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Dedication

I dedicate this exciting third volume of God’s Generals to my 
father, Kenneth D. Craft. He was born on April 13, 1936, in Benton 
Harbor, Michigan, and grew up on a Native American reservation 
for the Creek Indians in Washington State. In young adulthood, he 
joined the Marines, and not long afterward married my mother.

As a young married couple, my parents helped my grandpar-
ents run the churches they were pastoring and assisted them with 
their revival campaigns. My father always had a natural way of 
making everyone his friend. He considered no person a stranger—
just a friend he hadn’t met before. Ever an outdoorsman, he loved the 
world of hunting and fishing. Growing up, my sister and I enjoyed 
many weekends along the banks of the Grand River in the great state 
of Oklahoma, catching his appreciation for God’s creation.

His death came too early for us all on January 13, 1997, just as 
our ministry was beginning to have a national voice.

Below is my favorite photo of my father and me. My memories 
of him grow fonder every time I revisit them. Dad, I look forward to 
seeing you again when we all get to heaven.

Love, your son, 
Roberts
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Foreword

I sincerely believe that Roberts Liardon is one of the foremost 
church historians of our time. This is clearly apparent from 
his third and latest installment of the best-selling God’s Generals 

series, which he delivers in his own inimitable and masterful way. 
The biographical studies he presents in this volume of the key reviv-
alists of the last three hundred years are the products of years of 
painstaking and diligent research. Roberts adds to this research his 
own outstanding gift for storytelling. 

Both educational and inspiring, God’s Generals: The Revivalists is 
a must-read for any serious student of Christian history (which, of 
course, every Christian should desire to be!). Roberts’s skill in weav-
ing together the primary and secondary data is second to none. His 
commentary is pithy, lucid, and insightful. This book is extremely 
difficult to put down!

The best historians present us with descriptions of the past that 
also inform the present, and this is the triumph of the entire God’s 
Generals series. The Revivalists is the opposite of dry, irrelevant church 
history—every page is packed full of life-application treasures, and 
Roberts ensures that the stories of these “heroes of the faith” con-
tinue to speak to us. 

I know that you will feel spiritually refreshed as you read about 
the lives and revivals led by these men and women. Your cry will be, 
“Do it again, Lord!” as you see what God can do through seemingly 
insignificant and imperfect men and women who yield completely 
to Him.
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As you read the following pages, allow the Holy Spirit to inten-
sify His work within you. The revivals that we long for must begin 
with individual hearts being set on fire—just as was the case with 
the revivalists outlined in this book. 

It is my prayer that through this book, the Holy Spirit will put 
within you a godly desire to be a “General of God” yourself—some-
one who will make an impact on history and leave a lasting spiritual 
legacy. This is the “day of the saints”—the age of the priesthood 
of all believers—not centered on one superstar “man or woman of 
God,” but on the entire body of Christ being mobilized to do the 
work of Christ in the world. Learn from these revivalists. Let their 
failings caution you and their successes challenge you. Adopt their 
desire to make an impact on your generation as you live your life in 
total dedication to almighty God. 

Roberts has done a great service to the entire Christian world in 
producing a resource of this magnitude. He has given to the body of 
Christ a tool that will serve generations to come, and I commend it 
wholeheartedly to you. 

—Colin Dye 
Senior Minister, Kensington Temple 

London
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Prologue

One Hundred Years of 
Intercession

The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth 
much.

—James 5:16

Though the reformation was some two centuries behind them 
and the martyrdom of Jan Hus more than three hundred years 
in the past, in 1722 a group of Hus’s followers from Moravia 

(a province in Bohemia, today part of the Czech Republic) fled to 
Saxony (Germany) looking for religious freedom. Driven by perse-
cution, these “United Brethren,” as they called themselves, found 
sanctuary on the land of a rich, young aristocrat, Count Nikolaus 
Ludwig von Zinzendorf, who gave them a place to settle and to build 
a community of believers. The township that emerged was called 
Herrnhut, meaning either “on the Lord’s watch” or “under the Lord’s 
watch.” Because they had come to Saxony from Moravia, the group 
became known as the Moravians.

Count Zinzendorf was a man of God who, at the time, had been 
actively looking for ways to use his inherited wealth and influence 
to serve the kingdom of heaven. In 1715, at the age of fifteen, Zin-
zendorf banded with four friends to form what they considered a 
society of Christian knighthood, which they called “The Order of 
the Mustard Seed.” The four vowed “1. To be true to Christ; 2. To 



God’s Generals   O  The Revivalists

16

be kind to all people; 3. To send the gospel to the world.”1 Over the 
years, the group grew in membership to include such men as the 
king of Denmark, Christian VI; the Catholic archbishop of Paris, 
Cardinal Louis Antoine de Noailles; the archbishop of Canterbury, 
John Potter; a Scottish member of the British Parliament, Erskine; 
and eventually, after the Moravians had sent missionaries there, the 
governor of Georgia, General James Oglethorpe; and the Native 
American Chief of the Creek nation, Tomochichi. 

Even though the count was only twenty-two at the time, hearing 
the Moravians’ plea for something as simple as a place to worship 
freely ignited his heart. He had recently purchased from his grand-
mother the town of Bethelsdorf, where he installed a close friend, 
Johann Andreas Rothe, to be pastor. Building a community based 
upon the Word of God was what he had hoped to accomplish in Beth-
elsdorf, and here was a group of people who shared this same determi-
nation. Desiring Rothe’s help in forming Herrnhut, Zinzendorf gave 
them a plot for their new village only two miles from Bethelsdorf.

Accustomed to persecution, the Moravians soon wearied of the 
peace of Herrnhut, and with no pressure from outside, the towns-
people began to turn upon one another within. Division and strife 
took their toll to the point that the Moravians even turned on Zin-
zendorf and Rothe, calling them the “Beast of the Apocalypse” and 
his “False Prophet.” Zinzendorf and Rothe continued to seek God 
and pray, and it wasn’t long before God answered.

On May 12, 1727, Zinzendorf addressed the congregation at 
Herrnhut and spoke for three hours on the blessedness of Christian 
unity. Conviction took the town that summer, and everyone began 
seeking God for revival. As men, women, and children confessed 
their sins to one another, prayed together, and found new strength in 
seeking God, their hearts were knit together afresh and the commu-
nity experienced a golden summer. This wasn’t enough, however. 
The people of Herrnhut wanted power to take the message of Christ 
to the ends of the earth. 

This became a constant subject of prayer to the point that, on 
August 5, 1727, Zinzendorf and fourteen other Moravian Brethren 

1 “Where it all began: The History of Zinzendorf’s Order of the Mustard Seed,” 
The Order of the Mustard Seed, http://www.mustardseedorder.com/cm/story/3.
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spent an entire night in seeking and interceding for God’s power to 
fall on their community. On August 10, Rothe was so overcome with 
the presence of the Holy Spirit in an afternoon service at Herrnhut 
that he threw himself to the ground to repent before God. The meet-
ing continued through the night as others did likewise, crying out to 
God with weeping and repentance, until around midnight, when the 
congregation burst forth in praise, worship, and singing. 

Zinzendorf and Rothe then felt they should have a joint meeting 
between Bethelsdorf and Herrnhut that Wednesday evening, August 
13, to share about what God was doing in Herrnhut. The Count vis-
ited every home in the village, urging the inhabitants to attend. 

Once the meeting began, the Holy Spirit took over as the con-
gregation again fell into repentance for their sins. At one point, 
Count Zinzendorf took the podium to voice a remorseful confes-
sion on behalf of the entire community for the division they had 
seen in the previous years and to call for a rededication to the prin-
ciples upon which the town had first been founded. Once that was 
voiced, the Holy Spirit fell on the congregation. Count Zinzendorf 
later described it as “a day of the outpourings of the Holy Spirit…; it 
was its Pentecost.”2 The congregation began praying for groups still 
under persecution, for unity in their community, and for the body of 
Christ the world over—and to increasingly intercede that the Word 
of God would spread mightily around the world.

Just two weeks later, on August 27, twenty-four men and twenty-
four women covenanted together to begin praying around the clock. 
They agreed that one man and one woman in different places would 
pray in twenty-four one-hour shifts that would fill each hour of the 
day, every day of the week, and every week of the year. They would 
pray for whatever God put on their hearts, but mostly for revival and 
the spreading of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to every corner of the 
earth. It was a prayer vigil that would last for the next one hundred 
years and would be the womb from which revival would be born.

That century of prayer would see the greatest missionary 
outreaches the world had yet experienced as well as the First and 

2 Dr. A. K. Curtis, “A Golden Summer,” Zinzendorf Jubilee, Comenius Founda-
tion, http://www.zinzendorf.com/agolden.htm. This article first appeared in 
Glimpses of Christian History, “Glimpses 37: Zinzendorf,” from the Christian History 
Institute.
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Second Great Awakenings. In fact, the Great Earthquake of 1727 
came just months after the Moravians began praying, an event many 
historians note as the beginning of the First Great Awakening, while 
Charles Finney’s Rochester revival at the height of the Second Great 
Awakening and the National Revival of 1831 happened around the 
time their prayer vigil ended.

It was also the era in which the revivalists—a new form of mass 
evangelists—were born. Here are their stories.
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Introduction

The battle for the hearts of humanity has continued to rage 
throughout the centuries since Christ first came to remove 
humanity’s stains of sin and guilt two thousand years ago. 

From the first revival that took place among the original disciples at 
Pentecost to the ongoing “Pentecostal Revivals” of the twenty-first 
century, God has breathed new life into the hearts of his followers—
time and again calling them to deeper levels of intimacy, holiness, 
and personal understanding of His love. 

Paving the way for the Holy Spirit to bring light and truth were 
faithful men and women of earnest study and fervent prayer. From 
the groundbreaking revelations taught by Paul, to the revolutionary 
reformation launched by Martin Luther, to the evangelical cam-
paigns coordinated by John and Charles Wesley and the revivalists 
to follow, the Holy Spirit has fought to reveal the power of God’s 
saving grace through faith—not of any work or intervention of man, 
not of any external force of will or institutional decree, but of the 
simple, personal acceptance of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. To this 
day, we continue learning how to more fully accept and apply all 
that this great sacrifice has provided for the individuals whose hearts 
embrace it.

The hallmark of every revival is hunger of heart: the heart’s 
pursuit of a personal relationship with Christ, the heart’s longing 
to experience God’s presence, and the heart’s cry to worship God 
in spirit and in truth. Revival is the product of an awakening of the 
heart to the power and presence of the living Christ who loves us 
unconditionally. Revivalists are those men and women who were 
able to venture from the safety and conformity of head knowledge 



20

God’s Generals   O  The Revivalists

into the passionate truths only understood spiritually through faith. 
These truths cannot be fully comprehended with the intellect, but 
are instead made apparent as we lean on and trust in God. This is 
what is spoken of in Proverbs 3:5–7: 

Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine 
own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall 
direct thy paths. Be not wise in thine own eyes: fear the Lord, and 
depart from evil.

The great revivalists, as we have come to know them, did just 
that. They fought hard not to lean on their own understanding but in 
every way to acknowledge God. They resisted the temptation to be 
wise in their own eyes and in the eyes of their fellow human beings; 
they trusted only in the leading of the Holy Spirit. It was a battle for 
many to learn to hear that still, small voice, but through desperate 
perseverance, they found the Lord. 

Each revivalist overcame his own dark night of the soul—a 
personal wilderness experience during which he seemed to wander 
without direction, meaning, and sometimes even hope. Each ques-
tioned his faith, and sometimes his salvation. But through prayer, 
motivated by a deep hunger for truth, each found the assurance 
so desperately desired. Once these heroes of the faith revived their 
own hearts in this way, they made sparks that ignited a blaze to set 
nations on fire for generations to come. 

As we will see from their stories, personal revival led to national 
revival. It began with a complete trust in the Lord, a profound rever-
ence for God, and a determination to overcome the social ills each 
saw oppressing his generation. The revivalists transformed lives in a 
way that led to the transformation of communities and nations. The 
battle lines between righteousness and evil were drawn—and held—
for eternity by these great Generals of God. We can follow in their 
footsteps and learn from the battles they won and the barriers they 
overcame. Journey with me over the span of two and a half centuries 
as we visit the battlefields of God’s Generals: The Revivalists.



Chapter One

John & Charles 
Wesley

“The Head and Heart of Revival”

(1703–1791) (1707–1788)
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“The Head and Heart  
of Revival”

Leisure and I have parted company. We shall never meet 
again.

—John Wesley

O for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s 
praise!

—Charles Wesley

When John and Charles Wesley were born, Queen Anne 
was on the throne of England, and Louis XIV was ruling 
France. Isaac Newton was still alive, the philosopher 

John Locke had only recently passed away, America was merely 
a disjointed group of colonies, and the advent of the steam engine 
and the Industrial Revolution were still decades away. England, 
especially the Wesley brothers’ birthplace of Epworth, was mostly 
agricultural and provincial. In the past half century, England had 
suffered a series of civil wars, the most notable being the last, which 
made Oliver Cromwell the protectorate of England (1653–1659). For 
more than a decade (1649–1659), England was without a monarch. 
When the monarchy was restored, the crown had considerably less 
power, sharing it now with Parliament, and after having had a Puri-
tan for a Protector, the Church of England no longer had a strangle-
hold on religious life.
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The early eighteenth century was also the dawn of the Enlight-
enment, coming on the heels of the Age of Reason of the previous 
century, which emphasized rationalism and science over moral, 
spiritual, and biblical truth. The scientific discoveries of Galileo and 
Newton inspired a scientific revolution that caused men to believe in 
the power of the intellect over the wisdom of God. Humanism was 
on the rise, and with it came moral decay. The Bible was no longer 
valued as the sole standard by which people should guide their lives.

England also found itself in the grip of the “Gin Age.” Gin was 
being distilled in one of every four homes in London, and it was sold 
openly in the streets. Drunkenness and depravity had taken their 
toll on every level of society. Parliament had to adjourn on frequent 
occasions because its members were too inebriated to conduct the 
affairs of state. 

Children suffered especially cruel treatment; nearly 75 percent 
died before their fifth birthday. Not only were living conditions 
harsh, but drunken parents would often abandon or, worse, sell their 
children in order to feed their addictions. They sometimes maimed 
their children in some hideous way so that their apparent deformi-
ties would earn them more money as beggars. A petition to Parlia-
ment in 1739 to create a hospital for abandoned babies tells of the 
desperate state of the nation’s children who were “left to perish in the 
street” or “blinded or maimed and distorted in their limbs in order 
to move pity.”1

England was growing as ripe for revolution as France; yet the 
revolution in the British Isles would be very different. England’s 
would be a revival called “Methodism,” inspired predominantly by 
John and Charles Wesley. As one historian put it,

Methodism and the French Revolution are the two most 
tremendous phenomena of the [eighteenth] century. [John] 
Wesley swept the dead air with an irresistible cleansing 
ozone. To thousands of men and women his preaching and 
gospel revealed a new heaven and a new earth; it brought 
religion into soulless lives and reconstituted it as a com-
forter, an inspiration, and a judge. No one was too poor, 
too humble, too degraded to be born again and share in the 

1 Keith J. Hardman, The Spiritual Awakeners (Chicago: Moody Press, 1983), 76.
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privilege of divine grace, to serve the one Master, Christ, 
and to attain to the blessed fruition of God’s peace.2

The vast network of Methodist Societies established by the 
Wesley brothers brought desperately needed assurances of God’s 
mercy and love in this time of uncertainty, economic hardship, and 
short life expectancy. These “home groups”—what many today 
might call “cell groups”—orchestrated by the Wesleys provided 
ongoing instruction, prayer, accountability, and the necessary dis-
cipleship and fellowship that are the foundation of spiritual growth. 
Most importantly, John and Charles Wesley brought the message 
of “free grace” directly to the masses. Their greatest audience was 
the “contrite and lowly of spirit,” who gladly opened their hearts to 
God’s abundant provision of grace.

Purity’s Passion 
John and Charles Wesley were born on June 17, 1703 and Decem-

ber 18, 1707, respectively, in Epworth, England, a town located a 
little less than 190 miles north of London and roughly eighty miles 
east of Manchester in the English heartland. They were the fifteenth 
and eighteenth of nineteen children, of whom only ten survived into 
adulthood. In fact, “John Benjamin” Wesley was named after two 
brothers who had died before he was born. Though John was the 
fifteenth child, only six were living after his birth—eight of his older 
brothers and sisters had already died. 

The Wesley children were: Samuel (1690–1739), Susanna (1691, 
died in infancy), Emilia (1692–1771), the twins Annesley and Jedidiah 
(1864, died in infancy), Susanna “Sukey” (1695–1763), Mary “Mollie” 
(1696–1734), Mehetabel “Hetty” (1697–1750), an unnamed child 
(1698, died in infancy), John (1699, died in infancy), Benjamin (1700, 
died in infancy), another set of twins who were unnamed (1701, died 
in infancy), Anne (1702–1742?), John (1703–1791), another unnamed 
son (?, died in infancy), Martha (1706–1791), Charles (1707–1788), 
and Keziah “Kezie” (1709–1741).

2 C. Grant Robertson, England under the Hanoverians, (London: Methuen and Com-
pany, 1923), 210–11, quoted in John Telford, The Life of John Wesley (London: The 
Epworth Press, 1924), 1.
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Epworth was a market town whose population had hovered 
around two thousand for the last two hundred years. Its residents 
were primarily employed in the growing and braiding of rope and 
weaving of other products from hemp and flax. The parsonage 
where the Wesley brothers were born was a three-story building of 
timber and plaster with a thatched roof. It stood on a three-acre plot 
that also had a thatched barn, a dovecote, and a small garden.

John and Charles were descendents of a long line of ministers. 
Their parents, the Reverend Samuel and Susanna Wesley, raised 
them with the hope that they would one day become leaders in the 
Anglican Church. Samuel and Susanna were the products of the 
Dissenters, but for the sake of a salary, a home, and providing the 
region with a believing minister, Samuel had made his peace with 
the Anglicans and was ordained by them. Because of their Dissenter/
Puritan background, however, the Wesley home was governed by 
strict moral principles, exercised daily through rigorous discipline in 
manners, study, and prayer. 

Samuel Wesley, who for thirty-five years was rector3 of the small 
parish in Epworth, worked long hours overseeing the spiritual needs 

of several neighboring towns. When he 
was able, he dedicated himself to rigor-
ous study, often locked away in his office 
constructing sermons, writing poetry, or 
composing hymns. He joined the family 
only for meals, which were always eaten 
in silence. 

Susanna, meanwhile, made the most 
of every opportunity to educate and train 
her growing family in a wide variety of 
subjects and personal disciplines. Under 
her private tutelage, the Wesley children 
studied history, literature, classical lan-
guages, music, and, most importantly, 
Scripture. They memorized Psalms, 
Proverbs, and long passages from the 
New Testament. Every moment from 

3  The Anglican equivalent of a pastor.

Susanna Wesley
The Wesley Center Online 

(wesley.nnu.edu) at  
Northwest Nazarene  

University, 
Nampa, Idaho
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dawn until dusk was structured, beginning and ending with prayer 
and Bible reading. Every child was exposed to the same pace of rig-
orous study and devotion. The rod was not spared; formal, man-
nerly behavior of every kind was taught; and obedience was always 
required.

From one year of age, they learned to fear the rod and to cry 
softly and sparingly. As a result, although the house was full of chil-
dren, it was always peaceful and quiet. Susanna’s philosophy was 
simple and goal-oriented:

I insist upon conquering the will of children betimes [early 
in life], because this is the only strong and rational founda-
tion of a religious education, without which both precept 
and example will be ineffectual.4

While this approach may seem harsh to many today, it is easy to 
see how this upbringing caused John to be a creator of the routines, 
disciplines, and systematic pursuit of God that characterized Meth-
odism. Susanna’s training created the stability and purposefulness 
in John that made him diligent in his religion and humble enough 
to be always open to the truth. The habits of quiet study, strict time 
management, and frugality in all things remained with John and 
Charles for the rest of their lives. 

Each child who grew to adulthood left the Wesley home with 
a trained mind, a pure heart, and a sincere passion for the Lord. 
Although most, with the exception of Samuel Jr., Charles, and possi-
bly Anne, found themselves in unhappy marriages, all endured their 
circumstances with a resolute faithfulness. Each would pursue an 
ongoing interest in study, writing, and teaching, and several, espe-
cially Samuel, Hetty, and Charles, would share their father’s passion 
for poetry. No doubt the solid teaching and sound advice of their 
mother, along with the influence of seven capable sisters, did not 
escape John and Charles as they grew up. 

Trial by Fire 
The Wesley family weathered its share of adversity as the chil-

dren grew. There were long seasons during which Samuel would 

4 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 14.
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be occupied in London, leaving the family to suffer financial hard-
ship in his absence. Samuel also accumulated burdensome debts; at 
times, the family was on the brink of financial ruin. For a short time, 
Samuel was even placed in debtors’ prison when John was only two. 

When present, Samuel ruled his home with a heavy hand and a 
quick temper. Susanna, however, remained steadfast in her dutiful 
respect of him. Even as sorrow was added 
to difficulty and nine of their nineteen chil-
dren died in infancy, she never wavered in 
her faith. Certainly this strength of wit-
ness left a deep impression on John and 
Charles, as later in life they faced daunt-
ing opposition with awe-inspiring poise, 
grace, and faith. 

When John was five years old, his 
mother began teaching him to read from 
the Old Testament. As was customary, 
the children rose at dawn to perform their 
devotions before beginning their aca-
demic studies, ate their three small meals 
in silence, ended their evenings in prayer 
at six o’clock, and were ready for bed by 
seven. No child stirred after eight o’clock. 
All of the Wesley children applied them-
selves with quiet diligence so they could be spared the rod. 

While Susanna’s reputation as a disciplined and devout woman 
grew, her husband became increasingly notorious for his strong 
opinions and obstinacy. He was bold and perhaps a little too out-
spoken about his religious and political views. He alienated the Dis-
senters of his region when he became deeply involved on behalf of 
an unpopular candidate in a hotly contested election. In addition, 
he preached vehemently against the sins he saw his parishioners fall 
prey to, and those who weren’t inwardly convicted resented his con-
demnations. He had probably also made several enemies through 
his excessive borrowing. Whatever the reason, his popularity among 
the local citizenry steadily declined until disaster struck on the eve-
ning of February 9, 1709. 

Samuel Wesley
Mary Evans Picture 

Library
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As the Wesley household slept, the Epworth parsonage was 
mysteriously set ablaze sometime between eleven and twelve o’clock 
at night. The roof of the corn room burned through before anyone 
noticed. Some of the fire came through the thatch roof and fell on 
Hetty’s bed, waking her. At once, she ran to find her father, crying 
out, “Fire! Fire!” As smoke and flames quickly overtook the house—
the roof was falling fast—Samuel and Susanna gathered the children 
and hurried them outside. They had no time to grab either clothes 
or possessions. As they descended the stairs, only a thin wall kept 
the flames from cutting off their escape route. Susanna, who was 
near term with their last child, suffered some burns on her legs and 
face as she strained against the flames to make sure all of her chil-
dren had escaped. Once outside, everyone was accounted for except 
one—five-and-a-half-year-old John. 

John was upstairs asleep behind the curtains drawn around his 
bed. He awoke groggily to the light flickering on the other side of the 
drapes. Thinking that it was morning and not wanting to stir before 
it was time, he laid still, wondering why no one had called him to 
come down for prayer. At last he stuck his head out of the canopy 
to find the room engulfed in flames. He jumped from the bed and 

John Wesley is rescued from the Epworth parsonage.
Library of Congress, 6002275
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cried out, but no one was in the house to hear him. Through the door 
and down the hall he saw a terrible inferno. He ran to the window, 
climbed up on a chest, and looked out to see several servants and 
neighbors scurrying about below, trying to quench the fire. 

His mother was searching fran-
tically for him outside. Samuel made 
two attempts to reenter the house, 
using his breeches as a shield over his 
head, but the fire was too much for 
him to penetrate. Failing, he gathered 
his family around him in the garden to 
pray, commending John to God. 

At first, no one noticed as young 
John waved his arms from the second-
story window and shouted for help. 
But as the flames began to swallow 
the upper level of the house, he caught the eye of a neighbor, who 
quickly climbed atop another man’s shoulders and pulled John to 
safety mere moments before the remainder of the roof collapsed. In 
the matter of a few more minutes, the entire rectory was burned to 
the ground.

When John was brought to his father, the rector cried out, 
“Come, neighbors, let us kneel down: let us give thanks to God! 
He has given me all my eight children:5 let the house go, I am rich 
enough.”6 Afterward, Samuel Sr. famously remarked, “Is not this 
[John] a brand plucked out of the burning?” 7 From that point on, 
Susanna was convinced that John had a special call of God on his 
life.

The fire’s destruction spared nothing—not even a change of 
clothes was left for the Wesley family. The children had to be dis-
persed into several nearby homes where neighbors cared for them. 
Susanna gave birth to little Kezie only weeks later, and for a time, 

5 Samuel and Susanna actually had nine children at this point:  Samuel Jr. was off 
at Westminster School, where he boarded and studied, so he did not include him in 
the remark above. 
6 Robert Southey, The Life of Wesley and the Rise and Progress of Methodism (London: 
Frederick Warne and Company, n.d., ca. 1820), 11.
7 Ibid.
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with Susanna occupied with the cares of a new baby, the Wesley 
children were allowed to do what other boys and girls their age 
would do. They ran about and played, talked openly at mealtimes, 
and socialized in all sorts of common ways, both good and bad. 

When the parsonage had been rebuilt almost a year later, 
Susanna Wesley wasted no time in instituting a strict reform of 
behavior and habits. Chief of concerns was the children’s careless 
attitude regarding the Sabbath. She heard her children say things 
she never imagined she would ever hear, and she felt they had lost 
their good manners and “acquired a clownish accent and many rude 
ways.”8

John’s perilous escape from the fire made his mother much 
more attentive to his education. Two years after the fire, she noted 
in her journal, 

I do intend to be more particularly careful of the soul of this 
child, that Thou hast so mercifully provided for, than ever 
I have been, that I may do my endeavor to instill into his 
mind the principles of Thy true religion and virtue. Lord, 
give me grace to do it sincerely and prudently, and bless my 
attempts with good success.9

It is interesting to note how many young people with great calls 
of God on their lives had stories similar to John’s. Had John per-
ished in the fire that day, it is unimaginable what might have hap-
pened had England gone the way of the French Revolution instead 
of having the Methodist Revival. The enemy must have seen the 
call and anointing on John’s life and wanted to destroy it—which 
is why it is so important for parents to understand God’s protection 
for their children and to keep their families safe by applying God’s 
promises.

It was also about two years later, when John was eight years old, 
that his father permitted him to take Communion. Looking back on 
this time of his life years later, John wrote in his journal:

I believe till I was about ten years old I had not sinned 
away that “washing of the Holy Ghost” which was given 
me in baptism, having been strictly educated and carefully 

8 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 19.
9 Ibid., 19–20.
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taught, that I could only be saved “by universal obedience, 
by keeping all the commandment of God,” in the meaning 
of which I was diligently instructed.10

Certainly a large part of that instruction was brought into effect 
when, during the winter of 1711, John’s mother began to read ser-
mons to the children at the kitchen table on Sunday evenings. It was 
while Samuel was again away in London that Susanna felt the need 
to fill the remainder of the Sabbath after the morning services with 
“acts of devotion” solely for the benefit of her children. Her readings 
and discussions were so inspiring that the servants, the servants’ 
families, and soon the neighbors, joined the meetings, eager to hear 
Susanna read and teach the Word of God. Those who congregated 
regularly grew to forty, then one hundred, and at last two hundred, 
so that there soon was not enough room in the parsonage for all who 
wanted to hear. 

The residing curate11 was not at all pleased, however, because 
Susanna’s reading drew a crowd that outnumbered those who came 
to hear him on Sunday mornings. He sent a complaint to Samuel 
requesting he order his wife to stop these irregular proceedings at the 
risk of the entire church being scandalized. In response, Mr. Wesley 
wrote to Susanna requesting she find someone else to read the ser-
mons in her place. She replied that there wasn’t anyone else capable 
of reading them without stumbling over the words. At first, Samuel 
seemed satisfied with this response; however, after further letters of 
complaint sent by the curate, Mr. Wesley wrote again requesting the 
meetings be discontinued.

Susanna again defended her position, stating that she could not 
in good conscience discontinue the meetings, seeing what good they 
did the people in compelling them to reform their general habits and 
inducing them to come more regularly to church. In reference to her 
own duty as a wife, she concluded in a letter to him: 

If you do, after all, think fit to dissolve this assembly, do not 
tell me that you desire me to do it, for that will not satisfy 
my conscience; but send me your positive command, in such 
full and express terms as may absolve me from guilt and 

10 Ibid., 20.
11 Pastor.
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punishment for neglecting this opportunity of doing good, 
when you and I shall appear before the great and awful 
tribunal of our Lord Jesus Christ.12

Samuel Wesley made no further objections. 

John’s Formal Education
John and Charles sat under their mother’s teaching for two 

more years before John was nominated to attend a private board-
ing school called the Charterhouse. He was only ten years old, and, 

like other boys his age, he was not spared 
the tyranny older boys were permitted 
to exercise in English boarding schools 
at this time. As was the custom, the 
upperclassmen took the daily allotment 
of meat given the younger boys. Thus, 
John, for his first several years, lived on 
bread alone. Yet he thrived, according 
to his own account, because he followed 
his father’s suggestion that he run the cir-

cumference of the large gardens three times every morning. Like 
Daniel, his meatless diet made him more resilient, and he remained 
fit and full of energy even though he had little to eat. 

He also weathered the taunts and practical jokes of the older 
boys with such composure that he became known among students 
and teachers for his unflappable demeanor and self-control. He 
seemed mature beyond his years and proved so sincere and consci-
entious in his intellectual pursuits that for the remainder of his life, 
he and the headmaster remained close friends. 

Although many historians report that young John strayed from 
his life of discipline and spiritual devotion during his time at Char-
terhouse, John himself wrote the following account, which, given 
careful consideration, reveals that his heart still belonged fully to 
the Lord:

The next six or seven years were spent at school, where, 
outward restraints being removed, I was much more  

12 Southey, Life of  Wesley, 13.
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negligent than before, even of outward duties, and almost 
continually guilty of outward sins, which I knew to be such, 
though they were not scandalous in the eye of the world. 
However, I still read the Scriptures, and said my prayers, 
morning and evening. And what I now hoped to be saved 
by was, 1) not being so bad as other people, 2) having still 
a kindness for religion, and 3) reading the Bible, going to 
church, and saying my prayers.13

At the age of seventeen, John graduated from the Charterhouse 
and went on to Christ Church, Oxford. Now fully grown, it is worth 
noting that John was a small man: only five feet five and a half 
inches tall and weighing roughly 130 pounds. Yet his diminutive 
size never seemed to hinder him. This proves that a person’s physical 
stature has little importance compared with how “big” he is spiritu-
ally. John Wesley was certainly a giant in faith.

It was near the end of his studies at the university that John had 
a conversation with a porter who opened a new door to the spiritual 
awakening that would happen to him some years in the future. The 
man proved to be the first truly grateful person he had ever met. 
While the porter had only one coat and had consumed nothing all 
day but a drink of water, his heart still overflowed with praise to 
God. John remarked, “You thank God when you have nothing to 
wear, nothing to eat, and no bed to lie upon. What else do you thank 
Him for?” The man answered, “I thank Him, that He has given me 
my life and being, a heart to love Him, and a desire to serve Him.”14 
From this testimony, John realized there was something more to 
following Jesus than he had ever experienced before—and this was 
something he wanted.

At Oxford, John diligently applied himself to his studies. No 
doubt he was being drawn closer to the things of God as he read the 
highly influential writings of Thomas à Kempis, Jeremy Taylor, and 
William Law. He read Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ, long consid-
ered one of Christianity’s greatest manuals on spiritual devotion. 
With great interest he studied Jeremy Taylor’s The Rule and Exercises 
of Holy Living, along with William Law’s A Serious Call to a Devout and 

13 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 31.
14 Ibid.
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Holy Life and A Treatise of Christian Perfection. These writings, in par-
ticular, seemed to lay the foundation for John’s spiritual journey and 
personal “awakening” in the years that followed, as did the advice 
of his mother:

And now, in good earnest resolve to make religion the busi-
ness of your life; for, after all, that is the one thing that, 
strictly speaking, is necessary; all things beside are com-
paratively little to the purposes of life. I heartily wish you 
would now enter upon a strict examination of yourself, 
that you may know whether you have a reasonable hope 
of salvation by Jesus Christ. If you have, the satisfaction of 
knowing it will abundantly reward your pains; if you have 
not, you will find a more reasonable occasion for tears than 
can be met with in a tragedy.15

Such advice may seem a bit odd to most of us today, but it is 
important to understand that the doctrine John and Charles grew up 
with was that of predestination, strongly influenced by the French 
reformer John Calvin. According to the tenets of Calvinism, people 
had no say in their own salvation; rather, salvation was predeter-
mined or “predestined” by God. God was absolutely sovereign in 
all areas of life. Thus, going to church became a quest to know “Am 
I saved?” more than “How can I be saved?” Throughout their early 
years, though their hearts pursued God earnestly, neither John nor 
Charles had any assurance of his own salvation. It would not be until 
John was already ordained and on his way to his first missions post 
that he would even begin to wonder at this fact. 

The “Bible Bigots”
Despite this lack of inner assurance, John was ordained as a 

deacon upon graduating and preached his first sermon in the small 
village of South Lye near the town of Witney. That summer, he 
returned to Epworth to help his father minister to the parish, remain-
ing there for most of the following year. Interestingly, at the same 
time John was preparing to leave Oxford, his brother Charles, four 
years his junior, was just arriving to begin his studies. By the spring 

15 Southey, Life of Wesley, 20.
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of 1726, to the pride and delight of his father, John was elected Fellow 
of Lincoln College—a prestigious resident position at Oxford. Eight 
months later, he was appointed Greek Lecturer and Moderator of 
the Classes. 

It was during this time, just after John turned twenty-one in 
1725, that he experienced a turning point in his motivation. Greatly 
influenced by Kempis’s The Christian’s Pattern and Taylor’s Holy Living 
and Dying, John began to pursue a doctrine of complete consecra-
tion and holiness in every area of life, the pursuit of which would 
govern his spiritual aspirations for the next ten years and lay the 
groundwork for what would later become the Methodist doctrine of 
Christian Perfection. 

In The Living Wesley, author James H. Rigg wrote, “He was 
deeply awakened to a sense of his want of real holiness, and began 
thenceforth to seek after absolute consecration to God, as the great 
aim of his life.”16 Rigg recorded the following revealing entry made 
by John in his diary:

I saw that simplicity of intention and purity of affection—
one design in all we speak and do, and one desire ruling 
all our tempers—are indeed the wings of the soul, without 
which she can never ascend to God. I sought after this from 
that hour....Instantly I resolved to dedicate all my life to 
God—all my thoughts and words and actions—being thor-
oughly convinced there was no medium, but that every part 
of my life (not some only) must either be a sacrifice to God 
or myself, that is, the devil.17

Although John desired to apply himself more fully to the pur-
suit of holiness, because of the Calvinist doctrines of the day, it was 
an external, legalistic holiness defined by strict adherence to a set 
of rules and moral guidelines. It was religion in its worst sense—an 
external appearance of piety and discipline, but no internal change, 
no true spiritual transformation of the heart. He had yet to under-
stand that being made truly holy came only through the acceptance 
of what Christ had accomplished on the cross. 

16 James H. Rigg, The Living Wesley (London: Charles H. Kelley, 1891), 87.
17 Ibid., 41.
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His hope of salvation was thus dependent on the “holy works” 
he might accomplish in his own strength. He believed that he could 
obtain grace only by hard work and self-sacrifice, as opposed to receiv-
ing the gift of God’s saving grace by faith. His Anglican background, 
which emphasized rules and rituals, added to his renewed determi-
nation to make himself more righteous by dedicating himself fully 

to Christ’s service and the precepts for 
behavior outlined in the Bible. However, 
he did have a genuine longing to serve 
God. By the time he turned twenty-two, 
he felt certain that he was called to what 
he and his parents felt was the noblest of 
pursuits: ministry. 

Despite his dedication, John strug-
gled, as the external rigors of righteous-
ness did not render within him the 
inner assurance of peace he had hoped 
for. From 1725 to 1729, he continued to 
preach but wrote that he “saw no fruit of 
[his] labour.” This was a time of intense 

inner turmoil as he struggled with his desire to know God more fully 
and his own futile efforts to obtain consecration. He believed that 
preaching about holy living would draw people closer to heaven, and 
that he himself would come to know the Lord more fully through his 
own virtuous conduct. However, the personal fellowship with God 
he sought continued to elude him. No matter how hard he worked, 
no matter what the degree of self-discipline he achieved, he did not 
find the inner satisfaction he knew in his heart was possible through 
Christ. Looking back on this time, John wrote, “From the year 
1729–1734,…I saw little fruit…. And no wonder: for I did not preach 
faith in the blood of the covenant.”18 

It was during this time, in 1729, that Charles started to meet 
with several like-minded students to study, pray, and observe a 
series of daily disciplines together. John accepted their invitation 
to join them, and he was soon serving as their mentor and leader. 
The group was mockingly called the “Bible Moths,” “Bible Bigots,” 

18 John Wesley, Wesley’s Works, 8: 468, quoted in Rigg, Living Wesley, 67.
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“Sacramentarians,” “Methodists,” “Holy Club,” or “Enthusiasts” 
by other students, but over the next few years the group proved to 
be a force for good in the community as members began visiting 
prisoners and ministering to orphans and the destitute. The name 
“Holy Club” stuck, and it soon grew to about twenty-five members. 
Among the original members was George Whitefield, a fiery young 
fellow who would later take the flame ignited by John and Charles 
and carry it farther alone than they would together.  

The practice of prayer and fasting was paramount to club mem-
bership. This one ingredient may have been the critical character-
istic that caused the Wesleys, along with Whitefield and others, 
to emerge as such powerful forces for Christ. As was recorded by 
John Gambold, who was an early member of the club and afterward 
became a Moravian bishop,

[John] thought prayer to be more his business than anything 
else, and I have often seen him come out of his closet with 
a serenity that was next to shining; it discovered where he 
had been, and gave me double hope of receiving wise direc-
tion in the matter about which I came to consult him.19

Of John’s leadership, Gambold recorded, 

Mr. John Wesley was always the chief manager, for which 
he was very fit. For he had not only more learning and expe-
rience than the rest, but he was blessed with such activity 
as to be always gaining ground, and such steadiness that he 
lost none....With a soul always upon the stretch, and a most 
transparent sincerity, he addicted himself to every good 
word and work.20 

Throughout this time John was ever more enamored by the 
works of William Law. Law’s Christian Perfectionism and Serious Call 
deepened his earnest, methodical approach to religious strictness and 
devotion. By 1732, at the prompting of Charles, John sought an audi-
ence with Law, and over the next several years, the two corresponded 
regularly. Greatly influenced by Law’s teaching, John and Charles, 
along with the other members of the Holy Club, devoted themselves 

19 Rigg, Living Wesley, 74.
20 Ibid., 72, 74.
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to the Doctrine of Christian Holiness. They were accountable to one 
another for the quality of holiness in each other’s lives, studied the 
Bible together every evening, fasted on Mondays and Fridays, and 
received Communion weekly. Their critics viewed these practices as 
another form of “high church asceticism,” but the group continued 
to flourish in spite of such labels.

Interestingly, an anonymous letter submitted to the London 
paper Fog’s Weekly Journal claimed, “The university at present is not a 
little pestered with the sons of sorrow, whose number daily received 
addition” and who aimed to “make the place nothing but a mon-
astery.” The letter’s author accused the “sect called Methodists” of 
“absurd and perpetual melancholy” and urged them to discontinue 
“this gloomy stupidity.”21 

The ongoing struggle of outward works versus inward holiness 
continued to rage, however, within John’s soul. He wanted to “live 
out” all that the church prescribed as necessary for a devout life, but 
time and again he underwent a crisis of faith—a crisis of belief that 
caused him to doubt assurance of his own salvation, a crisis of con-
viction he felt every time he was faced with death. As Rigg put it,

He set himself conscientiously to be an Anglican Church-
man, according to the prescriptions of the Rubric; and to 
be a devout and holy Christian, according to early ecclesi-
astical examples and traditions. He became accordingly, an 
ascetic ritualist of the strictest and most advanced class.22 

For a time, he continued in his efforts to reconcile himself to 
God through acts of piety and self-discipline. He resolved to spend 
two hours each day in private devotion, to abstain from every vice, 
and above all to be efficient and industrious, making the most of 
every hour of the day. 

Back in Epworth, Samuel Wesley’s health was failing quickly, 
and he began to seek a replacement among his sons, hoping to keep 
the parish and rectory—in which he had invested so much time 
and where he and his family had called their home for nearly four 
decades—in the family. Samuel Jr. and John were asked in turn, 

21 Elesha Coffman, “Attack of the Bible-Moths,” Christian History 20, no. 1 [Issue 
69] (2001): 22.
22 Rigg, Living Wesley, 89.
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but both turned down the position. However, as his father’s health 
deteriorated further, John relented and applied for the position, but 
he was rejected. Shortly after this, Samuel Wesley Sr. passed away 
on April 25, 1735, at the age of seventy-two. John and Charles, as 
well as other family members, were at his side during his last hours. 
At one point in his final days, he laid his hand upon Charles’s head, 
and said, “Be steady. The Christian faith will surely revive in this 
kingdom; you shall see it, though I shall not.”23

“He Is the Savior of the World—But  
Is He Your Savior?”

Shortly after Samuel Wesley’s death, Dr. Burton, a former 
Oxford associate, and James Oglethorpe, a former friend of Rev-
erend Wesley, suggested John accompany Colonel (later General) 
Oglethorpe as chaplain to the new settlement in Savannah, Georgia, 
a settlement named after the reigning King George II. Oglethorpe 
was a member of Parliament who had great interest in what was 
happening to the poor in England, and his investigations had led 
to the release of many from debtors’ prison. In June 1732, he and 
twenty other trustees, including Burton, had obtained a charter from 
George II and founded the colony for the sake of relieving the poor 
and giving them a chance to start over. Oglethorpe was appointed 
governor. 

So it was that in February 1733, one hundred and twenty emi-
grants established the first main settlement of the colony, which 
would become Savannah. In the following years, Protestant groups 
from Salzburg, Germany, joined them as they fled the control of the 
Catholic Church. Scottish Highlanders and some of the Moravians 
seeking to spread the Word of God among the Native Americans 
followed. 

John was intrigued by the prospect of ministering to the 
unspoiled natives, and he asked Charles to join him. Oglethorpe 
appointed Charles as his secretary. John, Charles, and two other 
gentlemen from the Holy Club, Benjamin Ingham and Charles Dela-
motte, set out with three hundred passengers aboard the Simmonds 
on October 21, 1735. Charles was ordained on the eve of the voyage. 

23 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 72.



40

God’s Generals    O   The Revivalists

The ship was escorted to allay fears of attack by the Spanish. When 
this escort had to part with the Simmonds, the ship docked at Cowes 
on the Isle of Wight and waited for a more proper convoy before 
moving on. 

Once on board, however, the four Methodists wasted no time 
establishing a rigorous schedule of private devotion, Bible reading, 
and public prayer services. The four friends rose at four o’clock each 
morning and retired between nine and ten o’clock at night. Every 
moment of the day was mapped out with study, prayer, attending 
services, meeting their physical needs with meals and the like, and 
engaging others in discussions about religion. 

Among the passengers was a large group of German Moravi-
ans—the fifth such group to go to Georgia—who quickly became 
known for their piety and heart for prayer. The Wesleys and their 
two friends attended the German Moravians’ meeting each evening, 
and John studied German in order to communicate with them. They 
observed how the Moravians worshipped with genuine emotion and 
prayed spontaneous, heartfelt prayers. The Moravians practiced sup-
portive group fellowship, Bible study, hymn singing, and a quiet, 
personal trust in God for salvation that made an impression on the 
four “Holy Clubbers.” Yet something else would impress them all 
the more in the days to come.

After several weeks’ delay anchored at Cowes on the Isle of 
Wight, the ship finally left for the broad Atlantic on December 10 
with a convoy of forty ships. The journey became a succession of 
storms. Faced with death at the hands of these tempests, John found 
himself surprisingly unprepared to die, though he thought he was 
at peace with God. He even asked himself, “How is it thou hast no 
faith?”24 

The Moravians, however, acted in stark contrast to this. No 
matter how severe the storm, they showed no more fear than they 
had pride, anger, or unforgiveness previously during the voyage. In 
fact, in the midst of one of the storms, they were holding a service 
and singing a psalm when a wave crashed over the vessel, tearing the 
main sail to pieces, flooding the decks, and pouring into the levels 
below with such a force that many thought the ship would be swal-
lowed up by the ocean. Yet the Germans sang on as if they hadn’t 

24 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 78.
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even noticed, despite the multitude of English passengers who were 
panicking and crying out in terror. Never had John met one person, 
let alone an entire group of men, women, and children, who were so 
unafraid to die. 

John decided to try to model their example of how fearing God 
meant fearing nothing else in this life. At the same time, however, he 
realized that these people had something from God that he lacked—
and it was something he desperately wanted. Being a man with a 
call and a title, however, he was still too proud to search it out. This 
search would have to wait until his efforts in 
Georgia proved to be a failure several times 
over and he finally returned to England, 
hungrier and more desperate for God than 
ever. So John continued his inner battle to 
“achieve grace” without the revelation of 
this type of “heart faith,” which he would 
later discover.

The Simmonds landed in Georgia on the 
morning of February 5, 1736, and the pas-
sengers set foot in America for the first time. 
Eager to begin his work, John consulted 
with a Moravian pastor, Augustus Gottlieb 
Spangenberg, for advice. During the course 
of the conversation, Spangenberg said point-
edly, “My brother, I must first ask you one 
or two questions. Have you the witness within yourself? Does the 
Spirit of God bear witness with your spirit that you are a child of 
God?” 

John was so surprised by the questions that he didn’t know what 
to answer, so Spangenberg rephrased the question: “Do you know 
the Christ Jesus?” John paused again, then answered, “I know He is 
the Saviour of the world.” “True,” Spangenberg countered, “but do 
you know He has saved you?” Wesley answered, “I hope He has died 
to save me.” Undeterred, Spangenberg rephrased the question again: 
“Do you know yourself?” John again hesitated before answering “I 
do” as confidently as he could; however, he felt these were empty 
words.25

25 Southey, Life of Wesley, 52.
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Through this conversation, John was again confronted with the 
fact that the Moravians had something of God that he did not, but 
he was still too proud to admit it and humble himself enough before 
God to receive it. However, John became a faithful friend of Span-
genberg and the other Moravians, and spent a great deal of time 
with them in Savannah, continually inquiring about their church in 
Herrnhut and trying to learn as much from them as he could.

Savannah was still in its early stages when the four Method-
ists arrived, the entire settlement being a little more than a mile 

and a third in circumference. There were 
fewer than two hundred buildings, though 
some of them were two and three stories 
high, and the population was roughly 520. 
Because of the dearth of public buildings, 
the courthouse doubled as the church. Since 
the minister John was replacing was still 
in Savannah when John arrived, it would 
be three more weeks before John took up 
lodging in the parsonage, so he continued 
to live aboard the Simmonds. During that 
time, John made his first contact with 
the Native Americans, who received him 

heartily. It gave him great hope for what he would accomplish in the 
New World.

In his first sermon, John preached about 1 Corinthians 13, also 
describing the deathbed of his father and one he had experienced 
since arriving in Savannah. The congregation seemed deeply moved. 
In fact, John had an almost immediate effect on the community. 
Only ten days after his arrival, there was a ball that one of the new 
gentleman settlers had arranged. It was an utter failure, though, for 
that very evening, the church was filled to overflowing with people 
praying; the ballroom was all but empty. 

As a rule, new colonies rarely attracted the best type of people 
to make up their initial populations, especially one such as this that 
was developed to give people failing in the Old World a fresh start in 
the New. The poor were also relatively unchurched in Great Britain 
because the Church of England had little patience with them. People 
of good reputation and high social standing had little or no reason to 
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leave Great Britain and start over. As a result, most of the settlers in 
Georgia were seeking adventure, had nothing to lose, or were flee-
ing from disreputable pasts. Thus, it didn’t take long for the Wesley 
brothers’ call to a more holy lifestyle to start rubbing many of them 
the wrong way. 

When Oglethorpe went to help with the settlement in Frederica, 
situated one hundred miles south of Savannah, Charles Wesley and 
Benjamin Ingham went with him, leaving John Wesley and Charles 
Delamotte in Savannah. Though Savannah was still a budding 
settlement, it was highly civilized compared to Frederica, whose 
inhabitants were rowdy and hostile. When Charles tried to teach or 
preach, he was seen as too strict and many in the congregation grew 
offended by his accusational tone. When he attempted to reform 
character and settle petty disputes, he succeeded only in giving both 
sides a common enemy; their common goal was getting him out of 
their business. One day while Charles was praying in a myrtle grove, 
a gunshot rang out—the ball only narrowly missed him. Charles did 
not ignore the warning in this shot.

Shortly after this, Oglethorpe took an expedition to visit the 
Native Americans in the area. While he was gone, in the midst of 
a sermon by Charles, the town doctor fired a practice shot with 
his rifle, aiming so close to the building the church was meeting 
in that the constable felt it his duty to arrest him. It was Charles 
who incurred blame, however, because everyone thought he had 
called for the officer to do this. The doctor’s wife ran through the 
streets, shouting expletives and defaming Charles’s character, and 
the doctor refused to go out to any patients, even though there was 
a woman who needed him. When Oglethorpe returned, he found 
the town in an uproar. Many threatened to desert the settlement if 
something was not done, and all pointed to Charles as the cause of 
the trouble.

While Oglethorpe did manage the complainers with a stern 
hand, he also expressed his disappointment with the Wesleys. He 
had hoped that they would bring some peace and order to the colony, 
but instead, all he saw were formal prayers, poorly attended church 
services, and general meddling in the affairs of others. While he did 
not fault the brothers for the current chaos, he was frustrated that 
they had done nothing to alleviate it.
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While John and Charles maintained unquestionable devotion 
and sincerity in their religion at this time, it is important to remem-
ber that neither man was yet born again, nor did either have the 
Holy Spirit working actively in his life. Again, they were lacking 
that something possessed by the porter at Oxford and by the Mora-
vians—that something whose absence John had recognized. John’s 
early conversation with Pastor Spangenberg exhibited, however, that 
as ordained ministers called to lead the religious life in Georgia, he 
and Charles were too proud to admit that they were not, in reality, 
qualified for that job. They were disciplined in practicing religion 
but knew little of Jesus himself and the benefits of operating in the 
power of the Holy Spirit.

While John’s interventions in Frederica were helpful, the area 
still seemed hopeless. Moreover, Charles became ill, and Oglethorpe 
dealt tyrannically with him. He had provided none of the furnish-
ings Charles had expected and barred him from using any of his. 
Charles did not have as much as a bed to sleep on, and when he arose 
from a fever to perform a funeral service, he was given the deceased 
man’s bedstead. The next day, Oglethorpe gave the bed to someone 
else he felt needed it more. It was a trying time for Charles.

Charles and Oglethorpe eventually made amends after 
Oglethorpe returned from freeing Georgia from a Spanish block-
ade. Oglethorpe had thought the struggle would cost him his life, 
but when Charles’s prayers that he would return were answered, 
Oglethorpe’s harshness softened. When the governor sent Charles 
back to England in August 1736 with some important paperwork, 
however, Charles did not return. His American adventure had lasted 
only about six months.

While John’s primary goal in going to Georgia had been to min-
ister to the Native Americans, obstacle after obstacle prevented him 
from doing so. He had been appointed minister of Savannah without 
his consent, and the duties this position entailed kept him tied to 
the settlement. When he had an opportunity to go elsewhere, his 
parishioners persuaded him to wait for a replacement before leav-
ing; of course, a replacement never came. All the while, the Native 
American tribes were in the midst of wars that not only made it dan-
gerous to go, but also gave the men no time to listen to John preach 
the Gospel. His pattern of keeping busy with good works—teaching 
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catechism on Saturday and Sunday afternoons; reading prayers and 
holding daily services in English, Italian, and French; attending 
the Moravian services, and regularly visiting the sick, among other 
activities—also kept him tied to the colony. 

A Mismanaged Romance
Something else—someone else, rather—tied John to Savan-

nah, though he may have been unaware of it at first. She was Sophia 
Christiana Hopkey, the niece of Thomas Causton, the chief magis-
trate of Savannah. Upon the Wesley brothers’ arrival in Savannah, 
Causton and Oglethorpe wondered if wedding John to Sophia might 
not both tie him to the settlement and soften some of the eccentrici-
ties Oglethorpe felt were keeping John from being more useful to 
him. The relationship began roughly one month after John’s arrival 
in Savannah. Sophia was attractive, intelligent, and refined, and she 
was introduced to John as a wounded spirit, curious about the way 
to eternal life. The two seemed to be naturally progressing along the 
path Oglethorpe had hoped they would. 

From his writings, it is evident that John was quite smitten 
with Sophia Hopkey. But something apparently happened, perhaps 
between them, which prompted Sophia to go to Frederica for a time. 
Her departure compelled John to send his brother a letter, which he 
wrote partly in Greek to render the letter undecipherable if inter-
cepted:

I conjure you spare no time, no address or pains to learn 
the true cause of my friend’s former grief. I much doubt you 
are in the right. God forbid that she should again err thus. 
Watch over, guard her as much as you possibly can. Write 
to me, how it behooves me to write to her.26

When John went to Frederica in October of that year, some 
weeks after Charles’s departure, he found that Sophia had suffered 
from the general unsavory demeanor of the community. He wrote,

Even poor Miss Sophy was scarce the shadow of what she 
was when I left her. I endeavored to convince her of it, but 
in vain; and to put it effectually out of my power so to do, 

26 Southey, Life of Wesley, 61.
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she resolved to return to England immediately. I was at 
first a little surprised, but I soon recollected my spirits and 
remembered my calling.27

However, John soon convinced her to stay in Georgia, and when 
he returned to Savannah he took Sophia with him. 

After this, Sophia seemed to take every opportunity to be with 
John. She persuaded him to tutor her in French, and when John 
was seized with a fever, she nursed him night and day for five days 
until he recovered. She also seemed to hang on his every word. After 
inquiring about his preferences regarding dress and comportment, 
she began to wear only white and cast off everything ornate or gaudy. 
When John advised her not to eat immediately before bedtime for 
health reasons, she complied. As things progressed, it seemed the 
two would soon wed. 

As the anniversary of their arrival in Georgia approached, 
however, Delamotte cornered John and asked him if he intended to 
marry Sophia. John was taken aback and refused to answer. Delam-
otte tried to persuade him that her intentions would not align with 
his, and that she was seeking the convenience of a marriage; John 
was being duped by her charms. John became unsettled about the 
relationship and went to consult with the Moravian bishop, David 
Nitschman. The bishop heard him out but offered only to pray and 
consider the matter. 

Some time passed and John grew ever more anxious about the 
question. He decided to bring the matter before the board of Mora-
vian elders. Knowing that they were meeting, he went to their build-
ing and found Delamotte there with them. John told the group why 
he had come. The bishop explained that he had just had time to con-
sider the case, asking if John was willing to abide by whatever they 
advised. John was hesitant, but agreed. “Then,” replied Nitschman, 
“we advise you to proceed no further in this business.” Wesley 
could only reply weakly, “The will of the Lord be done.” John was 
heartbroken. In his journal, he likened the requirement of forsaking 
Sophia to God’s commanding him “to pull out my right eye; and by 
his grace I determined to do so.”28 

27 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 84.
28 Southey, Life of Wesley, 62.
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John could not bring himself to tell Sophia what had happened, 
but in the days that followed, his behavior changed so dramati-
cally that his intentions must have become quite evident to her. In 
response, Sophia was engaged to a reputable young man in the com-
munity named Williamson, and they were married four days later, 
on March 12—exactly one year after the day John was first intro-
duced to Sophia.  

While Sophia Hopkey did indeed appear to be fickle and was 
probably every bit as crafty as Delamotte suggested, John’s heart 
would never be the same. The bitterness of his lost love must have 
eaten at him, for John’s affections had been quite sincere. The mis-
sion to Georgia was all but flourishing, and John could have stayed 
on quite comfortably for some time, but his heart could not bear 
it. To make things worse, he bottled up his feelings within himself, 
as he likened God’s commandment to give up Sophia equivalent to 
God’s word to Ezekiel:

Son of man, behold, I take away from thee the desire of thine eyes 
with a stroke: yet neither shalt thou mourn nor weep, neither shall 
thy tears run down. Forbear to cry, make no mourning for the dead, 
bind the tire of thine head upon thee, and put on thy shoes upon thy 
feet, and cover not thy lips, and eat not the bread of men.  
 (Ezekiel 24:16–17)

John threw himself back into his work. In short order, John 
began to see flaws in Sophia’s character that he had not noticed 
before, and he pointed them out to her. She chafed at his admoni-
tions, and trouble began to brew. Sophia’s uncle Causton, the magis-
trate, was exactly the type of passionate man colonies often attract-
ed—it was said he had fled England to shirk charges in a financial 
dispute—and to incite his wrath was a grave mistake of any man. 
Being ill, however, he let the matter fall to his wife, and Mrs. Caus-
ton spoke with John and asked for his reproofs in writing, which he 
delivered. Several weeks later, John refused to allow Sophia and her 
new husband to take Communion in church. Williamson took this 
prohibition as a personal insult and sued John, demanding payment 
of 1,000 pounds for defamation of character. Causton, John’s former 
friend and confidante, gave him every opportunity to explain him-
self. But when John tried to hold up the veil of clergyman as a right 
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not to answer, Causton lost all patience with him and said he would 
not rest until John gave account of himself. John complied by writ-
ing to Sophia, stating that she had not properly informed him of her 
plans to take Communion that day. He also explained that he was 
not permitted to give Holy Communion to someone who had sinned 
without repenting. 

Things went from bad to worse when Causton took the letter 
and shared it with everyone who would listen, omitting portions 
that didn’t fit his purpose and exaggerating others to increase their 
impact. John wrote a letter in response, which he read aloud in a 

public service. Sophia wrote out an affida-
vit saying that Wesley had made several 
successive marriage proposals to her, all of 
which she had refused, and she insinuated 
many harmful things about John’s charac-
ter. John asked for a copy of the letter, and 
Causton told him he could obtain one from 
any newspaper office in America, as they 
had spread them everywhere to ensure 
he would never find another post on that 
continent. A grand jury of fifty men was 
called to hear the case, but the popula-
tion was such that only forty-four could 
be found. Ten counts were brought against 
John, only one of which was valid: that he 
had spoken and written to Sophia without 
her husband’s permission. John demanded 

that the case be decided immediately, but the hearing was delayed 
for months. In the meantime, John’s financial sources dried up, yet 
he determined to stay in Georgia no matter what. 

The weeks dragged on. After much deliberation and prayer, John 
decided to return to England, and he set sail aboard the Samuel for 
his native land on December 22, 1737. He was dejected and finally 
seemed humble enough to search out just what it was that the Mora-
vians had found that he had not. Reflecting on this time in Georgia 
and lamenting his own spiritual state, he wrote the following entry 
in his journal on Tuesday, February 24, 1738:

John seemed  
a man with  
a form of 

godliness, but 
none of the 
power that 

went with it; 
that would 

soon change, 
however.
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I went to America, to convert the Indians; but oh! who shall 
convert me? who, what is he that will deliver me from this 
evil heart of mischief? I have a fair summer religion. I can 
talk well; nay, and believe myself, while no danger is near; 
but let death look me in the face, and my spirit is troubled. 
Nor can I say, “To die is gain!”29

Until this point, John’s life had been plagued by a lack of clear 
conviction about the nature of his true calling from God. While 
doing good never deserves condemnation, doing good can some-
times be an obstacle that keeps us from doing what is best. John hun-
gered for approval, as we all do, but too often he let this obstruct his 
path to finding his true purpose. He had rejected his father’s appeal 
to lead the parish in Epworth, but as his father neared death, he had 
relented and applied, only to be rejected. He had traveled to Georgia 
to minister to the Indians, but he had busied himself with every-
thing else possible when he got there. When he was named minister 
for Savannah without his consent, he accepted the appointment to 
please the local community in lieu of rejecting it and following his 
heart. The faith of the Moravians tugged at his spirit, but he was not 
willing to risk his position or self-assurance to answer that call. John 
showed every sign of being a man who had a form of godliness, but 
none of the power that went with it. Thank God for all of us, how-
ever, this was soon going to change. 

“I Felt My Heart Strangely Warmed”
With John Wesley aboard, the Samuel dropped anchor in 

Downs, England, only a few hours after the departure of the ship 
bearing George Whitefield to Georgia. In fact, the two ships passed 
within sight of one another, but neither John nor George knew that 
a good friend was close enough to hear a shouted greeting. 

Upon landing in England, John learned that Whitefield had 
only just left and could still receive a message from him, so he wrote, 
“When I saw God by the wind which was carrying you out brought 
me in, I asked counsel of God. His answer you have enclosed.” It 

29 John Wesley, The Journal of John Wesley, Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.vi.ii.vii.html.
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appeared that John had scribbled advice on several strips of paper; 
by faith, he drew them as lots to indicate the will of God for White-
field. George pulled out the slip of paper, which said simply, “Let 
him return to England.”30 

After his failure in America, John must have found such advice 
warranted and confirming in a rather self-justifying way. After all, if 
he couldn’t succeed in America, what did Whitefield hope to accom-
plish? Whitefield, for his part, as he had no confidence in laying 
fleece before the Lord, laid the matter to prayer. As he prayed, he was 
reminded of the story in 1 Kings 13 about the prophet who turned 
from his calling because another man told him to do so. When he 
disobeyed the Lord, he was attacked and killed by a lion. Whitefield 
continued on in his mission without giving John’s counsel another 
thought. Ironically enough, Whitefield was sailing for Georgia 
because John had written to him to request his help there, for “the 
harvest is so great, and the labourers so few.”31 

Only four days after returning to London, John was introduced 
to three young Moravians—Wenceslaus Neisser, George Schulius, 
and Peter Bohler—who had been recently ordained by Count Zin-
zendorf. Upon making Bohler’s acquaintance, John took it upon 
himself to converse with him in German, and the two began a dia-
logue that continued over the next several months. 

Bohler’s discussions with John again showed him the possibil-
ity of a greater relationship with God than he had experienced up 
to this time, but his head still struggled with the Moravians’ beliefs, 
many of which conflicted with his own. John was determined to 
find holiness through devotion, determination, and discipline, while 
Bohler emphasized that salvation came only by faith in Jesus Christ 
alone and would be accompanied by love, peace, and joy in the Holy 
Ghost. John couldn’t see how this belief could be possible, but he 
couldn’t let the matter go, either. 

He was so perplexed that he wondered if it would be better 
for him to stop preaching until he had found this faith instead of 
continuing with what he felt was hypocrisy. When he asked Bohler 
whether he should stop preaching, Bohler replied, “By no means.” 

30 Southey, Life of Wesley, 75.
31 Ibid., 80.
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“But what can I preach?” Wesley asked. The Moravian answered, 
“Preach faith till you have it; and then because you have it, you will 
preach faith.”32

Bohler traveled with Wesley back to Oxford, where Charles 
tutored him in English. He spent more and more time in the com-
pany of the brothers, encouraging them in the development of their 
“Methodist Society.” Bohler wrote to Zinzendorf, 

I traveled with the two brothers, John and Charles Wesley, 
from London to Oxford. The elder, John, is a good-natured 
man; he knew he did not properly believe on the Savior, and 
was willing to be taught. His brother, with whom you often 
conversed a year ago, is at present very much distressed 
in his mind, but does not know how he shall begin to be 
acquainted with the Savior.33

The Wesley brothers were stretched by Bohler’s persistent con-
viction that grace is obtainable by faith alone, and that salvation 
immediately follows the recognition of that faith rather than being 
something that has to be worked for over time. “Would he rob me 
of my endeavors? I have nothing else to trust to,”34 Charles famously 
wrote. 

John decided to turn to the Bible for answers, and he was amazed 
by what he found, particularly in the book of Acts. Almost every sal-
vation proclaimed there was, in fact, instantaneous, and the slowest 
was that of the apostle Paul—it took a mere three days. John was 
thirty-five at this time, and he had never seen this in the Scriptures 
before. He wondered if perhaps something within him had changed. 
“But,” he said, 

I was beat out of this retreat too by the concurring evidence 
of several living witnesses, who testified God had thus 
wrought in themselves; giving them in a moment such faith 
in the blood of His Son, as translated them out of darkness 
into light, out of sin and fear into holiness and happiness. 

32 Ibid., 84. The emphasis is Southey’s. 
33 “December 15, 1737: Zinzendorf Ordained Peter Bohler,” Christian History 
Institute, http://chi.gospelcom.net/DAILYF/2003/12/daily-12-15-2003.shtml.
34 Ibid.



52

God’s Generals    O   The Revivalists

Here ended my disputing: I could now only cry out, Lord, 
help Thou my unbelief!35

Soon more Moravians came to London and began to have regu-
lar meetings. Bohler left for Georgia, having long intended to do 
so. John lamented his departure and continued to struggle with his 
doctrine, even though he was still preaching passionately in vari-
ous congregations. He even exchanged letters with William Law 
expressing his frustration at finding nothing of this teaching in his 
writing or previous interactions with him. 

A surprising letter arrived from Charles, reporting that he had 
made his peace with God. While sick a second time with pleuri-
sy36—which had threatened his life earlier—he went to the house of 
a man named Bray, a “poor ignorant mechanic…who knew nothing 
but Christ.”37 While staying there, on May 21, 1738, Charles found 
the faith and assurance of his salvation that Bohler had taught him 
and his brother about. In that same hour, his strength returned to 
him and he rose up, healed. John was pleased for his brother because 
of his renewed spiritual and physical health, but he could not help 
feeling much less worthy of salvation than he had felt before. He 
expressed this feeling of worthlessness thusly:

I feel I am sold under sin. I know that I deserve nothing but 
wrath, being full of abominations. All my works, my righ-
teousness, my prayers, need an atonement for themselves. 
I have nothing to plead. God is holy, I am unholy. God is 
a consuming fire, I am altogether a sinner, meet to be con-
sumed. Yet I hear a voice, Believe, and thou shalt be saved. 
He that believeth is passed from death unto life. Oh, let no 
one deceive us by vain words as if we had already attained 
this faith!...Saviour of men, save us from trusting in any-
thing but Thee! Draw us after Thee! Let us be emptied of 
ourselves, and then fill us with all peace and joy in believ-
ing, and let nothing separate us from Thy love in time or 
eternity.38

35 Southey, Life of Wesley, 86.
36 A severe respiratory illness.
37 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 100.
38 Southey, Life of Wesley, 90. The emphasis is Southey’s.
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However, on the evening of Wednesday, May 24, 1738, this feel-
ing changed dramatically. It is best to catch this change in John’s 
own words from his journal:

 In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in 
Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface 
to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, 
while he was describing the change which God works in 
the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salva-
tion; and an assurance was given me that He had taken 
away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin 
and death. 
 I began to pray with all my might for those who had in a 
more especial manner despitefully used me and persecuted 
me. I then testified openly to all there what I now first felt 
in my heart. But it was not long before the enemy suggested, 
“This cannot be faith; for where is thy joy?” Then was I 
taught that peace and victory over sin are essential to faith 
in the Captain of our salvation; but that, as to the transports 
of joy that usually attend the beginning of it, especially in 
those who have mourned deeply, God sometimes giveth, 
sometimes withholdeth, them according to the counsels of 
His own will.
 After my return home, I was much buffeted with temp-
tations, but I cried out, and they fled away. They returned 
again and again. I as often lifted up my eyes, and He “sent 
me help from his holy place.” And herein I found the differ-
ence between this and my former state chiefly consisted. I 
was striving, yea, fighting with all my might under the law, 
as well as under grace. But then I was sometimes, if not 
often, conquered; now, I was always conqueror.
 Thursday, 25.—The moment I awakened, “Jesus, 
Master,” was in my heart and in my mouth; and I found all 
my strength lay in keeping my eye fixed upon Him and my 
soul waiting on Him continually. Being again at St. Paul’s 
in the afternoon, I could taste the good word of God in 
the anthem which began, “My song shall be always of the 
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loving-kindness of the Lord: with my mouth will I ever be 
showing forth thy truth from one generation to another.” 
Yet the enemy injected a fear, “If thou dost believe, why is 
there not a more sensible change?” I answered (yet not I), 
“That I know not. But, this I know, I have ‘now peace with 
God.’ And I sin not today, and Jesus my Master has forbid-
den me to take thought for the morrow.”39

The Moravians had given the Wesley brothers the key they 
needed to transform their nation—the new birth. England was 
caught in the grip of the Calvinist belief that no one could know 
who was predestined to be saved, as well as the Church of England’s 
teaching that the sacraments were the necessary duty of anyone 
who hoped he was predestined for salvation. The Methodist Revival 
would transform England by teaching that not only could you know 
that you were saved, but also that you could receive that salvation 
immediately and have peace in your heart thereafter. Then, when 
John’s “methods” of pursuing holiness were added to this—which 
included “united societies” for believers to gather together regularly, 
focusing on prayer, fasting, and searching the Scriptures—revival 
now had not only a framework, but also the spark of the Holy Spirit 
and the power of God for transformation. 

This was an epochal time for John and Charles, who were sud-
denly challenged to give up strict adherence to their ascetic piety for 
a singular passion of seeing the lost saved by personal faith in Christ. 
Charles burst forth in writing hymns that proclaimed God’s good-
ness and grace. John set immediately to preaching the “good news.” 
Where they had before abounded in zeal for study and discipline, 
they now overflowed with passionate enthusiasm for saving souls. 
The simplicity of the Gospel had been made clear at last, and where 
they had earlier failed to understand or convey it, they now gave 
themselves over completely to making known to all the simple truth 
of God’s redeeming love. 

John and Charles were consumed by a new revelation that 
faith comes by hearing the genuine Word of God preached rather 
than by observing sacraments or even making great sacrifices. John 

39 Wesley, Journal of John Wesley, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.vi.ii.xvi.
html.
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described this time as the second major turning point in his life; 
the first was in 1725, when he dedicated himself to the work of the 
ministry and the pursuit of outward holiness. John and Charles now 
both rejoiced in the knowledge of having been made holy once and 
for all through the blood of Jesus. They were finally able to let go of 
their burdensome struggle to “enforce holiness” through their own 
strength of will, good works, and pious devotion.

Having spoken often about the means of grace being achieved 
through “‘works of piety’ (spiritual disciplines) and ‘works of mercy’ 
(doing good to others),”40 they would now 
teach a means of grace provided exclu-
sively through faith in Christ—God alone 
transforms believers through prayer, Bible 
reading, meditation, and Holy Commu-
nion. They taught that it is the power of 
God’s love at work in us that enables 
believers to aspire to holiness of heart 
and life. This shift in perspective led to 
the brothers’ emphatic exhortation that 
we must acknowledge God’s extravagant 
love for us before we are to begin to love 
Him in return or to love our neighbor as 
we should. They also taught that yield-
ing to God’s love and allowing it to flow 
through us will ultimately produce “every Christian grace, every 
holy and happy temper. And from those springs uniform holiness of 
[action].”41 Like Peter and Paul before them, once the Wesley broth-
ers personally experienced the resurrection life of Christ in their 
own hearts by faith, they could not help giving their lives wholly in 
order to make that life known to all. 

On June 11, 1738, eighteen days after his conversion, John 
preached a sermon entitled “Salvation by Faith,” which was based 

40 Charles Yrigoyen Jr., Holiness of Heart and Life, 33, quoted in “Spiritual Disci-
plines: Works of Piety,” John Wesley: Holiness of Heart and Life, General Board of 
Global Ministries, United Methodist Church, http://gbgm-umc.org/umw/wesley/
disciple.stm.
41 Randy L. Maddox, “Be Ye Perfect?” Christian History 20, no. 1 [Issue 69]  
(2001): 32.
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on Ephesians 2:8—“By grace are ye saved through faith”—before the 
university at Oxford. In this sermon, he said,

Wherewithal then shall a sinful man atone for any the least 
of his sins? With his own works? No. Were they ever so 
many or holy, they are not his own, but God’s. But indeed 
they are all unholy and sinful themselves, so that every one 
of them needs a fresh atonement. Only corrupt fruit grows 
on a corrupt tree. And his heart is altogether corrupt and 
abominable; being “come short of the glory of God,” the 
glorious righteousness at first impressed on his soul, after 
the image of his great Creator. Therefore, having nothing, 
neither righteousness nor works, to plead, his mouth is 
utterly stopped before God.42

Because it contradicted strict Calvinist doctrine, John’s message 
was considered an open threat to the Church of England. Through-
out the course of the following year, John became increasingly 
unwelcome at every church in London and the surrounding areas. 
Although John and Charles desired unity, they felt compelled to 
follow their inner conviction and continued to teach and disciple the 
growing group of Oxford Methodists. Meetings were held in small 
rooms, filled to capacity, where the Holy Spirit moved freely and 
touched lives. After experiencing the deep impact of God’s living 
Spirit, Wesley and his converts could not fit easily into the confines 
of the Church of England, no matter their willingness to do so. Woe-
fully, John found himself altogether unwelcome in the Church of 
England. 

John Journeys to Herrnhut
Hoping to find his bearings, John decided to travel to Herrnhut 

in Saxony (Germany) to gain a better understanding of the Mora-
vian Brethren and to see how they had discovered the truths of the 
new birth and life by the Spirit of God, a discovery he had found 
nowhere in the teachings of William Law or Thomas à Kempis. In 
July 1738, he set out with Ingham, who had been with him in Geor-
gia, and six others, for Germany. They landed at Rotterdam, and 

42 John Wesley, “Salvation by Faith,” Christian Classics Ethereal Library,  
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/sermons.v.i.html.
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then proceeded on to Ysselstein, where they spent a day with some 
English acquaintances living there. The next day, they continued on 
foot to Cologne, then up the Rhine to Mentz, and on to Frankfurt, 
where they were received by Peter Bohler’s parents. The next day, 
they reached Marienborn, where they found Count Zinzendorf and 
a group of more than fifty disciples from various nations. Describing 
the group, John wrote,

And here I continually met with what I sought for—living 
proofs of the power of faith; persons saved from inward as 
well as outward sin by the love of God shed abroad in their 
hearts, and from all doubt and fear by the abiding witness 
of the Holy Ghost given unto them.43

To his brother Samuel, he wrote,

God has given me, at length, the desire of my heart. I am 
with a church whose conversation is in heaven, in whom 
is the mind that was in Christ, and who so walk as He 
walked. As they have all one Lord and one faith, so they 
are all partakers of one spirit, the spirit of meekness and 
love, which uniformly and continually animates all their 
conversation. Oh! How high and holy a thing Christianity 
is! And how widely distant from that, I know not what, 
which is so called, though it neither purifies the heart, nor 
renews the life, after the image of our blessed Redeemer. I 
grieve to think how that holy name by which we are called 
must be blasphemed among the heathen, while they see 
discontented Christians, passionate Christians, resentful 
Christians, earthly-minded Christians. Yea, to come to 
what we are apt to count small things, while they see Chris-
tians judging one another, ridiculing one another, speak-
ing evil of one another, increasing instead of bearing one 
another’s burdens.44 

John and his companions spent two weeks here, learning what 
they could before traveling on to Herrnhut, a journey that took them 
eleven days. At this time, Herrnhut comprised about one hundred 

43 Southey, Life of Wesley, 103.
44 Ibid., 104–105.
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houses of inhabitants who had continued their twenty-four-hour-a-
day, seven-day-a-week prayer service for more than a decade. While 
John found many of their customs strange, he grew increasingly 
uncomfortable with the sway Zinzendorf’s “apostleship” gave him 
over everyone there. Even though he found their neatly organized 
lifestyle almost monastic, he marveled to find the same love here 
as he had found among Zinzendorf’s disciples at Marienborn. John 
spent another two weeks in Herrnhut before departing on foot to 
return to England. While he greatly admired the Moravians and 
their doctrine, he found he didn’t fit in with their community and 
cultural differences—perhaps, he thought, because he didn’t under-
stand them, but also because God had another calling for him. On 
departing, he wrote, “I would gladly have spent my life here; but my 
Master calling me to labour in another part of His vineyard, I was 
constrained to take my leave of this happy place.”45 He arrived back 
in London on September 16, still hungry to find exactly what it was 
God was calling him to do with the rest of his life.

Those Shouting Methodists
On New Year’s Day, 1739, the Wesley brothers were joined by 

Whitefield, who had recently returned from his ministry in Georgia, 
as well as Ingham and about sixty others, for a love feast like the one 
they had shared among the Moravian Brethren. When the midnight 
hour struck, they prayed and worshipped; this continued on into the 
morning as they fervently sought God’s will and direction. Then, at 
approximately three o’clock, the power of God moved in an unusual 
way. Everyone present fell down, crying and weeping with joy. Then 
they “broke out with one voice, ‘We praise thee O God, we acknowl-
edge thee to be the Lord.’”46 A renewed compassion enveloped them 
as the love and mercy they felt for the lost compelled them afresh to 
lay down their lives for the sake of the Gospel. Whitefield acknowl-
edged the power manifested in this time, saying,

45 Southey, Life of Wesley, 113.
46 John Wesley, The Journal of John Wesley, vol. 2, ed. Nehemiah Curnock (London: 
Epworth Publishing, 1938), 122–125, quoted in Eddie L. Hyatt, 2000 Years of Charis-
matic Christianity: A 20th Century Look at Church History from a Pentecostal/Charismatic 
Perspective (Chicota, TX and Tulsa, OK: Hyatt International Ministries, Inc., 
1996), 106.
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It was a Pentecost season indeed: sometimes whole nights 
were spent in prayer. Often have we been filled as with new 
wine; and often have I seen them overwhelmed with the 
Divine Presence, and cry out, “Will God indeed dwell with 
men upon the earth? How dreadful is this place? This is no 
other than the house of God and the gate of heaven!”47

In the months that followed, they would need the courage and 
strength of vision they walked away with after those nights. What-
ever the Holy Spirit imparted would carry those present—especially 
John, Charles, and George—to entirely new levels of ministry. It 
would be the year the great Methodist Revival—or the Great Awak-
ening—would begin. 

From that point on, because of their emphasis on the work and 
ministry of the Holy Spirit, the Wesley brothers and their follow-
ers became known as “enthusiasts.” Their 
meetings had a reputation of being emo-
tional and unpredictable. A printed pam-
phlet was widely circulated that explained 
the Greek interpretation of “enthusiast” 
as “possession by a divine spirit.” Believ-
ing the “enthusiasts” had fallen prey to the 
wrong kind of spirit, the Church of England 
shut its doors to them. This didn’t seem to 
matter, though, as God was already plant-
ing seeds of insight in Whitefield’s heart 
about what was ahead. In once particular 
instance when crowds were turned away 
because the building was already full, 
Whitefield felt compelled to go out and 
stand on a tombstone to address the hundreds gathered outside. It 
wouldn’t be long before he was doing regular open-air preaching, 
which drew audiences bigger than any building in Britain could hold.

By the spring of 1739, upon the urging of Whitefield, John 
found there was nothing left for him to do but take his preaching 
outside the church doors. He followed his friend to Bristol that 
March. Whitefield had already delved into open-air preaching in the  

47 Southey, Life of Wesley, 123.
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bustling Bristol area, hoping to reach the multitudes of coal miners 
and shipyard workers there. On March 29, John and Charles accom-
panied Whitefield to the town square with the intention of bring-
ing their message of faith to whoever would listen. At first, John 
opposed preaching out in the open, but as Whitefield got started, 
a noisy crowd gathered out of sheer curiosity. Were their hearts 
prepared to hear the sacred truths he was about to impart? While 
thoughts of uncertainty flooded John’s mind, Whitefield, not hesi-
tating to take advantage of this opportunity, spoke boldly, inspiring 
the eager listeners with God’s Word. Looking on, John was moved 
by the sea of faces so thirsty for the water of the Word.

The next day, John stood on a little hill outside of town and 
delivered his own first open-air message to a reported three thou-
sand people. He preached from Luke 4:18–19:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He has anointed Me 
to preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent Me to heal the broken-
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to 
the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed; to proclaim the 
acceptable year of the Lord. 

The Spirit of the Lord was upon him from that day forth to 
preach the Gospel to the poor. 

John was ecstatic and so invigorated by the experience that he 
couldn’t wait for the next opportunity to preach in the open air. Once 
he experienced the thrill of “field preaching,” there was no turning 
back. He had found a willing audience, and although they were not 
always receptive, he knew that what he had to share was what they 
needed most. In the words of biographer Basil Miller, “Here was 
a crowd of people to whom his message came as a bursting light 
from heaven, and he would not deny them this glimpse of Christ.”48 
From then on, almost until his dying day, John preached to whoever 
would hear him, not only daily, but sometimes three or four times 
a day. John preached wherever he could—in barns, fields, and town 
squares. As the Holy Spirit moved among the crowds, people would 
cry out, shout for joy, and fall down under the power of God. A wit-
ness wrote the following:

48 Basil Miller, John Wesley: The World His Parish (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Publishing, 1943), 71.
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Blasphemers cried for mercy; sinners were smitten to the earth 
in deep conviction; even passing travelers were so affected. 
A physician studied a case of a woman whom he had known 
for years, and as he saw perspiration break from her face and 
her body shake he decided this was no mere physical disor-
der but that it was evidence of God’s workings.49

Such scenes were frequent in Bristol, in society halls and the 
open air alike. People would cry out under the conviction of sin as 
if they were about to die, prayer would be offered for them, and they 
would rise up, rejoicing in God their Savior. 

One such case was that of John Hayden, a weaver known 
throughout the community as an upstanding churchman. Hearing 
what was happening under John’s ministry, he came to see for him-
self; he left, unimpressed. After the meeting, he told his friends that 
it was all a delusion. He sat down to dinner the next day and finished 
reading a sermon he had borrowed, entitled “Salvation by Faith.” 
After he read the last line, his face changed color and he fell from 
his chair, screaming and beating himself against the ground. The 
Wesley brothers were called, and they came as quickly as possible. 
When they arrived, they found the house full of people; Hayden 
was in the same unusual state. Hayden’s wife had first tried to keep 
everyone out, but Hayden cried out, “No; let them come; let all the 
world see the just judgment of God.” As John entered, he announced 
to those present, “Ay, this is he who, I said, was a deceiver of the 
people. But God has overtaken me. I said it was a delusion; but this 
is no delusion.” Then he roared, “O thou devil! Thou cursed devil! 
Yea, thou legion of devils! Thou canst not stay. Christ will cast thee 
out! I know His work is begun. Tear me to pieces, if thou wilt; but 
thou canst not hurt me.” As soon as he had spoken, he began beating 
himself on the ground again, his chest heaving and sweat rolling off 
of his face. The Wesley brothers and those with them began to pray 
earnestly, continuing until the seizures had stopped and Hayden 
was set free of them. John returned that evening to find that though 
Hayden was weak and had no voice, he was full of peace and the joy 
of the Holy Spirit.50 

49 Ibid., 75.
50 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 122–123.
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Similar events and reactions followed John to London and 
Newcastle as he ministered in those places. Though both George 
and Charles were more boisterous and emotional preachers, such 
seizures rarely happened when they ministered. John’s words were 
calm and measured yet seemed to penetrate straight to the hearts of 
his listeners. 

As these things manifested in their meetings, they were also 
often called upon to pray for those sick or demonically oppressed. The 
following excerpt from John’s journals tells of one such instance:

 Thur. [October] 25 [1739].—I was sent for to one in Bris-
tol, who was taken ill the evening before. (This fact too I 
will simply relate, so far as I was an ear or eye witness of 
it.) She lay on the ground, furiously gnashing her teeth, and 
after a while roared aloud. It was not easy for three or four 
persons to hold her, especially when the name of Jesus was 
named. We prayed; the violence of her symptoms ceased, 
though without a complete deliverance. 
 In the evening, being sent for to her again, I was unwill-
ing, indeed, afraid, to go: Thinking it would not avail, unless 
some who were strong in faith were to wrestle with God for 
her. I opened my Testament on those words, “I was afraid, 
and went and hid thy talent in the earth.” I stood reproved, 
and went immediately. She began screaming before I came 
into the room; then broke out into a horrid laughter, mixed 
with blasphemy, grievous to hear. One who from many cir-
cumstances apprehended a preternatural agent to be con-
cerned in this, asking, “How didst thou dare to enter into a 
Christian?” was answered, “She is not a Christian. She is 
mine.” Q. “Dost thou not tremble at the name of Jesus?” No 
words followed, but she shrunk back and trembled exceed-
ingly. Q. “Art thou not increasing thy own damnation?” 
It was faintly answered, “Ay, ay:” Which was followed by 
fresh cursing and blaspheming. 
 My brother coming in, she cried out, “Preacher! Field 
preacher! I don’t love field-preaching.” This was repeated 
two hours together, with spitting, and all the expressions of 
strong aversion. 
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 We left her at twelve, but called again about noon on 
Friday, 26. And now it was that God showed He heareth 
the prayer. All her pangs ceased in a moment: She was 
filled with peace, and knew that the son of wickedness was 
departed from her.51

In another instant, John was called to a man on his deathbed:

 Wed. [December] 15 [1742].—I preached at Horsley-
upon-Tyne, eight (computed) miles from Newcastle. It 
was about two in the afternoon. The house not containing 
the people, we stood in the open air in spite of the frost. 
I preached again in the evening, and in the morning. We 
then chose to walk home, having each of us catched a vio-
lent cold by riding the day before. Mine gradually wore off; 
but Mr. Meyrick’s increased, so that, oil Friday, he took his 
bed....
 Mon. 20.—We laid the first stone of the house. Many 
were gathered, from all parts, to see it; but none scoffed 
or interrupted, while we praised God, and prayed that he 
would prosper the work of our hands upon us. Three or four 
times in the evening, I was forced to break off preaching, 
that we might pray and give thanks to God. When I came 
home, they told me the physician said, he did not expect 
Mr. Meyrick would live till the morning. I went to him, but 
his pulse was gone. He had been speechless and senseless 
for some time. A few of us immediately joined in prayer: 
(I relate the naked fact:) before we had done his sense and 
his speech returned. Now, he that will account for this by 
natural causes, has my free leave: but I choose to say, This 
is the power of God.
 Sat. 25.—The physician told me he could do no more; 
Mr. Meyrick could not live over the night. I went up, and 
found them all crying about him; his legs being cold, and 
(as it seemed) dead already. We all kneeled down, and 
called upon God with strong cries and tears. He opened 

51 John Wesley, The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M., vol. 3. Edited by John 
Emory. (New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1840), 162.
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his eyes, and called for me; and, from that hour, he contin-
ued to recover his strength, till he was restored to perfect 
health.52

The Wesleys faced some of the same challenges that modern 
Charismatics/Pentecostals do—the challenge of discerning between 
the godly experiences of grace and other types of spiritual or emo-
tional manifestations. Needless to say, they were operating under 
the power of the Holy Spirit and that anointing no doubt informed 
and empowered their preaching—as well as attracting a great deal 
of controversy and criticism. 

The Wesleyan revivals were known for loud volumes and 
intense emotional displays. Followers became known as the “shout-
ing Methodists,” as their cries would literally interrupt the preach-
ers, making the gatherings appear chaotic and unruly. Again, John’s 
journals tell of such meetings:

Saturday [June] 16, [1739] We met at Fetter-lane, to humble 
ourselves before God, and own he had justly withdrawn 
his Spirit from us, for our manifold unfaithfulness. We 
acknowledged our having grieved Him by our divisions, 
one saying, I am of Paul, another, I am of Apollos; by our 
leaning again to our own works, and trusting in them, 
instead of Christ; by our resting in those little beginnings 
of sanctification, which it had pleased Him to work in our 
souls; and above all, by blaspheming his work among us, 
imputing it either to nature, to the force of imagination and 
animal spirits, or even to the delusion of the devil. In that 
hour, we found God with us as at the first. Some fell pros-
trate upon the ground. Others burst out, as with one con-
sent, into loud praise and thanksgiving. And many openly 
testified, there had been no such day as this, since January 
the first preceding.53

A witness described a meeting in 1746 as follows: “The assem-
bly appeared to be all in confusion, and must seem to one at a little 
distance more like a drunken rabble than the worshippers of God.” 

52 Wesley, Works of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M., vol. 3, 274–275.
53 John Wesley, The Works of the Reverend John Wesley, vol. 1 (London: The Confer-
ence Office, 1809), 388.



65

John & Charles Wesley

One convert wrote, “I thought they were distracted, such fools I’d 
never seen. They’d stamp and clap and tremble, and wail and cry.”54 
In his book The New Mystics, John Crowder writes that many saw 
shouting as a form of spiritual warfare, “as an act of worship that 
‘displaced satan from the camp.’”55

As the Wesley brothers traveled together, Charles began com-
posing hymns based on John’s sermons. Charles seemed to be stirred 
as frequently with a new hymn as John was with a new sermon. 
You could say that John had the oracle’s gift while Charles had the 
psalmist’s gift—John had the gift of touching people with God’s 
presence through his sermons and Charles through his hymns. He 
wrote hymns and poetry so prolifically that less than one year later, 
he published his first volume of songs, followed by several more vol-
umes in subsequent years. As John once described their relation-
ship to Charles, “I may be in some sense the head and you the heart 
of the work.”56 The hymns and sermons composed by the Wesley 
brothers provided the foundation upon which all Methodist doctrine 
and religious practices would be built. It was not long before they 
were using the printed page to expand the reach of their ministry. 
They were among the first evangelists to widely publish sermons, 
hymns, devotional readings, and even a monthly magazine. Their 
innovative forms of Bible teaching and corporate worship were so 
effective at making Christ known that hundreds of converts were 
added daily.

It is important to note here, that though the Church of England 
forced the Wesleys out of its doors, John and Charles never left the 
Anglican Church. For them, Methodism was an enhancement of 
Anglicanism—even though the doctrines of the two often clashed. 
John, for example, never let his societies meet on Sundays for fear 
they might replace attending Anglican services, and never gave up 
his ordination as an Anglican minister. Though the Wesleys rela-
tionship to the Church of England grew more and more tenuous 
over the years and they took their directions from no one but God 

54 John Crowder, The New Mystics: How to Become Part of the Supernatural Generation 
(Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 2006), 276–277.
55 Ibid., 277.
56 Richard P. Heitzenrater, “A Tale of Two Brothers,” Christian History 20, no. 1 
[Issue 69] (2001): 16.
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and their own hearts, Methodist ties to the church were never offi-
cially cut either by themselves or the Anglican hierarchy until after 
both John and Charles had passed away.

 “All the World Is My Parish”
In 1740, Wesley set up his first base of operations in a building 

that was formerly a foundry used for casting canons. It had been 
left damaged and unused for twenty years until Wesley purchased it 
and made it the first official meeting place of the London Methodist 
Society. Its main room was large enough to seat 1,500 people, and 
the building was soon converted into a meeting hall, school, and 
social welfare center. Not long after the Foundry was established, 

Wesley set up another headquarters 
in Bristol, where he had first preached 
in the open air. Next, he established a 
base in Newcastle, completing what 
John called a “far-flung triangular 
base that will cover all England—from 
Bristol to London to Newcastle.” 

The Wesley brothers drew larger 
and larger crowds as they shared 
God’s Word and enlightened listen-
ers through preaching and singing. As 
early as eight o’clock in the morning, 
audiences would number five or six 

thousand. Evening crowds could be even larger. When the towns-
folk and surrounding farmers heard that the Wesley brothers were 
on their way, they would travel from all over the region to experience 
firsthand John’s earth-shattering sermons and Charles’s heaven-
charged hymns. Success didn’t come without persecution, however, 
and those who flocked to these gatherings were often beaten, threat-
ened with their lives, and thrown out of town. The Wesley broth-
ers faced all these dangers with amazing courage and astonishing 
composure. John was known to flee an angry mob by jumping into 
a cold pond, swimming out, and resuming his preaching. He had 
the uncanny ability to calm a hostile mob and turn the most violent 
opposition his way. John had such love for the lost that he felt those 
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who persecuted him the most were those who needed him the most. 
With unwavering conviction of God’s call on his life, John wrote,

 God in Scripture commands me, according to my 
power, to instruct the ignorant, reform the wicked, confirm 
the virtuous. Man forbids me to do this in another’s parish; 
that is, in effect, to do it at all, seeing I have now no parish 
of my own, nor probably ever shall. Whom then shall I 
hear, God or man?
 I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far I mean, 
that, in whatever part of it I am, I judge it meet, right, and 
my bounden duty to declare unto all that are willing to 
hear, the glad tidings of salvation.57

On an average day, John preached three times, traveling about 
twenty miles on horseback. Every morning he began preaching at 
five o’clock in order to reach the workers on their way to the fields. 
He preached again at noon, when the workers broke for lunch, fol-
lowed often by two more times in the evening. Weather made no dif-
ference to his schedule—the brothers always kept every engagement, 
no matter the circumstances. John also recorded that he was mirac-
ulously healed on more than one occasion. In one such instance, he 
was so sick he couldn’t even raise his head. He wrote:

Friday, 8.—I found myself much out of order. However, I 
made shift to preach in the evening; but on Saturday my 
bodily strength quite failed so that for several hours I could 
scarcely lift up my head. Sunday, 10. I was obliged to lie 
down most part of the day, being easy only in that posture. 
Yet in the evening my weakness was suspended while I was 
calling sinners to repentance. But at our love-feast which 
followed, beside the pain in my back and head and the fever 
which still continued upon me, just as I began to pray I was 
seized with such a cough that I could hardly speak. At the 
same time came strongly into my mind, “These signs shall 
follow them that believe” [Mark 16:17]. I called on Jesus 
aloud to “increase my faith” and to “confirm the word of 

57 Wesley, Journal of John Wesley, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.
vi.iii.v.html.
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his grace.” While I was speaking my pain vanished away; 
the fever left me; my bodily strength returned; and for many 
weeks I felt neither weakness nor pain. “Unto thee, O Lord, 
do I give thanks.”58

Of another occasion, he wrote, 

When Mr. Shepherd and I left Smeton, my horse was so 
exceedingly lame that I was afraid I must have lain by too. 
We could not discern what it was that was amiss; and yet 
he would scarcely set his foot to the ground. By riding thus 
seven miles, I was thoroughly tired, and my head ached 
more than it had done for some months. (What I here aver 
is the naked fact: let every man account for it as he sees 
good.) I then thought, “Cannot God heal either man or 
beast, by any means, or without any?”  Immediately my 
weariness and headache ceased, and my horse’s lameness 
in the same instant. Nor did he halt any more either that 
day or the next.59

The Wesley brothers sometimes covered sixty miles a day in 
order to get to a prearranged destination on time. They traveled tire-
lessly, meeting the people wherever they were, learning about their 
needs and how best they could help them spiritually, mentally, and 
physically. 

The Move of God Divided
While England was getting swept up in the Methodist Revival 

fire, problems began brewing in London. A Moravian minister 
named Philip Henry Molther, who was on his way to Pennsylva-
nia, arrived in October 1739 and started a controversy almost imme-
diately with his teaching. As has happened too often with various 
movements of God, it appears jealousy arose over who was truly of 
God and who wasn’t. Both the Moravians and the Methodists were 
of God, though probably both were in a degree of error. As far as the 
Moravians believed, their assembly in Great Britain was as much 

58 Wesley, Journal of John Wesley, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.
vi.iv.v.html.
59 Ibid., http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.vi.vii.i.html.
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a mission to a lost nation as were their groups in America. Count 
Zinzendorf, though a good man at heart, was unlikely to recognize 
anyone, including the Wesleys, as an equal. Despite how much they 
respected him, the Wesley brothers were not interested in submitting 
Methodism to the Moravians’ authority. 

So it was that Philip Molther began teaching that salvation was 
through faith alone, and that there were no degrees of faith—either 
you had the assurance of God’s peace and joy in your heart that 
you were saved, or you did not. There was no working toward it, 
only waiting on God to provide it—being “still.” This waiting still-
ness didn’t include prayer, good works, or studying the Scriptures. 
Molther even asserted that those who had followed the ministry of 
Peter Bohler, who preached that faith could grow until it led to sal-
vation, were mistaken if they thought they were saved. While the 
Wesley brothers were teaching that salvation came through faith, 
they also espoused the belief that faith grew through prayer, fast-
ing, studying the Word of God, and doing good works. Though the 
difference in practical application was rather insignificant, it soon 
drove a wedge between the Wesleys and the Society at Fetter Lane, 
where Molther had been welcomed. 

With the Wesleys traveling in and out of London to minister, 
the Moravians’ position grew more solid. At one point, a fanatic 
declared that there were only two true ministers in all of Great Brit-
ain: Molther and James Bell (one of the leaders at Fetter Lane). He 
also asserted that there were no true Christians outside of the Mora-
vian Church. By June 1740, the Fetter Lane society decided that 
the Wesleys were no longer allowed to preach there. Though John 
and Charles tried time and again to mend the growing divide, Mol-
ther and those with him would not be reconciled. John and Charles 
decided to move on with what God had called them to do, though 
from time to time they resumed attempts to repair the rift. Among 
those who left the Methodists to join the Moravians were the two 
men who had traveled to Georgia with the Wesleys, Ingham and 
Delamotte, as well as some of the initial members of the Holy Club. 
As John later stated, “I marvel how I refrain from joining these men. 
I scarce see any of them but my heart burns within me. I long to be 
with them. And yet I am kept from them.”60

60 Southey, Life of Wesley, 187.
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Separating from the Moravians for the time being proved a wise 
move, for in the midst of this controversy the revival had stalled, 
and now it began to pick up speed again. By 1743, the Methodists in 
London numbered about 1,950, while the Moravians were still only 
about seventy-two. 

In the months before Molther exerted his influence, the seeds 
of a rift between the Wesleys and Whitefield were being sown. In 
March 1740, John had given a message entitled “Free Grace,” in 

which he proclaimed, “The grace or 
love of God, whence cometh our sal-
vation, is Free In All, and Free For 
All.”61 This statement was in stark con-
trast to the doctrine of Calvinist predes-
tination that was the accepted belief of 
the day, and Whitefield immediately 
questioned the truth of John’s sermon. 

While John and Charles’s conver-
sions had consisted largely of a struggle 
to understand the Gospel of salvation 
through faith and the impact of their 
free will in receiving that faith, White-
field’s conversion had been more a rev-
elation of God’s saving power and a 
feeling that God had blessed him and 
called him to be saved. While John and 

Charles had needed to deliver themselves from the doctrine of pre-
destination before they could be saved, George Whitefield had been 
saved in spite of it! And though George was as anointed an evange-
list as the Wesleys were, he was not the theologian that John was. 

As the controversy began to arise, Whitefield headed for Amer-
ica in August 1740, traveling specifically to New England, land of 
the Puritan Calvinists. As his letters questioning John’s stand for 
free will (called “Arminianism” after one of its proponents, Dutch 
theologian Jacob Arminius [1560–1609]) were crossing the Atlan-
tic, he was reading extensively about the subject only in the books  

61 John Wesley, “Free Grace,” 1740, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/sermons.viii.
ii.html. 
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suggested by those around him—the Puritan Calvinists. When John 
published his sermon in 1740 against Whitefield’s advice, tensions 
only grew worse. Whitefield wrote a reply in defense of predesti-
nation, which John answered with a counterargument by publish-
ing “Free Grace” in America. Charles echoed the doctrine in his 
hymns, writing “Wrestling Jacob” and capitalizing the lyric in it, 
“Pure unIversAl love Thou ArT.” When Whitefield was invited 
to speak at the Foundry that year, he chose to pour even more salt 
on the wound by expounding “the absolute decrees [of predestina-
tion] in the most peremptory and offensive manner”62 while John 
and Charles could do nothing but sit and look on. Then, a pamphlet 
entitled “Free Grace Indeed!” which contradicted the Wesley broth-
ers’ stance, was published anonymously63 in January 1741. 

The divide was thus complete. The Great Awakening that the 
Moravians had seeded and the Wesleys and Whitefield had watered 
and brought to fruit was now three separate movements: the Wes-
leyan “United Societies,” Whitefield’s “Calvinistic Methodism,” 
and Moravianism. In fact, Whitefield’s Tabernacle was soon estab-
lished down the street from the Foundry, in a move similar to Burger 
King opening up a chain restaurant right next to a McDonald’s. For 
the next several decades, Methodism would follow parallel paths 
divided by Calvinism. 

In the end, however, the schism was perhaps more one of lead-
ership again, than actual doctrine. Whitefield, after his incredible 
success as a preacher in America that truly dwarfed any crowd John 
or Charles had ever gathered, was hesitant to return under their lead-
ership; while the Wesleys were no more apt to acknowledge their 
former disciple as their head then they were Count Zinzendorf. And 
again, their differences were more on paper than in actual practice. 
First of all, John allowed that God might indeed call some souls 
especially to Him, though he believed salvation was open to all. 
It was also the Wesleys who emphasized works to perfect holiness 

62 J. D. Walsh, “Wesley vs. Whitefield: The conflict between the two giants of the 
eighteenth-century awakening,” Christian History 12, no. 2 [Issue 38] (1993): 36.
63 The author was eventually revealed to have been one J. Oswald, of whom little is 
known. The pamphlet was reprinted in New England by none other than Benjamin 
Franklin, who had become a good friend of Whitefield. 
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(something Calvinists would have said showed that they were elect), 
while in the midst of their disagreement, Whitefield was preaching 
“Come, Poor, Lost, Undone Sinner” in Glasgow, Scotland, calling 
his audience to:

Open the door of your heart, that the King of glory, the 
blessed Jesus, may come in and erect his kingdom in your 
soul. Make room for Christ; the Lord Jesus desires to sup 
with you tonight; Christ is willing to come into any of your 
hearts that will be pleased to open and receive him.64

While adhering to Calvinism made him fit in with the Ameri-
can Puritans, it still didn’t preach well, so in application it was easier 
to call all to come to Jesus of their own free will, and then let Him 
sort out who was predestined and who was not. 

Though the two camps never again joined, the animosity 
between Whitefield and the Wesleys had already cooled by 1742. In 
fact, it was often their lieutenants who more hotly debated the divi-
sion then they did themselves. It appears soon after that they simply 
agreed to disagree, and no longer allowed the issue to divide them as 
friends. So it was that as late as 1749, they were again ministering at 
the same conferences.

The Wesleys Move On
The Wesleys’ rejection of predestination and the Moravians’ 

mystical interpretation of “salvation by faith alone” became key 
beliefs for the continued development and growth of Methodism. 
If God’s salvation was free to all and free for all, then there were 
no class restrictions to limit who could join a Wesleyan society, a 
significant departure from the restrictions imposed by the Church 
of England regarding who could attend services and receive the sac-
raments. And, if faith was a free gift that could grow and develop, 
it made sense that the Wesleyan “methods” of united society meet-
ings, regular prayer, Scripture reading, fasting, and performing 
good works to help the poor, orphaned, and imprisoned were still 
immensely important. Thus, the Wesley brothers moved on not only 

64 George Whitefield, “Come, Poor, Lost, Undone Sinner,” Christian History 12, no. 
2 [Issue 38] (1993): 19.
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to preach the Gospel, but also to organize societies to ensure that 
God’s will for all could be done on earth, just as it was in heaven.

In 1742, the Wesley brothers established an orphanage and 
Sunday school in Newcastle. Four years later, in 1746, they established 
the first of many medical clinics for the poor in London. Around this 
time, John began publishing his ser-
mons to be used as devotionals, using 
the profits to provide financial support 
for the clinics. He ministered on behalf 
of those in workhouses by inspiring 
them to improve themselves through 
cleanliness, propriety, and thrift. As he 
once preached, “Slovenliness is no part 
of religion….‘Cleanliness is, indeed, 
next to godliness.’” 65 He taught the 
poor that they could improve them-
selves from within rather than rely on 
government assistance. Most importantly, he determined to provide 
a church not only for the poor and destitute, but also for the common, 
unchurched worker—those the Church of England turned away 
because they lacked refined manners and proper attire. 

These were the ruffians who, for the first ten years of the Wes-
leys’ outreach, caused them the most harm. Yet they met the per-
secutions with such dignity and serenity of spirit that the violence 
subsided over time, and in those places where the assaults were the 
worst, the Wesleys received the greatest welcome and honor just a 
few years later. This will always remain a wonder to historians. Rigg 
wrote in his 1891 biography of John Wesley,

His heroism was perfect; his self-possession never failed 
him for a moment; the serenity of his temper was never 
ruffled. Such bravery and self-command and goodness, in 
circumstances so terrible and threatening, was too much 
for his persecutors everywhere. He always triumphed in the 
end.66

65 John Wesley, “On Dress.” http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/sermons.vi.xxxv.
html.
66 Rigg, Living Wesley, 162.
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Stories abound of hecklers and riot-leaders who were silenced 
or chased away by those gathered to hear the Wesleys minister. As 
the brothers’ reputation grew, the crowds themselves provided all 
the protection the Wesley brothers needed from those who would do 
them harm. Their supporters began to outnumber their adversaries, 
and the Wesleys were able to expand their reach with decreasing 
opposition, especially as the Church of England became more exclu-
sive, corrupt, and irrelevant to the common person.

After ten years of traveling through England, reaching north-
ward and into the more remote areas, John Wesley’s itinerancy took 
him to Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. In August 1747, during his first 
trip to Ireland, he had such widespread success that he continued 
to minister there for the next six years, crossing the Irish Channel 
forty-two times. John’s first visit to Scotland was in 1751. He paid 
the Scots twenty-two visits, stirring up all of the Scottish churches—
none of which denied him its pulpit. 

The strength of the Wesleys’ ministry was their burning desire to 
seek out and minister to the forgotten people of Britain. This became 
the driving motivation behind their open-air preaching campaign. It 
has been said that early capitalism in England was actually strength-
ened by the Wesleyan emphasis on the spiritual and corporal dignity 
of every man. John Wesley transformed the character of his coun-
trymen by preaching about the importance of cleanliness, temper-
ance, thrift, and, above all, faith. Societal transformation would be 
achieved from the inside out, one individual at a time, each person 
undergoing a personal reformation.

Marrying the Wrong Woman
On April 8, 1749, John officiated at the wedding of Charles to 

Sarah “Sally” Gwynne. Soon afterward, Charles retired from the 
greater part of his traveling ministry to settle down with his growing 
family in Bristol. Charles and Sally enjoyed a happy union, pursu-
ing a common interest in music and worship as they oversaw the 
Bristol headquarters and ministered together locally. They had eight 
children, but only the youngest three reached adulthood: Charles Jr. 
(1757–1834), Sarah (1759–1828), and Samuel (1766–1837). Each grew 
to become an accomplished musician. 
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It appears that Charles’s marriage inspired John to put the 
heartache of Sophia Hopkey behind him and finally marry for him-
self. In the meantime, he had written a good deal on the blessedness 
of singleness, but he seemed unwilling to settle for bachelorhood for 
the rest of his life. Fortunately, he knew who his wife should be. The 
previous August, he had fallen ill in Newcastle and was nursed back 
to health by a beautiful young woman named Grace Murray. John 
determined to make her his wife. 

The widow of a seaman, Grace Murray had first met John in 
1740, when she was still married. She became a member, and soon a 
leader, of a Methodist society in Newcastle. Leadership for women 
was unprecedented at the time, but the Wesley brothers valued wom-
en’s input and respected the call God placed on their lives as minis-
ters. Certainly their attitude toward women was influenced by the 
roles of their mother and sisters in their spiritual formation. Their 
older sisters had been cherished confidantes and counselors. Later in 
her life, their sister Hetty proved invaluable to them as a teacher and 
administrative aide in London. John once said, “May not women 
as well as men bear a part in this honorable service? Undoubtedly 
they may; nay, they ought; it is meet, right and their bounden duty. 
Herein there is no difference, ‘there is neither male nor female in 
Christ Jesus.’”67

Grace Murray’s husband drowned at sea in 1742, but she contin-
ued to be a dedicated Methodist despite her loss. She traveled through 
the northern counties of England and into Ireland to meet with the 
female societies there. She had also nursed many traveling preachers 
who fell ill from the strain of their ministry. Over the years, she had 
tended to at least seven such preachers, the most notable of whom 
were John and another minister by the name of John Bennet, whom 
she served for six months as a nursemaid. “Wesley commended her 
work by saying, ‘I saw the work of God prosper in her hands. She 
was to me both a servant and friend, as well as a fellow-laborer in 
the Gospel.’”68 It is easy to see why, when John thought of marriage 

67 Ruth Daugherty, John Wesley: Holiness of Heart and Life (study guide), 1996, quoted 
in “Grace Murray,” John Wesley, Holiness of Heart and Life, General Board of 
Global Ministries, United Methodist Church, http://gbgm-umc.org/umw/Wesley/
gracemurray.stm.
68 Ibid.
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again, Grace was the first person to come to mind. In fact, after she 
had nursed him back to health, he had told her, “If ever I marry, I 
think you will be the person.”69 

John had first proposed to Grace in August 1748, but the timing 
never seemed right to actually marry until after Charles had wed. 
At the time, Grace had answered, “This is too great a blessing for 
me; I can’t tell how to believe it. This is all I could have wished for 
under heaven.”70 Not wanting John to leave, she ended up traveling 
with him through Yorkshire and Derbyshire, providing great help to 
him along the way. John finally left her for a time in Bolton, which 
just happened to be the district of John Bennet, whom she had previ-
ously nursed for so long. 

It seems that Bennet, too, had become smitten with Grace and 
soon began pursuing her hand in marriage. Grace seemed unable to 
decide between her two admirers. At one point, she even wrote to 
John to tell him she felt it was her duty to marry Bennet. In response, 
a week after Charles’s wedding, John took Grace with him to Ire-
land, where she helped him as he ministered for three months. In 
Dublin, she finally agreed to marry John. 

When they returned to England, they traveled together exten-
sively and were scarcely apart for the next five months. While they 
were in Epworth, Bennet came for a visit and told John that Grace 
had sent him all the letters Grace and John had exchanged. Chafing 
at this news, John wrote to tell Grace that he now felt she should 
marry Bennet. She wrote back, however, “I love you a thousand 
times better than I ever loved John Bennet in my life. But I am afraid, 
if I don’t marry him, he’ll run mad.”71 John again hesitated over the 
matter and decided to win his brother’s approval before he pursued 
marriage any further. This proved a fatal error.

Charles was shocked by the idea of John marrying Grace; he 
was still caught up in that day’s societal expectations. Sarah Gwynne 
came from a family of high position and notable heritage; Grace 
Murray had been a servant before marrying her seafaring husband. 
Charles felt that if John’s marriage wasn’t of a similar status to his 

69 Janine Petry, “The Matchmakers,” Christian History 20, no. 1 [Issue 69] (2001): 
24.
70 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 246.
71 Ibid., 247.
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own, such disgrace would cause the 
preachers in many of their societies to 
abandon them. While Grace was at 
her home in Newcastle, Charles met 
John at Whitehaven to express his res-
ervations. John replied that Grace’s 
character, piety, and worth far out-
weighed any shame her lowly birth 
might cause. Charles saw that John 
would not be convinced otherwise.

On the way to Newcastle, Charles 
met Grace at Hindley Hill. He kissed 
her on the cheek and said, “Grace 
Murray, you have broken my heart.”72 
They returned together to Newcastle, 
where they found Bennet. Grace then 
fell at Bennet’s feet and begged his 
forgiveness for using him so badly. 
They married less than one week later, 
October 3, 1749. Oddly enough, it was 
Whitefield, who John met in Leeds 
for a conference, who broke the news 
to him of Grace’s sudden marriage. When Charles and Sally arrived 
there the day after, John told his brother, “I renounce all intercourse 
with you but what I have with a heathen or a publican.”73 However, 
Whitefield and another associate, John Nelson, prayed, wept, and 
entreated the brothers to reconcile until they fell on each other’s neck 
asking forgiveness for what they had done. Bennet and his new wife 
arrived three days later. John greeted Bennet with a holy kiss, but 
said nothing more to him. He would not see Grace again for nearly 
thirty years.

For his part, Bennet soon left the Wesleys’ fellowship and struck 
out on his own. He took with him 110 members of his Bolton con-
gregation of 129. All of those at Stockport joined him as well, except 
for one woman. Bennet accused Wesley of being a puppet of Catholi-
cism and defamed him bitterly. He died in 1759, leaving Grace with 

72 Ibid., 248.
73 Ibid.
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five sons. She afterward moved to Derbyshire and rejoined the 
Methodists. Through a mutual friend, she met John again in 1788. 
Biographer Henry Moore described the meeting:

Mr. Wesley, with evident feeling, resolved to visit her; and 
the next morning, he took me with him to Colebrooke Row, 
where her son then resided. The meeting was affecting; but 
Mr. Wesley preserved more than his usual self-possession. 
It was easy to see, notwithstanding the many years which 
had intervened, that both in sweetness of spirit, and in 
person and manners, she was a fit subject for the tender 
regrets expressed in those verse which I have presented to 
the reader. The interview did not continue long, and I do 
not remember that I ever heard Mr. Wesley mention her 
name afterward.74

“Those verses” were from a poem written by John entitled 
“Reflections upon Past Providences, October, 1749.” While the 
poem consists of thirty-one six-line stanzas, here is an excerpt:

Oft, as through giddy youth I roved, 
And danced along the flowery way, 
By chance or thoughtless passion moved, 
An easy, unresisting prey, 
I fell, while love’s envenomed dart 
Thrilled my nerves, and tore my heart.

Borne on wings of sacred hope, 
Long had I soared, and spurned the ground, 
When, panting for the mountain top, 
My soul a kindred spirit found, 
By Heaven entrusted to my care, 
The Daughter of my faith and prayer.

In early dawn of life, serene, 
Mild, sweet, and tender was her mood; 
Her pleasing form spoke all within 
Soft and compassionately good; 

74 Henry Moore, The Life of the Reverend John Wesley, A.M.: Fellow of Lincolnshire 
College, Oxford, vol. 2 (New York: N. Bangs and J. Emory, 1826), 103, quoted in 
Telford, Life of John Wesley, 250.
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Listening to every wretch’s care, 
Mingling with each her friendly tear.

I saw her run, with winged speed, 
In works of faith and labouring love; 
I saw her glorious toil succeed, 
And showers of blessings from above 
Crowning her warm effectual prayer, 
And glorified my God in her.75

Two years after his brother’s marriage, in the same year he first 
visited Scotland, John met and married Mary “Molly” Vazeille, the 
widow of Anthony Vazeille, who had four children, after a close con-
fidante convinced him that he should marry. John had slipped on the 
ice on the middle of London Bridge and struck his ankle against the 
stone side so hard he couldn’t walk. He was taken to Molly’s home 
to recuperate, and he was there one week. He preached on his knees 
that Sunday, married Molly that Monday, October 18, 1751, and 
preached on his knees again Tuesday because of the injury. What 
conversation must have happened during that week in Molly’s home 
to make him marry her so quickly, one can only speculate. 

Where John’s hesitancy with both Sophia Hopkey and Grace 
Murray had cost him a bride, his hasty marriage to Molly would 
cost him a great deal more. The honeymoon was brief; within two 
weeks, John was on the road again. Molly had assured him his con-
stant travel would not be an issue, but she quickly discovered she was 
not cut out to be the wife of an itinerant minister. Molly soon grew 
lonely and jealous while John was away. Only four months after the 
marriage, Charles found Molly in tears. He did what he could to 
reconcile her, and it was agreed she should travel more with John, 
which she did a great deal over the next four years. But when a mob 
attacked their carriage in Hull, she ceased to travel with him.

Growing ever more jealous and bitter by John’s constant 
absence, Molly began opening his mail and reading through his per-
sonal papers, berating him for any references to or correspondence 
with other women. Her temper became notorious to those close to 
the family. In anger, she began passing his private papers to enemies 
or publishing them in the newspapers, sometimes even rewriting the 

75 Telford, Life of John Wesley, 251.
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way the letters would appear to make her husband look even worse. 
She would travel a hundred miles just to see with whom John was 
traveling in his carriage when he arrived in a town. Once, she locked 

Charles and John in a room in order to 
confront them with their faults, and they 
only escaped by quoting Latin poetry 
to her until she could stand no more. 
Another time, one of John’s staff mem-
bers found John and Molly in their hotel 
room—an enraged Molly was standing 
over John, clutching a tuft of his hair 
by which she had been dragging him 
around the room. Molly left John several 
times but always returned in response 

to his entreaties. In 1771, she left him for more than a year before 
returning. Not until Grace passed away in 1781 was peace restored 
to John’s home. It had been thirty grueling years.

Throughout all of this, John continued to itinerate, keeping up 
his former pace of preaching daily and managing the increasingly 
complicated demands of an international ministry. He did his best 
to meet on a quarterly basis with a majority of the societies in the 
largest circuits of the chief districts throughout England, Scotland, 
and Ireland.

 “The Peculiar Talent Which  
God Has Given Me”

For five decades, John Wesley traveled throughout the coun-
tryside, preaching, teaching, counseling, and praying with trades-
man, laborers, farmers, and common folk of every kind. He left in 
his wake groups of converts who were instructed to meet among 
themselves weekly to confess their sins, encourage one another in 
prayer, and strengthen their faith through common Bible study. He 
taught adherence to a prescribed standard of moral conduct. John 
often preached, “The soul and the body make a man; the spirit and 
discipline make a Christian.”76 Wesley was methodical in how he  

76 Charles Edward White, “Spare the Rod and Spoil the Church,” Christian History 
20, no. 1 [Issue 69] (2001): 28–29.
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organized his objectives and schedule, as well as how he struc-
tured his sermons, led people to Christ, and discipled his converts. 
He made a strategic appeal to every audience’s situation, speaking 
directly to people’s consciences, bringing them the light of a par-
ticular truth they needed, and ushering them straight to the throne 
of grace. After he had delivered a sermon, he left behind printed 
materials and precise instructions for how to continue working out 
their salvation to the saving of their souls. Just as Paul instructed the 
Philippians, John instructed those who followed him in the faith,

Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my 
presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your 
own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which wor-
keth in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure. Do all things 
without murmurings and disputings: that ye may be blameless 
and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a 
crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the 
world; holding forth the word of life; that I may rejoice in the day of 
Christ, that I have not run in vain, neither laboured in vain.   
 (Philippians 2:12–16)

Converts became so many and their needs so overwhelming 
that Wesley ordained “lay preachers” who would follow in his wake 
to continue teaching and ministering to the new societies. These 
lay preachers were not educated clergy but common men who were 
knowledgeable about the Bible and had proven themselves fit for 
the ministry. Wesley took great pains to look after their souls and 
habits. He published encouraging and instructional materials to 
nourish and guide them, and he required them to abide by twelve 
official rules and several more “unofficial” ones. He provided guid-
ance about manners, habits, and time management, urging them to 
spend no less than five hours a day reading useful books. He insisted 
all preaching fulfill four objectives only: (1) invite; (2) convince; (3) 
offer Christ; and (4) build up. He wrote that those called to ministry 
must “avoid everything in look, gesture, word, and tone of voice that 
savors of pride or self-sufficiency.”77 Below are some excerpts from 
the twelve rules of conduct every lay preacher was expected to use to 
govern his behavior:

77 Ibid., 29.
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1) Be diligent. Never unemployed a minute.
2) Be serious. Avoid all lightness and jesting.
3) Converse sparingly with women, particularly young 

women.
4) Take no step toward marriage without first consulting 

with the brethren.
5) Believe evil of no one.
6) Speak evil of no one.
7) Tell everyone what you think wrong in him, “and that 

plainly, as soon as may be; else it will fester in your heart. 
Make all haste to cast the fire out of your bosom.”78

8) Do not [act]…the gentleman. (Do not put on airs.)
9) Be ashamed of nothing but sin: not fetching wood…nor 

drawing water.
10) Be punctual. Do everything exactly on time.
11) It is not your business to preach so many times, and to 

take care of this or that society, but to save as many 
souls as you can.

12) Act in all things, not according to your own will, but as 
a son in the Gospel.79

Most importantly, John emphasized that love must be the 
motive of all instruction, reproof, and discipline. Quoting his broth-
er’s hymn, he wrote, 

Love can bow down the stubborn neck,  
The stone to flesh convert;  
Soften, and melt, and pierce,  
And break an adamantine heart.80

Wesley’s lay preachers became known for their propriety, integ-
rity, and diligence. They formed a formidable army of servant-leaders 
set on overcoming society’s evils with the goodness of God. During 
Wesley’s first five years of itinerancy, from 1739 to 1744, forty-five 
preachers, including several clergymen, had joined the Wesleys in 
their Methodist campaign. By 1745, in London alone, there were two 

78 White, “Spare the Rod,” 30.
79 Sam Wellman, John Wesley: Founder of the Methodist Church (Philadelphia: Chelsea 
House Publishers, 1999), 126.
80 White, “Spare the Rod,” 29.
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thousand members regularly meeting in Methodist societies. “The 
class meeting was fully developed, the Rules of the United Societies 
printed and enforced, the quarterly visitation of the classes arranged 
for, lay preaching instituted, places of worship secured, and the sac-
raments administered.”81 

In 1744, after the Wesleys had established hundreds of Societ-
ies throughout England, the first Annual Methodist Conference was 
held in London. All lay preachers and leaders congregated to hear 
directly from John, find encouragement as well as reproof, present 
significant problems, and propose solutions. This conference was 
part of John’s plan to meet the spiritual and intellectual needs of 
his traveling preachers and local leaders. In addition to establishing 
the Annual Conference, he also published books on many various 
subjects expressly for the purpose of educating his growing band of 
teachers. He published his best sermons and other classic theological 
works in inexpensive books and used the proceeds to set up schools 
to educate individuals who were interested in becoming Bible teach-
ers. Wesley advocated the development of the intellect along with 
the social and emotional aspects of Christian living—even for those 
who were not called to full-time ministry. 

John’s widespread success can be attributed largely to his faith-
ful band of lay preachers and class leaders, a group that grew in rank 
and number with every passing year. Requirements and methods 
became increasingly formalized. John published a list of four ques-
tions all leaders were to ask their class members in order to guide 
and discipline them. These questions were: 

1) What known sins have you committed? 
2) What temptations have you overcome?
3) How did God deliver you?
4) What have you thought, said, or done that might be 

sinful? 

Probably more stirring than his messages about God’s plan of 
redemption was John’s plan for continued spiritual formation and 
discipleship. He felt this plan was a critical ingredient for the success 

81 J. F. Hurst, John Wesley the Methodist: A Plain Account of His Life and Work (New 
York: The Methodist Book Concern, 1903), Wesley Center Online, http://wesley.
nnu.edu/john_wesley/methodist/ch13.htm.
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of every believer, whether young or mature in Christ. After return-
ing from a trip to Wales in 1763, John made this powerful observa-
tion: 

Preaching like an Apostle, without joining together those 
that are awakened, and training them up in the ways of 
God, is only begetting children for the murderer. How 
much preaching has [there] been for these twenty years! But 
no regular societies, no discipline, no order or connection; 
and the consequence is that nine in ten of the once-awak-
ened are now faster asleep than ever.82

The Annual Conference brought together all types of Methodist 
leaders and continued to grow over the years. Lay preachers traveled 
from afar to participate. Beginning in 1767, and for every year there-
after, there came a time in the annual proceedings when the ques-
tion was asked: “Are there any objections to any of the preachers?” 
Each preacher’s name was called out one by one, followed by a few 
moments of silence. None was immune to the culture of account-
ability that governed the growing organization.

In the same respect, lay ministers came with the assurance their 
concerns would be heard. In addition to accountability, the confer-
ences provided a forum where the needs of the local leaders and their 
families were made known and formally addressed by the executive 
committee. Decisions at the conferences included giving a living sti-
pend to traveling preachers and their wives and guaranteeing basic 
care provisions, such as formal education, to their children. Schools 
were organized expressly for the children of traveling preachers and 
their local lay-leaders.

From Methodist societies to classes, bands, circuits, and dis-
tricts—from traveling preachers to class leaders, delegates, officers, 
and teachers—Wesley had an unprecedented genius for organiza-
tion. He was astutely aware that God had given him this special gift, 
as he noted in a letter to his sister Martha: “I know this is the pecu-
liar talent which God has given me.”83 As a leader, he was willing to 
incorporate suggestions made by others, and he learned continually 

82 White, “Spare the Rod,” 30.
83 John Wesley to Mrs. Martha Wesley Hall, 17 November 1742, Wesley Center 
Online, http://wesley.nnu.edu/John_Wesley/letters/1742.htm.
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from the lessons of experience. He closely observed the strategies 
that helped believers grow in Christ and wove them into the Meth-
odist machinery. 

By October 1768, a Methodist chapel was opened in New York. 
In 1771, Francis Asbury was commissioned to oversee the work in 
America. In September 1784, Wesley ordained his clerical helper, 
Dr. Thomas Coke, as bishop, instructing him to ordain Asbury to 
administer the sacraments. Following in Wesley’s footsteps, Asbury 
became known as a “circuit-riding preacher” whose dedication to 
the colonies, even during the War of Independence, was instrumen-
tal in helping Methodism to take root in America. Asbury would 
lead a new generation of American circuit riders, including Peter 
Cartwright, who would be influential in the dawning of the Second 
Great Awakening that so stirred America in the early nineteenth 
century.

As Methodism took hold throughout the Old World and New 
World alike, the constant demands involved with governing such 
a burgeoning organization weighed heavily on John. By 1770, he 
actively sought a successor to oversee the ministry in the future. He 
hoped John Fletcher, a servant of Christ he considered his equal, 
would succeed him. Fletcher had been his close travel companion 
after Charles retired from the itinerant life in 1750, and John could 
think of no one else who was as close to being a kindred spirit, and 
certainly no one as knowledgeable. Fletcher died in 1785, however, 
three years before Charles himself passed away. 

John was concerned about the future of the Methodist move-
ment. He knew that maintaining the integrity of the doctrine 
depended on a delicate balance of knowledge of the Word, experi-
ence of the Spirit, discipline of thought, and holy Christian conduct. 
All of these combined, he felt, to perfect the heart and ensure con-
tinued growth in the faith—“the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” 
(Philippians 3:14 nkjv).

A contemporary of Wesley who was a correspondent for the 
New York Evangelist wrote, 

The first time I was in the company of the Rev. John Wesley, 
I asked him what must be done to keep Methodism alive 
when he was dead. To which he immediately answered: 
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“The Methodists must take heed of their doctrine, their 
experience, their practice, and their discipline....if they 
do not attend to their discipline, they will be like persons 
who bestow much pains in cultivating their garden, and 
put no fence round it to save it from the wild boars of the 
forest.”84

John had a strong conviction that strict oversight of the soul was 
paramount to lasting victory in Christ. As it was with the individual, 
so it was with the body of Christ. All aspects of life must be brought 
into “the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5). “Is it any wonder,” 
Wesley asked, “that we find so few Christians? Where is Christian 
discipline? In what part of England is Christian discipline added 
to Christian doctrine?” Wesley felt the church as a whole needed 
discipline and firmly believed that “wherever doctrine is preached, 
where there is no discipline, it cannot have its full effect upon the 
hearers.”85 

The Wesleys’ Influence Remained  
until the Very End

In 1770, George Whitefield passed away at the age of fifty-six. 
When John was asked if he expected to see Whitefield in heaven, he 
replied, “No….Do not misunderstand me, George Whitefield was so 
bright a star in the firmament of God’s glory, and will stand so near 
the throne, that one like me, who am less than the least, will never 
catch a glimpse of him.”86

In 1775, John published “A Calm Address to Our American 
Colonies,” an open letter exhorting the colonies to remain loyal to 
England. He would tolerate no civil uprisings. This letter caused a 
breach between Wesley and the American colonists, and if it weren’t 
for the likes of English missionaries such as George Whitefield and 
Francis Asbury, there might not be any Methodists in America 
today.

84 Hurst, John Wesley the Methodist, http://wesley.nnu.edu/john_wesley/methodist/
ch11.htm.
85 White, “Spare the Rod,” 29.
86 Hurst, John Wesley the Methodist, http://wesley.nnu.edu/john_wesley/methodist/
ch13.htm.
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The 1780s were a difficult decade for John. As I have already 
mentioned, his wife passed away in 1781. In 1785, John Fletcher, 
his chosen successor, unexpectedly died. Then, in 1788, his beloved 
brother and co-laborer, Charles, went home to be with the Lord. In 
that same year, John looked over his life and assessed the reasons for 
his longevity. At eighty-five years of age, John attributed his good 
health to the following, which he recorded in his journal:

1) To my constant exercise and change of air.
2) To my never having lost a night’s sleep, sick or well, at 

land or at sea, since I was born.
3) To my having sleep at command so that, whenever I feel 

myself almost worn out, I call it and it comes day or 
night.

4) To my having constantly for over sixty years risen at 
four in the morning.

5) To my constant preaching at five in the morning, for 
above fifty years.

6) To my having had so little pain in my life, and so little 
sorrow or anxious care.87

At eighty-six, during a nine-week tour of Ireland, he preached 
one hundred sermons in sixty towns and villages; six of those ser-
mons he preached in the open air. On June 28, 1790, he wrote in his 
journal, 

Monday, June 28—This day I enter into my eighty-eighth 
year. For above eighty-six years, I found none of the infir-
mities of old age; my eyes did not wax dim, neither was 
my natural strength abated. But last August I found almost 
a sudden change. My eyes were so dim that no glasses 
would help me. My strength likewise quite forsook me and 
probably will not return in this world. But I feel no pain 
from head, to foot; only it seems nature is exhausted and, 
humanly speaking, will sink more and more, till the weary 
springs of life stand still at last. 88

87 Luke Tyerman, The Life and Times of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A., Founder of the Meth-
odists, vol. 3 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1871), 540.
88 John Wesley, The Journal of John Wesley, (Chicago: Moody Press, 1951; Grand 
Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 2000), 265, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/
wesley/journal.html.
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Two days prior to his next birthday, he preached to two large 
audiences who had gathered to honor the venerable John Wesley.

On October 7, 1790, he preached his last outdoor sermon under 
an ash tree in the churchyard of Rye in Kent, crying, like “the voice 
of the Woes,” “Repent!” On February 22, 1791, he preached his 
last sermon from the pulpit at City Road Chapel in London. The 
next day, he preached his last sermon on this side of heaven at a 
friend’s house in Leatherhead on “Seek ye the Lord while He may 
be found.” 

On the following day, February 24, 1791, John Wesley wrote his 
famous letter to William Wilberforce—a Member of Parliament who 
dedicated his life to ending slavery in the British Empire—encour-
aging him to carry on his crusade against the slave trade. While he 
could no longer preach the cause of Christ, he wrote in this letter:

But if God be fore you, who can be against you? Are all of 
them together stronger than God? O be not weary of well 
doing! Go on, in the name of God and in the power of his 
might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw 
the sun) shall vanish away before it.

He signed it, “Your affectionate servant, John Wesley.”89 
By February 25, John was feeling weak, and he returned to 

City Road, where he slept for the next two days. On February 27, he 
seemed to have recovered a bit, joining his companions for dinner. 
He retired to his room that evening, exhausted. He did not get up 
again. On March 2, 1791, surrounded by loved ones, he breathed his 
last breath. 

During his ministry, John Wesley rode over 250,000 miles by 
horseback (approximately 5,000 miles a year)—a distance compa-
rable to circling the globe ten times. He preached more than forty 
thousand sermons and published more than five thousand sermons, 
pamphlets, and books of all kinds. At the time of his death, Wesley 
had 79,000 followers. Today, in England alone, there are 800,000 
members of the Methodist Church; worldwide, there are seventy 
million members.

89 John Wesley to William Wilberforce, 24 February 1791, John Wesley: Holiness 
of Heart and Life, General Board of Global Ministries, United Methodist Church, 
http://gbgm-umc.org/umw/wesley/wilber.stm.
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John Wesley brought the challenge of new life to the English 
church when it had lost sight of Christ as the ultimate Redeemer. 
By preaching justification by faith, John and Charles Wesley lifted 
many thousands of the forgotten masses of England from their 
unfortunate circumstances and evil habits, making them hopeful of 
righteousness and salvation. John’s passionate efforts to bring the 
knowledge of redemption to mankind were felt not only in England, 
but also throughout continental Europe and the developing world—
predominantly in America. As Rigg said of him,

He seems to have had a settled and governing conviction 
that there was a great work to be done for the Church and 
the world, for the present and yet more for the future; a work 
which God had called him to do. He saw around him the 
need of such a work—a hollow and heartless world full of 
corruption, vanity, and unrest, and a supine, undisciplined, 
insensible Church; and he felt stirring strongly within him 
the power and the call to awaken and organize the Church, 
and to impress and convert the world.90 

The world would indeed be touched by the Wesleys as Method-
ism would provide the way of revival far into the next century.

90 Rigg, Living Wesley, 99.




