
History of the Presbyterian 
Church in America



Resources

For A Continuing Church: The Roots of the 
Presbyterian Church in America
Sean Michael Lucas (Professor of Church History, 
Reformed Theological Seminary; Pastor @ Independent 
Presbyterian Church, Memphis)

The Historic Polity of the PCA
Robert Cannada and W. Jack Williamson



Resources

PCA Website
https://pcanet.org/

Administrative Committee, PCA
https://www.pcaac.org/

PCA Historical Center
http://www.pcahistory.org/



Timeline

*1706 – First presbytery formed in USA

*1861 – First General Assembly of Presbyterian 
Church in the Confederate States (later changed 
to Presbyterian Church in the United States)

*Dec. 4, 1973 – Presbyterian Church in America 
was formed



Renewing American Culture

• Both conservatives and liberals in the PCUS 
shared the common goal of saving Western 
Civilization 

• PCUS conservatives – seeking lost souls
• PCUS liberals – seeking social justice
• 1960s…Presbyterian church loyal to Scripture, 

true to the Reformed faith, & obedient to the 
Great Commission 



Jumping on the Slippery Slope in 1898

James Vance, Pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, 
Nashville, TN, preached on predestination in which he 
made the doctrine palatable by rooting it in God’s love 
and veered toward universalism.

Alexander McKelway became editor of the Presbyterian 
Standard

Encouraged social transformation in place of individual 
salvation.



Slippery Slope of the 1930s
Liberals took control of more institutions….
Union Seminary & Foreign Missions Committee

“As the seminaries go, so the denomination 
goes.”
- Al Mohler, current President of the Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary

Conservatives remained uneasy and inactive.



1932-1942…Decade of Decay

Conservatives utterly failed in their attempt to 
defend the church’s spiritual nature or its 
confessional integrity. 

Progressive leaders revised the church’s mission 
and revised the Westminster Standards, both of 
which led to further doctrinal changes in the 
years to come. 



1932-1942…Decade of Decay
Seminaries became more liberal & it trickled down.

Pastors replaced theology with social gospel; some 
began teaching evolution. 

At the 1934 General Assembly, a Permanent 
Committee on Social and Moral Welfare was 
established. 

Conservatives tried unsuccessfully three times to 
undo the committee. 



1942

Some similarities and key differences between 
conservatives and progressives in the PCUS. 

(See Lucas, pg. 100)



The Sin & Stain of Racism

The ultimate sin of conservative Presbyterians at 
the time was race relations. 

Southern Presbyterian conservatives simply 
defended segregation as providential and 
pragmatic means to foster the prosperity of 
both races. 



The Dark Sin & Stain of Racism

The thinking was, “segregation was the best way 
to preserve the peace and protect the lives of 
both blacks and whites.” ….Well-meaning 
Christians should encourage racial integrity.

The great fear that these conservative believers 
had if segregation ended was undoubtedly 
interracial marriage; producing “half-breeds.”



Billy Graham!, 1950

Southern Presbyterians love Billy Graham for 
several reasons…
*He married into a prominent Presbyterian 
family.

*He was an evangelist.

* He wanted to see American culture renewed 
by the gospel of Jesus Christ. 



3 Strikes Against Graham

1. Inclusion of liberal protestants 

2. Return to church of their choice, whether 
Bible-believing or not. 

3. Non-segregated campaigns & support of MLK.



What is the Mission of the Church?
For conservatives…
“The primary mission of the Church is to 
proclaim Christ as the Savior of sinners, the one 
and only hope of salvation.”

For progressives…
“The Church’s primary emphasis is that of easing 
suffering, correcting social and economic 
problems.”



The Dark Sin & Stain Reappears

In the 1960s, conservatives…

Were not only against forced integration, but 
they were also against the desegregation of 
presbyteries. 

Felt Martin Luther King Jr. was not a force of 
reconciliation and good for them. 



Graham’s Legacy

How do southern conservatives overcome their 
sinful views and practices on racism?

Younger ministers, primarily those who took 
part in Youth for Christ. 



The Line in the Sand

“The only corrective nonsense is a firm stand 
upon the Scriptures as the inspired, totally 
authoritative Word of God – the only definitive 
source of religious truth.”

Lucas, pg. 246-7



December 4th, 1973

An Organizing General Assembly was held at 
Briarwood Presbyterian Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama and the National Presbyterian Church 
(later changed to the Presbyterian Church in 
America was formed.)



In Closing…

Jack Williamson’s address at the first GA (pg. 313)

Don Carson on John 15:7

Present Day (GA in Dallas, June 2019)
https://www.pcaac.org/general-
assembly/overtures/
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