 
114, 120, 127. Hodge gives the Reformed view: “By all Reformed and Lutheran theologians it is admitted 
that in the imputation of Adam’s sin to us, of our sins to Christ, and of Christ’s righteousness to believers, 
the nature of imputation is the same, so that the one case illustrates the others.” Charles Hodge, Systematic 
Theology, abridged ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), 290.

150Nettleton, Sermons, 188.
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As a sound theologian, Nettleton was also able to reconcile the doctrine of total depravity 

and the doctrine of free moral agency.  In a doctrinal message called “Total Depravity,” 

Nettleton argued that there was no contradiction between the depravity of men and their 

being free moral agents:  

This doctrine does not imply that men are not free moral agents. They possess all 
the faculties which are essential to moral agency – reason, judgment, memory, will, 
and affections. If they were not free moral agents, they could not be the subjects of 
moral depravity. To say, therefore, that total depravity is inconsistent with free 
agency is absurd. If it is, there can be no such thing as sin or blame in the Universe. 
For if total depravity annihilates free agency, then partial depravity destroys it in 
some degree. So far as an individual is depraved, so far he is not free, and of course, 
not blameworthy.151

That this understanding was a part of the doctrines of grace that guided Nettleton’s 

theology and influenced his methodology is clear.  In Nettleton’s view, this doctrine was 

practically evident in actual human experience. With the wisdom of an evangelist, 

Nettleton argued: 

If any of you, my hearers, do not believe that you are totally depraved, let me put 
your feelings to the test.  You know that it will be your duty to enter your closets to 
pray this night. If you love God, you will esteem it a privilege to do so. If you find 
your hearts opposed to this duty, and neglect it, or attempt it with great reluctance, 
you will know tomorrow, that you possess just such hearts as have been 
described.152

Grace 

Asahel Nettleton not only preached the sovereignty of God, he contended that 

if it is denied, it would be impossible to prove the existence of God. In a logical manner, 

Nettleton argued in a message entitled, “The Counsel and Agency of God in the 

Government of All Things”:   

I observe then, that the existence of God cannot be proved by any person who 
denies the divine decrees. The great argument and proof of the Omniscience of God 
is derived from effects produced—from the design manifest in the works of 
creation, and from the existence of intelligent beings. The argument is fair and lucid. 

151Ibid., 394-95.

152Ibid., 398.
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Where there is a design there must be a designer. . . .  So that we are forced by every 
dictate of reason and common sense, to conclude that the eternal God must have a 
perfect plan worthy of his infinite mind, according to which he governs and disposes 
all events in the universe. But – if these things do not demonstrate the design and 
counsel of God, we have no proof from the works of nature that God knows 
anything.153

In addition, in his “Notes on Theology,” Nettleton summarized his understanding of 

God’s sovereignty under the heading “The Decrees of God”: (1) God hath fore ordained 

whatsoever comes to pass, (3) He has decreed the time, manner and circumstances of 

every event taking place, (3) this is evident from reason and revelation, and (4) perfectly 

consistent with human liberty. Acts 2:23.154  Moreover, Nettleton possessed a high view 

of grace as the only means by which sinners are reconciled to God.  In a sermon based on 

Psalm 97:1155 entitled “The Government of God, Matter for Rejoicing,” Nettleton 

asserted that God is absolutely sovereign over all things physical and moral. Echoing the 

Reformed understanding of God’s decretive will,156 Nettleton taught, 

He exercises absolute control over both the natural and moral world—that he 
“worketh all things after the counsel of his own will,” and that no event great or 
small ever takes place which is not included in his eternal purpose, and which is not 
made to subserve his ultimate designs.157

This absolute control of God over the physical and moral world, and the non-contingent 

153Ibid., 181, emphasis original.

154Ibid., 232.

155“The Lord reigneth, let the earth rejoice.”

156Luther said with characteristic force, “That God foreknows nothing by contingency, but that 
he foresees, purposes, and does all things according to His immutable, eternal, and infallible will. By this 
thunderbolt, ‘Free-will’ is thrown prostrate, and utterly dashed to pieces.” Martin Luther, The Bondage of 
the Will (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1957), 23.

157Nettleton, Sermons, 371. Spencer quotes the classic understanding of theistic determinism as 
it fell from the lips of Benjamin Warfield: “In the infinite wisdom of the Lord of all the earth, each event 
falls with exact precision into its proper place in the unfolding of His divine plan. Nothing, however small, 
however strange, occurs without His ordering, or without its particular fitness for its place in the working 
out of His purpose; and the end of all shall be the manifestation of His glory, and the accumulation of His 
praise.” Duane Edward Spencer, Tulip: The Five Points of Calvinism in the Light of Scripture (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1979), 21.
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decrees through which He governs, applies particularly to the grace required to bring 

salvation of the sinner.158 Nettleton understood the Bible to teach “the conversion and 

salvation of sinners is owing entirely to the sovereign mercy of God.”159  This classic 

Calvinistic view of God’s grace in salvation is based on determinism, in contrast to 

Arminian and open theism, which is based upon concurrence.160

Although he held a high view of God’s sovereignty over all things, Nettleton 

did not see any conflict between the decrees of God and the freedom of man. To the 

objection that God’s decrees destroy man’s freedom, Nettleton responded, 

The reverse is true. God has decreed that man shall be a free moral agent. Is not man 
a free agent? Yes, you will say. How came he to be a free agent, unless God decreed 
that he should be so? If you are a free agent, God has made you such, and if he has 
made you such, he decreed to make you such. You are a free agent of necessity, and 
you cannot help being free. You can no more cease to be a free agent, than you can 
annihilate your soul. You are obliged to act as you please, and you cannot act in any 
other way. If you do not believe it, make an experiment. Try, try hard for five 
minutes, to do something which you do not choose or wish to do.161

158Ames comments on the non-contingent nature of God’s decrees: “For if a particular decree 
of God depended upon any foresight then an idea of God would have come to him from somewhere else, 
which hardly agrees with his nature. . . . God’s will determines all things without exception: the greatest, 
the least, the contingent, the necessary, the free.” Ames, The Marrow of Theology, 95–96, 98.

159Nettleton, Sermons, 455.

160Roger Olson does an able job distinguishing between determinism and concurrence. Olson 
says those who adhere to divine determinism believe that God exercises “absolute, meticulous control of 
every twist and turn of every molecule,” whereas, Arminians conclude, “God concurs with every decision 
and action creatures make and do, but he does not cause all of it or control all of it.” Roger Olson, “The 
Classical Free Will Theist Model of God,” in Perspectives on the Doctrine of God: 4 Views, ed. Bruce A. 
Ware (Nashville: Broadman, 2008), 248–51, quoted in John Mark Hicks, “Classic Arminianism and Open 
Theism: A Substantial Difference in their Theologies of Providence,” Trinity Journal 3 (Spring 2012): 4. 
See also Bruce A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished God of Open Theism (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2000). For the contrasting view of open theism see Boyd, who says “God is not now exercising 
exhaustive, meticulous control over the world.” Gregory Boyd, God at War (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity, 1997), 20. Pinnock defines open theism as “the idea is that God has made significantly free 
creatures upon whose actions he conditions some of his own actions.” Clark H. Pinnock, “Constrained by 
Love: Divine Self-Restraint according to Open Theism,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 34 (Summer 
2007): 149. Pinnock adds, “God’s freedom even includes the power to create a world whose details God 
does not completely determine.” Clark H. Pinnock, “God’s Sovereignty on Today’s World,” Theology 
Today 53 (April 1996): 17. 

161Nettleton, Sermons, 480-81, emphasis original. 



140

Knowing that this was a major theological issue during his itinerancy, Nettleton argued,  

But it will be asked; if God has decreed the actions of men, how can they be free? 
That man is free, and that God has decreed his actions are plain matters of fact. Both 
are clearly manifest in the word of God. That we are free in our actions we have as 
clear and certain evidence as we have of our own existence. Every man is conscious 
that he acts with perfect freedom. That he chooses and refuses is as certain as it is 
that he exists. Of this every man is conscious. And this consciousness is the highest 
possible certainty. It is by this that we are certain of our own existence. That the 
decrees are accomplished by the free and voluntary actions of men, we have plain, 
direct scripture testimony.162

This balance between the decrees of God and the freedom of man reflects the theology 

and revival methodology of the Edwardseans. It also reflects a logical conclusion that 

while men need a new heart, if God is not able to prepare them to receive one; they are in 

a very real dilemma. Nettleton spoke often of the dilemma of God not being able to sway 

the hearts of sinful men without destroying their freedom:  

It is a doctrine clearly taught in the scriptures, that a change of heart is absolutely 
necessary to prepare sinners for heaven. “Except a man be born again he cannot see 
the kingdom of God.” We are also taught that God is the author of this change. 
“Born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.” 
But if God cannot operate on the hearts of men without destroying their freedom, 
then we ought not to pray that God would renew the hearts of sinners. Surely we 
ought not to pray that God would convert men into machines. . . .  When sinners are 
invited to Christ, they all with one consent begin to make excuse. And Christ 
declared, “you will not come to me that ye might have life.”  Sinners are then in 
awful condition. They will not come to Christ, and God cannot make them willing 
without destroying their freedom. What shall be done? It will be of no use to pray 
for them. Nor is it proper to pray for them; for surely we ought not to pray that God 
would do what he is unable to do.163

According to Tyler, the core of Edwardsean theology that Nettleton had absorbed for years 

held that the glory of God was the supreme purpose of the Deity Himself in creation, 
and should be the goal of all mankind. Conversion is viewed as a vision and 
perception of the essential beauty of God and piety and godliness was considered to 
be an unselfish devotion to that vision.164

This focus on the glory of God as the supreme purpose of life, which actuated Nettleton’s 

162Ibid., 186-87.

163Ibid., 373.

164Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 44.



141

ministry, led to the most remarkable characteristic of Nettleton’s revival meetings—

stillness before God. 

That Asahel Nettleton was a Calvinist is beyond doubt. Nettleton’s message 

presented Reformed teaching that proclaimed, through the balanced lens of Edwards’ 

writings, the major tenets of Calvinism.  Depending upon one’s point of view, he held to 

the famous, or infamous “Doctrines of Grace” of Reformed theology.  Indeed, Nettleton 

was of the opinion that God rarely worked in mighty ways among those who denied the 

doctrines of grace.  In a message entitled “Abandoned by God,” he stated unequivocally,   

Where the divinity of Christ, the total depravity of man, the necessity of a change of 
heart by the Holy Spirit, and justification by faith are denied and disbelieved – there 
the Holy Spirit seldom interposes to save the soul. . . .  I know that those who deny 
the doctrines named above, deny also that revivals are the work of God – but this is 
only the consummation of their delusion. They are the last evidence which God 
designs to give to those who have no pleasure in the truth. They are an experiential 
illustration of the doctrine of total depravity and regeneration by special grace.165

Nettleton was a Calvinist with this caveat provided by Tyler: 

His views of the Calvinistic doctrines were such as were maintained by the orthodox 
ministers of New England, at the beginning of this present century (i.e., 1800). The 
new views, therefore, which were put forth as improvements, he did not receive. On 
the contrary, he believed them to be erroneous, and of dangerous tendency.166

On the other hand, Nettleton conducted his itinerancy through emphasizing Hopkinsian 

innovations.  As such, while Edwards taught that the means of grace were to be used to 

press into the kingdom, Nettleton believed that the means of grace like Bible study, prayer 

and solitude were primarily to be used by the regenerate who were pursuing assurance of 

their salvation.  While he would not have been considered a hyper-Calvinist, under the 

five-fold rubric of the familiar “doctrines of grace,”167 Nettleton called for repentance and 

165Nettleton, Sermons, 95. 

166Ibid., 393.

167See James Montgomery Boice and Philip Graham Ryken, The Doctrines of Grace: 
Rediscovering the Evangelical Gospel (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2002). Boice states, “The doctrines of 
grace—these words are shorthand for five distinct Bible teachings that were linked together in response to 
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immediate submission to God.  Rather than being designed to illicit an emotional response, 

the truth “was discriminatingly doctrinal, giving a clear and strong exhibition of doctrines 

denominated Calvinistic, explained, defined, proved, and applied, and objections stated 

and answered.”168  The content of his doctrinal preaching that was utilized throughout his 

itinerancy, included predestination, unconditional election,169 and forensic imputation170

the theology that developed in Holland in the late sixteenth century. This theology was associated with the 
name Jacob Arminius (1560–1609).” Ibid., 18 

168Beecher, The Autobiography (1961), 2:363. 

169Article XVII of The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, entitled Of Predestination 
and Election states, “Predestination to life is the everlasting purpose of God, whereby (before the 
foundations of the World were laid) he hath constantly decreed by his Counsel, secret to us, to deliver from 
curse and damnation, those whom he hath chosen in Christ unto everlasting Salvation as vessels made to 
honor.” G. W. Leibniz, Dissertation on Predestination and Grace (New Haven, CT: Yale University, 2011), 
3. Regarding theological issues that pertain to predestination and election, James concludes, “Thus the 
Biblical meaning of foreknowledge is equivalent to foreordination, both describing the same act, one 
stressing the element of knowledge and the other that of will.” Edgar C. James, “Is Foreknowledge Equivalent 
to Foreordination?” Bibliotheca Sacra 122 (July-September 1965): 219. Malone says of Perkins, “In keeping 
with his views of absolute double predestination, Perkins defined the atonement by Christ as limited in scope 
and intention.” Michael T. Malone, “The Doctrine of Predestination in the Thought of William Perkins and 
Richard Hooker,” Anglican Theological Review 52 (April 1970): 113. Muller claims that while Calvin placed 
predestination within the doctrine of soteriology, later Reformers “placed predestination in some relationship 
to the doctrine of God.” Richard A. Muller, “The Placement of Predestination in Reformed Theology: Issue 
or Non-Issue?” Calvin Theological Journal 40 (November 2005): 184. Picirilli argues that “there is nothing 
about certainty of the future that is in conflict with the ability of human beings to make free, moral decisions.” 
Robert E. Picirilli, “Foreknowledge, Freedom, and the Future,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society 43 (June 2000): 260. Poellot says the verb foreknow “is a synonym for foreordain, preordain, elect.” 
Luther Poellot, “The Doctrine of Predestination in Romans 8:28-39,” Concordia Theological Monthly 23 
(May 1952): 345. Randal relates that Boettner distinguishes four kinds of election: eternal election, national 
election, election to the means of grace, and the election of talents or gifts.” Lewis Grant Randal, “Boettner’s 
Reformed Doctrine of Predestination,” Bibliotheca Sacra 92 (April-June 1935): 238. Among early English 
reformers, Wallace says “the doctrine of unconditional predestination had at least a twofold soteriological 
function” . . . it emphasized ‘their insistence on the gratuity of salvation’ . . . and sanctification as ‘election 
to holiness.’”  Dewey D. Wallace. Jr., “The Doctrine of Predestination in the Early English Reformation,” 
Church History 43 (June 1974): 203. Kolb adds, “Luther’s followers taught that God elected the saints in 
eternity for Christ’s sake, and they rejected the concept of a decree of reprobation, which predestined those 
not elect to damnation.” Robert Kolb, “Nikolaus Von Amsdorf on Vessels of Wrath and Vessels of Mercy: 
A Lutheran’s Doctrine of Double Predestination,” Harvard Theological Review 69 (July-October 1976): 325. 

170Fitzmer provides a synopsis of “the three doctrines” of imputation: “Reformed theologians 
taught that Adam’s first sin affected him as well as his descendants.  All members of humanity, irrespective 
of their individual moral performance, were held accountable for Adam’s first or original sin. . . . His sin 
became theirs by imputation. . . . Just as Adam’s guilt was affixed to the individual in original sin, so the 
sins of the elect were affixed to Christ in the atonement. . . . In justification, therefore, the righteousness of 
Jesus Christ was imputed to the sinner who could then claim both innocence (the sinner’s sin—both actual 
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as the core of biblical soteriology.  Moreover, Christ alone could bring justification, and 

immediate repentance and submission to God were required of all men.  These truths 

reflect what Tyler calls “the grand leading truths of the Gospel.”171

On the other hand, an analysis of Nettleton’s message, “Sinners Entreated to 

Be Reconciled to God,” reveals that as an evangelical Calvinist, he was convinced that a 

human response to God’s terms of salvation was required to bring reconciliation. In 

framing the issue of what is implied in being reconciled to God, Nettleton contends that 

(1) it implies a change from the state of an enemy to that of a friend, (2) reconciliation to 

God implies love to his law, and (3) reconciliation to God implies a willingness to accept 

salvation on the terms proposed in the gospel.172 Subsequent to these three propositions 

on the implications of reconciliation to God, Nettleton concludes with an ominous note:  

Hence we find that the Scriptures speak of God’s reconciling the world unto 
himself—not of his being reconciled to the world, or to their plans of salvation. But 
the fact that Christ has died, and that a way of salvation has been provided, does not 
settle the question whether the sinner will be saved. If he is displeased with the plan 
of salvation, and does not freely subscribe with his hand unto the Lord, instead of 
being saved, he will fall under an aggravated condemnation.173

Law 

Asahel Nettleton taught that before sinners would see their need of Christ, the 

law of God must be preached to lead them to conviction.  Referred to by many in his day 

as the “law-work,” personal conversion and church revitalization depended on God 

honoring his law that has been broken. William Ames, in words that Nettleton could have 

and original—had been ‘removed’ and imputed to Christ in the atonement) and positive righteousness 
(Christ’s perfect righteousness had been imputed to the sinner in justification).” Fitzmier, New England’s 
Moral Legislator, 110.     

171Tyler, Labours, 98. 

172Nettleton, Sermons, 358–59. 

173Ibid., 359.
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read, describes the law-work: “But so that men may be prepared to receive the promises, 

the application of the law usually precedes, in order to uncover sin and lead to . . . a sense 

of guilt, and humiliation in the sinner.”174  This sense of guilt and humiliation was 

preparatory to an inward experience of grace and was part of the effectual call of the Spirit. 

Nettleton did experience ten months of this kind of conviction prior to his conversion and 

used the law to bring thousands into the kingdom.  In a sermon entitled “The Sinner Slain 

by the Law,” based on Romans 7:9,175 Nettleton provides his view of the purpose of the 

law in gospel preaching: 

We see the importance of preaching the law. No sinner can see and feel his need of 
pardon and salvation, until he sees that he is lost—none are convicted of sin without 
a knowledge of the law—“By the law is the knowledge of sin.”  “I had not known 
sin but by the law.” None can feel their need of Christ, till they feel that they are 
condemned. It is true that sinners may be greatly distressed, and have great fears of 
hell without conviction. Hence the need of preaching the law that sinners may see 
their need of pardon and salvation. . . .  The sooner sinners die in the sense of the 
text, the better. Sinners under conviction sometimes say, it seems as if you would 
kill me. They must be killed. They must be slain by the law, before they will be 
made alive by the gospel.176

Nettleton understood preaching the law as part of the doctrines of grace that God used 

mightily during times of revival and renewal. He also viewed preaching the law as a part 

of the means that God used to bring sinners to repentance. In a message entitled “Seek Ye 

the Lord,” he describes the doctrines of grace as a means of conversion: “We now witness 

the truth of the humbling doctrines of grace. The commandment comes, sin revives, and 

sinners are slain. . . .  It is a fact, that the Spirit of God ordinarily works by means; and 

by the very means above mentioned.”177 This understanding of the use of the law to 

174Ames, The Marrow of Theology, 158.

175“For I was alive without the law once, but when the commandment came, sin revived, and I 
died.”

176Nettleton, Sermons, 410–11.

177Ibid., 56, emphasis original.
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prepare the heart for the gospel is vital in modern attempts to revitalize churches, 

experience both personal and corporate renewal, and see the gospel preached with power.   

Regeneration 

Nettleton held, as did Jonathan Edwards, that regeneration in its essence was 

the removing of the tendency to sin, replaced by a tendency toward God.178  The removal, 

done first by an irresistible act of God,179 is necessary before the sinner will repent and 

place faith in Christ. In colorful word pictures, Nettleton describes the practical effect of 

the transaction: 

The change in regeneration is expressed by taking away the heart of stone and 
giving an heart of flesh. I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will 
give you an heart of flesh. From this it appears that regeneration is the act of taking 
away a hard and stony heart. . . .  When God takes away the heart of stone and 
gives an heart of flesh—that is regeneration. When God takes away the heart of 
stone and gives an heart of flesh—Then God grants repentance. A new heart is a 
penitent heart. Regeneration is necessary because sinners have hard, impenitent 
hearts. And this is the glorious effect of the power of God in the act of regeneration. 
It reduces the rebel into submission. It melts the stubborn heart into repentance. 
When God regenerates and grants repentance, he does it by one decisive act.180

Nettleton was very articulate in his understanding of how the believer receives this new 

heart:  

This, as to the cause, is the work of the Spirit of God. 1. The Spirit of God is the 
only agent by which the effect takes place. 2. This change is instantaneous. 3. This 
change is in the will or heart. 4. There are no means which are the cause of this 

178For a brief but excellent overview of Edwards’ understanding of regeneration, see Gerstner, 
Jonathan Edwards, 61–68: Gerstner explains, “Effectual calling, conversion, repentance, and regeneration
were approximately synonymous terms for Edwards.” Ibid., 61. For the relationship of irresistible grace, 
effectual calling and monergistic grace to regeneration see, Beeke, Living for God’s Glory, 101–3. See also 
Helmut Burkhardt, The Biblical Doctrine of Regeneration (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1978).  

179In an article entitled “Regeneration,” Hodge quotes Owen in describing the irresistible 
nature of God effectual call: “In or towards whomsoever the Holy Spirit puts forth his power, or acts his 
grace for their regeneration, he removes all obstacles, overcomes all oppositions, and infallibly produces 
the effect intended.” Charles Hodge, Princeton versus the New Divinity: Articles from the Princeton 
Review (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2001), 9, excerpted from The Works of John (London: Banner of 
Truth, 1965), 3:318–20.  

180Nettleton, Sermons, 63, emphasis original.
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change but is wrought by the immediate energy of the Spirit. 5. The Divine 
operation is imperceptible by the subject. 6. The grace granted in regeneration is a 
sovereign, undeserved favour. 7. This change is not in the least inconsistent with 
liberty. 8. Regeneration is but the beginning of a new life, etc.181

Nettleton taught that “no sinner ever did, or ever will put forth a holy choice until this 

infallible tendency to sin be removed, and succeeded by an infallible tendency to 

holiness; unless an infallible tendency to sin can be the cause of a holy choice.”182  In 

addition Nettleton writes,  

Whether we call this propensity sinful, or not, all orthodox divines who have 
admitted its existence, have, I believe, united in the opinion, that regeneration does 
consist in removing it. This, certainly, was the opinion of Edwards. . . .  It was, also, 
the very quintessence of His Treatise on Religious Affections.183

Nettleton preached the need for regeneration, dependent upon an effectual call 

of God,184 but he also admitted that God used means to facilitate the conversion of 

sinners. In a message entitles “Regeneration,” Nettleton admits, “That the Holy Spirit 

makes use of the word and many other instruments to bring sinners to Christ, I have no 

doubt.”185 In what seems to be a fascinating departure from Reformed teaching on the 

effectual calling of God, Tyler relates,  

Nettleton had very decided opinions about pre-conversion experiences. He sets forth 
his views in private correspondence and such sermons as “Slain by the Law” 
(Memoirs, pp. 116–118, Remains, pp. 328–331).  In brief, he teaches that “Holy 

181Ibid., 236.

182Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 386.

183Ibid., 387, emphasis original.

184Gary Shultz offers an overview by B. A. Ware of the effectual call from a Reformed 
perspective: “Effectual calling is ‘the Spirit’s call to sinners to hear and to believe the gospel, rendered 
effectual by his supernatural enlivening work, or as the Spirit’s provision of grace resulting in saving faith, 
rendered irresistible against all blindness, hardness, and unbelief’ (B.A. Ware. ‘Effectual calling and 
Grace,’ in Still Sovereign: Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge, and Grace, ed. T. R. 
Schreiner and B. A. Ware [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000], 204).” Gary L. Shultz, Jr., “Why a Genuine 
Universal Gospel Call Requires an Atonement that Paid for the Sins of all People,” Evangelical Quarterly
82 (April 2010): 112. See also Bruce Demarest, The Cross and Salvation: The Doctrine of Salvation
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1997), 218–29.   

185Nettleton, Sermons, 146.
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Spirit Conviction” or “being slain by the law,” is an outward or external work of the 
Holy Spirit, which can be resisted by the sinner. While this is the normal method of 
God in leading men to salvation, the experience itself is not gracious or evangelical. 
Many who undergo this conviction work fall short of regeneration.186

Furthermore, Nettleton held that regeneration was an act of God,187 not a cooperative 

participation between man and God:  

The work is God’s. The new creature is his workmanship. Man, who is the subject 
of this work, remains an active, moral agent; but, as it respects the cause he is 
wholly passive.  He is born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, or of the will of 
man, but of God.188

Throughout his incredibly successful itinerancy, Nettleton held that God accomplishes 

this one decisive act through grace. In his message entitled “Regeneration,” Nettleton 

comments on the need for an act of God’s power in addition to the use of means:  

After all preparatory means—all the promises and threats of the gospel—all the 
operations of common grace—and all the exertions of unregenerate sinners, they 
must be born of God to become his children. There must be a new creation—a work 
accomplished by Almighty power—a sovereign—special—supernatural act, like 
making a world, or raising the dead, as to the power exerted, and without such an 
act no one can ever see the kingdom of heaven. Persuasion is not sufficient to make 
men new creatures. If the Spirit operates on the minds of men only by setting 
persuasive arguments or motives before them, be the kinds never so diverse or well 

186Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 96.  

187The Reformed view of regeneration is described by Hodges: “Regeneration is not only an 
act of God, but also an act of His almighty power. . . . An act of omnipotence, it is infallibly efficacious, for 
nothing can resist almighty power. . . . The assertion that regeneration is an act of God’s omnipotence is, 
and is intended to be, a denial that it is an act of moral suasion.  It is an affirmation that it is . . . immediate 
as opposed to mediate. . . . The restoration of sight to the blind by the command of Christ was an act of 
omnipotence. It was immediate. Nothing in the way of instrumentary or secondary cooperating influence 
intervened between the divine volition and the effect. . . . Similarly, raising Lazarus from the dead was an 
act of omnipotence. Nothing intervened between the volition and the effect. The act of quickening was an 
act of God. Lazarus was passive. . . . According to the evangelical system it is in this sense that 
regeneration is an act of God’s almighty power.”  Hodges, Systematic Theology, 434–35. 

188Nettleton, Sermons, 192, emphasis original. Horton describes passive regeneration or 
“monergism:” “Much of the debate comes down to one basic difference: Arminians affirm synergism (i.e., 
‘working together’, or cooperation between God’s grace and human willing and activity), while Calvinists 
affirm monergism (i.e., ‘one-working’, or God’s grace as the effectual source of election, redemption, faith, 
and perseverance).” Horton, For Calvinism, 97–100. For the monergistic view of regeneration, see 
Matthew Michael Barrett, “Reclaiming Monergism: The Case for Sovereign Grace in Effectual Calling and 
Regeneration” (Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2011). For an alternative view of 
synergistic regeneration, see Adam Dodds, “Regeneration and Resistible Grace: A Synergistic Proposal,” 
Evangelical Quarterly 83 (January 2011): 29–48.
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adapted to this purpose, yet after all, it depends on the will of man whether any shall 
be regenerated or not. On this scheme the glory of regeneration would belong to 
ourselves.189

Speaking as a thoughtful theologian, the Reformed imprint, as well as the Edwardsean 

watermark, is visible in the following description of Nettleton’s understanding of what 

happens to a soul when God acts upon it:  

It is a doctrine supported by the great light of the Reformation and by the pillars of 
the evangelical churches ever since: that regeneration is a physical work. And by 
this they mean there is an actual new creation, as absolutely so as when the world 
was created; that a new spiritual taste or discernment, and principle is implanted by 
a sovereign creative operation, and not simply a new direction given to the old 
faculties. Such a work being proved, the whole system of evangelical truth; the 
doctrines of grace; of divine sovereignty; of election; of redemption only by Christ; 
of human depravity and others connected with them, all flow from it. There is one 
grand, harmonious, and perfect system: and God is the sum—the substance and the 
glory of all.190

Finally, Nettleton was articulate in his opposition to the emerging idea in the nineteenth-

century that moral persuasion could bring about the miracle of regeneration. In his 

teaching, he argued, 

To prevent misconception, I have said that regeneration is the special work of 
Almighty power. Errorists have never dared to deny, directly, that saints are born of 
God; because this would be to renounce all appearance of belief in the Scriptures. 
They have chosen a surer method of propagating their sentiments. While they retain 
the language of the sacred writers, they have attacked and frittered away their 
meaning, until regeneration becomes the mere application of an external rite, or a 
persuasion of mind affected in an ordinary manner and a consequent reformation of 
morals.191

Repentance 

Nettleton concluded, “The great object of gospel preaching is to bring the 

sinner to repentance.”192 In a clear recognition of the central place that repentance holds 

189Nettleton, Sermons, 147, emphasis original.

190Ibid., 148-49, emphasis original.

191Ibid., 144, emphasis original. 

192Ibid., 433.
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in the gospel message, Nettleton proclaimed, “The history of the prodigal son is a general 

history of Christian experience. In the story as here related, every child of God may trace 

the outlines of his own history.”193 That repentance is far beyond remorse, he makes clear 

in describing repentance as the fruit, of which regeneration is the root:  

This repentance implies love to God. Sin is committed against God, and so the 
sinner is to exercise repentance towards God.  This cannot be done without love. 
And before regeneration there is no love to God. For it is written, Every one that 
loves is born of God.194

In a message entitled “Genuine Repentance Does Not Precede Regeneration,” Nettleton 

understood regeneration as the experience of receiving a new heart from God.  This new 

heart produces an inseparable cord of repentance, faith, and genuine love toward God. 

Nettleton argued the logic of this order in salvation:   

If the sinner does repent before he is regenerated, then, they that are in the flesh can 
please God. . . .  If the sinner can exercise repentance without a new heart, so he can 
every other Christian grace. He can love God, and believe in Christ without a new 
heart, as well as repent of sin. Regeneration is no more necessary to prepare the 
sinner to love God aright than it is to repent aright, for without love there is no true 
repentance. If he can repent without a new heart, he can exercise faith without a new 
heart. But that faith which does not imply love is not genuine.195

This understanding of the power of regeneration to produce a heart inclined toward God 

is the essence of Edward’s Religious Affections. On the other hand, echoing Jonathan 

Edwards’ distinction between man’s inability versus his unwillingness to respond to the 

gospel, Nettleton proclaimed that repentance was a command that sinners were unwilling 

to obey:   

It is a clear point. God does not condemn sinners for being unable, but for being 
unwilling to repent. Let us appeal to facts on this subject. There are some sinners 
now in the prison of hell. Were they able to repent? Able or not able, the Lord 
punishes and will punish them to all eternity for not doing it. Is it for the want of 

193Ibid., 291. 

194Ibid., 61, emphasis original.

195Ibid., 62.
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power, or for the want of will that he punishes sinners? We had rather say it is for 
the want of will, inclination, or disposition to obey his commands.196

Nettleton’s practice of dealing with “awakened sinners,” based on his 

understanding of repentance, seems a bit harsh.  He undoubtedly learned this understanding 

of repentance from Samuel Hopkins who said, “Men are required to repent and believe, 

and turn to God, on pain of eternal damnation, and are declared to be in a state of 

condemnation until they do so.”197  Rather than alleviating their fear, Nettleton urged 

them to repent and express faith immediately. Tyler relates, 

In his conversation with awakened sinners, he was careful never to flatter them, or 
to say anything suited to allay their fears. He never expressed to them the opinion 
that their condition was hopeful.  On the contrary, he gave them to understand, that, 
while they remained impenitent, there was an awful uncertainty whether they would 
be saved. He urged the duty of immediate repentance, and shewed them that they 
could do nothing short of repentance, which would in the least degree improve their 
condition. He endeavored to destroy all their dependence on their own works—to 
shew them that all their religious services were selfish and sinful, and that God has 
made no promise of pardon to anything short of faith and repentance.198

Nettleton gives the theological reasons for his methodology in the section entitled 

“Dispensation of Grace,” from his “Notes on Theology:”  

In preaching the gospel to sinners, nothing is to be required or proposed to be done 
by them, but faith and repentance or what implies these: 1. Man while unrenewed is 
totally depraved. 2. The obstinacy of man in impenitence does not in the least 
remove his obligation to repent. 3. All the law and commands of God respect the 
heart and there is no duty performed, only as the heart is rightly engaged. 4. The 
scriptures do not afford any support to the doctrine, that we must tell sinners to do 
anything before they repent. See Christ’s words and Apostle’s. 5. Telling sinners 
that they must repent immediately tends to cut them off from works. 6. Telling them 
that they can do some good thing before repentance builds them up on works.199

In addition to preaching repentance to sinners, Nettleton also directed repentance toward 

professing Christians. In a typical revival message based on Romans 13:11,200 entitled 

196Ibid., 17-18.

197Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 87.

198Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 302, emphasis original.

199Nettleton, Sermons, 239.

200And that knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep (Rom 13:11).



151

“Professing Christians Awake!” Nettleton proclaimed, 

The text is addressed to Christians. The language is borrowed from natural sleep in 
which a person is in a great measure insensible to the objects, and to what is passing 
around him, but life remains in the body. And thus it is when there is much 
insensibility to divine things among Christians—they sleep; but life remains in the 
soul. Language similar is often addressed to sinners; but then the image is borrowed 
from the dead who sleep in the dust.201

To conclude, an analysis of Nettleton’s revival messages reveals that he considered the 

terms of salvation to include repentance. In a message entitled “The Great Salvation,” he 

explains that men   

who do not comply with the terms on which salvation is offered, are guilty of 
neglecting it. These terms are repentance towards God, and faith in our Lord Jesus 
Christ. All, therefore, who do not repent and believe, are, by the living God, charged 
with the guilt of neglecting the salvation of the gospel.202

Stillness 

Nettleton’s emphasis on stillness was the hallmark of his spirituality, which 

sprang from his theology.  While he possessed a self-conscience disposition at Yale,203

beginning in 1812, almost every place he went “the special presence of God was 

manifested” and “a solemnity and seriousness pervaded the community, which had not 

been experienced before.”204  Before long, he “was preaching to crowded meetings, 

where people sat in the death-like stillness which was becoming the hallmark of his 

revivals.”205  The atmosphere was one of “hushed stillness and subdued reverence” and 

201Nettleton, Sermons, 1.

202Ibid., 316.

203Tyler reproduces these glimpses of Nettleton by the Rev. Jonathan Lee: “He was remarkably 
diffident of his own powers, so far as to be restrained and embarrassed in his recitations and literary 
performances before the class; and the same state of feeling prevented that resolute, persevering application 
necessary for eminence.” Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 39–40.  

204Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 67.  

205Ibid., 71.
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after the meeting, Nettleton “advised them to retire with stillness and go directly to their 

closets.”206 Moreover, Nettleton was graphically portrayed as “the figure of a grave and 

humble preacher, exhorting us ‘to be as still as possible’; while awful and soul-piercing 

truths were moving us as the trees of the forest are moved by mighty winds.”207  This 

emphasis on stillness reflected his view of the majesty and sovereignty of God, before 

which the whole earth should stand in awe.  

Submission 

In what may seem to be counterintuitive, Nettleton’s view of conversion also 

included the requirement for immediate and total submission to God on the part of those 

who expressed a desire to respond to the gospel.  According to Thornbury, “Immediate 

submission was ever set forth as the imperative duty.”208 While he did not believe that the 

means of grace were of use to the unregenerate, “he felt self-examination, Bible reading, 

and prayer were healthy exercises for those who wished to obtain clear evidence that they 

had been born again.”209  Tyler adds that Nettleton “viewed conversion as primarily 

submission. This meant not only repentance and faith, but something beyond that: 

resignation to the just disposal of a sovereign.”210  This theology of resignation was the 

core of everything Nettleton had studied in the writings of Edwards, and his most famous 

students, Samuel Hopkins and Joseph Bellamy.  All things were subservient to the purpose 

of God—his own glory. Nettleton’s theology resonated with this theme.   

206Ibid., 114–15.

207Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, 57–58.

208Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 112.

209Ibid., 113. 

210Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 64.
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Conclusion 

Having examined Nettleton’s ministry, his mentors, and his message, the most 

important question to consider is, What was the long-term impact of his efforts?  Was 

Nettleton’s approach to revival and church revitalization effective in producing lasting 

change? It seems that his contemporaries agreed that the results of his preaching, 

counseling, and revival methodology produced both quantity and quality. Unfortunately, 

it was during an illness that Nettleton reflected upon the impact of his ministry in 1829.  

Tom Nettles observed that in the January 1834 edition of the Biblical Repertory and 

Theological Review, Nettleton’s comments on the fruit of revivals of religion are telling. 

In a letter whose title speaks volumes about Nettleton’s philosophy of ministry, “A brief 

sketch of an Argument respecting the nature of Scriptural, and the importance and 

necessity of numerous, rapid, frequent, and extensive Revivals of Religion,” his words 

concerning the essential nature of church renewal lead to the final chapter considering his 

methods. 

During the leisure occasioned by my late illness, I have been looking over the 
regions where God has revived his work for the two years past. The thousands who 
have professed Christ in this time, in general appear to run well. Hitherto, I think 
they have exhibited more of the Christian temper, and a better example, than the 
same number who have professed religion when there was no revival. . . .  When I 
look back on revivals which took place ten or fifteen years ago, I have been 
agreeably surprised to find so many of the subjects of them continuing to adorn their 
profession. Take the whole number who professed religion as the fruit of these 
revivals, and take the same number who professed religion when there was no 
general revival, and I do think that the former have outshined the latter. I have not 
made a particular estimate, but from what I have seen, I do believe that the number 
of excommunications from the latter is more than double in proportion to the 
former.211

In an effort to develop a modern day template for church revitalization, the next chapter 

focuses on the methods used by Asahel Nettleton that resulted in one of the greatest 

movements of church revitalization in church history.  

211Nettleton, Sermons, v-vi; quoted in a letter entitled, “A Brief Sketch of an Argument 
Respecting the Nature of Scriptural, and the Importance and Necessity of Numerous, Rapid, Frequent, and 
Extensive Revivals of Religion,” Biblical Repertory and Theological Review (January 1834): 124. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ASAHEL NETTLETON’S METHODS  

Introduction 

Church history frequently illustrates the axiom: theology breeds methodology.  

In other words, methods of ministry like preaching, evangelism, and revival reflect a 

theology that produces those methods.  If methods are new, it is possible that the 

theology that lurks beneath them is also new. This final chapter demonstrates that the root 

of Asahel Nettleton’s theology was wonderfully consistent with the fruitful method he 

employed throughout the Second Great Awakening.  In a time when methods were 

radically changing, his remained relatively constant. Certainly, this axiom proved reliable 

throughout Nettleton’s most productive years, even as others began to place his methods 

in the dustbin of history.  

When it came to revival methods, Nettleton was in many ways a paradox even 

to his own generation. On the one hand, he opposed innovations in revival methodology. 

On the other hand, some of his contemporaries perceived even Nettleton’s methods as 

innovative and in some ways reflective of changes in Calvinistic theology.  Bilhartz gives 

a glimpse into the perception of Nettleton by Nicholas Patterson, a licentiate of the 

Presbytery of Philadelphia: “There he met the New England evangelist Asahel Nettleton, 

embraced his new methods of revival, and resolved to become a traveling evangelist 

should he find a candidate to replace him in Baltimore.”1  What Patterson embraced as 

Nettleton’s new methods of revival is the substance of this chapter, precipitating both 

practical applications and conclusions.   

1Terry D. Bilhartz, Urban Religion and the Second Great Awakening: Church and Society in 
Early National Baltimore (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1986), 94.  
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Beginning with an overview of four of Nettleton’s revival methods—including 

preaching, inquiry meetings, frequent visitation and prayer meetings—this chapter 

provides an analysis of the methods Nettleton used, followed by an examination of those 

he rejected.  The methods he rejected included the “New Measures” of Charles G. 

Finney, as well as the conflict that these new measures created between Nettleton, 

Finney, and the New Haven theology of Nathaniel Taylor.  Concluding with a brief 

overview of events that transpired prior to his death in 1844, the chapter closes by 

analyzing the results of Nettleton’s methods.  An effort is then made to draw a number of 

practical applications for twenty-first century church revitalization from the ministry of 

Asahel Nettleton, followed by a final chapter consisting of conclusions and suggestions 

for further study.  

Nettleton’s Revival Methods 

That Asahel Nettleton enjoyed spectacular success as an itinerant evangelist 

seems clear, although the reasons for his success may not be as clear. While it is 

commonplace for historians to scour the historical record to discover what caused 

movements like the Second Great Awakening, it is just as common to overlook a paradox 

like Nettleton. Although his most productive years were 1812 to 1822, he also 

experienced significant results beyond this time period, even as revival methods were 

changing. As one whose work is devoted entirely to the “generation (ca. 1790–1820) of 

New Divinity revivals,”2 David Kling offers a number of reasons why revivals began to 

change by 1820:  

By the 1820s, revivals bearing the imprint of the New Divinity had run their course. 
Revivals by no means faded away—for revivalism had become the main recruiting 
device of the churches—but throughout the 1820s several developments coalesced 
to weaken New Divinity influence. First, within the Calvinist Congregational orbit, 
the New Divinity theology competed with and was eventually subdued by the New 
Haven Theology, a softer brand of Calvinism. Second, Asahel Nettleton, the 
immensely successful itinerating revivalist who toured Connecticut from 1812 to 

2David. W. Kling, A Field of Divine Wonders: The New Divinity and Village Revivals in 
Northern Connecticut 1792–1822 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1950), 3.
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1822 with the blessing of his New Divinity cohorts, withdrew from the circuit due 
to ill health and dedicated the remainder of his life to defending the New Divinity 
scheme against Taylorism, Beecherism, and Finneyism. Third, the “conference 
meeting” gave way to the “protracted meeting” made popular by Charles Grandison 
Finney. Finney's “new measures” supplanted the New Divinity “old measures” in 
conducting revivals.3

Moreover, Kling isolates four primary reasons for Nettleton’s remarkable success as an 

itinerant evangelist during the Second Great Awakening.  Indeed, the four factors that 

contributed to Nettleton’s success in the “waste places” of nineteenth century could 

possibly serve as catalysts in the “waste places” of the twenty-first century. 

First, Asahel Nettleton understood the human heart.  Belazeel Pinneo, one of 

Nettleton’s theological mentors after his college days at Yale, said that Nettleton had “an 

uncommon insight into the human character.”4 Primarily from his own conversion 

experience and inner struggles with assurance, Nettleton was able to peer into the hearts 

of those to whom he ministered and speak directly to them at the point of their greatest 

need. Apparently, Nettleton was legendary for his capacity to anticipate the thinking of 

his detractors when they were present in revival meetings. A student of the human heart 

throughout his itinerancy, Nettleton developed a reputation for dealing with objections 

with an insight that was truly remarkable.  Because Nettleton was fully aware of the 

theological issues surrounding the churches of his day, he was able to speak directly to 

them.  One can see how necessary and valuable this quality would be for those interested 

in church revitalization in the twenty-first century.  

Secondly, according to Kling, “Nettleton perfected the use of the conference 

meeting as a catalyst of revival.”5 Using the small group “after meeting” in homes for 

those inquiring after salvation was a specialty Nettleton utilized with great effectiveness.  

As one of Nettleton’s primary tools of evangelism, the inquiry meeting was both strategic 

3Ibid., 3–4.

4Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 200; quoted in Kling, Field of Divine Wonders, 140.

5Kling, Field of Divine Wonders, 140.
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and dynamic in teaching doctrine and allowing the seed of the gospel to germinate. 

Nettleton’s method of managing these meetings was meticulous, even down to such 

details as the arrangement of chairs in the room. In what seems to be a unique aspect of 

Nettleton, he believed that a sense of God’s presence awakened sinners, so he asked 

everyone to be still and not move around in a meeting.  Kling contends, “He insisted on 

silence, for in silence the God of the New Divinity was revealed to the understanding.”6

As will be seen, a sense of God’s presence is vital in developing healthy, revitalized 

churches.  

The third reason for Nettleton’s success, according to Kling, “lies in the 

support he received from local pastors.”7 As an itinerant who had seen the damage caused 

by a lack of cooperation, Nettleton spent time cultivating relationships of trust, serving by 

invitation only, not as a competitor but as a co-laborer with local pastors. Kling offers a 

few examples of local pastors who invited Nettleton to labor in their church:  

Thus, for example, Nettleton accepted invitations from Bennet Tyler at South 
Britain, Beecher at Litchfield, Gillett at Torrington, Heman Humphrey at Pittsfield, 
Massachusetts, and Noah Porter at Farmington. These ministers welcomed 
Nettleton, knowing that his one- or two-month stay would cost them nothing 
(Nettleton never asked remuneration for his services), create heightened spiritual 
concern, and ultimately boost church membership rolls.8

Perhaps the most important reason why Nettleton excelled in itinerant 

evangelism, according to Kling, was the fact that “he embraced a theology of revival.”9

First, it is certain that Jonathan Edwards’ view that revivals were God’s primary way of 

extending His kingdom, influenced Nettleton. In addition, like his mentor at Yale, 

Timothy Dwight, Nettleton had a high view of the dynamic power of revival to awaken 

sinners and revitalize dying churches. Indeed, Nettleton had a studied opinion and deep 

6Ibid., 141.

7Ibid.

8Ibid.

9Ibid., 141–42.
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convictions concerning the necessity of revival and its impact on those who needed 

Christ. His knowledge of revival was so extensive that Thornbury concludes, “He became 

not only one of the most well-known preachers of the period, but perhaps the most 

authoritative student of revivalism during the first quarter of the nineteenth century.”10

Nettleton’s theology was Reformed, but his revival methodology was tinctured with the 

evangelical Calvinism of Jonathan Edwards and Timothy Dwight. Like Edwards and 

Dwight, he held a particularly high view of the primary measure he would use during his 

most productive years—the ministry of the Word.  

Ministry of the Word. Asahel Nettleton considered the ministry of the Word 

paramount in his revival methodology.  In almost every instance, when a biographer or 

contemporary enumerates his revival methods, the ministry of the Word is preeminent. 

For instance, concerning the “measures” that Nettleton used during his itinerancy, 

according to Tyler, the following were standard, “ministry of the Word on the Sabbath—

frequent visitation, connected with personal conversation on the subject of religion—and 

more or less prayer meetings during the week.”11  Again, Tyler reiterates this testimony 

of a contemporary, Dr. Shepard, pastor of the church in Lenox about the simple pattern of 

Nettleton’s revival methods:  

He held no protracted meetings; nor did he adopt any new measures apparently for 
effect. His labours consisted principally in preaching the Word. He sometimes 
appointed what was called an Inquiry Meeting. At such meetings he manifested an 
almost instinctive discernment of character; and his remarks, in accordance with it, 
were sometimes attended with a powerful effect. In his preaching, his humility was 
apparent to all. He was, I believe, eminently a man of prayer.12

Derived primarily from the first Great Awakening, Nettleton approved of these standard 

methods of promoting the revival of religion. It seems apparent that God used his 

10John F. Thornbury, God Sent Revival: The Story of Asahel Nettleton and the Second Great 
Awakening (Grand Rapids: Evangelical, 1977), 78.

11Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 83.

12Ibid., 162.
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simplicity with great effect. Ralph Smith, converted in one of Nettleton’s meetings, gives 

a helpful summary of Nettleton’s simple revival pattern, exemplified by Jonathan 

Edwards at Northampton and Timothy Dwight at Yale:  

He did not encourage very frequent meetings. Generally he preached twice or thrice 
on the Sabbath, and once more in the course of the week.  The remainder was 
devoted to the inquiry meetings, and visiting from house-to-house.  More private 
prayer-meetings were also encouraged; the aid of females in this way, was highly 
valued by him.13

Thornbury, in describing what was characteristic of this simple revival pattern, concurs 

that the ministry of the Word was preeminent among other methods,  

Nettleton’s “fundamentals” as a revivalist tactician were: public preaching, private 
counselling, and prayer. The time would come when Nettleton, Tyler and their 
friends would find it necessary to defend these simple tools, which had become the 
stock and trade of the Edwardian revivalist school.14

Although others severely criticized Nettleton during his life, the historical record seems 

to indicate that Nettleton never swerved greatly from these fundamentals. Indeed, 

subsequent to his most productive years in promoting a simple pattern of revival, a 

changing theological landscape resulted in Nettleton’s methods clashing with the 

theology of Nathaniel Taylor and the methodology of Charles G. Finney.  Through 

researching the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine, which figured significantly in the 

revivals of Nettleton, Berk suggests that the evangelical landscape had been changing 

even prior to Nettleton’s most productive years:   

New England orthodoxy was moving gradually toward a practical evangelical 
activism. A perusal of the Connecticut Evangelical Magazine over a seventeen-year 
period reveals a steady shift away from rigid Calvinism toward the more moderate 
social religion of Dwight and his immediate followers.15

While Nettleton would eventually lose this battle over a changing theology, the 

divergence with Taylor and Finney centered primarily on original sin, the nature of 

13R. Smith, Recollections of Nettleton, and the Great Revival of 1820 (Albany, NY: E. H. 
Pease & Co., 1848), 38

14Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 77.

15Stephen E. Berk, Calvinism versus Democracy: Timothy Dwight and the Origins of American 
Evangelical Orthodoxy (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1974), 165. 
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regeneration, and the need to allow God to take the initiative in salvation. As will be 

seen, what began as a seemingly insignificant methodological fissure ultimately became a 

theological chasm that altered evangelicalism in significant ways.   

Although methods of revival were evolving during his lifetime, due to his 

convictions concerning the sovereignty of God and inability of man, Nettleton’s theology 

bred a consistent methodology. For instance, Nettleton was very slow to accept new 

converts into full church membership without a time of testing.  Smith writes, he “never 

countenanced the early admission of young converts to church membership, but thought 

much of training them,”16 so those who were converted under his ministry, according to 

Tyler, “with few exceptions, have adorned their profession, and some of them have been, 

and still are, pillars of the church.”17 While it was a bit unorthodox, within his 

understanding of the ministry of the Word, Nettleton utilized an unusual gift of preaching 

that was legendary for its capacity to awaken sinners and establish believers. 

Preaching. As a preacher, Nettleton was not a polished speaker, but those who 

heard him speak admitted he was theologically perceptive, possessed a keen intellect and 

an uncanny ability to read the hearts of his listeners. Tyler notes that Nettleton was not 

just an itinerant evangelist, but a great thinker as well:  

Dr. Nettleton was a profound divine; and in every species of theological discussion 
he was perfectly at home. “With his little duodecimo Bible, or his Greek New 
Testament, always in his hand,” says a friend, “he was one of the most independent 
thinkers I have ever known.”18

In describing Nettleton’s preaching style, Tyler notes that he possessed a wide range:  

His biographer has given the testimony of many to his being an instructive preacher, 
a doctrinal preacher, a practical preacher, a wise preacher, a plain preacher, a 

16Smith, Recollections, 38.

17Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 93.  

18Ibid., 399.
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faithful preacher, and a solemn preacher. Under his ministrations an awful 
seriousness pervaded the assembly.19

As a revival tactician, Nettleton used this wide range of preaching ability with particular 

skill in awakening sinners and revitalizing churches. On the other hand, Nettleton did 

possess strengths and weaknesses in his efforts to preach the Word of God.  In trying to 

describe both, Smith writes, “His talent as a preacher, being rather of the reasoning and 

discriminating character, the almost uniform first report was, that he was not eloquent.”20

The historical record seems to indicate that what Nettleton lacked in eloquence, he made 

up in intelligence, discernment, and passion for souls.  

Concerning the content of Nettleton’s message, he presented Reformed teaching 

that faithfully proclaimed total depravity, election, the absolute necessity of regeneration, 

and the need for total reliance on Christ for justification.21 In what seems to be ironic to 

contemporary standards, and certainly relevant to modern church revitalization, apparently 

Nettleton was completely at home preaching the doctrines of grace in dead and dying 

churches.  Due to the fact that Nettleton decided early in his itinerancy to devote himself 

exclusively to “waste places,” it is significant that Kling adds,  

He preached the “hard sayings” of Calvinism (total depravity, human dependence, 
God’s sovereignty, personal election, reprobation, divine grace, etc.), though 
modified by New Divinity “improvements”—doctrines that ‘”did not paralyze, but 
greatly promoted the good work.”22

That Nettleton preached Calvinism is beyond dispute.  The extent to which he preached 

New Divinity improvements of the doctrines of grace depended on those aspects of 

evangelical Calvinism that promoted revival and called for immediate repentance and 

submission to God on the part of all men. In other words, in his preaching Nettleton was 

19Ibid., 228.

20Smith, Recollections, 25.

21Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 98. 

22David Kling, “Edwards in the Second Great Awakening: The New Divinity Contributions of 
Edward Dorr Griffin and Asahel Nettleton,” in After Jonathan Edwards: The Courses of the New England 
Theology, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Douglas A. Sweeney (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 245.  
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not a high Calvinist, but neither was he an Arminian. As one of the most successful 

Edwardsean revivalists of the Second Great Awakening, Nettleton balanced the 

sovereignty of God with the responsibility of man, no doubt learned from Edwards’ 

Freedom of the Will.  

Concerning his style of preaching, it was primarily extemporaneous. Nettleton 

at one time tried to manuscript his sermons, but concluded that it was too much work.  

Afterward, he used a simple approach in putting together the messages that God would 

greatly use.  According to Robert Swanson, pastor of Long Hill Baptist Church in 

Trumbull, Connecticut, “He prepared sermons with just the aid of his Greek New 

Testament and concordance.”23  In describing Nettleton’s preaching style, Swanson 

further adds that his  

preaching was simple, crisp, and engaging. He was a brilliant apologist.  He had the 
unique gift of speaking to the individual heart. . . .  His sermons were 
extemporaneous, allowing for the piercing eye contact with his audience for which 
he was well known.24

Not only did he use eye contact with great effectiveness, but Nettleton could also be quite 

dramatic in starting in very slow methodical manner, increasing volume, speed, and 

repetition as he proceeded through his message.    

When describing the preaching of Asahel Nettleton, his contemporaries were 

quite effusive in their estimation of both his content and delivery. The president of Brown 

University, Francis Wayland, who said that Nettleton’s life and preaching “turned his life 

around in the spring of 1820,”25 had glowing words to say about Nettleton’s preaching: 

“He was among the most effective preachers I have ever known. I never heard logic 

23Robert A. Swanson, “Asahel Nettleton: The Voice of Revival,” Fundamentalist Journal 5 
(1986): 52.

24Ibid., 51.

25Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 93.
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assume so attractive a form, or produce so decisive an effect.”26 Wayland continues,  

When reasoning on any of the great doctrines in Romans, for instance, election, the 
utter depravity of man, the necessity of regeneration, or the necessity of atonement, 
his manner was often Socratic.  He would commence with what must be conceded 
by every one present; then, by a series of questions, each deliberately considered, 
and not suffered to pass away until the speaker and the hearer gave the same answer, 
his opponents would find themselves face to face with an absurdity so glaring. . . .  
The hearer could hardly escape the disposition to laugh at himself for holding a 
belief that appeared so utterly untenable.27

John H. Rice, in his 1827 letter to Archibald Alexander, describes the unique capacity 

Nettleton possessed to both preach and promote a sense of enthusiasm within the context 

of revival:  

Mr. Nettleton is a remarkable man, and chiefly, I think, remarkable for his power of 
producing a great excitement, without much appearance of feeling. The people do 
not either weep, or talk away their impressions. The preacher chiefly addresses 
Bible truth to their consciences. I have not heard him utter, as yet, a single sentiment 
opposed to what you and I call orthodoxy. He preaches the Bible. He derives his 
illustrations from the Bible.28

Characteristic of this simple, direct style of preaching, Swanson relates that Nettleton 

asks in a sermon entitled Be Reconciled to God, “Do you ask what God requires of you? 

The answer is plain, ‘Be reconciled to God.’ God claims the heart.”29  According to 

Smith, Nettleton spoke frankly to his auditors in the common vernacular with great 

effect. 

The sermons of Dr. Nettleton were usually constructed in a clear, methodical 
manner. The language was of the simplest kind. The point soon began to appear, 
and grew sharper and more prominent as he proceeded. Towards the conclusion he 
would make some sentences cut as with a two-edged sword. He used much 
repetition.  A strong, pungent truth would be echoed once, and twice and even 
thrice, each reverberation louder and more solemn, as if he hoped by repeated blows 
to drive it through the most obdurate conscience.30

26Ibid.

27Ibid., 93–94.

28Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 268.

29Swanson, “Asahel Nettleton,” 53. 

30Smith, Recollections, 160.  
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The preaching of Asahel Nettleton was so engaging that twenty-five years after the fact, 

memories of it still lingered.  Thornbury recounts the testimony given to J. B. Clark, the 

pastor of the church in East Granby in 1843: “I am told that his sermons were in a high 

degree practical. Doctrinal sermons were frequent, but these had a practical turn. They 

were eminently scriptural, and plain, and made men feel that they were the men 

addressed, and not their neighbors.”31

Characteristic of Nettleton’s preaching style was the dramatic use of repetition.  

Tyler relates that one individual who had often heard him speak said in colorful words,  

He had the art of repeating some short and striking sentence in a manner and with an 
effect that no other could imitate. It was like the repeated strokes of the beetle, in the 
hand of a giant, upon the head of the wedge, driving it into the very heart of the 
knotty oak.32

During the Second Great Awakening, Nettleton excelled in the kind of forceful preaching 

that called for knotty hearts to repent immediately and submit to God.  An analysis of his 

published sermons demonstrates that Nettleton’s content was scriptural, plain, and matter 

of fact. 

Nettleton’s conversion experience within the revival culture of the Second 

Great Awakening caused him to specialize in preaching within the context of revival, 

particularly knowing how to address awakened sinners. His good friend and ministry 

colleague, Lyman Beecher, described both the content of his messages, as well as his 

ability to deliver them with power:  

[His] attention to the critical state of individuals in the progress of a revival was 
wonderful. . . .  The power of his preaching included many things.  It was highly 
intellectual as opposed to declamation, or oratorical, pathetic appeals to imagination 
or the emotions.33

Rather than being designed to illicit an emotional response, Beecher states, “It was 

31Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 68. 

32Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 230.

33Lyman Beecher, The Autobiography of Lyman Beecher, ed. Barbara M. Cross (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), 2:363, 364. 
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discriminatingly doctrinal, giving a clear and strong exhibition of doctrines denominated 

Calvinistic, explained, defined, proved, and applied, and objections stated and 

answered.”34

In referring to communication style, Nettleton understood timing, knowing 

how to alter the content of his preaching as God’s Spirit began to be manifest.  According 

to Beecher, Nettleton’s sermons were “adapted to every state and stage of a revival, and 

condition of individual experience.”35 Nettleton was able to read his audience, knowing 

how to use the doctrines of grace depending on the stage of the revival and the spiritual 

state of those in attendance.  Furthermore, Beecher states that Nettleton did not hesitate to 

preach the difficult doctrines of the gospel: “He introduced the doctrine of depravity, and 

made direct assaults on the conscience of sinners, explained regeneration, and cut off 

righteousness, and enforced immediate repentance and faith, and pressed to immediate 

submission in earlier stages.”36  This discerning use of God’s Word in preaching, was 

characteristic of Nettleton’s preaching method as he adapted his content depending on 

what was happening in the meetings.  

In a fascinating glimpse into the preaching method of Asahel Nettleton, Rev. 

Cobb of Taunton, Massachusetts, hosted Asahel Nettleton in 1825. The following 

description is especially fascinating because it occurred after the close of his most 

productive ministry season in 1822, which suggests that even after his health began to 

fail, God was still using his preaching greatly.  After hearing dozens of sermons, Cobb’s 

description, while lengthy, is certainly relevant:  

In his sermons, of which I heard sixty, he was, in manner, simple. He spoke with a 
clear voice—rather slow and hesitating at first, but gradually rising, till, before the 
close, it was like a mighty torrent bearing down all before it. His eloquence was 
peculiar to himself, and consisted in conveying his own views and feelings to the 
minds of others. He never failed to impress his own ideas upon his hearers. As a 

34Ibid., 364.

35Ibid., 365.

36Ibid. 
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revival became more interesting and powerful, he preached more doctrinally. He 
brought from his treasure the doctrines of total depravity, personal election, 
reprobation, the sovereignty of divine grace, and the universal government of God 
in working all things after the counsel of His own will. And these great doctrines did 
not paralyze, but greatly promote the good work. Never had brother Nettleton such 
power over my congregation, as when he poured forth in torrents these awful truths. 
And at no time were converts multiplied so rapidly, and convictions and distress so 
deep, as when these doctrines were pressed home to the conscience. One evening, 
while our house of worship was filled to overflowing, he preached on the doctrine 
of Election; and the people were so held by the power of truth, that when, in the 
midst of the sermon, an intoxicated Universalist stepped within the door, and cried 
out with the stentorian voice, and with a horrid oath, “That’s a lie,” scarcely an eye 
was turned from the speaker towards the door.37

In what was undoubtedly a strategic conviction about the power of the truth, Nettleton 

altered the doctrinal content of his message as God’s Spirit became evident in revival 

meetings.  As an itinerant evangelist, Asahel Nettleton deeply believed that the power of 

the truth would produce desired results and his preaching method corresponds to this 

theological conviction.  Perhaps the most graphic image of Nettleton as a preacher was 

painted by one who described him personally as “the figure of a grave and humble 

preacher, exhorting us ‘to be as still as possible’; while awful and soul-piercing truths 

were moving us as the trees of the forest are moved by mighty winds.”38

In sum, always given primacy, Nettleton’s revival method began with the 

ministry of the Word. The ministry of the Word included a style of preaching that 

targeted awakening sinners and revitalizing churches.  In Nettleton’s estimation, 

preaching was preeminent as a revival methodology and essential to church revitalization.  

Based upon his theology, apart from the sovereignty of God itself and praying for revival, 

it is doubtful that he would have considered any other method as vital to the ministry of 

itinerant evangelism. The historical record seems to indicate that he was among the best 

at this unique ministry within declining churches. Alongside his preaching, the second 

crucial aspect of his dynamic revival methodology was his skillful use of inquiry 

meetings.   

37Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 244–45.

38Smith, Recollections, 57–58.



167

Inquiry meetings. A central component of Nettleton’s evangelistic strategy 

and revival methodology was inquiry meetings. Thornbury underscores the exceptional 

gift that Nettleton possessed using this methodology:  

If one is searching for anything unique about Nettleton’s “methods” or measures in 
evangelism, the “inquiry meeting” comes as close as anything. While he did not 
invent this technique, it was more central in his ministry than in any well known 
evangelist in American Church history.39

Although there is no historical record of Nettleton using the anxious seat or extending an 

altar call, in following the example of Jonathan Edwards, he did hold private meetings on 

a limited basis for those inquiring about salvation, and his gift in using this smaller venue 

was well known.40 Pointing to his Edwardsean roots, Kling suggests that Nettleton 

excelled in the strategic application of Jonathan Edwards methodology in the Great 

Awakening:  

Nettleton's extraordinary success as an awakener was largely indebted to selective 
application of Edwards's methods and message of revival. The New Divinity in 
general, and Nettleton in particular, followed Edwards’s later more cautionary 
writings (e.g., Religious Affections) in conducting revivals and assessing their 
spiritual phenomena.  Indeed, Nettleton was something of a control freak. At 
conference or inquiry meetings, which he perfected as a catalyst of revival, he 
insisted on complete quiet.41

It is likely that Nettleton’s theological convictions inspired the strategic use of the inquiry 

meeting as an evangelistic technique. According to Thornbury, Nettleton felt the anxious 

seat and the altar call were dubious in that they encouraged spurious conversions.  

Nettleton commented, “And I have no more doubt that the bustle and trepidation 

attending the call to anxious sinners to come out before a public assembly is calculated to 

39Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 114.

40Although Nettleton’s theology drove his methodology, Murray suggests that Nettleton’s use 
of inquiry meetings was pragmatic: “Inquiry meetings, as we have seen, had long been used but only when 
the number seeking further help was too large to be dealt with privately.” Iain H. Murray, Revival and 
Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750–1858 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of 
Truth, 1994), 232–33; Murray adds, “Thus Nettleton, during revival in Virginia in 1828, ‘would not even 
hold ‘inquiring meetings’ until the increase of the work made it impractical any longer to see inquirers 
privately.’” Ibid., 233. 

41Kling, “Edwards in the Second Great Awakening,” in After Jonathan Edwards, 139.  
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efface conviction of sin and induce false conversions than I have of my own existence.”42

Indeed, Nettleton used inquiry meetings almost exclusively to teach those who were 

seeking salvation. Thornbury states, “With all his talents as a pulpiteer, it was as a 

counselor in personal encounters and small group sessions that he excelled.”43  As one 

converted in one of Nettleton’s revivals, Smith gives a fascinating account of what took 

place in an inquiry meeting:  

His manner of conducting these meetings, was to go around and speak to each 
individual present, in a tone so low as not to be heard by others, to give a word of 
pointed exhortation, and close all by solemn prayer. There was seldom singing in 
these meetings, all was solemn, still, and reflective, and if an improper person was 
found to have intruded himself, Mr. Nettleton knew how to dispose of him.44

In describing the purpose of inquiry meetings, according to Thornbury, “immediate 

submission was ever set forth as the imperative duty”45 and these meetings “were not 

brief encounters after a regular church service, but periods of concentrated and detailed 

teaching, set aside specifically for the purpose of assisting those under conviction.”46

Apparently, Nettleton would use the inquiry meeting to give extensive teaching on the 

doctrines of grace, the need for regeneration, repentance, and immediate submission to 

God.  On the other hand, for those seeking assurance of salvation in Christ, Smith 

contends that Nettleton constantly urged them to use “ordinary means of grace.”47  As a 

Hopkinsian, Nettleton felt as if the purpose of the means of grace was not to experience 

salvation, but to find assurance of salvation.  For instance, Thornbury says that Nettleton 

42George Hugh Birney, Jr., “The Life and Letters of Asahel Nettleton 1783–1844,” 
(Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Hartford Theological Seminary, 1943), 15, quoted in Thornbury, God Sent 
Revival, 203. 

43Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 111.

44Smith, Recollections, 33–34.

45Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 112.

46Ibid., 113–14.

47Smith, Recollections, 76. 
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consistently “encouraged seekers to spend much time alone.  He felt self-examination, 

Bible reading, and prayer were healthy exercises for those who wished to obtain clear 

evidence that they had been born again.”48

As a rule, Nettleton held inquiry meetings outside the church building, and the 

atmosphere was one of “hushed stillness and subdued reverence.”49 After he closed the 

meeting with prayer, Nettleton’s trademark was to encourage solitude. He would dismiss 

the meeting and ask people not to talk with each other, but go directly to be alone with 

God.  Nettleton was quite specific in arranging even the chairs when holding a meeting in 

a home. In an inquiry meeting in Jamaica, one testified that Nettleton came early “to 

arrange the seats, about which he was very particular.”50  Another witness testified about 

this peculiar aspect of Nettleton’s method: 

He was painstaking, in no ordinary degree, in arranging such meetings. A Christian 
friend, who frequently had him under his roof in Glasgow, at the time of his short 
visit to this country, remarked, that “he seemed to do nothing, were it no more than 
crossing the floor of the apartment, without keeping in view how it might affect the 
souls of those present.”51

After he arranged things properly, Tyler gives a detailed picture of how Nettleton 

proceeded in a typical inquiry meeting: 

After a short address, suited to produce solemnity, and to make all who were present 
feel that they were in the presence of a holy and heart-searching God, he would 
offer prayer. Then, he would speak to each individual present in a low voice, unless 
the number was so large as to render it impossible. When that was the case, he 
would sometimes have one or two brethren in the ministry to assist him. He would 
converse with each one but a short time. The particular object of this conversation 
was to ascertain the state of each one’s mind. He would then make a solemn 
address, giving them such counsel as he perceived to be suited to their condition; 
after which he closed the meeting with prayer. He usually advised them to retire 
with stillness and to go directly to their closets.52

48Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 113. 

49Ibid., 114–15.

50Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 258.

51Ibid.

52Ibid., 220–21.
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Remarkably, during periods of intense revival, people feared to come to inquiry meetings 

due to the overwhelming sense of awe, distress, and dread present in the meetings.  

Apparently, the sense of the presence of God was so real that feelings of deep conviction 

of sin were evident. In one instance, Nettleton describes one such meeting where 

previous experience was producing a genuine fear of a holy God.   

They could hardly endure the thought of passing through such a scene of distress a 
second time.  And I can truly say that, for the first time, I felt the same reluctance. 
But, to the astonishment of all, instead of an anxious, we had a joyful meeting.  
Most of those in such distress at out last meeting for inquirers, had found relief, and 
were exceeding joyful.  What an astonishing change in one week!  I felt that it could 
hardly be possible.  We had lost our anxiety, and had little else to do but render 
united thanks to God for what he had done. 53

To understand how intense and powerful revivals became during Nettleton’s ministry, at 

times inquiry meetings were conducted daily with as many as three hundred in 

attendance.54  It is no wonder that as a revival strategist, Nettleton would zealously 

protect this methodology from measures that he deemed less powerful.  

The primary motivation behind Nettleton’s use of the inquiry meeting was to 

assist those who, in his view, did not have the capacity to respond to the gospel without 

the work of the Spirit.  When addressing man’s inability to respond to the gospel and the 

charge that Calvinism denied human responsibility, Nettleton reiterated that the Scriptures 

taught that what appeared to be mutually exclusive were in fact complimentary. Nettleton 

spoke with his tongue in his cheek when he said,  

I well recollect a celebrated preacher in one of His discourses used this language: 
“Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.” In 
another discourse this same preacher said, “No man can come unto me except the 
father which hath sent me draw him.”  Now what think you, my hearers, of such 
preaching?  What would you have said had you been present and heard Him? Would 
you have charged him with contradicting Himself?55

In addition, in response to the charge that preaching the fallen state of man was a 

53Ibid., 127–28.   

54Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 118.  

55Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 215–16. 
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hindrance to evangelism, he wisely stated, “It is only when, without seeking the special 

and peculiar working of the Spirit, man is trying to work upon his fellow men, by the 

power of mere motives that these truths seem to be hindrances.”56  In Nettleton’s view, it 

was because of the fallen state of man and his inability to respond to Christ without the 

Spirit’s enablement, that the new measures were so harmful to the cause of true revival.  

Frequent visitation. Of the four primary methods that Nettleton used to 

promote revival and church revitalization, central alongside preaching, inquiry meetings 

and prayer, was frequent visiting in the homes of church members and sinners inquiring 

about salvation.57 Nettleton at times even decided if he was going to hold revival 

meetings after visiting in the homes of church members. Visiting in homes with the 

church members of declining churches, Nettleton would seek God’s will concerning the 

possibility of doing a revival in that community.  Indeed, Nettleton specialized in 

speaking to people one-on-one to gauge whether or not the Spirit of God was at work in 

the church. Frequent visiting in homes was Nettleton’s way of determining both the level 

of inquiry about salvation, as well as whether or not there was a spirit of prayerful 

intercession for revival present in the community. Central to his success, Nettleton’s 

evangelism was relational and personal.   

Prayer meetings. The fourth component that Nettleton considered 

fundamental to his revival methodology was prayer meetings. More than a method, 

prayer was to him a large part of his personal piety. Encapsulating Nettleton’s personal 

piety within the categories of humility, love for souls and meekness, Tyler says,   

That Dr. Nettleton was a man of more than ordinary piety, will be evident to all who 
have attentively perused the foregoing account of his life. His piety was deep, 
steady, operative, and consistent. . . .  He seems never to have been greatly elated, 

56Ibid., 231.

57Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 83.
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nor deeply depressed; but to have maintained generally a calm and peaceful frame 
of mind.58

While this account seems to be at odds with debilitating bouts of melancholy that 

Nettleton experienced prior to his conversion and while a student at Yale, historians feel 

as if Tyler’s adoration of Nettleton is open to debate and leaves him less than objective.   

In any event, contemporary witnesses testify to Asahel Nettleton’s personal 

piety. This piety included a significant emphasis on prayer, particularly as a method of 

revival. One can trace this emphasis on private prayer from prior to Nettleton’s 

conversion, to how he would utilize prayer in conducting revivals in the waste places of 

southeastern Connecticut. Even before his conversion, Thornbury relates, “Often he 

wandered for long hours in the fields praying, or trying to pray, and at times he stayed 

awake at night doing the same thing.”59 That private prayer was the pattern of his 

personal life seems beyond question.  

In addition, Nettleton always encouraged people to pray for revival and 

suggested that if the church was not praying, it was unlikely to occur. The very first thing 

Nettleton would do when considering holding meetings was to call the entire church to 

prayer. On the other hand, as Tyler contends,  

Dr. Nettleton never held out the idea to churches, that they could “get up of revival,” 
or that they could have a revival at any time. It is true, that he set before them the 
encouragement which God has given to humble and fervent prayer. But he always 
maintained, that a revival of true religion depends on the sovereign interposition of 
God. Nor did he believe in the notion of the prayer of faith entertained by some,—
viz., that God will always grant the particular things for which we pray, if we only 
believe that He will do it.60

Reflective of his theology of revival, if the people were failing to look to God for revival 

and were looking to him, he would refuse to participate. This being the case, encouraging 

everyone to ask God to bring revival was commonplace within his revival methods.  

58Ibid., 419, 420–26.

59Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 30. 

60Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 298.
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For instance, after Nettleton arrived at Milton to hold revival meetings, “He 

told them that he had come at the request of others and that a revival was his goal and 

should be theirs. He urged them to pray for a spiritual awakening.”61  Because others had 

been praying, Nettleton expressed confidence that the church at Milton would indeed 

experience a revival of religion. Moreover, in what would become a signal quality of 

Nettleton, he was of the opinion that if God did not act in response to prayer, revival was 

impossible.   

Invited to hold meetings in Salisbury in 1815 to 1816, Nettleton responded and 

a significant revival did in fact occur. Years of decline had left the church with only 

seventeen male members and no pastor.62 Thornbury traces the revival to the fact that the 

remaining members were praying, arguing that Nettleton viewed prayer as of singular 

importance.  

But the few who were still active were deeply anxious for a work of the Holy Spirit 
in their midst, and had been persistent in praying for revival. They requested that he 
come. The circumstances in which he accepted this invitation served to illustrate 
what could be regarded as a singularity in Asahel’s outlook, a commendable but 
rare quality. He was of the opinion that there could be no revival in the community 
unless the people depended upon God alone. If he suspected of the church was 
relying on him to bring about a spiritual awakening, they stood a good chance of not 
getting is assistance at all.63

Indeed, Nettleton would excuse himself from Salisbury temporarily based upon the 

suspicion that some were in fact depending on him. Because of his conviction that 

prayerful dependence on God was vitally important in promoting revival, his method 

included frequent prayer meetings.   

That Nettleton had a high regard for prayer in connection to revival seems 

clear. Tyler relates an interesting picture of his esteem of prayer in preparing for revival,  

61Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 60. 

62Ibid., 69.

63Ibid.
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There is another interesting topic that lies near my heart; but the time would fail me 
to express my views and feelings on the subject. That holy, humble, meek, modest, 
retiring form, sometimes called the Spirit of Prayer, and which I have ever regarded 
as the unfailing precursor of a revival of religion, has been dragged from her closet, 
and so rudely handled by some of her professed friends, that she has not only lost all 
her wonted loveliness, but is now stalking the streets in some places stark mad.64

Nettleton felt so deeply about “the Spirit of Prayer’ that according to Tyler, as he was 

considering whether to do a revival in a certain place, his pattern focused on two 

indispensable issues in the church: “A primary object was to find the state of feeling in 

Christians, and to promote a humble, praying spirit.”65  Nettleton’s conviction ran so deep 

concerning the priority of prayer, that he once commented, “It is of no use to preach, if 

the church does not pray.”66 Corresponding to his theology of revival, when Nettleton 

was considering holding meetings, he would arrange prayer meetings throughout the 

church to seek God’s power to descend upon his preaching, inquiry meetings, and house-

to-house visitation.   

In sum, theology does breed methodology.  The simple methods that Nettleton 

did use—preaching, inquiry meetings, frequent visiting in homes, and prayer—not only 

reflect his Edwardsean theology, but they also provide a solid framework for a modern 

movement of church revitalization.  Indeed, Nettleton’s theology and methods of revival, 

inspired by the Great Awakening and Jonathan Edwards, stand out in stark relief to the 

theology and new measures of Charles Finney. Daniel Walker Howe provides the most 

important distinction between the Edwardsean view of revival held by Nettleton, and the 

new definition of revival held by Finney:  

Many observers, both in Finney’s time and since, have been struck by the differences 
between Finney and Jonathan Edwards rather than the similarities. Old School 
Calvinists considered Finney's theology a betrayal of Edwardsean intellectual 
consistency. In at least one respect the difference between the two great evangelists 
was explicit. Edwards had regarded religious revivals as ultimately mysterious, the 

64Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 352.

65Ibid., 85.

66Bennet Tyler, Memoir of the Life and Character of Rev. Asahel Nettleton, D.D., 2nd ed. 
(Hartford, CT: Robins & Smith, 1848), 203.
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action of divine grace. By contrast Finney boldly proclaimed, ‘A revival of religion 
is not a miracle’ but a human work, a ‘result of the right use of the constituted 
means.’67

Conflict with “new measures.” Historically, as he was beginning his most 

productive ministry years in 1812, Nettleton opposed methods of revival that had 

devastated churches and ruined local pastors after the Great Awakening. He would again 

become famous during the latter part of the Second Great Awakening for opposing “new 

measures.”68  On the other hand, in one of the ironies of evangelical history, those who 

held to old definitions of revival and observed his methods were convinced that some of 

what Nettleton was doing was novel.  Lewis Drummond observes that a well-known 

nineteenth century preacher, E. N. Kirk, said ironically of Nettleton, “He was not quite 

fair, for I am informed that no Revivalist or Evangelist in our day has so abounded in 

‘new measures,’ contrivances, and management as he.”69 In other words, the perception 

among some of his contemporaries was that Nettleton used human methods in an attempt 

to promote revival and propagate conversions. For example, Hardman describes the 

meticulous nature of the measures Nettleton used in managing revivals:  

Nettleton had worked out a careful methodology for the creation of the proper 
sensitivity to spiritual matters in a congregation where he might be working, 
involving his powerful but sober sermons, a systematic approach to home visitation, 
personal conferences, and a great deal of follow-up instruction designed to prevent 
new converts from relapsing.70

Furthermore, while Nettleton never used an anxious bench or gave a public altar call, he 

did invite people to receive Christ. In a sermon entitled “Christ Standing at the Door,” 

67Daniel Walker Howe, What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815–1848 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 171.

68For a detailed analysis of the “new measures” Nettleton opposed, see James E. Johnson, “The 
Life of Charles Grandison Finney” (Ph.D. diss., Syracuse University, 1959), 107–32. 

69Lewis A. Drummond, Charles Grandison Finney and the Birth of Modern Evangelism
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1983), 117. 

70Keith J. Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney 1792–1875: Revivalist and Reformer
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1987), 111.
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based on Revelation 3:20,71 Nettleton invites sinners to receive Christ.  Following an 

exposition of the verse, Nettleton concludes with what sounds like a modern invitation to 

choose Christ:  

If any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and sup with 
him, and he with me. If you are not now a Christian, permit me to say that you have 
never yet heard his voice, nor opened the door, nor been willing to receive him. You 
have never complied with the invitation in the text. The Savior is ready and willing; 
but you will not come to him, that you might have life.72

In any event, Nettleton viewed practices such as “calling people to the anxious seat,73

requesting them to rise to be prayed for, or to signify that they had given their hearts to 

God; encouraging females to exhort and pray in promiscuous assemblies”74 as divisive in 

churches and harmful to local pastors.  Keith Hardman offers this synopsis of the conflict 

Nettleton had with the “new measures,” which amounted to nothing less than two 

divergent views of revival methodology:  

As Finney’s fame grew, his practices came under increasing criticism. Asahel 
Nettleton, particularly, charged that Finney had introduced ‘new measures’—that he 
had changed the previous practice of keeping awakenings firmly in the hands of 
settled pastors and was using more than the ordinary “means of grace.” The “new 
measures” included praying for persons by name, allowing women to pray and 
testify, encouraging persons to come forward to the ‘anxious seat’ (a front pew for 
those under conviction), mobilizing groups of workers to visit all the homes of the 

71“Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will 
come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me” (Rev 3:20 KJV).  

72Asahel Nettleton, Sermons from the Second Great Awakening, Taken from the Original 
Handwritten Manuscripts of the Rev. Asahel Nettleton (1783–1844), ed. William C. Nichols (Ames, IA: 
International Outreach, 1995), 381.

73For a historical analysis of the origins of such practices, see Thomas H. Olbricht, “The 
Invitation: An Historical Survey,” Restoration Quarterly 5 (1961): 6–16. Mark Noll traces the origins of 
the invitation to the anxious seat popularized by Finney: “Finney’s impact was especially great in shaping 
the practices of revival. His use of the ‘anxious bench,’ for example, took over a Methodist practice and 
made it into a norm of later revivalism. The anxious bench was a specially designated area, usually in front 
of the auditorium to which Finney called people for prayer or to be admonished about the condition of their 
souls. . . .  The anxious bench led to the modern evangelistic practice of coming to the front at the end of a 
religious service to indicate a desire for salvation. Of the anxious seat Finney himself said, ‘if you say to 
[the sinner], There is the anxious seat, come out and avow your determination to be on the Lord’s side, and 
if he is not willing to do so small a thing as that, then he is not willing to do any thing.’” Mark A. Noll, A 
History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 176.

74Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 57.
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community, and displacing the regular services with “protracted meetings” (lengthy 
services held each night for several weeks).75

Indeed, while Nettleton’s opposition to such measures was verbal and continuous, the 

opposition that Finney experienced was at times of a violent nature. Beardsley relates the 

details in a letter dated May 11, 1827, where “Father” Nash described what was taking 

place in Oneida County: 

The work of God moves forward in power, in some places against dreadful 
opposition. Mr. Finney and I have both been hanged in effigy. We have frequently 
been disturbed in our religious meetings. Sometimes the opposers make a noise in 
the house of God; sometimes they gather round the house and stone it, and 
discharge guns. There is almost as much writing, intrigue, and lying, and reporting 
of lies, as there would be if we were on the eve of a presidential election. Oh, what a 
world! How much it hates the truth! How unwilling to be saved! But I think the 
work will go on.76

It is fascinating to note that some historians are convinced that others distorted 

Finney’s methods and Nettleton reacted to these distortions. For instance, Beardsley 

claims that the opposition Finney was enduring “was brought about chiefly by false and 

exaggerated statements of his work and methods which had been sent to the religious 

press by his enemies.”77 Drummond concurs, “Exaggeration became the order of the day. 

The things of which Finney was accused at times were absolutely ridiculous. As a case in 

point, it was reported that parents were beating their children to force them to become 

Christians.”78  Moreover, his opponents accused Finney of holding protracted meetings in 

the dark and claiming to possess the power to discern a person’s spiritual condition 

without being able to see their eyes.79

75Keith J. Hardman, Seasons of Refreshing: Evangelism and Revivals in America (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1994), 152.  

76Frank Grenville Beardsley, A Mighty Winner of Souls, Charles G. Finney: A Study in 
Evangelism (New York: American Tract Society, 1937), 67.

77Ibid., 67–68.  

78Drummond, Charles Grandison Finney, 109.  

79Johnson describes the protracted meeting as practiced by Finney: “The protracted meeting 
was especially suited to the purposes of an itinerant who would enter a town and spend his time in a 
concentrated effort of several days duration, usually preaching each evening. Finney claimed that he first 
heard about the measure as being used in New England. The protracted meeting was usually held in the 
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In a helpful picture of Finney’s actual methods in Oneida County, Beardsley 

highlights a section of the Narrative of the Revival of Religion in the County of Oneida, 

which gives the “Means which appear to have been blessed in promoting this Revival.”  

In abbreviated form, the thirteen means are  

1. Seasons of fasting and prayer. . . .  2. Confession of sin in churches. . . .  3. Church 
discipline. . . . .  4. Visiting from house to house. . . .  5. Preaching the gospel, its 
doctrines and precepts, its promises and threatenings, with great plainness and 
earnestness. . . .  6. Union of feeling and effort in churches has promoted this 
revival. . . .  7. Meetings of inquiry have been greatly blessed. . . .  8. Avoiding 
disputes upon minor points. . . .  9. Urging awakened sinners to immediate
repentance and reconciliation to God. . . .  10. The visits of ministers, professors, 
and others, where revivals had commenced, have had a powerful effect of extending 
the work. . . .  11. The preaching and labors of evangelists have been a very obvious 
and efficient means of originating and carrying forward this work. . . .  12. United, 
agonizing, persevering prayer. . . .  13. The instructions given in Sabbath schools 
and Bible classes have been eminently blessed. . . .80

The fact that Nettleton himself would have approved of practically all of the thirteen 

means described in this narrative and would have most likely used them in one form or 

the other is significant. It seems that at least at the outset of his revival ministry, Finney 

and Nettleton were not as different in their use of means as they would become.    

Even though there may be some validity to the claims of distortion, it is still 

certain that Finney was verbally abrasive and at times rude in treatment of his auditors 

and those who disagreed with his methods. Nettleton himself used graphic language to 

address this practice in the December 8, 1827 edition of the New York Observer:  

The phrases “blistered,” “skinned, “broken down,” and “crushed” were coined and 
are current only among the friends of the new measures. . . .  And yet when the 
above was read in the Oneida Presbytery the language sounded so harsh when used 

winter season, when there was a lull in the economic activity. The fact that there was very little else going 
on of any consequence made it correspondingly easy to concentrate the interest of the entire community. 
The length of time of these meetings varied, but often an itinerant would be engaged and announced as 
coming for a ‘four days meeting.’ Sometimes, however, the campaign would stretch out to several weeks 
duration. Finney was aware of the danger of over extension and warned against allowing such meetings to 
degenerate into a spirit of fanaticism.” Johnson, “The Life of Charles Grandison Finney,” 115.

80Beardsley, A Mighty Winner of Souls, 76.
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by others, that one of these very man remarked that “the man who wrote it was 
instigated by the devil.”81

Certainly some of the means used by Finney were wreaking havoc in the 

churches where he held revivals. According to McLoughlin, it was the new measure 

practice of “denouncing Old School ministers as ‘cold, stupid, or dead,’”82 and using 

derogatory language in referring to sinners that most irritated New England ministers.  

This practice served to reinforce Nettleton’s early convictions developed in the “waste 

places” of Southeastern Connecticut about supporting settled pastors rather than 

undermining or denouncing their efforts.  In fact, Nettleton’s initial experience of seeing 

the negative impact of “new measures,” in the aftermath of the Great Awakening would 

shape his convictions of revival methodology.  As a result, he was welcomed by 

struggling pastors who would not work up revivals but also “believed that revivals were 

an important instrument of God in advancing His kingdom in the world.”83  It also caused 

him to oppose the excesses of the western frontier camp meetings,84 as well as the new 

measures of Finney. When it came to the excesses of revival, in describing Nettleton’s 

philosophy, Thornbury states,  

Although occasionally some fainted under the tension of conviction, he never 
tolerated the kind of violent bodily movements which characterized many of the 
frontier camp meetings.  Such demonstrations as shrieking, groaning, rolling in the 
floor, clapping hands, jerking, or leaping were unknown under his preaching.  Also 
he discountenanced visions, trances, and immediate impressions of one kind or 
another, as being fanatical and delusive.85

According to Hudson and Corrigan, Finney’s measures were new in the sense that they 

81New York Observer, December 8, 1827, 193, quoted in Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney, 
83.

82William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Religion and 
Social Change in America, 1607–1977 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 124.

83Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 141. No doubt, Nettleton would have heard Jonathan Edward’s 
famous definition of revival as God’s major means of extending His kingdom. 

84For an overview of the “western revival,” see James E. Johnson, “Charles G. Finney and the 
Great ‘Western Revivals,’” Fides et Historia 6 (Spring 1974): 13–30. 

85Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 141.
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took revivals out of the hands of settled pastors and neglected the traditional means of 

grace:  

Until Finney appeared, the northern phase of the Awakening, for the most part, had 
been kept firmly in the hands of settled ministers and only ordinary “means of 
grace” had been used. Even when the ‘gifts’ of a traveling evangelist such as Asahel 
Nettleton were utilized, the evangelist stayed with the local pastor, preached the 
Sunday sermons, delivered an extra lecture or two, participated in the prayer 
meeting, and visited the homes. Disorder and confusion were discouraged. If an 
audience began to show signs of undue emotion, the people were apt to be 
dismissed and the distraught counseled in private. Finney was too impatient to put 
up with such restraint.86

The newness of the measures that Nettleton would oppose related primarily to those 

practices that seemed to place salvation in the hands of sinners, rather than in the 

sovereignty of God. Perry Miller, with tongue set firmly in his cheek, describes what 

most irritated Nettleton about Finney:  

He imposed “new measures.” Finney “prolonged” his meetings not only into the 
small hours of the morning, but for day after day, so that all business was brought to 
a standstill. More outrageously, he had the unconverted in every town he visited 
prayed for “by name.” He allowed women to pray in public. Above all, he devised 
“the anxious bench” . . . a space kept empty in front of the meeting to which 
penitents could walk (or stumble) in full view of society, and there be interrogated, 
criminals on their own admission, by God's attorney, Charles Grandison Finney.87

As Mark Noll so eloquently puts it, “Finney’s ‘new measures,’ mostly taken over from 

the Methodists,88 convinced his converts that he was a man from God and frightened the 

86Winthrop S. Hudson and John Corrigan, Religion in America: An Historical Account of the 
Development of American Religious Life (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), 151.

87Perry Miller, The Life of the Mind in America: From the Revolution to the Civil War (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1965), 24; quoted in James W. Fraser, Pedagogue for God’s Kingdom: 
Lyman Beecher and the Second Great Awakening (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1985), 63–
64. Hudson and Corrigan make a keen observation about Finney’s most important contribution to 
revivalism: “The greatest ‘innovation’ was Finney’s adaptation of the revival to an urban environment. The 
entire community was mobilized by bands of workers visiting the homes. Prayer meetings were held at 
‘unseasonable hours’—unseasonable, that is, for farmers. And the conventional routine of stated services—
Sunday sermons and a weekday lecture—was displaced by special services held each night and prolonged 
for hours in inquiry sessions. This was the ‘protracted meeting’—a community-wide revival campaign of 
several weeks duration—which was designed to marshal the group pressure in settled areas that the camp 
meeting had been so effective in fostering on the frontier. In a real sense, the protracted meeting was the 
camp meeting brought to town.” Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 152–53.

88Tracing Finney’s views primarily to the Methodists, Murray suggests that Finney was only 
using methods already in use at the time: “Some of the most characteristic opinions he came to embrace 
such as his denial of the doctrine of imputation, his strong commitment to teaching on ‘the prayer of faith,’ 



181

wits out of the respectable clergy.”89  On the other hand, it was Finney’s theological 

understanding of man’s ability to respond to Christ, in contrast to his inability to respond 

to the gospel apart from God’s empowering grace that motivated much of his revival 

strategy.90 This understanding of man’s ability, which amounted to what Murray labels 

“virtually a new theology of conversion,”91 was the central theological issue over which 

Nettleton and Finney would wrangle.  Pointing to his belief that beneath new methods 

lurked a new theology, Murray adds, “Nettleton had been one of the first to suspect, that 

the new measures were to be defended on the basis of a new theology.”92

Although it is clear that Finney and Nettleton held divergent theological views, 

as Noll admits, it was not Finney’s “theology so much as the disruption caused by his 

revivals that led to the New Lebanon Convention in 1827.”93 In a letter to a friend in 

1835, Nettleton confessed,  

I did not oppose these measures because they were new, but because of the mischief 
which they had done in bringing the very name of a revival into disgrace. And up to 

and his general antipathy to Calvinism, can be traced to Methodism and to ideas that spread far in the 
aftermath of the Kentucky revival. Finney praised Methodism, in reference to what he regarded as the best 
evangelism, in his Memoirs and his Lectures on Revivals of Religion.” Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 258.

89Mark A. Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 295. 

90Guelzo encapsulates a vital element of Finney’s revival strategy: “Some of these ‘New 
Measures’ were simply idiosyncrasies—boisterous mannerisms and naming names aloud in public prayer. 
But others were careful strategies—demanding on-the-spot conversions, ‘coming forward’ to sit on an 
‘anxious bench,’ and using ‘protracted meetings’ to wear people into submission. These items have become 
so much the stock-in-trade of latter-day revivalists that it has been easy to forget how much these ‘New 
Measures’ owe to Finney’s psychology of the will. For if the will, and the will only, constitutes the 
mainspring of human action, then a professed ‘inability’ to respond to the gospel was a sham. And Finney’s 
calling sinners to his ‘anxious bench’ was the most logical method for proving that they did indeed have the 
ability to respond.” Allen C. Guelzo, “Finney at 200,” Christianity Today 36 (October 1992): 17.

91Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 246. 

92Ibid.

93Noll, America’s God, 295; For their divergent theological views, see Murray, Revival and 
Revivalism, 223-74; and Ricky Charles Nelson, “The Relationship between Soteriology and Evangelistic 
Methodology in the Ministries of Asahel Nettleton and Charles G. Finney” (Ph.D. diss., Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1997).
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this day, I have in no instance called on sinners to take a separate or anxious seat. 
Nor was I ever present to witness the same as practiced by others.94

The mischief caused by these “innovations” precipitated what most historians now 

interpret as the birth pains of modern revival.  Guelzo summarizes what led to the New 

Lebanon Conference, which resulted in a major turning in the history of revival: 

Those innovations irritated Asahel Nettleton, and when Nettleton met Finney in 
Albany in 1826, he was appalled not only by Finney's loudmouthed mannerisms, but 
also that Finney had been using Nettleton's name as sanction for them. Incensed, 
Nettleton called on Beecher to join him in denouncing Finney as an enthusiastic 
fraud; Beecher, knowing of Finney only from what Nettleton told him, and not 
wishing to see his condominium with the Hopkinsians wrecked by an upstart New 
Divinity fireball, joined Nettleton and Finney's lieutenants (and probably Finney 
himself, though he later denied it) were alarmed at this damaging rebuff. They 
approached Beecher to achieve a compromise (which says something about 
perceptions of the relationship of Beecher and Nettleton), and a meeting of New 
Englanders and New Yorkers was arranged for New Lebanon, New York, in June 
1827.95

This verbal opposition was the beginning of years of conflict between Nettleton and 

Finney, which was never satisfactorily resolved and initiated a brand new era in 

revivalism in America. 

Conflict with Finney. Toward the end of his most productive ministry years 

(1812–1822), Nettleton faced a spiritual tsunami in the form of a lawyer converted to 

Christ, Charles Grandison Finney.96  Called the “father of modern revivalism,” Charles 

Finney dominated the nineteenth century and the latter part of the Second Great 

Awakening.  Scholars have estimated that upwards of 500,000 people made decisions for 

Christ under his dynamic preaching, although even Finney himself later seemed to 

94Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 308–309.

95Allen C. Guelzo, Edwards on the Will: A Century of American Debate (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1989), 236.

96For an overview of Finney’s life, see Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney; William G. 
McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham (New York: Ronald, 1959); 
and Marianne Perciaccante, Calling Down Fire: Charles Grandison Finney and Revivalism in Jefferson 
County, New York, 1800-1840 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003). For a late 
autobiographical work from Finney, see Garth M. Rosell and Richard A. G. Dupuis, eds., The Original 
Memoirs of Charles G. Finney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989).
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understand a high attrition rate.97  According to Gary Hiebsch, historians view the famous 

showdown at New Lebanon in July 18, 1827, where Nettleton met with Finney over the 

new measures, “as a watershed event in American revivalism.”98  Not only did Perry 

Miller claim that after the New Lebanon convention, Finney would “never again be 

challenged”99 because his measures were vindicated, but Bernard Weisberger argues that 

after the meeting, Nettleton’s “little candle guttered dimly between the blazing light of 

Finney and Beecher.”100 Although the concept of using means to promote revival was not 

novel,101 Finney’s use of “means” in promoting revival radically altered the 

understanding of revival, thus transforming the landscape of American evangelicalism.  

Indeed, the Finney juggernaut was so powerful during his final years that Nettleton 

seemed increasingly insignificant, eclipsed by a new understanding of revival that was 

captivating the evangelical church.   

Published in 1835, Finney’s Lectures on Revival presents a forceful and clear 

97For a pragmatist like Finney, the long-term impact of his revival methodology seemed to be a 
disappointment. According to McLoughlin, “The unkindest blow of all to the revival cause came in the fall 
of 1836 when Finney himself seemed to acknowledge the failure of his work. He declared in a lecture 
which was published in the New York Evangelist that of all the converts of the revivals of the preceding ten 
years ‘the great body of them are a disgrace to religion. Of what use would it be to have a thousand 
members added to the Church to be just such as are now in it.’” McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, 147.

98Gary Hiebsch, “A Turning Point in American Revivalism? The Influence of Charles G. 
Finney’s Memoirs on Historical Accounts of the New Lebanon Convention,” Journal of Presbyterian 
History 76 (1998): 139. For a thorough analysis of the events leading up to the New Lebanon conference, 
see Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney, 133–49.

99Miller, The Life of the Mind in America, 24.

100Bernard A. Weisberger, They Gathered at the River: The Story of the Great Revivalists and 
Their Impact upon Religion in America (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1958), 120.

101Hardman traces the use of “means” to the Great Awakening: “Until the Great Awakening of 
the 1740s few ‘measures’ or ‘means’ were thought to be of any efficacy. The theology of revivals held both 
in the Old World and in eastern Massachusetts was that awakenings would come only at God’s pleasure. 
The prevailing Calvinist concept of election had a massive dampening effect: people must simply wait, 
perhaps all their lives, and if they were of the elect, in God’s own time salvation would surely come. 
Individual initiative was therefore discouraged. Pastors would preach on God’s methods, but stop short of 
inviting a congregation to accept regeneration. Solomon Stoddard (1643–1729), the grandfather of 
Jonathan Edwards, was the first in New England to attack this teaching of futility, and to suggest 
‘measures.’” Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney, 19.
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philosophy of revival that was very controversial at the time of its release.  Written as an 

argument to counteract what Finney thought was a common misconception of revival, he 

taught that anyone could experience a spiritual awakening.  During the first Great 

Awakening, revival was considered an act of God’s sovereignty; a miraculous pouring 

out of God’s Spirit that could not be predicted or promoted.  While one could pray for 

revival, he could not produce a revival.  Finney’s Lectures argued that a revival is not 

only predictable, but it also could be planted, cultivated, and harvested like crops.  In 

stark contrast to Jonathan Edward’s philosophy of waiting on God to pour out His Spirit, 

Charles Finney was adamant that personal revival and spiritual awakening was the logical 

result of the systematic use of “means.”  He was highly critical of what he considered the 

philosophical meanderings of Edwards, once commenting with the tact of a lawyer, 

“Ridiculous! Edwards I revere; his blunders I deplore.”   

Ranked by one historian alongside Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, and 

Andrew Carnegie “as one of the most important public figures in nineteenth-century 

America,”102 Finney directly challenged Nettleton’s theology of conversion, as well as 

his methodology of revival, from within the context of Edwardsean New England.103

Lurking beneath the new measures of Finney was a radically different theology of 

revival, which stood in stark contrast to the Edwardsean understanding of Nettleton. As a 

102Barry Hankins, The Second Great Awakening and the Transcendentalists (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 1956), 41, quoted in Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe, Charles G. Finney and the Spirit of 
American Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), xii.

103Guelzo contends that the traditional interpretation of Finney needs to be revisited: 
“Although Finney is unquestionably the best known of all nineteenth-century revivalists, he is more often 
interpreted as an expression of Jacksonian America than of Edwardsean New England, and yet it is only 
against the backdrop of the latter that his career has any real meaning. . . .  Finney liked to think of himself 
as self-taught, but it soon became obvious that, wherever his ideas had come from, they had a strong 
Hopkinsian tinge . . . whatever the source, the New Divinity element in his preaching struck a sympathetic 
note among the New England immigrants in New York, and that sympathy accounts for much of his 
fabulous success as a revivalist there.” Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 234-5. Murray concurs, “In the field 
of theology proper a significant part of Finney’s thought came not from Methodism but from ideas from 
New England which were already in circulation when he first became a missionary in Jefferson County in 
1824. The centre of this influence was at New Haven, and the principal advocate was Nathaniel William 
Taylor, pupil and assistant to Timothy Dwight.” Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 259.
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perceptive and intelligent theologian, Nettleton detected in Finney’s methods a faulty 

theology that overemphasized man’s responsibility at the expense of God’s sovereignty.  

Hardman argues that this was the essential difference between the two great evangelists:  

A strict Hopkinsian, Nettleton stressed total dependence on God’s sovereign grace, 
and this meant that any gimmicks or techniques that could be interpreted as “getting 
up of revival” were unacceptable to him. Clearly, Charles Finney was cut out of an 
entirely different cloth.104

In what would have been unthinkable to Nettleton, Finney suggested that “a revival is not 

a miracle, nor dependent on a miracle, in any sense. It is a purely philosophical result of 

the right use of the constituted means—as much so as any other effect produced by the 

application of means.”105 This affirmation about the nature of revival struck the vitals of 

the theology that Nettleton had learned from Jonathan Edwards, Samuel Hopkins, and 

had practiced as revival methodology for a decade. Indeed, as Barry Hankins asserts, 

“Finney’s most recent biographer calls this ‘one of the most controversial sentences in 

American religious history.’”106 The theology and methodology that proceeds from this 

sentence spelled certain conflict between two titans of the Second Great Awakening.  

Although Nettleton met with Finney twice in 1826, he came away from those 

meetings suspecting that they were already at an impasse.  Murray claims, “Nettleton 

came to believe that he could make no headway in alerting the younger man to dangers of 

which he seemed to be heedless.”107 Subsequent to that meeting, Nettleton fired off a 

letter to Samuel Akin, dated January 13, 1827.  Tyler provides the long, rambling letter, 

published in 1828, in its entirety in Labours (342–55). While the conflict with Finney 

grew over time, the beginning of the letter gives an excellent and early picture of the 

104Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney, 82.

105Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revival of Religion (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University, 1960), 5.

106Hankins, The Second Great Awakening, 44–45, quoted in Hambrick-Stowe, Charles G. 
Finney, 156. 

107Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 230.
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fundamental difference between Nettleton and Finney and their respective understanding 

and experience of revival:  

Seven years ago, about two thousand souls were hopefully born into the kingdom, 
in this vicinity, in our own denomination, with comparative stillness. But the times 
have altered. The kingdom of God now cometh with great observation. Opposition 
from the world is always to be expected. It is idle for any minister to expect a 
revival without it. But when it enters the Church of God, the friends of Zion cannot 
but take the alarm. There is, doubtless, a work of grace in Troy. Many sinners have 
hopefully been born into the kingdom; but it has been at an awful expense.108

This letter from Nettleton led to a response from Finney in the form of a sermon preached 

in Utica and Troy, New York, entitled “Can Two Walk Together Except They be 

Agreed.” In this sermon, Finney belittled those who opposed his new measures, 

suggesting that their hearts were cold toward revivals of religion. It certainly appeared 

that this message was directed at Nettleton and others who were speaking critically of 

Finney’s approach to holding revivals. That Nettleton felt passionate about Finney’s 

methods seems clear from a letter he wrote to Lyman Beecher in January, 1827, in which 

he spoke frankly about what he perceived to be questionable methods: “The evil is 

running in all directions. A number of churches have experienced a revival of anger, 

wrath, malice, envy, and evil-speaking, without the knowledge of a single conversion.”109

Nettleton was convinced from his own experience that the results of genuine revival 

would “have been equal, or even greater, without the new measures.”110 Moreover, as an 

Edwardsean revivalist, even Nettleton’s reading during a convalescence reveals that he 

was far more concerned with the purity of revivals, than their apparent success. Tyler 

offers a fascinating picture of Nettleton’s reading list during a time of sickness from 

December 1843 until his passing in May 1844. In the books Nettleton chose to read, the 

108Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 342.  

109Nettleton, “A. Nettleton to Rev. Mr. Aikin, January 13, 1827,” in Lyman Beecher and 
Asahel Nettleton, Letters of the Rev. Dr. Beecher and Rev. Mr. Nettleton on the “New Measures” in 
Conducting Revivals of Religion: with a Review of a Sermon by Novanglus (New York: G. & C. Carvill, 
1828), 11, quoted in Fraser, Pedagogue for God’s Kingdom, 64.

110Beecher and Nettleton, Letters, 14.
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Edwardsean watermark is clearly visible:  

A large part of the time during his sickness his mind was vigorous and active. He 
read many books during this period, particularly D’Aubigné’s History of the 
Reformation, with which he was much delighted, Gaussen on Inspiration, Tracy's 
History of the Great Awakening, the entire works of the younger Edwards, much of 
the works of Emmons, a large part of the works of Andrew Fuller, besides many 
smaller works. What he read he read with great attention; and he would often make 
criticisms and comments on the things which he had read.111

According to Tyler, Nettleton considered the methods of Finney “as fitted to mar the 

purity of revivals, and to promote fanaticism and delusion.”112

But in spite of Nettleton’s view of Finney’s methods, his Lectures on Revivals 

of Religion, according to McLoughlin, “achieved fame primarily because it defined so 

clearly the new ‘philosophic’ or scientific principles upon which all modern revival 

techniques have built since his day.”113  In addition, Noll adds that Joseph Leavitt, editor 

of the New York Evangelist designed the Lectures first “to save his magazine” and 

secondly, “to promote both ‘new measures’ revivalism and the newer modifications of 

traditional Calvinism.”114  Gathering many of his techniques from the Methodists, Finney 

admired their results and said in his lectures,  

111Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 428.

112Ibid., 308.

113William G. McLoughlin, The American Evangelicals, 1800-1900 (New York: Harper, 
1968), 86. McLoughlin writes, “In addition to his new scientific theory of revivalism, Finney developed a 
new concept of professional mass evangelism and demonstrated that it could be used as effectively in the 
cities as in rural camp meetings. Except for the Methodists, no denomination had created a permanent place 
for revival preaching within its institutional structure. Home missionaries and itinerant preachers usually 
found (after several years of moving about) a congregation that invited them to settle down as its permanent 
pastor. During the Second Great Awakening, however, the concept of a special kind of preacher, a man 
with exceptional oratorical gifts, and man particularly adept at using the spiritual means God had 
established for working up revivals, became an accepted part of the Evangelical Protestant ministry.” 
McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, 127.

114Noll, America’s God, 306. Noll adds, “The result was a series of twenty-two Friday evening 
lectures, which Finney declaimed from notes and Leavitt wrote up for publication. The lectures first 
appeared in the New York Evangelist throughout the winter and early spring of 1834–1835 and then were 
published as a book in May 1835. They were popular from the start, with 2600 new subscribers to the 
journal by the time the book appeared, 12,000 copies of the volume sold in three months, large printings 
appearing rapidly from British publishers, and almost immediate translation into French, German, and 
Welsh.” Ibid., 306–307.
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Wherever the Methodists have gone, their plain, pointed and simple, but warm and 
animated mode of preaching has always gathered congregations. . . .  We must have 
exciting, powerful preaching, or the devil will have the people, except what the 
Methodists can save.115

It seems the timing of American history favored Finney’s pragmatic methods, however, 

beneath the veneer of the new measures, was a new theology that would task Nettleton 

for the remainder of his life. 

Conflict with New Haven Theology. The historical record seems to indicate 

that a number of factors precipitated Nettleton’s divergence with New Haven Theology.  

In the first place, it is apparent that the theology of Nathaniel W. Taylor, as well as the 

organizing genius of Lyman Beecher, was in some ways the precursor to Finney’s 

revivalism.116 In addition, according to Conforti, Nettleton’s conflict with both Taylor 

and Finney coincided with a period beginning after 1820 that saw the rise of Jacksonian 

Democracy, and in which “Lyman Beecher and Nathaniel Taylor popularized a moderate 

evangelical brand of Calvinism.”117  Furthermore, Conforti underscores the primary 

115Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion (1835), ed. William G. McLoughlin 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard, 1960), 273; quoted in Noll, America’s God, 170.

116Sweeney explains why this would prove so challenging for Nettleton: “Despite their 
controversial insistence that original sin was ‘in the sinning,’ that penitent sinners played an important role 
in their own regeneration, and that God’s grace was not coercive but worked in conjunction with human 
free will, Nathaniel Taylor and the Yale Divinity School participated fully in the Edwardsian culture, 
attracting many of its best and brightest ministers in training, and defending it against Unitarians, Old 
Calvinists, and Arminians. This comes as a surprise to those of us reared on traditional Reformed 
historiography. But Taylor and his companions always deemed the New Haven theology Edwardsian. They 
perceived it as a modification of Edwards’s own thought, whose repackaging was done according to 
Edwards’s theo-logic for traditionally Edwardsian revivalistic reasons.” Douglas Sweeney, “Taylorites and 
Tylerites,” in After Jonathan Edwards, 144. Berk adds, “Two of Dwight’s most capable students, Lyman 
Beecher and Nathaniel W Taylor, refined his evangelical method into a powerful vehicle of mass 
conversion. . . . Both Beecher and Taylor were working toward a new interpretation which would give 
unequivocal power to man’s religious enterprise. With Dwight’s example, they relied increasingly on their 
own initiatives to enlist the aid of the Holy Spirit. But the originators of the New Haven Theology moved 
very cautiously, emphasizing action and playing down doctrine, so as not to redivide a shaky, if effective 
orthodox union. . . .  Gradually and reluctantly, Beecher, Taylor, and their followers in the New Haven 
Theology joined forces with the Finneyites and accepted a schism with doctrinaire Calvinists which had 
become unavoidable.” Berk, Calvinsim versus Democracy, 196–97, 199.

117Joseph A. Conforti, Samuel Hopkins and the New Divinity Movement: Calvinism, the 
Congregational Ministry, and Reform in New England between the Great Awakenings (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1981), 184. Sweeney adds, “In a word, and ironically, Taylor stretched the Edwardsian culture 
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theological issues Nettleton struggled with throughout his career, issues that put him on a 

collision course with New Haven:  

During the last stage of the Second Great Awakening—from the mid-1820’s 
through the 1830’s—the New Haven Theology that was being developed by 
Nathaniel Taylor, Professor of Theology at the Yale Divinity School, became 
increasingly influential within the Congregational churches of New England. 
Building upon the moderate evangelical Calvinism of his teacher, Timothy Dwight, 
Taylor used the Scottish common sense philosophy to develop a system of divinity 
that reconciled self-love, or self-interest, with Christian ethics and that stressed the 
moral ability of natural man to save himself. Such positions were heretical to the 
Hopkinsians; thus once again a New Divinity precipitated a paper war of theology 
and sharp divisions among the Congregational clergy.118

As one devoted to the theology of Samuel Hopkins and the methodology of Timothy 

Dwight, Nettleton found himself torn by these issues, struggling to maintain God’s 

absolute sovereignty, while at the same time, for the sake of revival methodology, seeking 

to accommodate a measure of freedom for man’s will.  This tension stretched Nettleton 

and according to McLoughlin, “Between 1811 and 1826, as his friendship with Beecher 

and Taylor grew more intimate, Nettleton cautiously advanced from a strict Hopkinsian 

Calvinism toward a belief in some measure of free will which might assist sinners to 

effect their conversion.”119 Even as Nettleton admitted in response to a review of one of 

Beecher’s sermons that they were a different kind of Calvinist; his cautious advance had 

certain limits, which occurred toward the end of his most productive ministry years.  On a 

human level, the fact that Nettleton revered men such as Timothy Dwight and Nathaniel 

Taylor made it quite difficult for him to oppose the man who sat in the “Timothy Dwight 

Chair of Didactic Theology” at the Yale Divinity School when it opened in 1822.120  That 

so far that he eventually tore it apart. His controversial modifications of the main components of the New 
England Theology, though carried out on explicitly Edwardsian terms, led to the ultimate dissolution of the 
very tradition he cherished so dearly.” Douglas A. Sweeney, Nathaniel Taylor, New Haven Theology, and 
the Legacy of Jonathan Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 129.  

118Conforti, Samuel Hopkins, 192–93.

119McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, 33.

120Sweeney and Guelzo highlight the challenging events that unfolded for Nettleton: “Before 
his death, Dwight laid plans for a divinity school at Yale, one that, like Andover, would counter the forces 
of liberalism at Harvard. His favorite student, Nathaniel Taylor, was already ministering in town. Only 
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Nettleton was a New Divinity revivalist is beyond question, but in the end, he did remain 

far more orthodox in his understanding of Calvinism than did Dwight, Beecher, or 

Taylor. Indeed, as a true Edwardsean, Nettleton’s ultimate demise was the direct result of 

his commitment to Jonathan Edwards and his understanding of revival.  

Asahel Nettleton’s view of man’s inability and God’s sovereignty set the stage 

for his conflict with the theology of Nathaniel Taylor and the methodology of Charles 

Finney.  Though recent scholarship has called into question the theological similarities 

between Taylor and Finney,121 one can trace the relationship along several lines.  First, 

not only did Finney visit Taylor and discuss theological issues with him, Mead suggests 

he even spent the night at Taylor’s home.122 Although the actual conversation is 

unknown, one who witnessed the interaction suggested that they discussed theological 

issues. Secondly, his contemporaries, as well as many historians, argue that there is a 

discernable flavor of Taylor’s theological system in Finney’s preaching and later 

writings.123  Suggesting that “New England theology reached its zenith under Nathaniel 

thirty years old at the time that his beloved mentor died, Taylor had quickly risen to fame as a preacher and 
Calvinist theologian. He led New Haven’s First Church through a season of revival, as well as a major 
building program that renewed the town’s green. So when the divinity school began at Yale in 1822, the 
Dwight family and Yale’s faculty agreed unanimously that Taylor should take its Timothy Dwight Chair in 
Didactic Theology.” Douglas A. Sweeney and Allen C. Guelzo, The New England Theology: From 
Jonathan Edwards to Edwards Amasa Park (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 187. 

121Sweeney challenges the historical view that Finney was a disciple of Nathaniel Taylor: 
“Others have exaggerated Finney’s ties to New Haven’s strain of New England Calvinism, calling him 
Taylor’s ‘true successor’ and ‘chief disciple.’ Most careful observers, however, have come down 
somewhere between these still-popular views, depicting Finney for what he was—a rather unusual and 
inconsistent New Haven-style Edwardsian preacher. . . . In sum, though Finney was not a disciple of 
Taylor, his revivalistic emphases on natural ability and immediate repentance served to ingrain the potent 
dye of Taylor’s theology indelibly into the fiber of the evangelical mind.” Sweeney, Nathaniel Taylor, 151.

122Sidney Earl Mead, Nathaniel William Taylor 1786-1858: A Connecticut Liberal (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1942), 167. 

123Sweeney and Geulzo offer the view of his contemporaries, as well as the historical reality: 
“His reputation as a pragmatic and hugely successful preacher of revivals, his biting contempt for 
conventional Calvinist teachings about the inability of sinners to repent, and even his occasional criticisms 
of Edwards on free will and original sin seem to give credence to Finney’s own claims to be a self-made 
man in theology, a Jacksonian original. But any close reading of Finney’s published sermons, essays, and 
memoirs quickly reveals how much Finney owed to the New England Theology. And both his associates in 
the venture that led to the development of Oberlin College and the Old-School Presbyterians who were the 
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Taylor,”124 Jay Smith contends, “The similarity between Finney’s and Taylor’s theologies 

is remarkable, raising the question of Finney’s dependence on New England theology in 

general and on Taylor in particular.”125  Johnson concurs, “There were certainly some 

underground currents from New Haven that carried theological ideas which Finney could 

have imbibed. At any rate, Finney ultimately adopted most of Taylor’s ideas and has been 

called ‘Taylor’s true successor.’”126  Moreover, the conclusion reached by Foster is most 

telling, “It will be the less important for us to dwell further upon Finney’s system because 

it may be dismissed in one word ‘Taylorism,’ independent as it was, and as vigorously as 

its author and impressed upon it the marks of his own individuality.”127  Finally, there 

certainly seems to be a genetic resemblance to major theological ideas between Taylor 

and Finney.128  For instance, in his understanding of the nature of man’s will, Taylor said, 

“Generally speaking, moral character consists in a man’s governing purpose, evinced to 

us by that course of specific action or contact to which it leads.” 129 When comparing 

most resistant to the blandishments of the New England Theology recognized in Finney the offspring of the 
most radical forms of the New Divinity.” Sweeney and Geulzo, New England Theology, 219.

124Jay E. Smith, “The Theology of Charles Finney: A System of Self-Reformation,” Trinity 
Journal 13 (Spring 1992): 67.

125Ibid., 67–68.

126James E. Johnson, “Charles G. Finney and a Theology of Revivalism,” Church History 38 
(September 1969): 341. Foster referred to Finney as “Taylor’s true successor.” Frank Hugh Foster, A 
Genetic History of the New England Theology (New York: Russell & Russell, 1963), 453.      

127Foster, A Genetic History, 457.      

128Derek Nelson does an able job connecting Finney’s major theological concepts with the 
New Divinity: “For Finney, theology in general and especially the doctrine of sin had to be understood 
under the grand metaphor of two self-involving concepts: moral law and moral government. These terms 
had gained widespread usage in the theology of Finney’s day, in what was basically the American 
equivalent to the continental Reformed emphasis on God’s sovereignty. God was conceived as, above all 
else, the moral governor of creation.” In a footnote, Nelson observes, “The first three lectures in Finney’s 
Systematic Theology are entitled ‘Moral Law,’ ‘Moral Government,’ and ‘Moral Obligation.’” Derek R. 
Nelson, “Charles Finney and John Nevin on Selfhood and Sin: Reformed Anthropologies in Nineteenth-
century American Religion,” Calvin Theological Journal 45 (November 2010): 282.

129Nathaniel W. Taylor, Essays, Lectures, Etc. Select Topics of Revealed Theology (New York: 
Clarke, Austin and Smith, 1859), 136, quoted in Joseph Haroutunian, Piety Versus Moralism: The Passing 
of the New England Theology (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1932), 252. Haroutunian underscores 
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Taylor’s use of the phrase, “man’s governing purpose,” with Finney’s view of man’s will, 

the resemblance is uncanny.  In his controversial message in 1831 on Ezekiel 18:31, 

“Make Yourselves a New Heart,” one can clearly see the watermark of Taylor.  Finney 

proclaimed, “I will show you what is intended in the command of the text. It is that man 

should change the governing purpose of his life.”130 The verbal similarity mirrors a 

theological kinship that appears anything but incidental. Murray makes a keen 

observation about the apparent theological kinship between Taylor and Finney:  

In 1827 Nettleton may have wondered whether Finney's commitment to new 
measures was connected with a departure from orthodox belief. By 1831, when 
Finney preached the sermon “Make Yourselves a New Heart” in Boston, it was 
beyond doubt. The voice was Finney’s, the thinking Taylor’s, and the title of Asa 
Rand’s review of Finney’s sermon—“The New Divinity Tried”—gave an 
identification which could not fairly be disputed.131

Closely related, Nettleton’s conflict ran contiguously with the New Haven theology of 

Taylor and the new measures of Finney.132

Sweeney and Guelzo call the Concio ad Clerum (1828) “Taylor’s best known 

publication.”133  They offer two reasons for Nettleton’s conflict with the New Haven 

Theology revealed in it:  

the price Taylor paid for the intellectual attempt to reconcile the sovereignty of God and the responsibility 
of man: “Taylor introduced an ill-concealed contingency into the connection between divine purposes and 
human behavior, and thus saved the benevolence of God and the responsibility of men for their sins. He cut 
the Gordian knot, but the feat cost him the sovereignty of God, the dependence of man on God, the 
doctrines of election, total depravity, and regeneration. On these subjects he waxed profound and 
unintelligible. In truth, he had sacrificed them for the establishment of ‘divine moral government.’” 
Haroutunian, Piety versus Moralism, 254. 

130Finney, Review in Biblical Repertory and Theological Review (1832), 295, quoted in 
Murray, Revival and Revivalism, 244.

131Ibid., 261–62.

132According to Lucas, Finney “popularized the New Haven theology. This new mutation of 
the New Haven theology has been called ‘Oberlin Theology’ by historians because it includes the addition 
of Christian perfectionism. Finney popularized this new brand of theology around the country, arguing that 
his success as a revivalist justified his theological positions.”  Sean Michael Lucas, “Charles Finney’s 
Theology of Revival: Moral Depravity,” The Master’s Seminary Journal 6 (1995): 198.

133Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 194.



193

Technically, it offered a new defense of original sin. But in the process, Taylor 
redefined this classic Christian teaching, excluding the notion that all are guilty of 
Adam's sin in the Garden of Eden. . . .  The Concio redefined the Edwardsean 
doctrine of the will. Whereas Jonathan Edwards distinguished the unregenerate 
sinner’s “natural ability” from his “moral inability” to repent and believe the gospel, 
Taylor abandoned the term inability altogether.134

Not only did Concio ad Clerum lay the groundwork for Finney’s view of revival, Taylor 

drew the theological lines as clear as they needed to be for a man like Asahel 

Nettleton.135  Taylor’s free-thinking about the origin of evil, what constituted sin, and 

how men participated in their own regeneration split theological hairs so finely, it is no 

wonder that Nettleton’s counter arguments are difficult to follow.136 Denying original sin 

and suggesting that man could will his own regeneration; Taylor inspired Finney, yet 

attracted the ire of Nettleton.  Ironically, Hardman describes how the Edwardseans set the 

stage for Nettleton’s conflict and losing battle:  

Once original sin had been set aside as the active agent in human depravity, and the 
responsibility for sinning placed squarely upon each individual, along with the 
understanding that one's will was indeed free and capable of being active in the 
choice of conversion, the stage was set for Taylor and Finney, and they could easily 
build upon these Hopkinsian foundations.137

In particular, the New Haven Theology of Taylor opposed the Hopkinsian idea 

that “the doings of the unregenerate” were sinful, a doctrine developed by Samuel 

Hopkins and adhered to by Nettleton. Sweeney and Guelzo suggest that this particular 

defection from Hopkins by Taylor was pragmatic in nature: “He knew that preaching for 

conversion while condemning the use of the means was like demanding people to climb a 

rung less ladder (a notion Harriet Beecher Stowe would later make popular in her 

novels).”138  Indeed, the conflict that Nettleton had with the New Haven Theology was 

134Ibid., 194–95

135For an excellent overview of the major issues addressed in Taylor’s Charge to the Clergy, 
see Noll, America’s God, 297–302.

136For page after page of logical, yet hard to follow counter arguments from Nettleton, see “Dr. 
Taylor’s Theory,” in Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 417–56. 

137Hardman, Charles Grandison Finney, 17.

138Sweeney and Guelzo, New England Theology, 205.
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the direct result of defections from Calvinism that had been taking place for many years. 

In the view of Hudson and Corrigan, decades of disloyalty to Calvinism were attributable 

primarily to Taylor:  

But more significant than these defections was the fact that the Calvinism of the 
other denominations was becoming so diluted as to be unrecognizable. Taking their 
lead from Nathaniel W. Taylor, the revivalists had placed such stress upon the 
ability of the sinner to acquire conversion as, in effect, to transform Calvinism into 
an operational Arminianism. Finney illustrated the progression. He was first of all 
Presbyterian, then a Congregationalist, but his theology became more and more that 
of the Methodists until he finally embraced the Wesleyan doctrine of Christian 
perfection.139

One of the reasons why Nettleton opposed the theology coming out of New Haven was 

the fact that Nathaniel Taylor, in an effort to promote revivalism, had so altered 

Calvinism that it was all but unrecognizable to nineteenth century America.140 Although 

it was clear that the New Haven Theology had mutated into a theological system 

inconsistent with Calvinism as Nettleton understood it, Taylor tried to downplay their 

differences.  In response to a letter that Taylor sent to Leonard Woods on July 14, 1835, 

Nettleton said, “And yet I have disputed you face-to-face, day after day and night after 

night whenever I met you ever since 1821, with feelings of deep concern, as God knows, 

and as your own conscience will sooner or later testify.”141 At the end of the day, after the 

conflict with Taylor to which Nettleton had devoted the latter years of his life, he died in 

1844, as a tiny footnote on the page of a larger story.  Guelzo highlights the events 

leading up to Asahel Nettleton’s death, which almost went unnoticed:  

Far from stemming Taylor's tide, Nettleton was reduced to writing ferocious letters 
to Samuel Miller and Charles Hodge, warning them against the Yale graduates who 
were spilling over into the Presbyterian Church. Embittered, Nettleton died in 1844, 

139Hudson and Corrigan, Religion in America, 179.

140Johnson concludes, “Three of the more important names in the New England revivals of the 
early nineteenth century were Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher, and Nathaniel W. Taylor. Their actions 
resulted in a modification of Calvinism to the point that it could hardly be recognized as such. These men 
were never as concerned with building a coherent scheme of theological thought as they were in winning 
conversions.” Johnson, “Charles G. Finney,” 339.

141Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 381, quoted in Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 218–19.
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after a final visit from Taylor in which Nettleton adamantly refuse reconciliation 
and breathed out his last defiance. He might have saved those breathings for all the 
good they accomplished. The Yale review, The New Englander, marked Nettleton's 
death by blithely insisting that between Nettleton and Taylor there was really “no 
difference.”142

Nettleton’s Death 

Unfortunately, Asahel Nettleton enjoyed poor health for much of his life.  In 

fact, it was a bout with typhus fever, contracted in 1822, which concluded his ten most 

effective years as an itinerant evangelist, altering the remainder of his life.  Tom Nettles, 

in his introduction to Asahel Nettleton: Sermons from the Second Great Awakening, gives 

an overview of the incident that radically altered Nettleton’s ministry:  

For eleven years Nettleton immersed himself virtually without respite into the cause 
of revivals. This involved preaching three times on Sabbaths, usually twice, maybe 
thrice, during the week, and numbers of personal interviews and visits to homes 
where small but spiritually interested groups would be gathered. This schedule came 
to a halt in October, 1822, when after visiting a sick person he contracted typhus 
fever. For more than two years he was unable to engage in any revival activity, but 
took advantage of the time to compile his Village Hymns for Social Worship. After 
that time he would engage in far less strenuous activity, was more selective in 
engagements, and took longer periods of rest between revival efforts.143

Subsequent to this bout with Typhus that significantly changed his career, Thornbury 

relates, “In 1841 Asahel became seriously ill with what was diagnosed as gall-stones.”144

On February 14, 1843, he underwent surgery and appeared to be on the mend, but 

gradually became worse. Nettleton became seriously ill again in December of 1843; he 

never fully recovered and died on May 16, 1844.   

During the closing six months of his life, he read many books, but especially 

the Bible. Although Nettleton never claimed full assurance of his salvation, he did enjoy 

obvious peace as his passing drew near.  Thornbury fills out the details of his death, 

which provide a thorough commentary on his life:  

142“Life and Character of Rev. Dr. Nettleton,” The New Englander 3 (January 1845), 88–89, 
quoted in Guelzo, Edwards on the Will, 272–73.

143Tom Nettles, “An Introduction to Asahel Nettleton,” in Nettleton, Sermons, vi.

144Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 223.
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The last twenty-four hours of his life he said little. He made his last earthly 
communication with Tyler on the evening before his death. Bennet asked him if he 
enjoyed peace of mind. He nodded in the affirmative. Throughout the night he 
became weaker and at eight o'clock on the morning of 16th May, 1844, after much 
severe suffering, he died. He was buried in the little cemetery behind the chapel 
building at East Windsor Hill. Fourteen years later, Bennet Tyler died and was laid 
to rest just a few feet away from Nettleton's grave. Nettleton's will revealed that he 
had accumulated a considerable estate, largely the income from his hymnal. His 
house and property were worth nearly six thousand five hundred dollars. His total 
estate, which included investment in bank stock, real estate in the new country of 
Illinois, and other interests were valued at twenty-one thousand six hundred and 
twenty-five dollars. Had he not refused so much money early in his life he probably 
would have died quite wealthy.145

From a slightly different perspective, Tyler gives this picture of the last few 

months of the great evangelist’s life, when the memories of the great revivals of the 

Second Great Awakening were still reverberating throughout his mind:

For the last few months of his life, he was an invalid. Henry Blake, one of the 
students, often sat with him at night and was like a nurse to him. He could not sleep 
much and talked often about the scenes of revival that seemed to come continually 
before his mind. The days and nights by Nettleton’s bedside made a deep 
impression on Blake, especially the accounts he heard from him about the days 
when God was visiting the towns of New England in such a remarkable way.146

Later Blake confessed, “I have always cherished the impressions received from Dr. 

Nettleton during the months and years he lay dying in that hallowed chamber as among 

the most valued results of my theological course.”147 Indeed, the impressions linger, as 

the memories and remarkable results of Nettleton’s revivals are molded into a template 

for church renewal.  

The Results of Nettleton’s Methodology 

In preparing to transition to the modern application of Asahel Nettleton’s 

methods of revitalization, a snapshot of the results he experienced from 1812 to 1822 is 

certainly in order.  According to Thornbury, “the New England phase of the Second 

145Ibid., 225.

146Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 224.

147Birney, “The Life and Letters,” 217.
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Great Awakening, reached its climax in 1821,”148 the period coinciding with the end of 

Nettleton’s most productive years in 1822.  Thornbury presents one of the most 

descriptive accounts of this period of renewal from the perspective of those who 

witnessed it firsthand.  Noah Porter, pastor of the church in Farmington, Connecticut, was 

not only an eyewitness to Nettleton’s revivals, but said that there were “between eighty 

and one hundred churches in that state which were ‘signally blessed’ with spiritual 

awakenings. One of these was his own.”149 From an historian’s perspective, Porter’s 

account of the results of these revivals is of special interest.  Gleaned primarily from 

Nettleton’s Memoirs, Porter first describes an incredible inquiry meeting in Farmington: 

At a meeting of the anxious on the evening of February 26, there were present about 
a hundred and seventy. Here were persons of almost every age and class—some 
who, a few weeks before, had put the subject of serious piety at a scornful distance, 
and others who had drowned every thought of religion in giddy mirth, now bending 
their knees together in supplication, or waiting in silent reflection for a minister of 
the Gospel to pass along, and tell them individually what they must do.150

In what is of utmost importance to modern church revitalization, highlighted within this 

account is a movement that is reaching into every age group and social class. In addition, 

according to Tyler, “Within about three months, I suppose, there were about two-hundred 

and fifty members of the congregation who supposed that they had passed from death to 

life.151 In the same way, modern efforts to revitalize churches need to start with those 

claiming to be church members. However, the most amazing aspect of this eyewitness 

testimony is the impact on the town of Farmington itself.   

An excerpt from the Religious Intelligencer dated September 1, 1821, highlights 

the transformation of the town surrounding the church.  The picturesque description given 

by Noah Porter serves to cast a vision for the ultimate objective of church revitalization:  

148Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 121.

149Ibid.

150Tyler, Nettleton and His Labours, 148–49.

151Ibid., 151.
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Of all the revivals that I have ever witnessed, none have so deeply interested my 
heart—none appear so strikingly to manifest the power of God, or the excellence of 
the Christian character, as that with which Farmington has been blessed. Oh! I have 
often thought, while residing among this people, what glorious work a revival 
religion would make in this town! The blessed effect of such a work I have now 
witnessed; and it is beyond anything I could have had faith to pray for. The change 
in the moral aspect of things is astonishing. Many who have been very far from God 
and righteousness, have, as we humbly hope, recently been brought nigh by the 
blood of His Son. Some, whose moral condition once appeared hopeless, are now in 
their right minds at the feet of Jesus. Many of the professed devotees of Mammon 
have recently parted with all for Christ. A large class of this community have been 
eagerly engaged in the pursuit of riches; and their clashing interests, combined with 
these feelings of selfishness and pride which avarice fosters, have produced, as 
might be expected, quarrels among neighbors, and much hostility of feeling. The 
quelling of this hostile spirit was among the first visible effects of the Spirit of God. 
Of many who have formally been not even on speaking terms, it may now be said, 
as it was of the early disciples: “See how these Christians love one another!” Let 
any person witness the glorious effects which this work of grace has produced in 
Farmington, and still disapprove of a revival of religion, and it would not be 
difficult, I think, to decide to whose kingdom that person belongs.152

Underscored in this eyewitness account are manifestations of church 

revitalization, all of which are non-negotiable, yet transferable to the evangelical church 

of today.  The following five expressions of church revitalization first serve as a bridge 

that carries this research project toward practical application and secondly to its 

conclusions and suggestions for further study.  

First, deep conviction of sin resulting in remarkable conversions is a mark of 

church revitalization.  Exposed to the preaching and revival methodology of Asahel 

Nettleton, those who were very far from God, whose moral stature was described as 

hopeless, were transformed by the power of the gospel. This kind of response to the 

gospel would need to be replicated in order to see declining churches renewed. Indeed, 

nothing short of an expression of the power of the Holy Spirit, resulting in transformed 

sinners will revitalize declining churches.  

Secondly, in what has always been characteristic of historical awakenings, 

genuine conversions from nominal Christianity from within the church is a mark of 

church revitalization. In Farmington, it seems that many in the churches followed Christ 

152Ibid., 152–53.
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in a more profound way, even forgiving and loving one another. Indeed, it is nominal 

Christianity, if such a thing really exists, that is the central issue in the Western church.  

Scott Sunquist in “Pathologies of Revitalization,” quotes George Whitefield, who 

described the nominal Christian from within the context of the Great Awakening. “An 

almost Christian, if we consider him in respect to his duty to God, is one that halts 

between two opinions; that wavers between Christ and the world . . . he is fond of the 

form, but never experiences the power of godliness in his heart.”153  During times of 

genuine church revitalization, those “fond of the form” experience the power of Christ 

that stands behind it, and it results in genuine conversions from nominal Christianity.   

Thirdly, radical discipleship will be evident as churches experience genuine 

revitalization. In Farmington, the wealthy began to forsake their pursuit of material things 

and, according to Tyler, “have recently parted with all for Christ.” This picture of radical 

discipleship to Christ would certainly be a vital aspect of any church revitalization 

movement in North America. Sunquist suggests, “True revitalization requires radical 

discipleship and as part of that radical discipleship it will call people to let go of personal 

dreams and they will take on newer and higher purposes not centered on self.”154

Apparently, this was taking place under Asahel Nettleton’s ministry in Farmington, and 

what needs to transpire in the church of the twenty-first century.  

The fourth manifestation of genuine church revitalization is the transformation 

of society.  In pointing to “the glorious effects which this work of grace has produced in 

Farmington,” Noah Porter suggests that the transformation was community-wide.  

Beyond transforming local communities, genuine church revitalization can even change 

academia. Indeed, as Thornbury argues, “The upsurge of evangelical activity, 

exemplified in the highly successful preaching of Asahel Nettleton, changed the moral 

153Scott W. Sunquist, “Pathologies of Revitalization,” in Interpretive Trends in Christian 
Revitalization for the Early Twenty First Century, ed. J. Steven O’Malley (Lexington, KY: Emeth, 2011), 47.

154Ibid., 52.
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climate in many communities, and rescued many educational institutions and churches 

from spiritual disaster.”155

The final manifestation of genuine church renewal is a new recognition of the 

kingdom of God, as well as the competing kingdoms that must be subdued in efforts to 

revitalize churches. Porter concluded that if one could witness the amazing work of God 

through the evangelistic methods of Asahel Nettleton, the decision as to whose kingdom 

the movement belonged would not be a difficult one.  Indeed, perhaps more than any 

other truth, the kingdom of God displacing the kingdoms of men—both sacred and 

secular—reveals the greatest need and presents the greatest challenge to church 

revitalization.  

The Need for Church Revitalization 

The underlying presupposition of this research is that the need for church 

revitalization is so great that only significant revival and renewal can reverse the trend of 

decline within the North American church.  Indeed, it now seems apparent that the need 

for church revitalization has reached such a fever pitch that many evangelical leaders are 

writing about the sad reality.  The call for church revitalization began to echo through the 

halls of empty church buildings in North America as far back as the early 1970s, when 

Dean Kelley, in his book, Why Conservative Churches Are Growing, suggested that 

congregations who offer concrete answers to life’s ultimate questions and extend calls for 

radical commitment were not in decline.156  In his work calling for the revitalization of 

155Thornbury, God Sent Revival, 84.

156See Dean M. Kelley, Why Conservative Churches are Growing: A Study in Sociology of 
Religion (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). In a serious challenge to Kelley’s thesis for the twenty-first 
century church, Bibby argues, “Yet it seems noteworthy that Kelly has not demonstrated that superior 
conservative church growth has involved substantial outreach beyond the conservative religious 
community. Significantly, Bibby and Brinkerhoff (1973) found in an examination of conservative church 
growth in Canada that such ‘growth’ was primarily the result of member and offspring retention, rather 
than proselytism. Their conclusion suggests severe limitations to the applicability of Kelley’s thesis: 
conservatives may simply do a better job of retaining their mobile members and children than do other 
groups. Consequently, Kelley would perhaps be correct in asserting that the ‘ultimate answer-seriousness’ 
emphases contribute to the retention of people already in the Christian community, but would be wrong in 
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preaching, Michael Ross describes the vital importance of this trend that is evident in 

both evangelical and Reformed churches: 

In recent years a new buzzword has appeared upon the American church scene: 
Revitalization. Unlike other buzzwords that come and go with trends, this word 
carries with it substantive meaning and great impact for the church. Though difficult 
to define in a comprehensive manner, the idea of revitalization of the church (or 
local congregation) carries with it the hope of renewed vigor; redirected purpose; 
restoration of healthy growth, qualitatively and quantitatively; reformed beliefs and 
practices; and the refreshment of the Holy Spirit over the entire life of the church. 
Revitalization of the church has become a major concern for the evangelical and 
Reformed movement in America.157

In addition, due to the reality of significant trends within global Christianity,158 theories 

of church and societal revitalization have surfaced in academic circles, dissertations, and 

even in the interpretation of Paul’s letter to Titus.159 Furthermore, not only is research 

suggesting that such emphases have much of an impact on unchurched individuals.” Reginald Wayne 
Bibby, “Why Conservative Churches Really are Growing: Kelley Revisited,” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 17 (June 1978): 130. For further analysis of Kelley’s thesis, see Gary D. Bouma, “The 
Real Reason One Conservative Church Grew,” Review of Religious Research 20 (Spring, 1979): 127–37; 
and Richard Lischer, “The Current Challenge to Lutheran Renewal: Another Look at Kelley’s Question,” 
Currents in Theology and Mission 4 (June 1977): 132–42.

157Michael F. Ross, Preaching for Revitalization: How to Revitalize your Church through your 
Pulpit (Fearn, Scotland: Mentor, 2006), 17–18.   

158Todd M. Johnson points to the most significant trend in global Christianity: “One major 
trend within global Christianity is that Christianity has shifted dramatically to the South. There has been 
little change in the status of global Christianity over the past 100 years. For the entire 100-year period, 
Christians have made up approximately one third of the world’s population. This masks dramatic changes 
in the geography of global Christianity—a process stretching back to the earliest days of the world 
Christian movement. . . . The shift in demographics by continent from 1910 to 2010 most clearly illustrates 
the shift of Christianity to the global South. While 66% of all Christians lived in Europe in 1910, by 2010 
only 25.6% lived there. By contrast, less than 2% of all Christians lived in Africa in 1910 skyrocketing to 
almost 22% by 2010. The Global North (defined as Europe and North America) contained over 80% of all 
Christians in 1910 falling to under 40% by 2010. . . . Simultaneous to the shift of Christianity to the South 
was the decline of Christianity in the North.” Todd M. Johnson, “Atlas of Global Christianity and the 
Global Demographics of the Pentecostal/Charismatic Renewal,” in Interpretive Trends in Christian 
Revitalization, 276. In a fascinating thesis about the dramatic shift of Global Christianity to South Korea, 
Kirsteen Kim asserts, “It was the public theology of Christianity that played a highly significant role in the 
modernization and revitalization of Korean society in the twentieth century.” Kirsteen Kim, “Christianity’s 
Role in the Modernization and Revitalization of Korean Society in the Twentieth Century,” International 
Journal of Public Theology 4 (2010): 212.  

159Kevin John Smith uses one such theory in an attempt to understand the Jesus movement in 
the 1970s. Seen as a classic revitalization movement, Smith uses the critical framework of Anthony F. C. 
Wallace’s revitalization theory to “investigate the revitalizing, counterculture, and apostolic character of 
the Jesus Movement,” stating, “Wallace’s theory is congruent with many patterns of the Movement’s 
sociohistoric development that became evident during my research.” Kevin John Smith, The Origins, Nature, 
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into the reality of Christian revitalization around the world being funded at the highest 

levels in Christian missions,160 seminaries are now offering doctorates with emphases in 

church revitalization.161

and Significance of the Jesus Movement as a Revitalization Movement (Lexington, KY: Emeth, 2011), 7. 
For a detailed analysis of the stages and elements of Wallace’s theory of revitalization, see Michael A. 
Rynkiewich’s article “Models and Myth of Revitalization: Wallace’s Theory a Half-Century On,” in 
Interpretive Trends in Christian Revitalization, 39–45. Kenneth Tollefson argues that “the Epistle of Titus 
is organized in the same six-phase-sequence that is found in thousands of case studies of ‘revitalization 
movements’ around the world. . . . Two biblical examples of a revitalization movement are Nehemiah’s in 
the fifth century BCE and the apostles’ in the first century CE.” Kenneth D. Tollefson, “Titus: Epistle of 
Religious Revitalization,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 30 (Winter 2000): 145–46. For a description of 
revitalization from Nehemiah, see Kenneth D. Tollefson and H G M. Williamson, “Nehemiah as Cultural 
Revitalization: An Anthropological Perspective,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 56 (December 
1992): 41–68.

160As recently as 2010, according to Eunice Irwin, the Center for the Study of World Christian 
Revitalization Movements (CSWCRM) received a grant for the purpose of a consultation, entitled “Exploring 
the Dialectic between Revitalization and Church.” Held in Edinburgh, Irwin says, “Consultation participants 
were assigned to construct a new definition of revitalization with the expectation that: focused deliberation 
on current examples of the Spirit’s vitality would produce fresh articulations; new movements would be 
highlighted; and, most importantly, the question ‘What is Christian revitalization today?’ would be answered.” 
Eunice L. Irwin, “How Do You Spell Revitalization? Definitions, Defining Characteristics, Language,” in 
Interpretive Trends in Christian Revitalization, 229. Given the focus of this research project, the consultation 
makes a fascinating distinction between “revivalism” and “revitalization.” Prior to the consultation, 
participants used the following working definitions of both. “Revivalism: is intended to mean in biblical/ 
theological terms a movement of spiritual awakening, both personal and social, within existing faith 
communities which are perceived to be deficient or lacking signs of a living faith. This movement proceeds 
by appeal to the Holy Spirit, working through human instrumentality, in manifesting vitality or vivification 
through the grace of Jesus Christ for persons and communities of faith, resulting in personal regeneration 
and transformation of human society and creation. Revitalization, as a corollary, denotes a process or 
movement marked by a sense of divine intervention that not only gives new life but breaks spiritual and 
temporal principalities and powers of human bondage, including conditions of injustice against humanity 
and the natural order, found within and without the prevailing forms of organized religion. The outcome of 
that intervention is typically perceived as effecting a renovation of the image of God within humanity and 
the release of creation from its bondage to decay (Romans 8:18–23). It is often associated with the modern 
awakenings within Protestant Christianity, dating from the late sixteenth through the twentieth century.” 
Ibid., 230–31. 

161For instance, 2014 marks the initiative of Southern Seminary’s D.Min. in Church 
Revitalization. The academic degree is described on the website in practical terms: “Southern seminary is 
gathering a doctor of ministry cohort in church revitalization for the summer 2014, which is designed to 
equip pastors and other church leaders with the training needed to revitalize struggling churches. The program 
is founded upon the belief that the revitalization of a local church happens through people who have a 
biblical vision of a healthy church. If you believe that God is calling you to revitalize churches for the glory 
of God, then this is the program for you. Personal coaching and mentorship is a centerpiece of the 
program.” The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, “Church Revitalization,” accessed July 1, 2014, 
http://www.sbts.edu/dmin/future-students/concentrations/church-revitalization/. The Reformed Theological 
Seminary also offers an emphasis in church revitalization in their D.Min. program.  Their website explains, 
“Pastors accepted into the D.Min. program with the Church Revitalization Emphasis (CRE) will be placed 
in cohort groups for the three CRE courses: Church Revitalization, Preaching for Revitalization and 
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Based upon cyclical patterns of decline that seem to precede historical 

awakenings, it is quite possible that today’s church is poised for another great movement 

similar to what took place during Asahel Nettleton’s ministry.  In what sounds eerily 

similar to today’s cultural upheaval within America, William G. McLoughlin, a 

proponent of cyclical patterns of historical awakenings, writes about those trends that 

have historically precipitated religious awakenings in Amercia.162  The following 

description suggests not only that church revitalization is of vital importance for the 

twenty-first century church, but also why the President of the SBC is calling for a Third 

Great Awakening:163

Leadership for Revitalization.” Reformed Theological Seminary, “D.Min. Emphasis in Church Revitalization 
Fact Sheet,” accessed July 1, 2014, http://www.rts.edu/Site/Academics/Degree_programs/Dmin/ 
Charlotte/churchrevit.aspx. 

162In an overview of the debate concerning the cyclical pattern of historical awakenings, 
Michael Barkun states that proponents like William McLoughlin face two objections by critics: “First, 
some claim that no persuasive evidence exists for the reality of awakenings, which they see as the invention 
of scholars, cobbled together from unexceptional reports of religious revivals. Second, even if a case can be 
made for variation in the intensity of religious commitment, these peaks and valleys do not by themselves 
prove the existence of the cycle, since they may occur at irregular intervals or result from purely local, 
idiosyncratic forces.” Michael Barkun, “The Awakening-Cycle Controversy,” Sociological Analysis 46 
(Winter 1985): 426. Frank Lechner provides an overview of proponents’ interpretation of religious 
awakenings that occurred cyclically from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century in America. According 
to Lechner, the Puritan Awakening of the seventeenth century “was itself a revitalization movement, one 
that helped ‘vitalize’ American society.” Of the first Great Awakening of the eighteenth century, Lechner 
contends, “The religious aspect of the revival was of a particular kind, which might be called ‘evangelical’ 
rather than ‘Puritan,’ insofar as the major emphasis was placed on individual conversion and on personal 
piety. . . . On the basis of the moral and religious regeneration of individuals the society had to be 
revitalized.” Concerning the Second Great Awakening of the nineteenth century, in which Nettleton was 
central, Lechner concludes, “Once again sociomoral reform came in the form of religious revival.” Frank J. 
Lechner, “Fundamentalism and Sociocultural Revitalization in America: A Sociological Interpretation,” 
Sociological Analysis 46 (Fall 1985): 245, 247–48.  

163In an interview with SBC President Ronnie Floyd, Daniel Darling asked, “What is your vision 
for the next two years of Southern Baptist life?” He responded, “Now that I am elected president, I will 
lead from who I am and what God has done in and through my life for years. I will always remain open to 
what the Lord is doing among us, but here is what I do know God wants me to do. First, I will call upon us 
to cry out to God in extraordinary prayer for the next great spiritual awakening in America. No great 
movement of God ever occurs without being preceded by the extraordinary prayer of God’s people. 
Second, I will do all I can to lead Southern Baptists to do all we can together to accelerate our pace in 
completing the Great Commission. It is imperative we penetrate lostness in our churches, states, nation, and 
across the entire world. Evangelizing, baptizing, discipling, sending, and giving must be escalated. 
Southern Baptists have had a great Conservative Resurgence. We are in the midst of a Great Commission 
Resurgence. The greatest need in this moment is to see God bring the next Great Awakening.” Daniel 
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Awakenings begin in periods of cultural distortion and grave personal stress, when 
we lose faith in the legitimacy of our norms, the viability of our institutions, and the 
authority of our leaders in church and state. . . .  They are times of revitalization. 
They are therapeutic and cathartic, not pathological. They restore our natural verve 
and our self-confidence, helping us to maintain faith in ourselves, our ideals, and 
our 'covenant with God’ even while they compel us to reinterpret that covenant in 
the light of new experience. . . .  In short, great awakenings are periods when the 
culture system has had to be revitalized in order to overcome jarring disjunctions 
between norms and experience, old beliefs and new realities, dying patterns and 
emerging patterns of behavior.164

That the cultural system surrounding the evangelical church in North America 

is undergoing a tectonic shift resulting in “cultural distortion and grave personal stress” 

seems apparent.  That America as a nation is attempting to “overcome jarring 

disjunctions between norms and experience, old beliefs and new realities, dying patterns 

and emerging patterns of behavior” also seems self-evident. That a great awakening 

could alter these trends based upon historical patterns, particularly those exhibited prior 

to and during the ministry of Asahel Nettleton, is certainly possible.   

Though it may sound a bit ominous, America appears to be drifting in the 

trajectory of Europe, suggesting that church buildings in North America will not only 

continue to become vacant in major urban areas, but the perceived irrelevance of 

Christianity will be displaced by the same secularism that has filled the European 

continent.  The nature of these rather resilient signs of declension was apparent as far 

back as the early 1990s.165  In A Call to Spiritual Reformation, D. A. Carson highlights 

Darling, “Friday Five Interview: Ronnie Floyd,” accessed July 1, 2014, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ 
le/mobile/ blog.html?postid=119136.

164McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform, 2, 10.

165In research that is now decades old, Kirk Hadaway researched SBC churches on a 
membership plateau. His conclusions in the early 1990s seem more ominous almost twenty-five years later: 
“Most churches on membership plateaus tend to stay that way. They may grow a little one year and decline 
some the next, but rarely will they experience either rapid growth or rapid decline. A small minority of 
stable churches can overcome their problems and break out of their holding patterns to renewed growth. . . . 
However, even if a church has characteristics which make breakout growth more likely, it is change in the 
institutional structure and ministries of a church that actually results in growth. Improvements in worship, 
Sunday school, prayer, and so forth, all help, but the keys to renewed growth apparently are evangelism and 
goal setting. Non-growing churches must begin to reach new people, and it helps if the people they are able 
to reach are young families with children. These churches also need to be challenged to do something beyond 
the ordinary. Setting goals—especially attendance goals for special events—helps goad a comfortable 
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the secularization of the church in North America that has been taking place for decades: 

The Princeton Religion Research Center, which studies religion in America, has 
demonstrated that the slight increase during the last ten years in Americans 
attending church must be set against the marked decline in professing American 
Christians who think that there is an essential connection between Christianity and 
of morality. The sad truth is that much American Christianity is returning to raw 
paganism: the ordinary pagan can be ever so religious without any necessary 
entailment in ethics, morality, self-sacrifice, or integrity. In short, evangelism—at 
least the evangelism that has dominated much of the Western world—does not seem 
powerful enough to address our declension.166

The conclusion calling for a different form of evangelism is especially sobering, 

particularly when one notes that modern evangelism and revivalism began to shift during 

Nettleton’s lifetime.  R. Albert Mohler, Jr., echoes this sobering reality recently in an 

article written for Southern Seminary Magazine.  Mohler refers to the crisis of declension 

as “a major turning point in the history of evangelical Christianity in America.”167 The 

spiritual crisis referenced in Mohler’s article rests upon statistical research suggesting that 

almost 90 percent of churches are in decline,168 less than 10 percent are considered 

congregation in action. When new people start to visit and attendance grows, the congregation begins a 
process of change which may be difficult to reverse. The result is a revitalized, growing congregation.”  C. 
Kirk Hadaway, “From Stability to Growth: A Study of Factors Related to the Statistical Revitalization of 
Southern Baptist Congregations,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 30 (June 1991): 191.

166D. A. Carson, A Call to Spiritual Reformation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 14–15.

167R. Albert Mohler, Jr., “Evangelicalism’s Major Turn: The Need for ‘Generation Replant,’” 
Southern Seminary Magazine 82 (Summer 2014): 27.

168Thom Rainer contends, “According to our best estimates, nearly nine out of ten churches are 
either declining, or they are growing less rapidly than the community in which they are located. In other 
words, the church is not keeping up with the community. Many of our congregations, plain and simple, are 
not in good health.” Thom Rainer, “Dangers of Denial in a Declining Church,” Southern Seminary 
Magazine 82 (Summer 2014): 20.
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healthy169 and thousands are dying every year.170 The conclusion reached by Stetzer and 

Rainer is even more startling: “The rapid decline of mainline denominations is so well 

documented it seems inappropriate to continue calling them mainline.”171

In what may come as a surprise, the silver-lining in this dark cloud suggests 

that the North American church is showing similar signs of decline that have historically 

preceded the two great awakenings of history.172  The reality facing the evangelical 

169Kevin Ezell, president of the North American Mission Board writes, “A study by the Leavell 
Center for Evangelism and Church Health at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary looked at worship 
service attendance and found that in 2010 only 6.8 percent of SBC churches were healthy according to that 
rubric. These trends should concern everyone. Even if we are successful in starting thousands of new churches 
over the next few years, if less than 10 percent of established SBC churches are healthy and growing, we 
cannot hope to keep pace with population growth.” Kevin Ezell, “Breathing new life into dying churches,” 
Southern Seminary Magazine 82 (Summer 2014): 32; Stetzer and Dodson explain the criteria used to define 
church health in the Leavell Center study: “1. The church experienced 10 percent total membership growth 
over five years;  2. The church baptized at least one person during the two years of the study;  3. These 
churches needed thirty-five or fewer members each year to baptize one new convert (a member-to-baptism 
ratio of thirty-five or less in the final year of the study); 4. For the final year of the study, the percentage of 
growth that was conversion growth must be at least 25 percent.” Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, Comeback 
Churches (Nashville: B & H, 2007), 25–26. 

170Adam Greenway observes, “Roughly 80 to 85 percent of established churches in America 
are either plateaued or declining. And sadly, 3000 to 4000 churches are closing every year. In 1920 there 
were 27 churches for every 10,000 Americans; by 1996 there were only 11 churches for every 10,000 
Americans. The Southern Baptist churches are baptizing no more people today than they did in the 1950s, 
when the population of the United States was less than half of the current population.” Adam W. 
Greenway, “Restoring the Church’s First Love: A Case Study from the Church at Ephesus,” Southern 
Seminary Magazine 82 (Summer 2014): 39.

171Ed Stetzer and Thom S. Rainer, Transformational Church (Nashville: B & H, 2010), 8. The 
authors’ research confirmed the declension of the American church: “We have spoken and written about 
the problematic state of North American churches. And there is no reason to be unrealistic about the 
situation now. There’s no ignoring the facts. Conversion growth is declining. The cultural influence of local 
churches is waning. Leadership in churches is often embattled. Small group participation, including Sunday 
school, is struggling. The evangelistic efforts of the church at large and the leadership of the church are 
below minimal. These are sad statistics, and solutions to the problems are in short supply. . .  We do not 
deny the realities of the well-documented statistics about the church in America. In fact, this research 
initiative confirmed quantitatively what we all thought to be true.” Ibid., 7–9.

172Harney and Bouwer state, “The majority of churches in the U.S. have stagnated or are 
declining.” Kevin G. Harney and Bob Bouwer, The UTurn Church: New Direction for Health and Growth
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 10; Stetzer and Dodson concur, “According to Leadership Journal, 340,000 
churches are in need of church revitalization.” Stetzer and Dodson, Comeback Churches, 18. See also 
“Back from the Brink: A Leadership Special Report,” October 1, 2005, Leadership Journal, accessed July 
1, 2014, http://www.ctlibrary.com/le/2005/fall/8.24.html. Stetzer and Dodson add, “For years, various 
writers and researchers have reported that the North American church is anemic and lethargic at best. . . . In 
his book Vision America, Aubrey Malphurs asserted that much of the perceived church growth in the 
1970s, 1980s, and 1990s was actually due primarily to the redistribution of believers, not genuine church 



207

church in the twenty-first century points to two fundamental conclusions. First, a God-

centered theology of revival will prove vital to any genuine movement of church 

revitalization. Second, North America will require a method of evangelism, heavily 

dependent on the supernatural power of God, that results in genuine conversion and 

radical discipleship.  Both conclusions point to Asahel Nettleton as a viable template for 

modern day application. 

Application for Church Revitalization  

The following section of this research project attempts to draw a number of 

practical applications for modern church revitalization from the life and ministry of 

Asahel Nettleton. Due to the significant difference between the context of nineteenth 

century America and today, it would not be advisable to attempt to clone the methods of 

even the most successful historical figure. However, the following applications, while 

certainly not hard and fast rules, provide a number of principles that could prove helpful.  

By adopting as well as adapting the following five principles from Nettleton’s ministry, 

strategic components of church renewal could morph into new paradigms for church 

revitalization.   

Church revitalization as a work of the Holy Spirit.  Due to the cultural 

issues at stake in a modern, pluralistic society, the first principle drawn from the life and 

ministry of Asahel Nettleton points to the need for a fresh movement of the Holy Spirit, 

characteristic of the Second Great Awakening. To be sure, the emphasis on praying for 

growth. He stated, ‘The problems of the church in the 1980s carry over into the 1990s. The church as a 
whole continues to experience decline and the unchurched increase.’” Aubrey Malphurs, Vision America: A 
Strategy for Reaching a Nation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), 62, quoted in Stetzer and Dodson, Comeback 
Churches, 24. Kirk Hadaway reinforces this view of declension: “The typical church in almost any 
American denomination is either on a plateau or declining in membership and participation. Rapid growth 
is atypical, and among older congregations the pattern is even more pronounced – plateau and decline are 
the rule; growth is the rare exception.” C. Kirk Hadaway, Church Growth Principles (Nashville: 
Broadman, 1991), 110. See also Carl F. George, Prepare Your Church for the Future (New York: Fleming 
H. Revell, 1991); Win Arn, The Pastor’s Manual for Effective Ministry (Monrovia, CA: Church Growth, 
1988); and Lyle E. Schaller, Create Your Own Future! (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991).
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revival—a special work of the Holy Spirit—was characteristic of Nettleton’s pre-revival 

method. This principle is especially relevant because of the complex interplay of external 

factors, which all but guarantee that the church, despite her strenuous efforts and clever 

programs, will not be able to manufacture genuine revival or consistent renewal. This is 

no small concern.  

In her article, “Dancing with God: The Forms and Forces of Revitalization,” 

Beverly Johnson-Miller suggests that “all revitalization movements consist of multiple 

intersecting forces. For example, discontent with the state of the church often intersects 

with innate spiritual thirst that may also overlap with painful realities in society.”173  She 

further poses a relevant question, “If we gather all the key ingredients identified in the 

history of Christian revitalization movements, can we manufacture revitalization, or 

create a controlled greenhouse environment for cultivating growth?”174 The short answer 

would have to be no, for true revival and the church renewal produced by awakenings are 

both special works of the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, according to Johnson-Miller,  

The revitalizing force of the Holy Spirit takes vital forms: enlivening old structures, 
fostering new relationships, transforming people for mission, enabling human 
flourishing, etcetera.  Contextualization of the Gospel occurs through the Spirit’s 
indwelling in the concrete contexts of human existence.175

In other words, the various ways that the Holy Spirit expresses Himself within the Body 

of Christ offers a great deal of hope from within the context of a declining church and a 

confused culture. The Holy Spirit can work directly and in diverse ways to precipitate the 

intersecting forces that make church revitalization an attractive alternative. In addition, 

human activities inspired by the Holy Spirit can create the best possible conditions for 

genuine revitalization.  Indeed, human activity alongside the special work of the Holy 

Spirit that can be observed in the revival methodology of Asahel Nettleton are 

173Beverly Johnson-Miller, “Dancing with God: The Forms and Forces of Revitalization,” in 
Interpretive Trends in Christian Revitalization, 10.

174Ibid., 13.

175Ibid., 14.
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transferable to today and offer perhaps the best hope for church revitalization.   

First, intercessory prayer was pivotal to the Second Great Awakening in 

general and the method of Asahel Nettleton in particular.  Suggesting that it was no use to 

preach if people were not praying, Nettleton led others to cry out to God for revival in the 

church and consistently acknowledged prayer as a precursor to renewal in the church and 

revitalization within society. His convictions ran so deep that if he perceived that the 

church was depending on a human instrument, he would leave until he was confident 

they were looking to God alone.  

In the tradition of Jonathan Edwards and Asahel Nettleton, it is vital, especially 

in prayer, to look for the hand of God to be manifest by granting Him sovereignty in all 

matters concerning revival and church revitalization. Revival as well as church 

revitalization is a special work of the Holy Spirit and should be treated as such. Stetzer 

and Rainer contend that prayer is “a response to God’s work rather than a fulcrum to 

move Him into action.”176  This reality places the church at the mercy of God, dependent 

on Him alone for the possibility of genuine renewal.  Again, in one of the more practical 

books of revitalization, Rainer and Lawless admit, “While good methodologies abound, if 

everything you do in your church is not bathed in prayer, your efforts will prove 

fruitless.”177  Intercessory prayer as a primary method should be the cornerstone of any 

paradigm for church revitalization.   

The second aspect of the special work of the Holy Spirit that is transferable to 

today’s church is indications of the presence of God.  Found throughout Nettleton’s 

letters and correspondence as he was relating those events that brought revival, the phrase 

indications of the presence of God was at the heart of the Second Great Awakening in 

general and the method of Asahel Nettleton in particular.  Central to his church 

revitalization methodology, even before he agreed to hold meetings, Asahel Nettleton 

176Stetzer and Rainer, Transformational Church, 127.

177Thom S. Rainer and Chuck Lawless, Eating the Elephant (Louisville: Pinnacle, 2003), 136.
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sought to discern indications of the presence of God, particularly in a sense of stillness, 

peace, and submission.  

Research into church revitalization has confirmed the priority of God’s 

presence in any serious attempt to develop a healthy church, a term almost synonymous 

with revitalization. In Becoming A Healthy Church, Stephen A. Macchia proposes a 

research-based principle178 for church health called the “higher common denominator.”179

Macchia and his team conducted empirical research into what makes a church healthy 

and then organized the results into ten characteristics.  According to Macchia’s research, 

the desire to become a revitalized, healthy church rests first on the empowering presence 

of God: “The healthy church actively seeks the Holy Spirit's direction and empowerment 

for its daily life and ministry.”180  Not only is God’s empowering presence ultimate, 

seeking it should be the absolute priority of the church.  The author describes the engine 

that drives revitalization: “Our extensive church attitude survey confirmed that 

experiencing God’s presence is of utmost importance to the entire church family—

pastors, leaders, and members alike. Those surveyed placed it at the top, no matter how 

we sliced the data.”181 The presence of God, as an experiential reality, is the touchstone 

of a revitalized church.  Asahel Nettleton certainly would have concurred with 

indications of the presence of God as being paramount in modern attempts at renewal. As 

a strategic component of church revitalization, developing spiritual disciplines and 

178Generated by visiting 100 churches and surveying participants of Vision New England’s 
annual congress, Macchia’s research focused on the top ten characteristics of a healthy church. “Each of the 
ten characteristics was grouped into three key elements—an exercise that resulted in thirty attitude 
statements.” Stephen A. Macchia, Becoming a Healthy Church: Ten Characteristics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1999), 22.  

179Macchia says, “The data suggested that respondents—as a whole, within cohorts, and 
individually—related to the ten characteristics across three basic levels. These levels are unique in their 
orientation and represent varying degrees of importance and relevance. . . . This interpretation of the data 
suggests a ‘higher common denominator’ among this particular group of respondents, the one at its core is 
God-centered (Level 1).” Ibid., 23. 

180Ibid., 27.

181Ibid. 
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worship patterns that would promote a deeper sense of the presence of God within the 

church could be a powerful catalyst for renewal.   

The third human activity inspired by the Holy Spirit is intentional preaching. It 

is beyond question that preaching was central to the Second Great Awakening in general 

and the ministry of Asahel Nettleton in particular. As an Edwardsean revivalist, Nettleton 

held preaching in high regard as one of the primary ways the Holy Spirit worked in 

revival.   

Historically, preaching has been at the core of every great movement of 

reformation and church revitalization.  Michael Ross, in Preaching for Revitalization, 

argues for a resurrection in biblical preaching saying, “True church revitalization can 

never take place and be maintained unless it is the product of a biblical pulpit.”182 He 

further contends, “If revitalization of the church is to be seen, then a revival of the 

biblical pulpit must occur which necessitates a reformation in preaching.”183  In addition, 

not only did John A. Broadus summarize the Reformation as a “revival of preaching,”184

he traced the importance of preaching all the way back to the Reformation of the 

sixteenth century.  R. C. Sproul concurs that the Reformers held a very high view of 

preaching, even considering it the formal cause of the Reformation itself.185 Alongside 

intercessory prayer and indications of the presence of God, intentional preaching is non-

negotiable in efforts at church revitalization.  

182Ross, Preaching for Revitalization, 19.   

183Ibid., 37.   

184John A. Broadus, The History of Preaching (New York: A. C. Armstrong, 1889), 113–18. 

185R. C. Sproul states that the Reformers listed the Word of God as the first of five principal 
causes of the Reformation of religion. They framed preaching as “The Formal Cause: the design or idea or 
pattern that must be followed. In salvation and religion, Luther believed this to be the Word of God—
Scripture alone (sola Scriptura)” Secondly, justification as “The Material Cause: that out of which 
something else is made. In salvation and religion, Luther designated faith as the ‘substance’ of salvation—
Faith Alone (sola fida).” R. C. Sproul, Faith Alone: The Evangelical Doctrine of Justification (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1995), 74.  
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Practitioners agree that a strong preaching ministry is essential to church 

revitalization.  Lyle Schaller contends, “In congregation after congregation outstanding 

preaching has made an almost unbelievable difference in the life, vigor and spirit of the 

parish. Dying parishes have been brought to life by good preaching.”186  Serving as senior 

pastor of Capital Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC, Mark Dever approaches church 

revitalization as a practitioner, stating that there are “two basic needs in our churches: the 

preaching of the message and the leading of disciples.”187  According to Dever, 

paramount in church revitalization is the expositional preaching of God’s Word. Stating 

his central thesis, he argues, “If a healthy church is a congregation that increasingly 

displays the character of God as his character has been revealed in his Word, the most 

obvious place to begin building a healthy church is to call Christians to listen to God’s 

Word.”188  Although Nettleton did not always preach expositionally, he did preach 

doctrinally both publicly and from house-to-house, emphasizing the doctrines of grace 

that God used to renew existing churches since the Reformation and throughout both 

great awakenings in America.  Indeed, the Reformation of the sixteenth century, the 

Puritans of the seventeenth century, the Great Awakening in the eighteenth century, and 

the Second Great Awakening in the nineteenth century all emphasized intentional 

preaching as a primary ingredient in church renewal.  

In sum, the example of Asahel Nettleton within the context of the Second 

Great Awakening confirms that church revitalization is a work of the Holy Spirit, which 

necessitates a strong dependence on God alone for church renewal.  Although God is 

sovereign, historically the Holy Spirit has worked through human agency, using three of 

Nettleton’s greatest methods—intercessory prayer, indications of the presence of God

and intentional preaching to bring about revival and church revitalization.  Constructed 

186Lyle Schaller, Parish Planning (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 155.

187Mark Dever, Nine (9) Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004), 28.

188Ibid., 63.
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on these three Spirit-inspired pillars, modern attempts to renew existing churches depend 

on the special work of the Holy Spirit. 

Renewal and integrity within existing churches. The second application to 

modern church revitalization points to Asahel Nettleton’s strategy of holding meetings in 

existing churches that from a human perspective seemed beyond hope. Although he had 

sensed a call to foreign missions, Nettleton made a conscious decision to limit his work to 

existing churches, most of which were in decline.  Called “waste places,” because they 

were too anemic to evangelize or even afford a pastor, many of these churches exemplify 

a large majority of declining churches in North America. Perhaps the primary reason 

Nettleton is among the best templates for church revitalization, is first, he ministered in 

these kinds of churches exclusively; secondly, he saw great movements of God in them.  

It is an interesting fact of history that in many cases renewal movements and awakenings 

begin in existing churches. When one considers Northhampton awakened under Jonathan 

Edwards, Yale revived under Timothy Dwight, and the “waste places” renewed under 

Asahel Nettleton, it is important to understand that God often does pour new wine into 

old skins. God does choose at times to work mightily in existing churches, anemic though 

they may be.   

Because God does in fact do great works in unlikely places, the integrity that is 

required of those involved in church revitalization is foundational.  Integrity points to 

Nettleton’s practice of always supporting local pastors, not undermining them.  Indeed, 

Nettleton’s integrity ran so deep, that if he felt that there were any potential for division or 

controversy, he simply withdrew to another field.  The dynamic tension exemplified by 

Nettleton as he cooperated and refused to compete with settled pastors must become the 

baseline for modern attempts to enter church fields and bring revival and renewal. Sadly, 

this was not always the case during the Great Awakening or the Second Great Awakening.  

It would certainly be advisable for those called to this particular work to be men and 
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women of deep moral character in order to avoid damaged congregations and divided 

church families.  

Theology and methodology in church revitalization. The third application to 

the evangelical churches of the twenty-first century suggests that, like the double helix of 

a DNA strand, theology and methodology be tightly bound to each other. Certainly, the 

years during which Nettleton exercised his incredible itinerancy is replete with the 

cautionary tales of these two strands severed from one another.  Nettleton, on the other 

hand, stands as an excellent historical example of an itinerant evangelist who always 

sought to integrate what he believed about the gospel into how he shared the gospel. His 

theology and methodology were bound to each other. Because he believed in the 

doctrines of grace, he preached the sovereignty of God, that regeneration precedes 

conversion, and that both repentance and submission to God were the duty of all sinners.  

Of particular interest is the amazing way he wove together Reformed theology and 

revival methodology into a living pattern that God used to give birth to tens of thousands 

of awakened Christians and hundreds of renewed churches.  The DNA of modern church 

revitalization would need to reflect this living union and integration between theology 

and methodology. Indeed, this research confirms that the integration of Reformed 

theology, revival methodology, and church revitalization in the ministry of Asahel 

Nettleton continues to be among the best historical examples for modern revitalization.  

Experiential piety is at the heart of church revitalization. As much as any 

other historical figure, Asahel Nettleton exemplified an experiential piety that he learned 

from John Bunyan and the legendary revivals of Jonathan Edwards. Bathed in this fourth 

application to modern church revitalization, his contemporaries describe him as a very 

godly man immersed in personal spiritual disciplines. Guided by a deep knowledge of 

God, Nettleton prayed, preached, and ministered the gospel out of the reservoir of his 

own experience of God. When he was not in the public arena, he spent much time in 
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solitude, prayer, and reflection. This perhaps explains the power that was at work in his 

public ministry.  Beginning with his protracted conversion experience, rather than being 

an advocate for Christ, he was a witness to Christ.  This is especially relevant in a 

postmodern culture where experiential reality of God may be the only pathway to 

communicating knowledge of God.   

If church revitalization is to be effective within a postmodern world, the 

experiential nature of a relationship with God cannot be overestimated.  Indeed, 

experiential reality of God may be the only way to offer a biblical alternative to those 

either leaving the traditional church, migrating into emerging church patterns, or 

abandoning the idea of the knowledge of God altogether.189  It is certain that all efforts to 

revitalize the church within a postmodern framework have to be cognizant of the forces 

that have precipitated alternative forms of the church.  

While the emerging church movement as an expression of postmodernism is 

complex, the consensus suggests that two forces converged simultaneously to give it 

birth.  The emerging church was first conceived as a reaction against the modernism of 

the church and secondly as a movement to reach those who were seen as disenfranchised 

by more traditional forms of church.  As its leaders became disillusioned with 

contemporary expressions of Christianity, they began to organize churches that created an 

experience of Christ that possessed more substance.  Accompanying this desire was a 

189In one of his final books, Knowing Christ Today, Dallas Willard presents a cogent argument 
for why church revitalization in a postmodern culture will require the best critical faculties to wage war 
over epistemology, especially in relationship to Jesus Christ: “This book is about knowledge and about 
claims to knowledge in relationship to life and Christian faith. It is concerned, more precisely, with the 
trivialization of faith apart from knowledge and with the disastrous effects of a repositioning of faith in 
Jesus Christ, and of life as his students, outside the category of knowledge. This is one result of the novel 
and politically restricted understanding of knowledge that has captured our social institutions and the 
popular mind over the last two centuries in the Western world.” Dallas Willard, Knowing Christ Today: 
Why We Can Trust Spiritual Knowledge (New York: HarperOne, 2009), 1. In one of the best intellectual 
treatments of the apparent conflict between theism (religion) and naturalism (science), Alvin Plantinga lays 
an important foundation for church revitalization in a postmodern culture: “My overall claim in this book: 
there is superficial conflict but deep concord between science and theistic religion, but superficial concord 
and deep conflict between science and naturalism.” Alvin Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies: 
Science, Religion, and Naturalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), ix.    
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passion to return to the simplicity of the teachings of Jesus.  For decades, this emergence 

came as a heart cry for authentic spiritual experience that drew the recipient beyond 

intellectual assent into intimacy with Jesus Christ.  A postmodern culture skeptical of 

organized religion was the kindling and a deep hunger for spiritual experience was the 

match that ignited this spreading fire.  The roots of discontent found fertile soil in the 

normative condition of the Western church.   

It has always been the case throughout church history, that when traditional 

forms of Christianity no longer nourish the soul, it is ripe for new forms of spirituality.  

For years leading up to the Great Awakening and the Second Great Awakening in 

America, a similar pattern developed.  The dry tinder within existing church traditions 

was ready for an experiential spark from those whose personal experience of God was 

substantial and vital. Those involved in church revitalization in a postmodern world need 

to exemplify the same kind of personal devotion exhibited by Asahel Nettleton, which 

God used during the Second Great Awakening.  Experiential spirituality has to be central 

to church revitalization in the twenty-first century.   

The potential for a third great awakening. The final application from Asahel 

Nettleton’s remarkable ministry within the Second Great Awakening poses the question: 

“Where do we go from here?” The short answer is that the potential for another great 

nationwide revival rests upon the sovereignty of God, but also upon the conditions that 

have always preceded large-scale awakenings.  As one who has studied all the major 

revivals of American history, William G. McLoughlin suggests that there have only been 

“four or five periods of about ten years each during the three hundred years of American 

history when the American people as a whole have shown a demonstrably burning 

concern over their spiritual welfare.”190  Moreover, his research indicates that a close 

examination of the factors prior to each episode reveals four commonalties that preceded 

190McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, 3. 
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each, all four being present in the twenty-first century.  McLoughlin concludes, “It 

becomes evident upon examination that a concatenation of four general circumstances 

has produced the matrix out of which each great national revival has been generated.”191

Of the four portends that have always been evident prior to a great national revival  

the first of these is a grave theological reorientation within the churches (a process 
invariably connected with a general intellectual reorientation in American society at 
large). The second is an ecclesiastical conflict associated with this reorientation and 
in which personalities play a large part. Third is a particularly grave sense of social 
and spiritual cleavage both within the churches and between the churches and the 
world which flows from the welling up of pietistic dissatisfaction with the 
prevailing order. Finally there must be a feeling on the part of those outside the 
churches that Christianity has a particular relevance to their contemporary situation 
both individually and corporately.192

Of the four circumstances, the first three are ominously present, while the fourth is at the 

very least debatable.   

In sum, the contemporary matrix that exists today includes a dramatic 

worldview shift that has produced an emerging church dissatisfied with modernity, as 

well as a secular culture that has classified religion as largely irrelevant to modern man. 

In addition, the general feeling of emptiness brought on by raw secularism is evident and 

may very well be the precursors of a national revival. Furthermore, the societal decay that 

is filling the moral vacuum in Western culture has the greatest intellectuals puzzled about 

the future of America. The conditions for a third great awakening are certainly present in 

the twenty-first century and offer a great deal of hope for another nationwide evangelical 

revival. The final chapter, to which this research now turns, contains conclusions as well 

as suggestions for further study,  

191Ibid., 7.

192Ibid.
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this dissertation was to analyze and present Asahel Nettleton as 

a significant template for modern church revitalization and renewal; the primary thesis 

arguing that the methodology and theology of this obscure evangelist presents an effective 

model of renovation for the declining evangelical church.  Moreover, this research project 

contended that integrating the revival methodology and Reformed theology exemplified 

in Nettleton’s evangelistic ministry could enhance and strengthen efforts at church 

revitalization. Nettleton’s conversion within the context of revival was examined, as well 

as his calling to the “waste places” of the nineteenth-century. Subsequent to this analysis, 

his mentors, ministry, and message within his evangelistic itinerancy confirmed that he 

was in some ways unique within the history of American evangelicalism.   

While the primary arguments within the research support this thesis, it is 

important to recognize an important caveat.  The validity of this research project rests 

upon the fact that even though there are some vital distinctions between the culture of the 

nineteenth-century and today, the context of Nettleton’s ministry is also similar to that 

facing the evangelical church of the twenty-first century.  Indeed, the following conclusions 

affirm a number of transferable principles that have potential to shape modern efforts to 

revitalize declining churches, as well as developing new paradigms for church renewal.  

Based upon this research project, a number of conclusions concerning church 

revitalization begin with the nature of revival.  Revival is not only a sovereign work of 

God, it is a special work of the Holy Spirit. This historical understanding of revival, 

adhered to by Asahel Nettleton is vital for those who seek to renew existing churches.  

While human agency in the areas of intercessory prayer, seeking indications of the 
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presence of God, and intentional preaching are God-ordained, still the awakening needed 

today requires an act of divine intervention that is characteristic of prior awakenings.  This 

reality is no small concern and suggests that if the church is to see significant renewal, it 

will not be the result of clever marketing or additional efforts at being culturally relevant.  

Moreover, even though effective human methods abound within today’s church, human 

agency devoid of the presence and power of God will lack the dynamic to bring about 

lasting change. In contrast to those like Charles G. Finney who taught that men could 

produce a revival, awakenings and the revitalization are both sovereign works of God.  

God acting in extraordinary ways was fundamental to Asahel Nettleton and would need 

to be foundational to modern day efforts as well. Therefore, the nature of church 

revitalization necessitates a humble dependence on God, as well as an active faith in God. 

That the church cannot produce this kind of supernatural movement presupposes that it 

can and should pray for the extraordinary activity of God.  Due to the church’s 

dependence on God, the baseline for all efforts at revitalization is praying for revival, 

renewal, and spiritual awakening. Exemplified by Asahel Nettleton, rather than being a 

method, this aspect of church renewal is a conviction. Certainly, efforts at organizing and 

facilitating prayer movements should be the preeminent methodology for church 

revitalization.  This synergy between dependence on God and confidence in God, learned 

from the Second Great Awakening in general and Asahel Nettleton in particular, position 

the declining church of the twenty-first century for corporate renewal.     

The second conclusion points to the need for human activity, as well as the 

nature of the human instrument that God uses to revitalize existing churches.  As the 

history of the Second Great Awakening demonstrates, genuine church renewal is a factor 

of the blessing of God poured out upon the activity of gifted men.  While revival is a 

sovereign work of God and a special work of the Holy Spirit, history is replete with 

examples of how God’s blessing coincided with human activity. In other words, God 

poured out His Spirit in extraordinary ways as his people were praying, preaching, and 
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seeking His face. This combination of God’s action and concrete expressions of faith was 

at the heart of the ministry of one of history’s most gifted itinerant evangelists—Asahel 

Nettleton.   

Uniquely prepared and called as an instrument for working with declining 

churches, Asahel Nettleton was, within the context of a large-scale movement of revival, 

uniquely gifted for this task. Although it would be unwise to try to duplicate his methods 

in a contemporary context, Nettleton’s example does point to the need for a special calling 

to work with struggling churches, as well the need to utilize specific methodologies.  In 

other words, those with special expertise in church revitalization need to sense a call from 

God to work in the “waste places” of the twenty-first century. The need seems to be 

obvious, yet it requires a specially called and gifted individual to enter into declining 

churches and trust that God’s power can transform them and the communities in which 

they exist. Historical figures such as Asahel Nettleton could serve as one of many examples 

of what God can do through improbable vessels in what seems to be impossible situations.   

Church renewal also requires methodologies designed for revitalizing declining 

churches; strategies designed for this unique task. A special calling requires special training 

from those with experience in church revitalization.  Serving as mentors, those who have 

experience in this vital ministry would need to develop training for those who desire to 

breathe new life into declining churches.  Local churches, as well as seminaries, should 

offer practical education in the theology and methodology of revitalizing existing 

churches. Intercessory prayer, intentional preaching, and indications of the presence of 

God could provide a rubric for this kind of training.  This conclusion presupposes that 

alongside God’s sovereignty, human activity as expressions of faith will always be 

foundational to revival and all forms of church renewal.  

The third conclusion reflects the nature of the task. Church revitalization begins 

with existing churches that look from a human point of view to be hopeless. Churches that 

have declined for decades and appear to be lifeless challenge even the strongest faith. This 
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kind of challenge requires a depth of trust in the purpose of God and a deep conviction 

concerning the power of the gospel.  If the church uses Asahel Nettleton as a model, then 

an intentional decision to preach the doctrines of grace, coupled with a strong theology of 

revival, are essential. In addition, the kind of personal piety and integrity exemplified by 

Nettleton would be critical in working in the waste places of the twenty-first century.  

This integration of practical theology, personal piety, and integrity is at the heart of the 

presupposition of this research project. A modern template for church renewal will require 

a balance between the head and the heart, an experiential emphasis that is characteristic 

of historical awakenings.  Indeed, a resurgence of experimental Christianity was at the 

heart of the Second Great Awakening in general, and the ministry of Asahel Nettleton in 

particular.  

The fourth conclusion points to the nature of the church. Although the universal 

church is a biblical reality, the local church was the focus of church revitalization during 

Nettleton’s ministry and will invariably be today.  As living organisms, local churches 

throughout history experience a life cycle: they are born, grow, mature, and eventually die. 

As part of the painful realities of life, churches at times need to be willing to pass away. 

Considered perhaps a premature death, they can be the source of new life in a variety of 

different forms.  New paradigms of church revitalization need to have strategies for 

restarts and new plants, not simply regeneration. In order for the thousands declining 

churches to be renewed, those skilled in this kind of ministry would need to utilize 

creative alternatives and intentional strategies.  Indeed, the planting of new churches and 

the revitalizing of existing churches need to be contiguous with each other.  

The final conclusion of this research reflects the cultural mold that the North 

American church finds itself pressed into; a mold that in some ways is not only unbiblical, 

but impractical.  Certainly some forms of church life are more characteristic of a 

consumer culture than a kingdom under God.  Although it is not a new problem, when the 

kingdoms of men displace the kingdom of God, giving up those kingdoms (especially 
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when they have become sacred) is no small task.  The form that revitalization takes in a 

consumer culture will need to reflect the ministry of Christ, preaching the kingdom that 

has come.  Proclaiming the kingdom of God will necessitate a reformation of the lifestyle 

of the church, not simply the revitalization of its method. In what may seem like an 

inconvenient truth, modern efforts at revitalization may need to look beyond the Great 

Awakenings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  As an example of experimental 

Christianity, the church of the first century may need to become again the paradigm of 

the twenty-first century church.  Renovation, based upon the book of Acts, may need to 

displace innovation if church renewal is to become a glorious reality.  

Suggestions for Further Study 

Based upon the overwhelming need to see churches revitalized, there are a 

number of suggestions for further study.  While these suggestions presuppose significant 

differences between the world of Asahel Nettleton and today, it also assumes a number of 

similarities that have been outlined in a previous chapter. The following six suggestions 

would certainly add valuable historical, theological, and methodological data into the 

growing corpus of research that is concerned with modern evangelicalism.  In addition, 

the following studies could unearth valuable tools that will assist the church to fulfill the 

Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20) in this generation.  

The Impact of Reformed Theology 
on Evangelistic Methodology 

Designed to analyze the historical relationship of Reformed theology on 

evangelistic methodology, the purpose of this study could track the historical and 

theological connection between those who held to the doctrines of grace, but also were 

committed to an evangelistic form of Reformed theology.  Certainly, Asahel Nettleton is 

a glowing example of the correlation between the doctrines of grace and zeal for 

evangelism. The relationship between Reformed theology and evangelism is especially 

important in today’s generation, when in some academic circles the resurgence of 
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Calvinism reflects an apparent lack of concern for the Great Commission and missions.  

If further research could demonstrate that there is indeed a positive historical relationship 

between Reformed theology and evangelistic zeal, then factual data could counter these 

arguments. This research could also serve to encourage a resurgence of biblical preaching 

as a tool for evangelism.  

The Dynamic of Puritan 
Piety on Revival 

Although Puritan spirituality is often not associated with revival, it does 

demonstrate a direct link with church renewal. Because Asahel Nettleton presents a 

positive historical example of the relationship between Puritan piety and itinerant 

evangelism, a fascinating and productive research project would entail demonstrating a 

positive relationship between movements that focus on renewing the church and 

movements that focus on evangelism and revival.  Tracing this vital connection historically 

lays the groundwork for Puritan forms of piety as being precursors to church revitalization 

and societal reform.  Indeed, some historians suggest that of the awakenings that did 

revitalize the church in America, the Puritan Awakening of the seventeenth century, the 

first Great Awakening of the eighteenth century, and the Second Great Awakening of the 

nineteenth form a unified whole and suggest an unbroken continuity of revival and 

church revitalization.  This research into historical connections could serve to solidify the 

Reformed and evangelical movements as part of a unified whole.    

The Second Great Awakening as a  
Theological/Methodological  
Watershed 

An interesting historical research project would focus on the period surrounding 

Asahel Nettleton’s evangelistic ministry; a period marked by significant theological shifts 

and methodological innovations.  This study could focus on such issues as the continuity 

between Puritanism/Evangelicalism; the theological shifts concerning the nature and 

extent of the atonement, regeneration/conversion and free will; and definitions of revival 
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and how they were to be utilized within the church. The tracking of the ramifications of 

these shifts and innovations, both good and bad, could add considerable data into the 

corpus of material designed to assist modern efforts of church revitalization.    

Inquiry Meetings as Revival 
Methodology 

In recent years, a number of books and articles have focused on the controversy 

concerning the order of salvation. The Reformed movement’s emphasis on regeneration 

preceding conversion, as opposed to decision-based evangelism that suggests conversion 

is preeminent in the order of salvation, has precipitated methodological questions 

concerning the biblical nature of the altar call and the invitation to come forward and 

decide for Christ. This controversy is as old as Asahel Nettleton and Charles Finney.  A 

research project that focuses on inquiry meetings as an alternative to the altar call would 

be a welcome addition to the corpus of material that emphasizes a biblical approach to 

inviting the lost to come to Christ.  Indeed, those on both sides of the debate could 

examine Nettleton’s legendary use of the inquiry meeting as an evangelistic tool. The 

inquiry meeting, as opposed to the altar call, could serve as a more effective tool for 

bringing people to the place of conversion. As a result, a reduction in the high attrition 

rate of current forms of evangelistic strategies could be realized.  

The Relationship of Solitude and 
Stillness to Revival 

A fascinating element of the revivals held under Asahel Nettleton during the 

Second Great Awakening was an atmosphere of remarkable stillness in the corporate 

meetings.  Historians and colleagues alike testify that this quality of “deathlike stillness” 

was characteristic of the New England awakenings; the presence of God experientially 

manifest as stillness and solemnity.  In addition, subsequent to the meetings, Nettleton 

would encourage those who hoped for conversion to retire to their closets and seek God 

in solitude. Research into the relationship between stillness, solitude, and spiritual 
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awakenings would add valuable data into contemporary models of church revitalization. 

Moreover, this research could affirm and perhaps renovate for modern usage the classic 

spiritual disciplines of solitude and quietness before God.  The focus of this project could 

produce fresh applications for how these disciplines, used so mightily during the Second 

Great Awakening, could be utilized in twenty-first century evangelicalism.   

New Paradigms for Church  
Revitalization 

As this research project demonstrates, the North American church is ripe for 

new paradigms of evangelism and church revitalization. Old patterns are proving 

ineffective and new patterns need to be developed.  Although Asahel Nettleton presents a 

viable template, and much still remains to be adapted from his example, the focus of an 

interesting research project would be his methods compared and contrasted with 

alternative approaches in an effort to synthesize new paradigms of church revitalization.  

In addition, because old paradigms are woefully inadequate to address the epistemological 

shift occurring in the Western world, new paradigms are needed that could effectively 

influence a postmodern culture.   

The Need for Itinerants in Revival 

American evangelical history testifies to the pattern of revivals changing over 

time.  The pattern established by Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, and John Wesley 

during the First Great Awakening began to shift during Asahel Nettleton’s lifetime.  With 

the coming of the itinerancy of Charles Grandison Finney, revival assumed a new 

definition and new methods developed that corresponded to that definition.  However, the 

need for itinerants within much of this time seemed constant. Although Nettleton and 

Finney disagreed about the relationship of the itinerant to the local church, they seemed 

to agree on the need for specialists in the area of evangelism, revival, and church 

revitalization. Indeed, as this research has suggested, Nettleton was legendary for his 

capacity to preach within the context of itinerant evangelism.  A fascinating and practical 
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research project would focus not only on the need for such men, but also on how they 

could be identified, trained, and commissioned within the body of Christ to function as 

church revitalization specialists. 
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Chair: Dr. Timothy K. Beougher 

Current statistics for the evangelical church in North America are less than 

encouraging.  Trends suggest that 95 percent of North American churches have about 100 people 

in attendance, 80 percent are on a plateau or in decline and thousands die every year.  Under 

similar circumstances, as a central figure in the Second Great Awakening, Asahel Nettleton 

(1783-1844) developed a reputation as one skilled in church revitalization.  The purpose of this 

research, as described in chapter 1, is to analyze and present Asahel Nettleton as a significant 

template for modern church revitalization, the primary thesis arguing that this obscure evangelist 

presents an effective model of renovation for the declining evangelical church.  Chapter 2 offers 

a brief overview of the moral and church declension that gripped America prior to the Second 

Great Awakening, as well as providing the framework for Nettleton’s unique strategy of church 

revitalization.  Chapter 3 of this research project analyzes Asahel Nettleton’s theology. The 

analysis of his theological convictions is examined in light of the stream of Reformed and 

Puritan theology that ran through Jonathan Edwards, perhaps the most significant influence on 

Nettleton.  A thorough examination of how Nettleton’s theology shaped his methodology is 

provided in chapter 4, including his understanding of the Ministry of the Word, the use of inquiry 

meetings, frequent visitation, and prayer meetings to promote revival. Using Asahel Nettleton as 

an historical template, chapter 5 draws practical implications for today’s church, in order to 

develop modern paradigms for church revitalization.      
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