
Christianity and United States History 
Week 4: America’s Original Sin and the Civil War   

“Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—although if you can gain your 
freedom, do so.” (1 Thess.5:23) 

 

Class Overview 
• Week 1 (8/1):  “A City Set Upon a Hill”? English Settlers in North America 
• Week 2 (8/8):   “One Nation Under God”? The American Revolution and Constitution in Context 
• Week 3 (8/15)  “Millennialism” and Reform: America’s Second Great Awakening 
• Week 4 (8/22) Civil War, Reconstruction, and “Redemption” 
• Week 5 (8/29) “The Promised Land”: Nonviolent Resistance and the Civil Rights Movement 

 
Week 3 Review 

• Millennialism & Reform 
• Charles G. Finney, Lyman Beecher, William Lloyd Garrison 
• Elijah P. Lovejoy 

 
Activity: Scripture and Slavery 

 
“Positive Good” vs. “Necessary Evil” 
 

• “a wolf by the ear…” 
 

• John C. Calhoun 

“And the sons of Noah that went forth from the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth: 
and Ham is the father of Canaan. These are the three sons of Noah: and of them was 
the whole world overspread. And Noah began to be an husbandman, and he planted 
a vineyard: and he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered 
within his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and 
told his two brethren without. And Shem and Japheth took a garment, and laid it 
upon both their shoulders, and went backward, and covered the nakedness of their 
father; and their faces were backward, and they saw not their father’s nakedness. 
And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his younger son had done unto him. 
And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren. 
And he said, Blessed be the Lord God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. God 
shall enlarge Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be 
his servant. And Noah lived after the flood three hundred and fifty years.” (Genesis 
9:18–27, KJV) 

“Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear 
and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ; not with eye-service, as 
men-pleasers; but as the servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart; 
with good will doing service, as to the Lord, and not to men: knowing that 
whatsoever good thing any man doeth, the same shall he receive of the Lord, whether 
he be bond or free.” (Ephesians 6: 5-7, KJV) 



 
Practical Abolitionism 
 

• Frederick Douglass & Sojourner Truth 

• “A Woman Called Moses” 

• “Freedomtown, USA” 
o Harriet Beecher Stowe (Uncle Tom’s Cabin) 

o John Rankin & John P. Parker 

o Oberlin College 

§ Theodore Weld & the “Lane Rebels” 

§ Oberlin-Wellington Rescue 

• Anthony Burns Trial 
 

“The Irrepressible Conflict” 
• The Failure of Compromise 

o Missouri 
o California 

• Fugitive Slave Act 
• “Bleeding Kansas” 
• Dred Scott v. Sanford 
• “A House Divided Against Itself…” 
• John Brown 
• “Secessionitis” 

 
Lincoln 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflection/Application: 

• Consider Charles Finney’s proclamation that “God will bless a nation according to the course 
Christians take in politics.”  To what extent do you agree or disagree with this position? Why? 

• To what extent does the Bible sanction political rebellion? To what extent does Bible advocate 
political submission?  



• Consider Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, where he observes that “both read the same 
Bible and pray to the same God and each invokes His aid against the other”. How might this 
instruct our own prayers, especially with respect to our political leaders?  

  
Abraham Lincoln, Second Inaugural Address (1865) 

"Fellow countrymen: at this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office there is less 
occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of 
a course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years during which 
public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest 
which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of the nation little that is new could be 
presented. The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends is as well known to the 
public as to myself and it is I trust reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for 
the future no prediction in regard to it is ventured. 

"On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to an 
impending civil war. All dreaded it ~ all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being 
delivered from this place devoted altogether to saving the Union without war insurgent agents were in 
the city seeking to destroy it without war ~ seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by 
negotiation. Both parties deprecated war but one of them would make war rather than let the nation 
survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came. 

"One eighth of the whole population were colored slaves not distributed generally over the union but 
localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew 
that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this 
interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war while the 
government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party 
expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated 
that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each 
looked for an easier triumph and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same 
Bible and pray to the same God and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem 
strange that any men should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from 
the sweat of other men's faces but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both 
could not be answered ~ that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own 
purposes. "Woe unto the world because of offenses for it must needs be that offenses come 
but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh." If we shall suppose that American slavery 
is one of those offenses which in the providence of God must needs come but which having 
continued through His appointed time He now wills to remove and that He gives to both North 
and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came shall we 
discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God 
always ascribe to Him. Fondly do we hope ~ fervently do we pray ~ that this mighty scourge of 
war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the 
bondsman's two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk and until every drop 
of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword as was said three 
thousand years ago so still it must be said 'the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous 
altogether.' 

"With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the 
right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who 
shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan ~ to do all which may achieve and 
cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations." 



 

I take higher ground. I hold that in the present state of civilization, where two races 
of different origin, and distinguished by color, and other physical differences, as well 
as intellectual, are brought together, the relation now existing in the slaveholding 
States between the two, is, instead of an evil, a good—a positive good ... I may say 
with truth, that in few countries so much is left to the share of the laborer, and so 
little exacted from him, or where there is more kind attention paid to him in sickness 
or infirmities of age. Compare his condition with the tenants of the poor houses in 
the more civilized portions of Europe—look at the sick, and the old and infirm slave, 
on one hand, in the midst of his family and friends, under the kind superintending 
care of his master and mistress, and compare it with the forlorn and wretched 
condition of the pauper in the poorhouse ... I hold then, that there never has yet 
existed a wealthy and civilized society in which one portion of the community did 
not, in point of fact, live on the labor of the other. (John C. Calhoun, 1837) 

In this enlightened age, there are few I believe, but what will acknowledge, that 
slavery as an institution, is a moral & political evil in any Country. It is useless to 
expatiate on its disadvantages. I think it however a greater evil to the white man 
than to the black race, & while my feelings are strongly enlisted in behalf of the 
latter, my sympathies are more strong for the former. The blacks are immeasurably 
better off here than in Africa, morally, socially & physically. The painful discipline 
they are undergoing, is necessary for their instruction as a race, & I hope will 
prepare & lead them to better things. How long their subjugation may be necessary 
is known & ordered by a wise Merciful Providence. (Robert E. Lee, 1856) 

Between the Christianity of this land and the Christianity of Christ, I recognize the 
widest possible difference—so wide that to receive the one as good, pure, and 
holy, is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and wicked. To be the 
friend of the one is of necessity to be the enemy of the other. I love the pure, 
peaceable, and impartial Christianity of Christ; I therefore hate the corrupt, slave-
holding, women-whipping, cradle-plundering, partial and hypocritical Christianity 
of this land. Indeed, I can see no reason but the most deceitful one for calling the 
religion of this land Christianity… The man who wields the blood-clotted cowskin 
during the week fills the pulpit on Sunday, and claims to be a minister of the meek and 
lowly Jesus... The man who robs me of my earnings at the end of each week meets me 
as a class-leader on Sunday morning, to show me the way of life, and the path of 
salvation. He who sells my sister, for purposes of prostitution, stands forth as the pious 
advocate of purity. He who proclaims it a religious duty to read the Bible denies me the 
right of learning to read the name of the God who made me (Frederick Douglass, 1845) 


