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1. Review of the Divided Presbyterian Church 

a. In 1838, the Presbyterian church divided in the Old School - New School Controversy.   

b. The controversy was over cooperation with Congregationalists under the Plan of Union 

of 1801 and issues concerning revivalism connected with the Second Great Awakening. 

2. Civil War (1861-1865) and the Divided Presbyterian Church 

a. As early as 1816, prior to the split of 1838, the united Presbyterian church had already 

denounced slavery and called for efforts to abolish it. 

b. The New School splits into a northern and southern denomination. 

i. In 1857, during the rising tensions before the start of the Civil War, there was 

ongoing pressure to GA to declare slavery sinful.  Consequently, the southern 

New Schoolers formed the United Synod of the Presbyterian Church. 

ii. Typical to New Schoolers, the issue of the split was a moral issue. 

c. The Old School splits into a northern and southern denomination. 

i. In 1861, General Assembly met six weeks after South Carolina's secession and 

the capture of Fort Sumter in Charleston. 

ii. In this GA, a motion passed that obligated the church to: “Promote and 

perpetuate, so far as in us lie, the integrity of these United States, and to 

strengthen, uphold, and encourage the Federal Government in the exercise of 

all its functions under our noble Constitution; and to this Constitution, in all its 

provisions, requirements, and principles, we profess our unabated loyalty." 

1. A clarification was added to specify that this was not intended to 

promote a specific political party or its views, but only to call for 

allegiance to the Constitution.  Nonetheless, it effectively led to a split. 

2. In Dec. 4, 1861, the southern Old School Presbyterians held their first 

General Assembly: The Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of 

America (later renamed to the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.). 

3. Typical to Old Schoolers, the issue of the split was a constitutional one. 

d. Reunion in North and South for Both Churches 

i. Southern Old School and New School Churches Unite 

1. During the Civil War, they both had begun promoting the good of 

slavery and even trying to say it was unbiblical to oppose it. 
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2. Though there were debates, they ultimately merged in 1864 without 

qualifications, affirming the Westminster Standards. 

ii. Northern Old School and New School Churches Unite 

1. They both condemned slavery and supported the federal government. 

2. They merged in 1869 as the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 

e. Analysis of the Splits and Mergers 

i. On the one hand, issues over national identity seemed to be evidently more 

divisive than their previous Old School – New School Controversy. 

ii. On the other hand, after the Old School and New School split in 1838, the New 

School developed to have a more consistent Presbyterian identity, reducing the 

differences between the two. 

iii. It would not be until 1983 that the northern and southern Presbyterian 

churches would finally reunite. 

3. Confessional Revision in 1903 in the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 

a. At the close of the 19th century, and the rise of industrial and technological 

development, many Presbyterians were looking to move away from some of the 

doctrines held traditionally by the church as defined in the Westminster Standards. 

b. Union Seminary Professor Charles A. Briggs, who denied the inerrancy of 

Scripture, led the way in promoting revisions to the Westminster Standards. 

c. After years of debate around the issue, a compromise was made: 

i. Added chapters on the "The Holy Spirit" and "The Love of God and 

Missions". 

ii. Revised chapter 16.7 to weaken doctrine of Total Depravity. 

iii. Added a "Declaratory Statement" that effectively weakened the view 

of predestination in terms of man's ability to save himself. 

d. Cumberland Merger in 1906 

i. The Cumberland Presbyterians had previously left from the church in 1811 

because they were Arminian in their doctrine.  They reunited in 1906 after the 

confessional revisions removed their objections. 

ii. Was this a positive move toward unity?  At what expense? 

e. Already the seeds of theological liberalism were starting to be seen in the PCUSA. 

Next Week… Modernist Controversy, Part I 

Charles A. Briggs 


