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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

I. The Purpose of The Thesis 

The purpose of this thesis is to seek to record the de­

velopment of the evangelistic invitation. Invitations are 

a part of almost every \'rorship service in many evangelical 

churches. Yet, there is little knowledge of the origin and 

development of the invitation. It is to be hoped that a 

trail, at least a rough trail, will be marked out by this 

thesis which vlill lead to the origin of the invitation as 

vm use it today. 

II. The Hethod of Study 

This study has been primarily of an historical nature. 

A study has been made of the preaching of various preachers 

from the Great Avrakening to today. In addition, an effort 

has been made to trace the development of the invitation 

tlrrough histories of individual churches, associations, de­

nominations, and general histories. 

In the last chapter of the thesis, personal experiences 

and ntunerous conversations on the use of the invitation \vi th 

fellovl ministers have been utilized. 
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III. Plan of the Thesis 

Chapter T\·JO lays the foundation stone for the develop­

ment of the invitation. It sets forth the milieu vrhich made 

the evangelistic invitation a possibility. Until this period 

salvation had been kept vii thin the vralls of institutions for 

centuries. With the grov1th of individualism, the evangelis­

tic invitation had an opportunity to evolve. 

Chapter Three gives an historical development of the 

major lines that later converged to bring into being the 

Great Revival in the West. In these lines are found the 

rudiments of the invitation as we know it today. This chap­

ter deals in particular with: (1) the Hethodist movenent, 

(2) the Separatist Baptist tradition, and (3) the Great 

Revival of Kentucky. 

Chapter Four seeks to show the contributions made by 

professional evangelists, particularly in the Southern Bap­

tist tradition. 

In Chapter Five the varieties of invitations as they 

have developed from the evangelistic invitation, in the 

narrowest sense of the 't..rord, are shovm along with current 

usage in the So~thern Baptist Convention. 

Chapter Six is a summary and conclusion. In a very 

brief way, there is an atte1::pt to set forth what has been 

uncovered by this study. 
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IV. Limits of the Thesis 

This thesis is not intended to be exhaustive. It is in­

tended to break the ground with the hope that another inves­

tigator vlill see fit to utilize the nevl ground thus made 

available. 

It is limited in scope. The study starts with the peri­

od of the Great A1tTakening and comes to the present. The em­

phasis is primarily directed toward the invitation as used 

by Southern Baptists, although it is applicable to a great 

extent to all evangelicals. 

The origin of the invitation is not pinpointed as to an 

exact date. It is felt by the writer that this is an impos­

sibility. If this thesis is correct, the invitation was a 

development that grew slovlly from a climate of opinion mold­

ed by preaching, and did not spring into existence at one 

given moment of time. 
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CHAPTER II 

TI-IE HILIEU OF THE EVANGELISTIC Il'NITATION 

I. General Conditions 

The evangelistic invitation came out of a climate of 

evangelism. -vrhich vras developed over a period of great time. 

From this climate of ev·angelism, the invitation as 1ve know 

it today evolved quite slowly. In general, the period de­

signated as the Great Awakening can be given the distinction 

of preparing the 1.vay for the invitation on an open basis at 

the close of a service. For the purposes of this paper, the 

date of this era will begin around 1720 rather than with the 

advent of Whitefield to this country in 174o as is usually 

done. The vrork of John \'lesley in England is also taken into 

consideration since it ultimately plays an important part in 

the history of evangelism in this country. 

The main impact of this period of the history of preach­

ing seems to be a movement from institutionalism toward that 

of individualism. This was brought about both through the 

theology of John Wesley vli th his emphasis on the freedom of 

the will, and that of Jonathan Edwards, which came to be 

known as personalized Calvinism or New England theology •. 

Until this time there was little, if any, emphasis on per­

sonal salvation. Children were born into the church. In 

Nevr England the deadening Half-1.vay Covenant vms in effect 

with disastrous results for the cause of evangelism. In 
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sharp contrast, the Great Avral::ening cut to the heart of the 

Christian message. It brought to focus the real plight of 

the churches of the land, and thus revival brolce forth • 

• • . •. the central fact in the great upheaval in 
American life, vlhich \ve call the Great Awakening, 
and vli th v1hich Jonathan Edwards had so much to do, 
was that religion is a personal matter; that it is 
an inner experience or it is nothing.l 

This fresh approach to the message of the church laid 

the groundwork for the later use of the evangelistic invi­

tation. As can be seen by an examination of the preaching 

of this time, the clarion call was for repentance. Included 

in this call was the ap9eal for a definite time, "tvhich was 

kno\m. by the individual, of salvation. 

The idea of "tvorking up a revival was practically u.n-

kno vm to the ministers of that day. There was little ef­

fort on the part of the leaders to have a revival. They 

placed their dependence upon prayer and God's power. Ser­

vices were generally limited to two on Stmday and a mid-

week service on Wednesday evening. As interest gre"tv, and 

as there was a demand for it, meetings for the purposes 

of instruction and prayer were held in private homes dur­

ing the week. 2 It should be noted that this vms on demand 

of the people and not at the suggestion of the ministers. 

1. W. W. S\·leet, Revivalism in Arnerica (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1944), p. 85. 

2. Fred W. Hoffman, Revival Times in America (Boston: 
W. A. Wilde Company, 1956), p. 57. 
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II. Representative Preaching of This Era 

The preaching of this era can be adequately presented by 

investigating those elements of preaching, vlhich have rele­

vance to the subject of this thesis, that are found in the 

preaching of the "Log College 11 group--Jonathan Edwal,ds, George 

Whitefield, and Jobn Wesley. 

Theodore Frelinghuysen. In no real sense can Theodore 

Frelinghuysen be considered as a part of the Log College group. 

He is included at this point because of the tremendous in­

fluence vJ'hich he exerted on Gilbert Tennant, the leading 

preacher in this early revival movement. 

Frelinghuysen preached ttthe necessity of a vital re­

ligious experience and a genuine moral reformation. 11 3 The 

earnestness and passion 1:1i th which he preached resulted in 

many conversions.4 

Three innovations in evangelism v.rere brought into play 

by Frelinghuysen. He practiced itinerant preaching. He led 

in the formation of small groups 1:1hich met for prayer and 

bible study, and lastly, he introduced lay preachers.5 

3· W. L. Huncy, Jr., A History of Evangelism in the 
United States (Kansas City: Central Seminary Press, 19~, 
p. 39. 

4. Wesley H. Gewehr, The Great Awakening in Virginia 
(Durham: Du}~e 1Jniversity Press, 1930), p. 4. 

5. Huncy, QQ. cit., p. 4o •. 
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Gilbert Tennant. Gilbert Tennant probably best repre-

sents the Log College preachers. Upon coming into contact 

with Theodore Frelinghuysen, he determined to adopt the 

''direct and searching methods of his new friend. u6 

Tennant preached vJhat might be called a "personalized" 

Calvinism. 'rhis is one of the elements \·rhich contributed 

so greatly to the spirit of revivalism. As W. W. Sweet has 

said, 11 •• • when the New England clergy began to center 

their interest in a scheme of rede~ption for individuals, 

revivalism vms born. u7 This emphasis \·Jas brought to frui-

tion by Jonathan Edwards. 

A second element of Tennant's preaching vJas that it 

was emotionalized. 

sity 

As to Tennant's preaching: It was frequently 
both terrible and searching. It vJas often matter 
justly terrible, as he, according to the inspired 
oracles, exhibited the dreadful holiness, justice, 
law, threatenings, truth, p01:Jer, majesty of God; 
and His anger vTi th rebellious, impenitent, unbe­
lieving, and Christless sinners; the a-vrful danger 
they vJere every moment in of being struck do,v-n to 
hell, and being danmed forever. • • It vms not 
merely, nor so much, his laying open their many 
vain and secret shifts and refuges, counterfeit 
resemblances of grace ••• whereby they found ••• 
themselves exposed to eternal ruin •••. This 
searching preaching was both the suitable and 
principle means of their conviction.e 

6. D. H. Haxon, The Great Awakening (Chicago: Univer-
of Chicago Press, 1920), p. 21. 

7. S\·Jeet, .QJ2.. cit., p. 30 • 

8. Huncy, 2.£.• cit~., p. 33· 
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Tennant brought his preaching to bear on Boston in 1741 

at the request of George Whitefield. One Boston pastor said 

that more people sought personal interviews with him in one 

week than had come to him in the twenty-four preceding years 

before the coming of Tennant.9 

Jonathan Ed'\vards. As one v1ri ter of the history of 

preaching has said, "The pOiverful era of American preaching 

began '\vi th Jonathan Ech-1arcls. ulO There are adequate reasons 

for this statement. Perhaps more so than anyone else, 

Jonathan Edvrards set the stage for revivalism as '\·re have 

come to ]r,no·H it. 

In the midst of spiritual dea~~ess Edwards 
began to proclaim anew the evangelical doc­
trines. Remarkable conversions followed 
and Edwards soon had the entire community 
under the spell of his preaching. People 
became deeply concerned about preaching. 
People became deeply concerned about eter­
nal things ••• They even met in private 
houses day and n±!ht to talk religion and 
pray for pardon. 

That such a revival broke out in this period vras in 

itself remarkable, but the important thing is vrhat this 

did for posterity. His preaching broke the sacramental 

9. Ibid., p. 33. 

10. T. H. Pattison, The History of Christian Preach­
ing (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Society, 
1912), p. 354. 

11.· Gevvehr, .Q.£• cit., p. 5. 



9 

tendency of the Puritan Church.12 This set the stage for an 

increased emphasis on personalism. His doctrine of the free-

dom of the vJill became a bridge to modern Calvinism in vJhich 

freedom ir.1plies a choice of motives.l3 His message was that 

of "older Calvinism--shaped by his idealism and made vivid 

by the intensity and reality of his spiritual conceptions.ul4 

That Jonathan Edwards vras effective on behalf of evangelism 

is quite apparent. His preaching brought astonishing re­

sults. In a relatively short period of time the entire com­

munity had been converted. 

Our sacraments were eight weeks asunder, and I 
received into our cor~nunion about a hundred be­
fore one sacrament, and fourscore of them at one 
time, 1.vhose appearance, l.vhen they presented them­
selves ~ogether to make an open explicit profess­
ion of hristianity, ·vrCJs very affecting to the 
Congregation: I took i£~early sixty before the 
next sacrament day ••• 

Ed\·mrds did not mal-<.:e public appeals for confession of 

faith. He preached the gospel as he understood it and de­

pended upon God to bring forth the fruits of his preaching. 

He felt that sinners under conviction would seek salvation. 

12. A. S. Hoyt, The Pulpit and i1!_nerican Life (Ne\·T 
York: The Hacmillan Company, 192l),p. 36. 

13. Loc. cit. 

14. Ibid., p. 27. 

15. Jonathan Edwards, The Worl\:s of President Edvmrds, 
Vo~. I- IV (Nevr York: Leavitt and Company, 1851), III, pp. 
23o-39. 
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He did much, hmvever, to clarify the idea of conversion which 

helped to set the stage for r~vivalism. He did not force de­

cisions nor did he atterapt to make everyone fit into the same 

mold for their individual conversion experiences. In the 

heat of the moment, it would have been easy to have fallen 

into a pattern of expected conversion, as did happen in the 

Frontier Revival of the 1800's. Edwards was wise enough to 

realize that God \vorked -vti th different people in different 

i.vays. 

Conversion is a great and glorious work of God's 
povrer, at once changing the heart, and infusihg 
life into the dead soul; though that grace that 
is then implanted does more gr~dually display 
itself in some than in others. r 

Edi.vards did not depend entirely on preaching. He sought 

to help his people in groups and as individuals. The pattern 

of' 1vorship of his day 1vas to have ti·m services on Sunday and 

one service sometime during the vreek, usually on Wednesday. 

In addition to the regular vmrship services, Edwards organ­

ized his people into small groups that met periodically for 

help. From these groups he drew his contacts for individual 

counseling and came to knovT those vrho needed special attention. 

He met his flock in small groups--children, 
young people, old people, sinners, saved-­
adapting the same counsels to their several 
needs ••• He invited those und~r deep con­
cern to come to him privately.l~ 

17. Edwards, QQ• cit., III, 251. 

18. Ola Elizabeth WinsloH, Jonathan Edwards (Nevr York: 
The Hacmillan Company, 1940), p. 163. 
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This then '\•laS the method used by Jonathan Edwards. He 

preached soul-searching sermons. He 'ltJOrked with those who 

needed help in small groups, and encouraged those struggling 

'ltJith salvation to come to him privately. All of this is im­

portant to note as we seek to understand the background of 

the evangelistic invitation, but even more important it is 

necessary to seek to understand what is behind, and it might 

be said, permeated throughout this revival movement. 

In a sense the upheaval in American life brought about 

by the preaching of Jonathan Ed,.,rards had to do vli th the 

spread of an idea. The idea, of course, was not nevJ. It 

was as old as Christianity itself; namely, that religion is 

an individual, inner experience or it is nothing. 1 9 This 

was not original '\ifi th Ed'\vards in any sense of the word, but 

it vras he 1vho set the stage through example and through the 

written vJOrd, for the acceptance of this idea on a universal 

scale. The grovrth of this idea did much for the development 

of the evangelistic invitation. 

A further contribution of Edwards, vrhich is almost if 

not quite as important as that noted above, "ras his accept­

ance of emotion in religion. It '\vas his effort that made 

emotion theologically and intellectually respectable.20 Not 

only was this brought about through his own preaching, but 

19. Ibid., p. Gl3. 

20. S'\veet, QJ2.• cit., p. 85. 
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in his Treatise Concerning Religious Affections, he made a 

deep impression on the readers of the need for the proper 

use of emotion in religious life. 

Against this background, Ed1vards made appeals in his 

sermons for personal decisions. Ho'\rTever, as stated above, 

he did not ask people to come forward. His method of ap­

pealing for the lost to make decisions can be seen in his 

11Fare1vell Sermon". Here Edwards puts in his 01m. words 

what he has tried to accomplish during his pastorate. 

• • • \vhile I had opportunity, I have not ceased 
to '\rmrn you, and set be.fore you your danger. I 
have studied to represent the misery and necessity 
of your circumstances, in the clearest manner possi­
ble. I have tried all ways, that I could thiruc of, 
tending to awaken your consciences, and make you 
sensible of the necessity of your improving your 
time, and being speedy in fleeing from the wrath 
to come. • • I have diligently endeavored to find 
out, and use the most powerful motives, to persuade 
you to take care for your o1·m vrelfare and salvation 
••• that if possible, I might prevail upon you to 
forsake sin, and turn to God and accept of Christ as 
your Savior and Lord.21 

Winslow is right '·Then she points out that Jonathan Ed­

wards applied himself directly to the root of evangelism. 

As a result, he made revivals theologically possible.22 He 

thus set the pattern of New lli~gland revivalism, and his ex­

ample 1vas followed by a great host of others throughout the 

area. 23 

21. Jonathan Ed1vards, Puxitan ~ (Edited by Vergilus 
Ferm, Ne\v York: Library Publishers, l<;J?3), p. 471. 

22. WinslovT, .QJ2.· cit. , p. 31. 

23. Sweet, ~cit., p. 31. 
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George Whitefield. George Whitefield made quite an im­

pact on the evangelistic mood of his time. His most Wlique 

contribution was probably his pulpit manner and his delivery. 

He literally changed the definition of preaching and pulpit 

behavior. 

Instead of doctrine logically stated, proved, 
and applied, he dramatized both the Bible nar­
ratives and their application. Instead of a 
quiet, sedate method of sermon delivery, he 
laughed, sang, wept, and made violent gestures.24 

In addition to his manner of preaching, Whitefield was 

the first to introduce field preaching. He vras shut out of 

the pulpits of the Church of England for various reasons. 

He preached for a time at Newgate prison, but was soon de­

nied this right. He then turned to the open field. 

After dinner, therefore, I '..rent upon a mount, 
and spake to as many People as came unto me. 
They ,..,ere upwards to two Hundred. Blessed be 
God, I have now broke the ice: I believe I never 
!@.§. ~ acceutable to m;r master than vrhen I was 
standing to teach those· Hearers in the open Fields._25 

George Whitefield, like Jonathan Edwards, did a great 

deal to personalize Calvinism. He separated from the the-

ology of John Wesley at this point, at least in terminology 

if not in actual fact. 

24. Vernon L. Stanfield, "The Preaching of the Great 
Avrakening and Its Contribution to Political Liberty'', Un­
published Doctor's Dissertation, The Southern Baptist Theo­
logical Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, 1947. 

25. Stuart C. Henry, George Whitefield Wayfaring Wit­
~ (New York: Abingdon Press, 19~7), p. 48. 



••• _underfire (he) called himself a 
Calvinist, but his preaching 1-ras essen­
tially democratic. Salvation was for 
all who vTould have it. In preaching a 
1\vhosoever will' doctrine at this par­
ticular moment, he gave a relj_gious ap­
plication to certain vague impulses to­
ward democracy and turned an individual­
ism as yet inart~gulate into a gospel of 
personal safety. 

14 

These elements all contributed to a climate of revival-

ism that made possible the emergence of the evangelistic in­

vitation years later. However, despite the strong appeals 

voiced in his sermons -

0 that you repent and be converted. 
You old grey-headed people, Lord make 
you repent and be converted. • • 0 God 
bless his \vorl{ on you, that you will. 
blossom and briug forth fruits unto God. 
Amen and amen.2'1 

0 come, come, see what it is like to 
have eternal life; don't refuse it; 
haste sinner, haste a\vay; may the 28 great good shepherd, dravl your souls. 

- Hhitefield apparently never gave an open invitation for 

public professions of faith. He preached that men of all 

ages and conditions must be 11born again" or they \vould never 

see the kingdom of heaven. This type of preaching brought 

forth many inquirers vri th Whitefield often reaping what 

26. 

27. 
1809), p. 

28. 

Winslo'l,v, .Q.l?.• cit. , p. 176. 

George Whitefield, Sermons (New York: John Tiebout, 
98. 

Ibid., p. 318. 
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others had sown.29 It has been said that when he was not 

preaching, he was so beset vli th. anxious inquirers that he 

could not find time to eat or sleep.30 

Whitefield also helped to popularize the use of lay 

preachers, or exhorters. 
~l others to repentance.~ 

He urged nevi converts to exhort 

This helped to spread the flames 

of revival but "of all the evils of the aftermath 'lay ex­

horting' was the most persistently disrupting to good orde!l· 

in tc.e churches. 11 32 Still, this vras one more factor that 

contributed to the grovnh of the invitation. 

John 'ltlesley. John Wesley made many contributions to 

the spirit of revival of his time, but probably the most 

unique was that he preached about the love of God rather 

than about his '\oll'ath. 'ltlesley popularized the Armenian 

theological position. 

Insisting mainly on salvation immediate and 
for all v.rho '\oTOuld accept it by an act of 
faith, the emphasis of Wesley's preaQhing 
'\oras laid chiefly on the love of God.j3 

29. Joseph Tracy, The Great Awakening (Boston: Tappen 
and Dennet, 1842), p. 45. 

30. Frank G. Beardsley, Religious Progress Through 
Religious Revivals (Nevi York: American Tract Society, 1943), 
p. 10. 

31. Winslow, QQ• cit., p. 196 

3 2 • Lo c • cit • 

33. Pattison, QQ• cit., p. 256. 
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Wesley proclaimed even more of a 11'\vhosoever will 11 re­

ligion than did Whitefield. He follo·ued Whitefield into 

the field and met \•Ti th remarkable success. It vras his 

preaching that '\ITaS first attended by physical signs of con­

viction such as fainting, weeping, and trembling.34 

Wesley believed that religion vras a personal matter, 

and that an individualistic religion must seek the salva-

tion of individual souls. His appeal was for concrete, in­

dividual experiences.35 In his Journal are many references 

to his preaching of '\llhich. the foll01:.ring is typical: "I preach­

ed in the morning at St. Ann's Aldersgate ••• free salvation 

by faith in the blood of Christ.u36 Practically all of Wes­

ley's sermons end with an appeal for decision for Christ. 

Give your hearts to him, who together vli th 
ten thousand blessings, has given you his 
$on, his only Son. • • Let him be your God 
and your all,--the desire of your eyes, the 
joy of your heart, and your portion forever.37 

This does not mean that Wesley 1.vas appealing for public 

professions of faith. Rather, after he was done preaching 

he talked '\-Ti th those who came to him and organized them into 

societies. This society idea '\vas not original with him. It 

34. John Wesley, The Heart of John Wesley's Journal. 
Edited by P. 1. Parker (Nevr York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 
1903)' p 87. 

35. Humphrey Lee, John Wesley and Modern Religion 
(Nashville: Col;:esbury Press, 1936), pp. 275-276. 

36. Wesley, QQ. cit., p 42. 

37 • John Wesley, Sermons on Several Occasions (Nevr 
York: Carlton and Phillips, 18~5), II, 57. 
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was a method used in the Church of England. In the begin-

ning the only unique thing about his societies was the v1ide 

lassitude given to those who desired membership. 

When John Wesley determined that there should be 
only one condition previously required in those 
v1ho desired admission unto the ne1." society, name­
ly 'a desire to flee from the wrath to come, to 
be saved from their sins'; he took a step which 
separated him from the Religious Societies.3~ 

Wesley's influence was later felt in America through the 

early Methodist preachers and the later Methodist circuit 

riders who played an important part in frontier evangelism. 

This will be dealt with in a later chapter of this thesis. 

III. Summary 

From this brief survey of the early years of the Great 

Awakening, it becomes apparent that a milieu was coming in-

to being out of which the invitation would naturally evolve. 

This milieu was structured of the follo\lring lines, which 

interwoven mal'.:e up the vmrp and '\voof of revivalism. 

A. Institutionalism. gave way slov!ly but surely to in-

dividualism. 

B. Emotion became an accepted and respected part of 

religion. 

C. Preaching became pointed and salvation was eluci-

dated as a definite experience for all ages. 

38. John S. Simon, John Wesley and the Hethodist 
Societies (London: Epworth Press, 1923), p. 21. 
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D. Seekers, and those converted, ,,,ere organized into 

small groups. This led to individual or personal vrork. 

E. Because of the onslaught of personalized Calvinism 

and Armenianism, revivals became theologically possible. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE BEGINNINGS OF TEE PUBLIC INVITATION: 
FR01·1 THE TiliE OF DEVEREtDC J ARRE'l'T OF VIRGINIA 
TI-ffiOUGH THE GREAT REVIVAL OF THE EARLY 1800'S 

I. Introduction 

Out of the background of revivalism presented in the 

above chapter, certain strands of evangelism developed, 

particularly in the South and in the border states. These 

strands came together in what is knm·m as the Great Revival. 

This era set the stage for later professional revivalists vTho 

used set tech~iques of bringing people to decisions for Christ. 

It vmuld be nice to be able to say 11 at this certain point 

the evangelistic invitation was used for the first tir::1e. 11 This, 

however, is a seeming impossibility. At some point in this per­

iod, the invitation v.ras used for the first time. At precisely 

what ti~e and place this came about, it is not for the writer 

to say. However, as we shall see, almost automatically it 

vTould seem, the invitation, or at least a form of invitation, 

was in use by 1800. 

This chapter vTill seek to show the development of the 

invitation through a discussion of individuals, denomination­

al movements, and finally, a discussion of the Great Revival. 

II. Devere~~ Jarret Clears the Way for the Methodists 
in Virginia 

One strand of the developing invitation came through the 
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ministry of the Reverend Devereux Jarrett, who was a minister 

of the Church of England. He had, independently of the Metho­

dists, developed a similar way of preaching and method of or­

ganizing seekers into classes. He \vas one of the few minis-

ters of the Church of England vJho cooperated with the Hetho-

dist circuit riders. 

Jarrett recognized the condition of religion in the lives 

of his people and determined to do something about it. 

I therefore judged it necessary to adopt that 
method of preaching, which might have the most 
direct tendency to make sinners feel their sit­
uation, and be sensible of their guilt, danger 
and helplessness. Nothing short of this will 
tm"'n the attention of the hwnan race to the 
invitations of the gospel ••• 1 

His vJas evangelical preaching \vhich appealed directly to 

the hearts of his hearers and made them "sensible of their sin­

ful state. 11 2 

In a "'rord my plan '1/Jas first to convince of sin, 
second of inability. Then, to point out the 
remedy and 3ress the convicted to fly to Jesus 
Christ. • • 

Jarrett certainly believed in a personal and experimental 

religion. This v.ras nevr to the thinking of his people and caused 

no small stir at first. He emphasized the fallen state of man 

1. Devereux Jarrett, The Life of the Reverend Devereux 
Jarrett (Baltimore: Warner and Hanna-,-1806), p. 88. 

2. Wesley H. Ge1vehr, The Great A\·m:~ening in Virginia 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1950), p. 39. 

3. Jarrett, QQ. cit., p. 89. 
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and the absolute necessity of spiritual regeneration. His 

preaching vlas extemporaneous. In common 1.-1i th the evaneeli-

cal school of his day, he used the direct appeal in the 

second person. He called upon all to repent and be saved. 4 

For the first few years, there vms little response of 

a permanent nature to his preaching. In 1765 he wrote: 

Some were affected at times, so as to drop a 
tear. But still for a year or more, I per­
ceived no lasting effect ••• Indeed, I have 
reason to believe that some have been a good 
deal alarmed at times; but they were shy of 
spealcing to me (thinking it vTould be presump­
tuous) till their convictions ·wore off. 5 

This also shov-rs that up to this time, at least in the 

area of Virginia in vlhich Jarrett preached, an open invi ta-

tion vras W11rnovm. However, a great revival "~:ms started 

under the preaching of Jarrett, 1:Thich 1-1as brought to frui­

tion by the preaching of his Hethodist friends in 1776. 

III. Methodist Evangelism 

Officially the Methodists were originally within the 

folds of the Church of England. They \<Jere not well recei v­

ed by the Established Church's ministers. In these forma-

tive years they depended primarily upon circuit riders, 

men vrho follo"tved an itinerant ministry. 

4. 

5. 
Church, 
p. 91. 

Ge-vrehr, 2.12.• cit., p. 14o. 

Nathan Bangs, A History of the Hethodist ESiscopal 
Vol. I, II (Ne1.r Yorl;:: Carl ton .and Porter, 1 57), I, 
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Francis Asbury~ Francis Asbury led the way for the 

Hethodists. Not only did he organize the Conferences, but 

he traveled extensively on the Circuit himself. 

• • • preaching every day, forming those -vrho 
had been a1vakened to a sense of their sin and 
danger into classes, that they might the more 
easily gelp each other to work out their sal­
vation. 

Asbury leaves no record of his method of evangelism. 

That he preached for conviction is apparent, and that he 

organized classes for converts is found on every hand. 

However, he does not indicate that he used an open in­

vitation. He gives many references which show that some-

thing of a tangible nature toolc place, however. 

On January 26, 1782, he records the following: 

I met a class and found many convert seekers of 
salvation. The poor mourners came again at night, 
to whom I applied Hezekiah's experience, at which 
all appeared deeply affected; they wept, talked 
together, and seemed loath to leave.7 

April 5, 1789 
We had a move 'l.vhile I was speaking on Isaiah 33: 
14,15. Some souls vrere brought to experience 
peace vri th God. • • l'1ul ti tudes came to hear, and 
great cries were heard among the people, who con­
tinued together ••• until three o'clock in the 
morning. Hany souls p~ofessed to be convicted, 
converted, sanctified. 

6. Ibid., I, 81. 

7. Francis Asbury, The Heart of Asbury's Journal (Edited 
by E. S. Tipple, lJew York: Eaton and Hains, 1904), p. 204. 

8. Ibid. , p. 278. 



Narch 11, 1790 
Some souls ·vrere converted~ and others 
professed sanctification.7 
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This is sufficient to sho1.i that even if an open invita-

tion vras not given, people vrere staying as a group at the 

close of services and seeking salvation. 

Asbury's records further shovr that the use of exhorters 

becomes more and more comrnon. 

Hr. HcGaw preached an excellent sermon ••• 
Brothers Huntley and Glendening e~1orted. • • 
I preached to about four hundred people. • • 
I spoke of the necessity of getting and keep­
ing the power of religion. William Glendening 
exhorted afterward; then \'re departed.l0 

Although there is no concrete evidence to support it, 

the use of exhortation could ;.·rell be one more link in the 

chain that eventually led to the altar call. 

The Hethodists founded societies wherever they went. 

This was done in private meetings, however, and not openly 

at the preaching services.ll According to Asbury, those 

societies were for the purpose of helping people "to be-

come entire Christians. 1112 
• • 

Around 1775, there was an extensive Methodist revival in 

Virginia. Some of the behavior exhibited at this time would 

a Ibid., p. 292. / . 
10. Ibid., p. 187. 

11. Ibid., p. 118. 

12. Ibid., p. 67. 
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certainly be conducive to the giving of an invitation. Ac­

tually, there \•Jere invitations given but not on a personal 

basis. 

A Hr. Ranldn wrote a letter on Hay 30, 1775, telling 

of a sermon he preached, 1;Jhich brought conviction on hun­

dreds. He states in his letter that it became so noisy 

that he sat dovm. 

Husbands v1ere inviting their wives to go to 
heaven, wives their husbands; parents their 
children, and children their parents; brotr~rs 
their sisters, and sisters their brothers. j 

Here, as we can see, the preacher did not extend a 

formal invitation, but certainly a climate was established 

for so doing. 

Devereux Jarrett throws further light on the revival 

of this period. He says that the revival reached its peak 

in 1776. At that time, ten to twelve were being converted 

in a day. 

Some were in such great distress that v1hen 
questioned concerning the state of their 
souls, were scarce able to make any reply, 
but by weeping and falling on their knees, 
before all the class, and earnesf~Y solicit­
ing the prayers of God's people. 

This indicates personal vmrk among the people during 

a public meeting. Again, it is not a formal invitation, 

but certainly, it points to the use of an invitation in 

13. Bangs, ££• cit., I, 112. 

14. Ibid., p. 94. 
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the very near future. 

Western Hethodism. The Reverend James B. Finley, a 

circuit rider in the west, relates some experiences that 

help to pinpoint the use of the invitation of the Hethodists 

in the area in which he worked. 

He tells of a revival in 1789 in which nothing of in-

terest had happened during the sermon • 

• • • but (there was) no remarlmble stir until 
after preaching, vJhen under several exhortations 
some burst out into tears, others trembled, and 
some fell. I sprang in among the people, and 
the Lord converted one man very povmrfully. • .15 

In another instance he records a letter of the Reverend 

William Burke vlhich relates his own conversion experience. 

The practice then among Methodists was to call 
upon all seeh:ers of religion to pray in public 
at the prayer meeting ••• In the month of Feb­
ruary, 1791, after the preacher concluded, he 
opened the door to receive members. 

6
I vrent 

forward alone and gave my name ••• 1 

This seemed to have been the conversion experience for 

Burke rather than just the for~ality of joining the church 

after having been converted. 

Finley records how an entire family joined the church 

much to everyone's surprise. The preacher seized on the 

opport Wli ty and "the mourners vTer e invited to the altar. 

15. James B. Finley, Sketches of Western Eethodism 
(edited by W. P. Strickland, Cincinnati: Hethodist Book 
Concern, 1857), p. 72. 

16. Ibid., p. 25. 

• • 
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and more than eighty persons 1vere happily converted to God. nl7 

Thus we can see that by 1800, Methodists were using, at least 

in a fashion, some form of invitation. That this vTaS inevi ta­

ble can be seen in the Hethodist Church By-laws in 1785. 

On the Hatter and Hanner of Preaching 
Question_ 1: What is the best general method of 
preaching? Ansv-rer 1: To convince. 2: To offer 
Christ. 3: To invite. 4: To build up; and to 
do this in some small measure in every sermon.l8 

IV. Developments Among the Baptists 

The Baptist 1vi tness 1vas divided into tvm camps. These 

vrere knovm as Regular and Separatists. For our purposes 1ve 

are more interested in the Separatist movement. In general, 

it cnn be said that the Separatists leaned strongly toward 

the doctrine of free grace. 19 

There 1.vere a number of gifted preachers among the Sep­

aratist Baptist ministers. HovTever, in this paper 1ve pro­

pose to deal with their overall mode of preaching with par­

ticular attention to the growth of the evangelistic invita-

tion. 

Parson Henry of St. Paul's Parish, Hanover, Virginia, 

gives a description of some of the preaching of the Baptists 

of this period. 

17. Ibid., p. 345. 

18. Bangs, ££• cit., I, 191-192. 

19. Ge1..rehr, 2J2.• cit. , p. 109. 
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• • • Henry says that Robinson, Ryan, and 
Blair as well as their brethren. • • strive 
• • • to raise in their hearers, vrhat they 
call conviction. • • All the "\vhile the preach-
er exalts his voice putting himself into a 
violent agitation, stomping and beating his 
desk. • • w1til tll.e weaker sort of his hearers 
being scared, cry out, fall dm,-m and work 
like people in convulsion fits ••• and if 
only a fevr are thus brought dovm, the preach-
er gets into a violent passion again, calling 
out ·~trill no more of you come to Christ?. • • 
and they who thus cry out and fall doit·m are 
caress'd and coiTJaended as the only penitent 
souls itvho come to Christ, "\vhilst they who 
don't are often condenmed ••• as hardened 
vrretches almost beyond the reach of mercy ••• 20 

This "\vas vrri tten in 1744 and certainly indicates the 

use of an open appeal for men to accept Christ. Ho'\vever, 

it is apparent that this '\vas not unifor:r.lly true at this 

early date. Some men, such as Davies, preached soul­

searching sermons and appealed for decisions, but not 

with the expectation that men come forward. 

The chief aim of his preaching was to promote 
genuine Christianity by changing the hearts 
and lives of men. • • In comrnon vri th the evan­
gelicals ever~vhere, he used the direct horta­
tory appeal in the second person, whenever 
possible.21 

Other preachers, such as John Leland, do not indicate 

any in vi tat ion given other than vJhen the church met in con-

ference to receive members. Leland points out that it is 

customary to sing hYF~S at the conclusion of a service, but 

20. Ibid., p. 60, quoting Dawson manuscript in Library 
of Congress. 

21. Ibid., p. 87. 
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he makes no mention of an invitation. This was as late as 

1785.22 In speaking of a sermon vlhich he had preached at 

sorile prior time, Leland seemed surprised to learn of the 

excellent results gained. 

Hr. Waller.. • • told me aftenvards, that in 
the relations '\vhich the people gave before 
baptizing, not less than fifteen persons had 
reference to the "Ginger Bread Sermon. 11 23 

Over in North Carolina this same evangelistic spirit 

was much at vrorlc through the preaching of Shubel Stearns 

and Daniel Marshall. The churches there '\vere blessed with 

phenomenal grovTth and not all of the converts were brought 

into the church membership. 

One reason for this was that they (the people) 
were widely scattered. • • Such people on re­
turning to their homes after gladly receiving 
the '\•JOrd and being baptized vTould often be re­
mote from other such converts and thus for them 
church membership vrould be almost impossible.24-

A typical revival scene of the Baptists during this 

period has been described by Robert Semple. It points to 

what later became comr:1on procedure in the Great Revival. 

The manner of conductin8 the general revival, 
was somevThat extraordinary. It was not unusual, 
to have a large proportion of a congregation, 

22. John Leland, The vlri tin~s of the Late Elder John 
Leland (Nevl York:. G. W. Wood, 18 5)-,-pp.-115-16. 

23. Ibid., p. 29. 

24. George W. Paschal, History of North Carolina 
Baptists, Vol I, II (Raleigh: The General Board of North 
Carolina Baptist State Convention, 1930), I, 313. 



prostrate on the floor; and, in some instances, 
they have lost the use of limbs: No distinct 
articulation could be heard. • .many of their 
(ministers) vTould exercise their gifts at the 
same time, in different parts of the congrega­
tion; some in exhortation; some in praying for 
the distressed; and some in argument with op­
posers. 25 

As can readily be seen from the above paragraphs, there 

vias diversity vTi thin the ranks of Baptists as to the proced­

ure of spreading the gospel. However, there '\'Tas enough uni­

formity of the use of an evangelistic invitation to i.varrant 

it being recorded as typical of the Baptist ministry. This 

does not pinpoint the birth of the invitation, but it does 

give a valid description of its use during the period from 

1750 through the 1780's. 

At the close of his sermon, the minister '\vould 
come do-vm from the pulpit and '\vhile singing a 
sui table hymn vTould go around among the breth­
ren shaking hands. The hymn being sung, he 
'l.vould then extend nn invitation to such per­
sons as felt themselves to be poor guilty sin­
ners, and vrere anxiously inquiring the '\vay of 
salvation, to come for"ivard and kneel near the 
stand, or if they preferred to do so, they could 
kneel at their seats, proffering to unite "ivith 
them in prayer for their conversion. After 
prayer, singing and exhortation, prolonged ac­
cording to circumstances, the congregation would 
be dismissed to meet again at night ••• either 
for preacging or in the capacity of a prayer 
meeting.2 

25. Robert B. Semple, A History of the Rise and Pro§ress 
-of Baptists in Virginia (Richmond: John Lynch, Printer, 1 10), 

p. 37. 

26. Robert I. Devin, A History of Grassy Creek Baptist 
Church (Raleigh: Edwards, Broughton, and Company, lBSo), p. 69. 



At the night meeting a great deal of personal work was 

done, and many people were converted.27 

That even this type of invitation was novel and slow in 

spreading is shown by the records of the Reverend Lemuel 

Burkitt. He records in 1801 that the giving of the invita-

30 

tion to come up to be prayed for was greatly blessed of God, 

and that this was the usual procedure just as Devin had said. 

The ministers usually, at the close of 
preaching, would tell the congregation, 
that if there were any persons who felt 
themselves lost and condemned, under the 
guilt and burden of their sins, that if 
they would come up near the stage, and

6 kneel down, they would pray for them.2o 

Yet in a later entry of 1802, Elder Burkitt tells of an 

experience which shows that this method of evangelism was not 

universal. 

In January, 1802, a revival began to 
take place here. (Cashie, North Carolina, 
by Elder Burkitt) ••• He preached, prayed 
and sang, but no good effect seemed apparent­
ly to follow. Towards the close of the 
worship, he told the congregation he had 
done all that was in his person ••• it was 
only the Lord could bless it, and that he 
could do no more than pray for them and 'if 
there was any person in the congregation 
who saw himself in a lost condemned state 
by reason of sin, if he would come up to the 
table, at the pulpit, he would pray to the 
Lord for him.' (About three came forward) 

27. Loc. cit. 

28. Lemuel Burkitt, A Concise History of the Kehukee 
Baptist Association (Halifax: A. Hodge, 1803~ p. 145. 



The people had never seen an instance of the 
like before, and beholding their great desire 
for the salvation of their souls, so earnest­
ly expressed, it had a very great effect on the 
people.29 
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From this 1.ve can see that an open invitation was still 

novel even dm·m to the Great Revival. Different sections of 

the cou..r1try had different customs. This -vras true even after 

the nev:s of the Great Revival had been broadcast throughout 

the land, as vrill be seen in connection '\oTi th the first of 

the professional evangelists. 

Before leaving this section, it should be noted that 

the invitation vras not usually a call to salvation. It was 

really an altar call such as is used by the Methodist Church 

of today. Elder Burkitt makes it clear that many who came 

forward for prayer under his pleading vJere not converted 

until some months later. 

At the close of the meeting he (Elder Burkitt) 
told them that if there vms any person ••• 1...rho 
desired to go to heaven, or be converted, if 
he would come up to the pulpit, he vrould pray 
••• for him. No person came for some time. 
At length a young man came, with tears in his 
eyes, and requested his prayers.--Some months 
after, this young man got converted ••• and 
declared this vTas a means in the hand of the 
Lord for his conviction and conversion.30 

That Baptists helped to develop the invitation as we 

use it today is quite apparent. It is hard to determine 

29. Ibid.,- p. 203. 

30. Ibid., p. 237. 
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vJhich of these tradi tions--Hethodist or Baptist--influenced 

the other. Probably it was an interaction of the t\vo. At 

any rate, all of the trends that had begun even as far back 

as Jonathan Ed\vards came together in the Great Revival. 

V. The Great Revival 

The Great Revival \vas \videspread. It encompassed both 

East and West. In this thesis the discussion vrill be limit-

ed to the revival in the West. In particular this section 

is concerned -vri th the methods of camp meeting. It is hard 
-

to determine the exact origin of camp meetings. Claims have 

been made for dates as early as the days of the Revolution. 

It is generally accepted, ho-vmver, that car:1p meetings de­

veloped in Kentucky under the ministry of the Presbyterians 

and Hethodists around 1800. 

It is necessary to have a description of the early re­

vival scenes in order to see the developing use of the in-

vitation. It would seem that out of the chaos of the early 

meetings, a proper use of the altar call was developed. 

Richard HcNemar gives an adequate description of a 

typical meeting. 

At first appearances those meetings exhibited 
nothing to the spectator but a scene of con­
fusion that could scarce be put into human 
language. They were generally opened with a 
sermon, near the close of l.Jhich there would 
be an unusual oratory; some bursting forth 
into loud ejaculations of prayer ••• others 
in. • • exhortation. • • others flying to 
careless friends 1·ri th tears of compassion. • • 



some stirred with terror ••• others trembling, 
'\-reeping. • • and svrooning a'\vay. • • others sur­
rounding them vri th melodious songs or fervent 
prayers. • .others collecting into circles 
around the variegated scene, contending with 
argument for or against. And under such ap­
pearances the '\vork would continue for several 
days and nights together.31 
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As IvicNemar points out, there 1.vas no regard for formal 

rules of order.32 

Two methods of dealing vri th those under conviction de­

veloped at this time. One was of a temporary nature, and 

really helped to prepare for the complete usage of the other. 

Since so many people were passing out, something had to be 

done 1vi th them. At first they '\.Jere gathered into some con-

venient place 1.vhere prayers '\-Jere continued, songs '\vere sung, 

and exhortations vJere given that they might give themselves 

to God.33 This led to the second method vrhich was the es-

tablishment of mourner benches or pens. A space was left 

open down at the front--either benches or just a penned area-­

'\vhere the mourners gathered to be prayed, sung, and exhorted 

for. The exact time of this development is in dispute, but 

it can be verified as early as 18lo.34 

31. Richard HcNemar, The Kentuch:y Revival (New York: 
Edward 0. Jenkins, 1846), p. 23. 

32. Ibid., p. 22. 

33. W. W. Woodvrard, Surprising Accounts of the Revival 
of Religion in the United States of America (Philadelphia: 
William W. Woodvrard, 1802), p. 38. 

34. Charles A. Johnson, The Frontier Camp Heeting (Ref­
erence to letter of Francis Asbury, Dallas: Southern Methodist 
Universj.ty Press, 1955), p. 287. 



Exhorters were used more and more during this period. 

These were generally lay preachers, but during the heights 

of emotional excesses even little children exhorted.35 The 

ability to exhort vias considered a gift. The exhorter ;.·ms 

to nsearch out the sinner, convict him of sin, and warn him 

to fly from it. • • n36 This grevT to be a regular part of 

all services. 

VI • Sumrnary 

This chapter has shown how the invitation was used by 

various groups dov.m through the Great Revival. \ve have 

seen that it 1.vas an invitation to mourners, those who vTere 

seeking salvation, and not for salvation itself, at least 

in most instances. 

The stage has now been set for the work of profession­

al evangelists. A discussion of the invitation as used by 

professional evangelists will be given in the following 

chapter. 

35. Woodward, QQ• cit., p. 36. 

36. HcNemar, ~· cit., p. 35. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE UNITATION AS USED BY PROFESSIONAL EVANGELISTS 

I. Introduction 

After the spread of the Great Revival, revival fires 

'lirere kept burning almost continually, in all parts of the 

country. Protracted meetings vrere popular everywhere. John 

Leland writes of their popularity in Virginia around 1834.1 

These meetings made great use of the "anxious seat". This 

'vas novel and apparently spread rapidly from about 1820. 

It '"as first used at Grassy Creek, North Carolina, in 1825.2 

It vms also popular in the 1-lidvJest around this same period 

of tim.e.3 Western Ne'v York was another area in '<Thich re-

vi vals vJere popular. It "Jlas here that professional evan-

gelism received its start. Up until this time, revival preach­

ers had for the most part been local pastors. Occasionally, an 

evangelist '"as imported, but he v.ras usually from the next church 

field. 

Charles Finney is usually credited with being the first 

professional evangelist. Certainly it is he vJho first made 

1. John Leland, The \'lri tin~s of the Late Elder John 
Leland (New York: G. W. Wood, 18 5), p. 31. . 

2. Robert I. Devin, A History: of the Grassy Creek Baptist 
Church (Raleigh: Edwards, Broughton, an~ompany, 1880), p. 70. 

3. Charles A. Johnson, The Frontier Camp Meeting (Dallas: 
Southern Hethodist University Press, 195'5), p. 70. 



application of the nevl methods of evangelism to any great 

extent. H01.vever, there vlas another evangelist of the same 

period vlho made use of the "inquiring room 11 system, and 

fought bitterly the so called unew measures" of Finney. 

This was Asahel Nettleton. 

II. Asahel Nettleton 

Dr. Nettleton was a Presbyterian evangelist in \'lestern 

He'.v York. He "'.vas in great demand by the leading ministers 

of his day. Nettleton considered hinself to be follo"'.·Ting 

the proper tradition in evangelism, and "'.·Tas opposed to any 

innovations. He preached dynamic, soul-stirring sermons, 

but was loath to use public exhortations for the purpose 

of conviction. He worked in a very quiet manner, trying 

to avoid any unusual show of emotion. In order to do this, 
• 

it vlas his· custom to stage inquiry meetings for those 1:1ho 

felt that they v!ere ready for such nn adventure. These 

meetings vrere planned so as to end quietly. 

This evening met those that were anxious, 
at Dr. M---'s. About thirty were present. 
As I corn!~enced speaking to thew in general, 
all \:!8re very still and solemn. • • After 
conversine "'.·lith each one, we bowed the knee 
together at the throne of grace, and then 
in solemn stillness, retired at an early hour.4 

4. Bennett Tyler, Memoirs of the Life and Character 
of Reverend Asahel Nettleton (Bosto~n.n., IE)6), p. 100. 
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Not only vras it his custom to send people home quietly 

from the inquirers' meeting, but he also sent people quietly 

away from the general services. 

At least on one occasion Dr. Nettleton was forced to 

forsake his usual procedure. This was because of what he 

termed unusual circumstances. The public meeting was very 

crowded. He noticed that many of the anxious had gathered 

at the front near him. 

When I pronou...11.ced the benediction, I kno'v not 
that a foot moved ••.• People did not leave-­
They were crovrded so closely together, that I 
could not pass among them to converse. So I 
spoke to one and another here and there at a 
distance, as I could catch their eyes ••• 
All were utter strangers ••• Ny only method 
of designation was by.pointing and saying, I 
mean you, and you, or this sinner and that 

• sinner ••• A number vrere converted this day.5 

However, Nettleton generally followed a set pattern. He 

preached in the general service. This was closed with as 

quiet and reverent atmosphere as possible. He held meetings 

during the course of the revival. The pattern for the inquiry 

meeting vras as follows. Dr. Nettleton opened the meeting '"i th 

a short talk of a general nature that would be of benefit to all 

present. This 'vas follovTed by a prayer. This prayer "ms usually 

very long and very fervent. Then he went to each person present 

and spoke to them privately in a very lovr voice. Follovring this, 

he gave another short address in line with what he had discussed 

5. Ibid., p. 108. 



in talking vri th the people individually. Again, he had 

prayer and then he urged the anxious to go home and pray 

for themselves.6 

Before leaving a church, Dr. Nettleton held yet a 

third type of meeting. This was a meeting for the exami­

nation of those who felt that they had been converted and 

desired church.membership.7 

As has already been stated, Nettleton 'ltlaS very much 

opposed to Finney's 11 Nev1 Heasures. 11 He felt that they 

were a thrm.vback to another day, and brought shame on 

evangelism. He was greatly concerned. 

• • • that irregularities vrere prevailing to 
such an alarming extent, that the character 
of revivals had gone back half ~ century. 
And this I knevl to be the sentiments of .our 
best ministers ••• They were all deploring 
the introduction of these new measures into 
our churches, YJlowing that they were the 
same which ran gut the revival in the days 
of Edvrards. • • 

That Dr. Tyler was ·1 .. rrong in his supposition goes 'IITith­

out saying. It is necessary to take a look at the 11 New 

Jl1easures 11 of Finney. These measures certainly are an ad-

ditional step in the development of the invitation. 

6. Ibid., pp. 214-15. 

7. Ibid., p. 110. 

8. Ibid., p. 269. 
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III. Charles G. Finney 

Charles G. Finney was a lawyer before becoming a minis­

ter. He brought soffie of the tools of his former profession 

into the latter. ne felt that new methods of evangelism 

were worth trying so long as they brought results. Actually, 

as vJe have seen, Finney 'tvas not in truth the originator of a 

public call to repentance. The opposition to him revolved, 

ho'tvever, around his use of a method of public invitation 

kno'tm as the 11anxious bench. 11 There were other innovations 

that were equally condemned, but this particular one was 

taken as representative of all that Finney was doing. 

A tract 1:ras 't·ll'i tten in 1844 which vras bitterly opposed 

to the "NevT Heasures 11 : 11The system in question is, in its 

principle and soul, neither Calvinism nor Lutherism, but 

Wesleyan Hethodism. 119 So thundered Finney's opponents. 

That Methodists vJere using an altar call has already been 

seen, but certainly public invitations were not limited to 

the Hethodists. The 't'Jriter goes on to say: 

An Ed"tvards might so preach the truth as to 
force his hearers from their seats and yet 
be no pattern vlhatever for those, 'tvho with 
design and calcLliation call in the device 
of 11 decision acts 11 , as they are termed, to 
create a similar show of power.lO 

9. John W. Nevin, The Anxious Bench (ChambersbLITg: 
n.n., 1844), p. vii. 

10. Ibid., p. 57. 



A description of the 11 decision acts" in process is 

given in this same tract. 

As usual, the hymn irms started, ucon:e, humble 
sirw.er, etc.," and carried through, v.ri th pauses; 
in which sinners present were urged and prrrsed 
to seet: their salvation by coming forward. 

4o 

The vll'i ter admitted that this coming forv.rard vras not 

accepted at once as conversion, llbut still it is tal\:en 

practically for something closely bordering on conversion. 1112 

By going to Finney himself it can be seen just ·vJhat he 

did contribute to the usage of the invitation. 

In the first place, he made use of two methods in his 

invitations. He used them according to the situation at 

hand. In his Lectures_on Revivals, he states that he at 

times used anxious meetings. At these meetings he -vrould 

meet 1vi th those -v.rho were concerned for their souls and deal 

-v.ri th them individually. Later they were given an opportun-

i ty to make public their decision for Christ. Ho1vever, he 

came to rely more on the method of the anxious seat. 

By this is meant the appointment of some 

particular seat in the place of meeting, v1here 
the anxious may come and be addressed particu­
larly, and be made subjects of prayer and some­
times be conversed with individually.l3 

11. Ibid., p. 57. 

12. Ibid., p. 76. 

13. Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Revivals of Religion 
(Oberlin: n.n., 1868), p. 253. 
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Finney c.ame to prefer this latter method for two reasons. 

He felt that it helped to break dovm pride, which is the basis 

of all sin, and secondly, it destroyed delusions and false 

hopes. By this he meant that a person vmuld be certain of 

what he '"as doing before making a public spectacle of himself .14 

This particular method did not come into use until later 

in Finney's ministry. HovJever, it was foreshado1tJ"ed in his 

first mission pastorate at Evan's Mill. He had preached ex­

haustively for days and nothing had happened. One night at 

the close of his sermon he said: 

Now I must know your minds, and I want you who 
have made up your minds to become Christians, 
and '-rill give your pledge to make your peace 
with God immediately, should rise up; but that, 
on the contrary, those of you fhat 'I,.Jill not be­
come Christians ••• sit still. J 

There vias no response, but this was as expected. The 

shock, hovJever, caused a great revival to break forth. From 

this time, Finney asked people to stand on occasions for 

prayer, but it '"as not until 1830 at a revival in Rochester, 

Ne1 .. r York, that he first used the anxious seat. 

I had never, I believe, except in rare instances, 
until I vTent to Rochester, used as a neans of pro­
moting revivals, what has since been called the 
"anxious seat. 11 I had sometimes asked persons in 

14. Loc. cit. 

15. Charles G. Finney, Hemoirs of Reverend Charles G. 
Finney (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1B76), p. 63-:-



the congregation to stand up, but this I had 
not frequently done ••.•. I had often felt the 
necessity of some measure that 'l.vould bring sin­
ners to a stand ••• I had found also that some­
thing was needed to mal{e the impression on them 
that they '''ere expected at once to give up their 
hearts; something that would call. them to act ••• 
that vmuld commit them publicly to the service of 
Christ. 

A fevJ days after the conversion of Hrs. H---, 
I made a call, I think for the first time, upon 
all that class of persons whose convictions were 
so ripe that they were v1illing to renounce their 
sins and give themselves to God, to come for-Hard 
to certain seats which I had requested to be va­
cated, and offer themselves up

6
to God, while we 

made them subjects of prayer.l 
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This is perhaps one of the first statements of a clear 

cut evangelistic invitation. From this time on, Finney often 

gave similar invitations. He often held a block of seats 

open at the front for those '\vho were anxious. People in 

this state could come take their seats there before the 

services started, 

In his Nemoirs, Finney tells of a second visit to Roch-

ester some years later. One night a judge came forward ·with­

out an invitation having been given. Finney seized upon the 

opportunity. 

I publicly invited any, vrho were prepared to re­
nounce their sins, and give their hearts to God, 
and to accept Christ and his salvation, to come 
forvTard, into the aisles, or .,,.;herever they could, 
and kneel do'l.oJn. There vras a mighty movement.l7 

That this was something nm..rly stated, if not completely 

nevr, 1lle cannot deny. However, later pl;'ofessional evangelists 

16. Ibid., pp, 288-89. 

17. Ibid,, p, 361, 



of note did not adopt this method '\vholesale. They selected 

portions of Finney's invitations, and it vras left to the 

evangelist-pastor to make wide use of this method of pub-

lie invitation. 

IV. D\·;ight L. Hoody 

The next professional evangelist of note vras JA.;ight 

L. Noody. In his method can be found traits of methods 

of both Nettleton and Finney. In addition, he makes some 

unique contributions of his own to evangelism. 

The follo'\ring information on Hr. Hoody 1 s invitation 

technique comes principally from newspaper accounts of a 

revival held in Louisville, Kentucky. This is held to be 

typical of l-'ioody 1 s type of vrorlc. 

In the first days of the revival, although the taber­

nacle was packed to capacity, Er. Moody did not give an 

invitation to the lost. Rather, he announced prayer ser­

vices immediately follo-vring the preaching service.18 In 

a sense this could be said to have been an invitation to 

prayer. 

In his first invitation to the lost, i·Ir. Hoody gave 

a call for those vrho so desired to join him in the inquir-

ers room. As the song, "Just As I am" was sung, a large 

18. Cot~ier-Journal, Undated clippings, Library of 
the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, 
Kentucky. 
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a large company retired to the nearby Presbyterian Church. 

There l~Ioody gave a short e::r:hortation. He then asked all 

who were Christians to rise. These were then told to look 

about them and start '\vi tnessing to those who were still seat-

ed. Noody, himself, 'I.·Tent to vmrk and soon the church 1.ras 

filled "~di th personal testimony and pleading. Hany souls 

were won. At the close of this service, Hoody dismissed all 

but his core of workers, who remained for further training. 19 

This report in the newspaper reveals t'\-.ro contributions 

made to tlle invitation by Hoody. The first is his use of 

singing. Singing had been used since the doys of Wesley, 

but Hoody brought the use of a soloist and choir into play. 

The soloist vms in the person of Ira D. San};:ey. It has been 

said that: 

1·1r. Sankey's singing was as direct in its appeal to 
the individual as Hr. Moody's speaking ••• Often l-IT. 
Hoody' s word '\vould bring a sinner to the point of con­
viction, and the tender pathos of Hr. Sankey's sing­
ing 'l:muld let a great flood of blessing into t!:e sin­
ners soul, and the softening influences would work 
until he would cry out in his joy, 11 I am saved! 11 20 

The second nev: aspect is the use of personal 'tvorlcers. 

I:Ioody believed in training people to serve as personal vTOrk­

ers.21 Both of these techniques have been utilized extensive-

19. Ibid. 

20. J. W. Chapman, The Life and Work of Dwight L. l1oody 
(Louisville: Campbell and Clark, 1900~.-r3~. 

21. Gamliel Bradford, D. L. Hoody, A Worker in Souls 
(NevT York: Doubleday, Doran and Company, Inc., 1928), p. 54. 
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ly in evangelism. 

By examining some of l'~lr. Hoody's invitations given at 

Louisville, it can be seen that he tried to bring home com­

mitment and response on the part of his audience. 

"Harlot, you are invited; drunkard, come and 
driru{; moral man, God calls you; gambler, here 
is your chance; dishonest man, have your sins 
blotted out. Whosoever '-.rill, let him come and 
take of the water of life freely. God make you 
"Hilling. We pass the cup of sal vat ion. You are 
a free agent. You can reject it, you can say 
'I don't want rest; I don't vmnt vmter; I donlt 
\:rant salvation. 1 You can do it. 11 

11 I 111 tell you another thing. You can take 
it and live. \1/hat \vill you do? What will you 
do? 'I'll take it,• said a little boy. 'That's 
right, my son, God bless you. • • ' Oh, young 
man, I plead uith you, cross the line to Christ. 
Let us bovl our heads in silent prayer. 11 

Hr. Noody prayed, and vlhile all heads were 
yet bm,.:ed, Hr. Sankey sang, 1 Only a Step to 
Jesus, Why not take it novr? 1 Hr. Hoody invi t­
ed all the unconverted to meet him at the in­
quiry meeting in the church. A great many 
\vent to the inquiry room, and forty-one tool;: 
a stand for God.22 

That Hoody also made use of methods similar to those 

of Finney is apparent in his Louisville revival. At a 

meeting for women only: 

••• lvfr. Hoody called for those wishing prayer 
in their behalf to rise, and over eighty stood 
up. The meeting was closed with prayer and sing­
ing of several hymns. The inquiry meeting follovr­
ed at Warren L.emorial Presbyterian Church, and vms 
largely attended.23 

22. Courier-Journal, Ibid. 

23. Ibid. 
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At a meeting conducted at a dovmto-vm theatre, l'Ir. Hoody 

11 I promised not to bore you vJi th a long sermon. 
If there 1 s any man here 'l.·rho 1.-rants to be prayed 
for, let him stand up. Don't be afraid." 

Eany arose. Hoody began to count 'l.·li th ex­
hortations between counts. One hundred ten fin­
ally stood up. 

After prayer, the audience was dismissed 
and another hynm was sung by Lr. Sartie:ey, and 
those 1.·1ho had risen 1.vere requested to assemble 
in the parquette, where llr. l-'ffiody, Hr. Holcorc.b, 
and others talked with them.2~ 

All of the elements used in invitations by later evan-

gelists are based in the 'l.·rork of Hoody and Finney. 

V. Billy Sunday 

In general Billy Sunday followed the Moody pattern. His 

sermons vl8re sir:1.ple and to the point. He made great use of 

singing in preparation for the service and in the closing 

moments as an invitation. Hov1ever, he Q.iffered from Hoody 

in that he sought public decisions in the general meeting. 

His actual invitation varied durj_ng his career, as will be 

seen, but ba.sically, it vms alw·ays a call to b.it the "Saw­

dust Trail. 11 

The term "sav1dust trail" vJa s early attached to Billy 

Sunday• s name. It grevl out of his great revivals in the 

North\vest. Here he vJas addressing 'I.•JOodsmen vrho understood 

\vhat he meant by "hitting the trail." At the conclusion of 

24. Ibid. 
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his sermon, Sunday vmuld give an invitation for all vJho Hant­

ed to come out on the side of Christ to come forward and grasp 

his hand. Robertson, his song leader, would begin to sing. 

The musical invitation vmuld continue as long as people pour-

ed dovm the aisles.25 The invitation as given by Sunday was 

usually not very long, but the appeal vm. s pressurized. 

11 You };:now that God has spoken to you. You 
1cnov.r that v.ri thout Cb..rist you are lost, and 
that vri th him you are saved. • • and now ·vli th­
out another 'l.vord from me, and before anyone 
can have a chance to say anything to you, how 
many of you 1.vill settle the great question 
without the delay of another minute, by coming 
forward to take me by the hand, and by doing so 
confess and accept Jesus Chr;!_.st as your person­
al Savior? Who 1.vill come? 11 2o 

In the first years of his career, Sunday vmuld vlai t quiet­

ly after having extended an invitation for those in need to 

come forvmrd. After the first rush was over, and the stream 

seemed to be slovling do'l.·m, he made use of a new method. He 

would send his personal 1:mrkers out into the audience. Many 

more would then come. Again, as a lull would come, he would 

signal the choir and the musical invitation would begin. After 

all had come that would do so, Sunday would give an exhorta­

tion to those who had come, and then the personal vlorkers 

vmuld have them sign commitment and church preference cards. 27 

25 •. Willia~ T. Ellis, Billy Sundqy, the Man and His Hes-
64~e CPh1ladelph1a: The John c. Winston-Company, 1914), pp. 161-

26. Elijah P. Brov.m, The Real BikgY Sunday (Nevr York: 
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1914r;-p. 1 • 

27. Ibid., p. 147. 
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The cornmi tment card shoi.,TS that Sunday made the act of 

"coming forward" synonymous with the act of salvation. This 

remained true even after his invitation fell into wild ex-

cesses during the late years of his career. 

Dear Friend: You have by this act of 
coming forward publicly acknol.vledged 
your faith in Jesus Christ as your per­
sonal Savior. No one could possibly be 
more rejoiced that you have done this, 
or be more anxious for you to succeed, 
and get the most joy and service ~gt 
of the Christian life than I ••• 

As has already been mentioned, toward the end of his 

career, Billy Sunday made a farce of his invitations. There 

are many illustrations of this of '\vhich two have been chosen. 

In the first, Sunday v.ras speaking to a congregation that was 

composed of a great number of railroad men. As he extended 

his invitation, he grabbed a green lantern and began to 

shout, "A clear track ahead!" He then picked up a white 

flag, used by railroads, and vmved it throughout the invi­

tation as he pleaded for the railroaders to come and shake 

his hand. 29 

Another illustration is tal<.:en from an invitation given 

during the Nevr York crusade. This I.·Tas during World War I. 

It was in this period, and following, that his invitations 

came to be almost synonymous with being a patriotic American. 

28. Ibid., p. 159. 

29. Ellis, QQ• cit., p. 165f. 



Do you ''~ant God 1 s blessing on you, your home, 
your church, your Nation, or Nevr York? If you 
do, raise your hands. • • Hovr many of you men 
and wom.en vrill jump to your feet and co:r.1e do,vn 
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and say, 'Bill, here's my hand for God, for home, 30 for my native land, to live and conquer for Christ?' 

Almost t'·To thousand people ca1:1e forvrard on this invi ta-

tion. Personal vrorkers had them sign commitment cards, but 

as can be seen, the invitation was much less than a pure 

call to Christ. 

Stripped of its excesses, the invitation, as used by 

Billy Sunday, is the sa:r.1e used by many pastors of the South­

ern Baptist convention. This is not to say that Sunday "~..ras 

the originator of this type of invitation .. 

VI. Billy Graham 

Billy Graham has brought all the techniques of profess­

ional evangelism to their flovrer. He uses both a public com­

mital and the inquiry room. He uses well trained personal 

'vorl:ers. The entire service is planned and controlled from 

the moment of its beginning to the final prayer. 

Graham is committed to the use of the invitation by his 

philosophy of evangelism. "Evangelism is not evangelism un­

til you have gotten a man to decide one way or the other.u30 

30. William G. HcLaughlin, Jr., Billy Snnday Was His Real 
Name (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 195~ p. XXU. 

31. Billy Graham, "Address on Evangelism", mimeographed 
by the Public Relations Department, Southern Baptist Seminary, 
Louisville, Kentucl:y, Decer;1ber 9, 1953, p. 31. 
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With this as his motif, Graham tries to make invitations 

straightforv.rard. He feels that the people should know why 

they are coming foruard. 

To give, in an overall vmy, the basic appeal of the 

invitation of Graham, one can probably do no better than 

that given in a brochure prepared in London. 

Billy Graham appeals to people to get right vri th 
God. He declares that all are sinners, that God 
has provided through His Son a way of salvation. 
God '\vill forgive and restore all vrho "come to 
Christ." All who respond to the invj_ tations that 
he gives are passed on to the churches to3~e taught 
and trained in the Christian vmy of life. 

The invitation is varied as to pattern from time to 

time but not as to content. He at times asks for a show 

of hands, before asking the people to come for'l.-rard. Al­

most invariably, he requests that all heads be bowed in 

prayer throughout the invitation. "Each address concludes 

with a plea for personal conunitment of heart and life to 

Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. 11 33 

A typical invitation scene is described quite vivid-

ly in Time magazine. 

Host crucial and moving part of every evening's 
preaching is the ninvi tation 11 --vrhen Graham calls 
for those moved to comrnit their lives to Christ 
to come forward to the platform. The moment is 
careftJ~ly planned: "When asked to bo\v your head 

32. Arthur H. Chapple, Billy Graham, (London: Harshall, 
Morgan and Scott, Ltd.), p. 16. 

33. Franl\: Colquhoun, Harr·inggay Story, (London: Hadden 
and Stoughton, 1955), p. 98. 



and close eyes, do so," say the mimeo­
graphed instructions to counselors. "Then 
open your eyes and watch as unnoticeably 
as possible ••• Watch for those of your 
o'l.<m sex and age \vho are responding, and 
accompany them to the front ••• DO NOT 
BLOCK THE AISLE AT ANY TINE. 11 Graham 1 s 
v.rords no\v vary little, from evening to 
evening, and he delivers them hunched 
forward over the lectern--tensely, ur­
gently, often a trifle hoarsely: 

"I am going to ask you to do some­
thing that I've seen people do all over 
the world. I've seen the congressman, 
the governor, the film star. I've seen 
lords and ladies. I've seen professors. 
I'm going to ask everyone of you tonight 
to say: 11 Billy, I will give myself to 
Christ, as Savior and Lord. I want to 
be born again. I want a ne•;,., life in 
Christ. I Hant to be a nevr creation 
in Christ tonight. I'm willing to come 
to the Cross in repentance.' If you say 
that, I'm going to ask you to do a hard 
thing. Nothing easy. The appeal of Com­
munism today partially is because it's a 
hard thing. They demand great things. 
Jesus demanded no less. 

"I'm going to ask everyone of you 
to get up out of your seat--over here, 
in the balcony, everywhere--and come 
quietly and reverently. I don't \vant a 
person to leave the Garden, not one per­
son. I'm not asking you to join a church 
tonight. I am not asking you to come to 
some particular denomination. I am ask­
ing you that need christ, yotiT heart is 
hungry for Christ. 

"You may be a deacon, or an elder, 
I don 1 t knovr. You rr:ay be a Sunday School 
teacher. You may be a choir member. You 
may be an usher, but you need Christ to­
night. Young men, young \·mmen, father, 
mother, vrhoever you are, come right novr •. 
Just get up out of your seat and come novr. 
Quickly right now, from everywhere you come, 
from up in the balcony, all around, up here, 
back there. All of you that are coming, come 
right n.ovr, vie 1 re going to vrai t. You come on 
now. 11 34 
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VII. Summary 

In the work of the five evangelists discussed above de­

veloping lines of the invitation can be seen. All of them 

used a type of invitation. Through their collective usage 

the "coming forward 11 of 3n individual has come to be thought 

of as synonymous '\vi th the conversion experience. Singing 

also has come to be closely associated with the evangelistic 

invitation. 

It would also be noted that all of these have made some 

attempt to conserve the results of their labors. This has 

developed from the rudimentary inquirers• meeting to the 

almost professional follov.r-up of a Billy Graham Crusade. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE EXPANDED INVITATION AS USED BY THE PASTOR-EVANGELIST 

I. Introduction 

In this chapter the invitation as used today among South­

ern Baptists 1.vill be set forth. This will be done by observ­

ing how the invitation has been used by well-knovm pastor­

evangelists; giving attention to the variety of invitations 

used today; and finally giving a composite picture of the 

typical pastor-evangelist of the Southern Baptist Convention. 

In these latter two sections the material 1.vill by necessity 

be dravm from observation, conversation, and personal ex­

perience as a pastor-evangelist. 

II. Outstanding Pastor-Evangelists 

There is no attempt to be exhaustive in this undertaking. 

The 1.vriter has chosen at random three men who are quite well 

known to Southern Baptists. Tvro of these have passed avJay in 

recent years. One of them is still active in the pastorate. 

Q§orge Washington Truett. George W. Truett had a long 

and successful career as pastor of First Baptist Church, 

Dallas, Texas. Truett was recognized nation-vlide as an out­

standing evangelist, and had the privilege of preaching in 

most of the population centers of our nation. 



Truett gave many and varied appeals during his ministry. 

Primarily, he d'l.vel t upon invitations for sal vat ion. 

What shall I say to souls here who are ashamed of 
Christ? Can it be that such are here? ••• Remem­
ber yuu must do something vJi th him. You must do one 
of t-vm things with him. You must accept him as your 
personal Savior, or reject him. You must confess 
him or deny him. You must be for him or against him 
••• No third course concerning him is possible. Oh, 
come to him, 'ltTithout further delay. Publicly regis­
ter your unreserved surrender to him, to be your 
Savior and Haster, today and forevermore. Let your 
hearts give their unreserved "Yes" to he expressed 
by your public co£fession of him even now as we sing 
our closing hymn. 

As can be seen in this invitation, Dr. Truett pressed 

for an irn.rnediate :response. To -vrall{ forward to such an in-

vi tation vTas synonymous with having accepted Jesus Christ 

as personal Savior. 

A second type of invitation given by Dr. Truett was an 

invitation to prayer. This vras an invitation 'l.vhich was often 

given at the first services of an evangelistic campaign. 

"Do you vTish for God to revive you and this church 
and His people here just as He wishes to do? Do 
you men and women here tonight wish Him to send 
you that quiclcening of conscience, that renevTal of 
strength, that restoring of the joy of salvation, 
that will help you to do vrhat He asks at your hands? 
Do you wish that? Do you wish a revival here, just 
like He wishes it? What say your hearts? Answer 
honestly, and we are ready to be dismissed. Every 
man and 'l.voman here vrho ansvrers bacl{ from the heart, 
'Before God, I do, tonight, go on record, 1 .. Ti th. • • 

1. George vJ. Truett, Follovl Thou He (Nashville: Sunday 
School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, 1932), p. 70. 



His eye upon me, and in the sight of men, 
that I wish Him to come during these quiet 
meetings, and absolutely have His "~::ray vJi th 
me and vJi th these meetings, 1 will no-vr, in 
this solenm :m.oraentl. quietly signify such 
wish by standing."~ 
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This is an invitation lfrhich is often used today. It is 

one of a great variety that has gro\m out of the basic evan-

gelistic invitation, and, as such, must be considered a part 

of the developing evangelistic invitation. 

A third type of invitation given by Dr. Truett is some­

thing of a hodgepodge. It seems to be rather typical of 

many invitations that are extended even today. 

"Now vlhat about your homes? Is Christ 
~·faster there? He alone can enable you 
to be all that parents ought to be. • • 

Is so~eone listening to me who says: 
'I am a church member, but my membership 
is somewhere else 1 ? You are malcing it 
harder for every church in town to wit­
ness for Christ ••• Are you here, man 
or woman, 'Hi th your church membership 
elsewhere? You are a resident no\v of 
this city. Corne with us and welcome. • • 
Who says 'I am a detached church member, 
but I vlill be detached no longer. I '\'Jill 
present my letter or I -v:ill have you get 
my letter upon my statement'? ••• Who 
says: 'Yes, I am coming' as we sing our 
hymn?" 

(Two stanzas later) 
"Who says today: 'I want to follow Christ; 
I 1.vant to come and link my life openly 
with this church and this people; I want 
to attend to the duty of obeying Christ'? 
Who says, 'I have never joined the church, 
but I have trusted Christ and out of my 

2. George W. Truett, We Would See Jesus and Other Ser­
mons (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1915')," pp. 52-3. 



secret discipleship with Christ, I come'? •••. 
Is it in your heart to coce? Then come as we 
sing. 113 
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In this invitation, 1.•!e see at least two separate invi ta­

tions, and possibly three. There is an appeal for the mov­

ing of church membership. There is an appeal for profes­

sion of faith, and there is implied, at least, an appeal for 

for rededication. 

From these invitations of Truett, something of how the 

invitation is used by many ministers today can be seen. 

John ~ ~ampey. Dr. John R. Sampey was not, strict~y 

speaking, a pastor-evangelist. He vras President of South-

ern Baptist Seminary for some years. 

In general, Dr. Sampey's invitations Here similar to 

those of Dr. Truett as illustrated above. He is included 

in this survey because of a particular type of invitation 

of which he made great use. As far as can be ascertained, 

this was a unique invitation to him, and no one else, at 

least of note, has used it. 

Dr. Sampey described this invitation in an article in 

The Watchman-Examiner entitled 11 A Baptist Confessional." 

In this article, he describes a very broad invitation 

which he extended at the close of evangelistic services. 

3. George V.I. Truett, The Prophet's Hantle (Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1948), p. 4o:-
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He invited people to come to the front during the invitation 

hymn and say to him whatever the Holy Spirit prompted them 

to say. He especially urged the confession of sins. This 

invitation vias given to Christians and nnsaved alike. They 

were to come to the front and unburden their hearts in con­

fession. 'l'he people \'Jere assured thet none would lr.no\'T what 

was being confessed except God, Dr. Sampey, and the con­

fessor. Dr. Sampey states that such an invitation was well 

received, and that he had opportWlity to lead the nnsaved 

to Christ, and to direct Christians back to the path of 

forgiveness, assurance, and joy.4 

This invitation encor.1passes the multi tude of invi ta-

tions that are in use today. 

Robert G. Lee. Dr. Robert G. Lee has been pastor of 

Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis, Tennessee, for almost 

half a century. He is a well-lmo"tm evangelist. 

Dr. Lee considers the invitation to be one of the most 

important parts of any service. In a personal letter to the 

v~iter, Dr. Lee sets forth some of his feeling toward and 

uses of the invitation. The essence of this letter is as 

follmvs: 

4. John R. Sampey, "A Baptist Confessional," The 
Watchman-Examiner, Vol. 33, June 28, 1945. 



I have given an invitation at every service-­
and I have done so for forty years, and more. 
Sometimes, I feel like giving an invitation 
at Deacons' meeting. 

I ask people to "come forward" if they ,.;rill 
accept Christ, vii th repentance toward God, 
and publicly declare this repentance and 
faith. 

Then I ask people ,.rho have gotten cold and 
critical or lu};:ewarm in their lives, \vho are 
tired of such life and -vrill make knovm their 
purpose to live a brighter and better life 
to say so before all. Then I invite people 
who are already Christians and need to come 
by church letter or promise of a letter to 
come and unite with the church. Prayer is 
al-vrays had for all. 

• • •. A preacher must give the invitation as 
though destinies depended upon it--life or 
death. 
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From the above letter, we can see that Dr. Lee uses a 

number of different invitations. In all of them he asks 

for a public commitment. His invitations are usually well 

spoken and drive to the point of decision. They are com-

paratively short, vThich is quite a contrast to the length 

of the rest of the sermon. This sample coiT~unicates the 

sense of urgency spoken of above. 

ttWhat will you do vlith this superlative Christ 
'vho is the spirit of prophecy and the supreme 
and sufficient sacrifice of its redemptive play--
1The stronghold of its integrity, the standard of 
its precepts, the strong rock foundation of its 
verity'? 

"What will you do vli th him whose resources 
cannot be impoverished by any degree of expend­
iture, who is al-vrays the verity of God's truth, 
the beauty of God's holiness, the purity of God's 
nature, the reality of God's love, the surety of 
God 1 s promise, the majesty of God's po,,rer, the 



authority of God's throne, the pity of God's 
henrt, the reposi tor.y of God 1 s fullness, the 
legacy of God's will? 

"Do the right thing, the loving thing, 
the trusting thing with him. 

"Nalce the decision that turns darkness 
into sunshine, sadness into joy, despair 
into hope, shame into glory, defeat into 
victory, bad unto good, death unto life. 
NOW--HIGHT NOH! ACCEPT HIH NOW!"5 

III. Varieties of Invitations 
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There are numerous and sundry vmys to give an invitation. 

F. D. Whitesell has -v:ri tten a book \'lhich gives a number of 

them.6 In this section, however, the writer is not so con­

cerned with techniques of invitation as with the aim of the 

invitation. 

In personal experience the 1vri ter has met 1vi th certain 

basic invitations as to aim regardless of what particular 

dress they happened to have at that given moment. 

The first, and it needs no description, is the invita­

tion to the lost to accept Jesus Christ as their personal 

Savior. 

A second is an appeal to join the church. This invi­

tation is often, in fact, closely associated vli th the first. 

Hovrever, it might be an appeal to confess what is already in 

the heart. 

5. Robert G. Lee, The Sinner's Savior (Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1950), p. 137. 

6. F. D. Whitesell, §ixty-five ~ays to Gi~ Evangelistic 
Invitations (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, ·1945). 
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A third is an invitBtion to move a church letter. This 

is a basic appeal in a Southern Baptist 6hurch. 

A fourth invitation is an appeal for a person to reded­

icate his life~ This is usually addressed to those in a 

11back-slidden 11 condition. 

A fifth invitation, and very close to the last mention­

ed, is a call to consecration. This is an appeal for a com­

mitment to Christ on a higher level. 

A sixth invitation is made on a vocational level. For­

merly, this '1.-Tas a call to full-time Christian service. Today, 

however, it is not unusual to hear an appeal for commitment 

of life in \·.rhatever vocation one feels to be the \vill of God. 

A seventh invitation is based on an appeal for a Chris­

tian home. This might take very different forms, but all 

point to a dedication of home and family life. 

An eighth invitation is based on the stevrardship life 

of the church member. This is·usually an appeal to tithing 

or to support the church budget. 

These are basic invitations that are given today. All 

of these grew out of the evangelistic invitation vrhich we 

have already traced. 

IV. A Composite Picture 

The writer has discussed the invitation with many South­

ern Baptist ministers. On the basis of these conversations 

and observations over a period of years it seems that the 
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typical Baptist minister gives an invitation at every service. 

Usually this is an evangelistic invitation. 

In general, the call for salvation is accepted as being 

synonymous vri th church membership. It is sometimes thus 

stated 1,.1i th the invitation really being one to join the 

church. It is almost al\·lays implied. 

The typical pastor gives a number of different kinds of 

invitations at normal morning service. Based on the writer's 

o1vn experience and observation of others, these are not al-

1·Tays clearly stated, nor even given separately. They are 

usually issued in ·such a fashion so as to confuse rather 

than help to guide a person to the point of decision. 

As to technique, the standard form is to extend the 

invitation and then use an invitational hymn as a further 

invitation. This is backed up by exhortations by the pas­

tor between stanzas. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 



CHAPTER VI 

Sill-1HARY AND CONCLUSION 

I. Suxnmary 

This thesis has sought to show the development of the 

evangelistic invitation. This has been done by: first, shm.,r­

ing the milieu vlhich made the invitation possible; second, 

giving a brief history of the early types of invitations; 

third, discu$sing the invitation as used by professional evan­

gelists; and last, by examining the contemporary use of the 

invitation. 

The climate for the evangelistic invitation was made 

possible by the changing emphasis from institutional salva­

tion to that of individualistic salvation. This change was 

precipitated by the preaching of John \>lesley, George White­

field, and Jonathan Edivards. Vvesley preached free grace and 

the freedom of choice. Whitefield and Edwards, especially 

the latter, personalized Calvinism to_the point that it was 

almost a cry of 11whosoever. 11 Both emphases demanded an in­

dividual experience of salvation. 

From this milieu, the use of a public invitation evolved• 

It -v;ras not a sudden transformation of technique, but rather 

one step led to another almost unconsciously. At first, as 

scattered shots against the darkness, invitations were given 

for those who vTere concerned for their souls' salvation to 



make this k.novm• Heetings for inquirers vTere announced. 

Eventually, vThat would be designated as "altar callstt were 

given. These developments are found in the tradition of 

the Methodists and Separatist Baptists principally. Then 

in the Great Revival the scattered shots were brought to~ 

gether into a pattern and the invitation became a part of 

every service. Opposition vms given to the so called "New 

Heasures" for many more years, but from this time the in­

vitation was an accepted part of the preaching service. 

Professional evangelists have done much to influence 

the development of the invitation. Asahel Nettleton made 

great use of the inquiry room. This technique was adopted 

and refined by Dw'ight 1. Noody, and has been further devel­

oped by Billy Graham of this day. Charles G. Finney asked 

for public decisions for Christ by the use of the "anxious 

seat". Today a public invitation is used by the majority 

of great evangelists although they also incorporate the 

use of an inquiry room as a follov1 up measure. Dw'ight 1. 

Noody introduced gospel singing as a raeans of invitation. 

This was further developed by Billy Sunday, and is con­

sidered a part of every invitation period today. 

A discussion of the invitation as it is used today 

by outstanding pastor-evangelists, and as it is used by 

a typical pastor in the Southern Baptist ~onvention is 

included. There are endless patterns follov1ed in giving 

the invitation today. These seem to reduce to eight basic 
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types which range from the initial call to be a Christian to 

a variety that cover every aspect of a committed Christian 

life. The typical pastor uses some form of the invitation 

at every service. 

Thus it can be seen that the invitation was a slovJly 

developing aspect of evangelism. Today it is not only an 

accepted, but an expected par·t of the service of a typical 

Baptist church. It has evolved from a milieu \•rhich cried 

for action to a respectable place in evangelistic activity. 

II. Conclusion 

Based upon the material presented in this thesis, the 

v~iter has come to five basic conclusions. 

(1) The idea and subsequently the fact of the invita­

tion evolved from a theological climate. It was not thought 

out as such and presented as a course of action to be adopt­

ed into the program of the church. 

(2) The idea, once born, eventually gave rise to the 

invitation as we know it today, but not without a long pro­

cess of development and refinement. It developed along the 

line of the mutation theory of evolution. Something totally 

new was injected from time to time which gave sustenance to 

the idea. 

(3) In its present day usage the basic form used is 

that given to us by professional evangelists. This is per-
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haps because of their fame, and ministers naturally desiring 

to be like them, and certainly because of their success. 

This is not to say that the typical minister today is a 

little Sunday or Graham, but it is to say that he uses a 

basic pattern that was developed by the professional evan­

gelists. 

(4) Invitations are often misused today. Most South­

ern Baptist ministers use an invitation at every service_. 

Often the invitation given is an evangelistic one even 

Hhen the minister kno,-rs that no lost person is present. 

There has been a tendency to equate church membership with 

salvation by the average pastor. This seems to be changing 

in the more recent years. It is felt by the writer that 

invitations are often not clearly stated and serve to con­

fuse rather than help a person who is faced vri th decision. 

(5) The paucity of material available on this impor­

tant subject indicates the need for a thorough study of 

the invitation. This study needs to be more than histor­

ical. It needs to be a study of the invitation as used 

today. Books of sermons seldom include the invitation. 

Church records show only the results of the invitation. 

This thesis has only scratched the surface of \·That needs 

to be done in this field. 
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