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The period between 1670 and 1789 witnessed the burgeoning of a global movement that
would profoundly reshape religious and social landscapes: early evangelicalism. This wasn't
a monolithic entity, but rather a complex network of interconnected ideas and practices,
radiating outwards from its European heartland to impact diverse cultures across the globe.
Understanding this period requires exploring its key intellectual currents, transatlantic
exchanges, and varied expressions across different continents. This article will delve into
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the intellectual history of early evangelicalism, examining its key characteristics, global
reach, and lasting legacy.

The Rise of Pietism and its Transatlantic Influence
One of the most significant intellectual tributaries feeding into early evangelicalism was
Pietism, a reform movement within Lutheranism that emerged in late 17th-century
Germany. Pietists, like Philipp Jakob Spener and August Hermann Francke, emphasized
personal piety, Bible study, and missionary zeal. Their focus on individual conversion and
experiential faith starkly contrasted with the more formal and institutional approaches of
established churches. This emphasis on personal spiritual experience became a crucial
element of early evangelicalism's appeal, resonating deeply with people seeking a more
authentic and emotional connection with God. Pietism's emphasis on missionary work, a
key component of its intellectual framework, contributed significantly to the global spread
of evangelical ideas.

This transatlantic flow of ideas is crucial to understanding early evangelicalism's global
impact. The dissemination of Pietist ideals through networks of correspondence, printed
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materials, and missionary travels played a vital role in shaping religious life in North
America and beyond. The Great Awakenings in the American colonies, for example, drew
heavily on Pietist sensibilities, emphasizing emotional conversion experiences and a fervent,
revivalistic style of worship. This illustrates the dynamic interplay between European
intellectual currents and their adaptation in new cultural contexts, highlighting the
multifaceted nature of early evangelicalism as a global phenomenon.

Missionary Expansion and the Global Reach of
Evangelicalism
The missionary impulse, fueled by Pietism and other related movements, was instrumental
in spreading evangelical ideas across the globe. Missionaries, often supported by
organizations like the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) in
England, ventured to far-flung corners of the world, carrying with them not just the gospel
message but also a range of accompanying intellectual and cultural baggage. This
missionary activity contributed to the development of global evangelical networks and
significantly shaped early evangelicalism's global impact.
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The work of missionaries like David Brainerd among Native Americans and the efforts of
various societies to spread Christianity in Africa and Asia highlight the geographic scope of
this endeavor. While driven by the desire to convert indigenous populations, these
missionary encounters were not one-way streets. Missionaries engaged with diverse
cultures, languages, and belief systems, inevitably leading to a reciprocal exchange of ideas
and the modification of evangelical theology to suit local contexts. This process highlights
the complexities and contradictions inherent in the spread of early evangelicalism,
illustrating how it simultaneously sought to homogenize religious beliefs and adapt to local
conditions.

The Enlightenment and the Evangelical Response:
Reason and Revelation
The 18th-century Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason, science, and individual
liberty, presented both challenges and opportunities for early evangelicalism. Some
Enlightenment thinkers embraced the emphasis on individual autonomy, finding it
compatible with the evangelical stress on personal faith and spiritual experience. However,



Early Evangelicalism A Global Intellectual History 1670 1789

5

the Enlightenment's skeptical stance toward traditional religious authority and its focus on
reason over revelation created tensions. Evangelical responses to the Enlightenment
ranged from attempts to reconcile faith and reason to outright rejection of Enlightenment
rationalism.

The rise of deism, a belief system emphasizing a rational God who created the universe but
did not intervene directly in human affairs, posed a significant challenge to evangelicalism.
Evangelicals responded by highlighting the necessity of divine revelation and the
transformative power of the Holy Spirit, emphasizing experiences of grace and conversion
as evidence of God's active presence in the world. This intellectual struggle between reason
and revelation played a crucial role in shaping the theological and philosophical
underpinnings of early evangelicalism.

The Legacy of Early Evangelicalism
The period between 1670 and 1789 laid the groundwork for the global expansion of
evangelical Christianity in the centuries that followed. The intellectual currents that shaped
early evangelicalism, including Pietism, the transatlantic exchange of ideas, and the
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engagement with the Enlightenment, had a lasting impact on religious and social life. The
emphasis on personal piety, missionary outreach, and the transformative power of the
Gospel continued to resonate in subsequent waves of evangelical revivalism. This period is
crucial to understanding the historical roots of contemporary evangelicalism, a global
religious force with a complex and multifaceted legacy.

Conclusion
Early evangelicalism (1670-1789) was a dynamic and multifaceted movement that
transcended geographical boundaries and profoundly shaped religious and intellectual life
across the globe. From its roots in Pietism to its encounters with the Enlightenment and its
expansion through missionary activity, this period reveals a complex interplay of ideas,
cultures, and contexts. Understanding this historical context is essential for comprehending
the diverse forms and influences of evangelical Christianity today.
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FAQ
Q1: What are the key differences between early evangelicalism and other forms of
Protestantism?

A1: Early evangelicalism distinguished itself from other Protestant denominations through
its emphasis on personal experience of conversion, a fervent style of worship, and a strong
missionary zeal. While sharing some theological common ground with other Protestant
groups, it placed a greater emphasis on emotional and experiential aspects of faith,
fostering a sense of individual responsibility for spiritual growth and evangelism.

Q2: How did the transatlantic slave trade influence early evangelicalism?

A2: The transatlantic slave trade presented a significant moral dilemma for early
evangelicals. While some actively opposed slavery, others rationalized the institution or
actively participated in it. This internal conflict highlights the complexities and
contradictions within early evangelical thought and practice. The abolitionist movement
that gained momentum later in the 18th century drew heavily from evangelical principles,
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demonstrating the evolving ethical dimensions of early evangelicalism.

Q3: What role did women play in early evangelicalism?

A3: Women played a significant, although often under-recognized, role in early
evangelicalism. They were actively involved in missionary work, religious education, and the
dissemination of evangelical ideas. However, their participation was often constrained by
societal norms and expectations, limiting their formal leadership roles within churches.

Q4: What were the major theological debates within early evangelicalism?

A4: Major theological debates within early evangelicalism centered on the nature of
conversion, the role of reason and revelation, and the interpretation of scripture.
Disagreements over the extent of God's grace, the nature of human depravity, and the
importance of good works also shaped theological discussions.

Q5: How did early evangelicalism impact social reform movements?

A5: Early evangelicalism significantly impacted social reform movements, fueling efforts to
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abolish slavery, promote temperance, and improve conditions for the poor. The evangelical
emphasis on social justice and the inherent dignity of all humans provided a moral and
theological foundation for many reform initiatives.

Q6: What were the limitations of early evangelicalism?

A6: While early evangelicalism promoted positive social change in some areas, it also had
limitations. Its missionary efforts were sometimes accompanied by cultural imperialism and
a disregard for the religious beliefs and practices of indigenous populations. Furthermore,
internal inconsistencies regarding issues like slavery exposed limitations in its ethical
framework.

Q7: How did early evangelicalism contribute to the rise of modern missions?

A7: Early evangelicalism’s strong emphasis on missionary work laid the groundwork for
modern missions. The organizational structures, theological frameworks, and missionary
strategies developed during this period greatly influenced the subsequent expansion of
Christianity across the globe.
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Q8: What are some key primary sources for studying early evangelicalism?

A8: Key primary sources include the writings of prominent figures like Philipp Jakob Spener,
August Hermann Francke, Jonathan Edwards, and John Wesley; missionary journals and
letters; and sermons and pamphlets from the period. Archival materials, such as church
records and personal correspondence, also provide invaluable insights.

Early Evangelicalism: A Global Intellectual History (1670-1789)

Introduction:

The era between 1670 and 1789 witnessed the rise of a powerful spiritual movement that
would redefine the spiritual landscape of the globe: early Evangelicalism. This wasn't simply
a regional phenomenon; rather, it was a international web of ideas and actions that united
disparate communities across continents. This article examines the complicated intellectual
history of early Evangelicalism, highlighting its principal subjects, impacts, and
international extent. Understanding this important historical epoch offers important
insights into the evolution of modern Christianity and its enduring effect on culture.
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The Spread of Evangelical Ideas:

Early Evangelicalism wasn't a coherent campaign; rather, it was a group of related beliefs
and actions that held certain fundamental dogmas. A key topic was a intense focus on the
personal experience of conversion and the importance of faith in the redemptive grace of
Jesus Christ. This concentration on individual holiness contrasted sharply with the more
formal approaches to spirituality prevalent in traditional churches.

The printing technologies played a crucial role in the spread of Evangelical ideas. Tracts
and books by important figures like John Wesley and George Whitefield spread widely,
impacting listeners across class boundaries. The rise of literacy also contributed to the
broad reception of Evangelical teachings.

International Connections:

The international exchange of ideas was important to the expansion of Evangelicalism.
Missionaries traveled across waters, disseminating their gospel with groups in the Americas
and the world. The religious revivals in North America and England were substantially
influenced by these interconnected connections. The exchange of sermons, anthems, and
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religious works fostered a impression of common purpose among scattered Evangelical
communities.

Impact and Legacy:

The influence of early Evangelicalism on global past is profound. It played a essential part in
the formation of religion, shaping many of its current branches. Its stress on religious work
had a lasting influence on the propagation of Christianity across the globe. Furthermore, its
stress on individual duty and ethical change inspired many social campaigns throughout the
18th and 19th periods.

Conclusion:

Early Evangelicalism, from 1670 to 1789, represents a pivotal moment in religious past. Its
international system of ideas, its stress on personal conversion, and its effect on religious
work formed the spiritual landscape of the globe in substantial ways. Studying this period
provides significant knowledge into the powers that shaped modern Christianity and its
ongoing tradition.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: What distinguishes early Evangelicalism from other forms of Protestantism?

A: Early Evangelicalism stressed personal conversion experiences and a direct relationship
with God, unlike the more structured approaches of some established Protestant churches.

2. Q: How did the printing press contribute the spread of Evangelicalism?

A: The printing press allowed for the rapid distribution of religious books, allowing
Evangelical ideas available to a much wider public.

3. Q: What was the impact of the Great Awakenings?

A: The Great Awakenings were eras of intense religious revival in both North America and
Britain, significantly helping to the spread and influence of Evangelicalism.

4. Q: What is the lasting influence of early Evangelicalism?
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A: Early Evangelicalism left a enduring mark on the growth of Protestantism, the spread of
Christianity globally, and inspired numerous social reform movements.
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