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SUMMARY 

INTRODUCTION 

The importance of Wesley and his methods of evangelism. 
Preaching as the primary means of evangelism. 

Other means used by Wesley . 

i. 

Wesley's recognition of the need for further consolidation and 
organization. 

'Means of grace' became 'means of evangelism'. 
The 'Instituted' and the 'Prudential' means. 

s:.h~l?!~.r O~ - THE CHIEF.: Mf;'!:PS 
The central importance of preaching in Wesley's thought and 
practice. 
Reasons for his high regard for preaching. 

The relationship between the published sermons and the preach­
ed sermoas. 

Wesley's assessment of his earliest preaching. 

The significa~ce of the events of May, 1738 for his preaching 
ministry. 

The discovery of a message -' Wesley's empl'.c:s2S. 

Some reasons for the impact of his message upon his hearers -
the s '~ate of the Church and its typical preaching in Wesley's 
day. 
"Tesley's way of preachil'Cg cC~l~ared with that of George Whi te­
field. 

His dil'ections concerning p:'eaching provide us with a self­
portrait. 

His method of preparation, use of language, clear construction, 
simple style, etc. 
Wesley a gifted teacher. 

Chapter Two - A MEANS ABUSED? 
The urgency of Wesley's message. 
Wesleyan evangelist before May 1738. 
The events of May 1738 constitute a turning-point, and herald 
his future effectiveness as preacher and evangelist. 

How Wesley himself understood preaching as a means of evangel­
ism. 

The four elements in the preacher's task: (1) to invite, (2) 
to convince, (3) to offer Christ, (4) to build up. 

Wesley's sermons never lacked an 'application'. 
His skill in adapting himself to his congrGgations. 

His sparing and restrained use of the theme of hell. 

The significance of the paro~Jsms. 

The absence of a:,y s'.lggestion of Pen':ecostal glossalalia. 
Vlesley in no sense tl:e father' of tEchniques of 'revivalism'. 

ii./ Chapter Three - ••••• 



Chapter Three - THE INSTITUTED MEANS 

Wesley and 'the means of grace'. 
Instituted and Prudential means. 

ii. 

In Wesley's practice means of grace become means of evangelism. 

The omission of preaching from the list of instituted means. 
The administration of the sacraments: 

Wesley and Baptism. 
The Lord's Supper - both a confirming and a converting 

ordinance. 
Prayer - the use of extempore prayer. 

Searching the Scriptures. 
Fasting. 

Christian Conference. 

Chapter Four - THE PRUDENTIAL MEANS 

Evangelism is influenced by its context. 
Wesley's flexible approach to evangelism. 
The emergent pattern in Wesley's reactions to the prudential 
m~ans he developed: beginning with distaste, and leading in 
the end to a conviction of their indispensable nature. 

Field-preaching. 
Itinerancy. 
Methods of Christian nurture: 

Lay Preachers. 

Early Morning Preaching. 

Pastoral visitation. 
The Society. 
The Bands and the Classes. 

Other Prudential Means: Special services: the Love Feast, 
the Watchnight" 
the Covenant. 

Hymns - the sung creed of Methodism. 

Chapter Five - MEANS TO AN END 

The reciprocity between evangelism and holiness in Wesley's 
thinking and practice. 

His teaching about holiness. 
The personal and social dimensions of holiness. 

The evangelist's message calls men to a search for holiness: 
the end of evangelism is holiness of heart and life. 

::1'- -witness of the lives of pr<::.ctising Chri3tians ;r.ay 3ervo; 
as a powerful tool in evangelism. 

Holiness becomes another of Wesley's indispensables. 
Evangelism and holiness form a logical circle. 

Wesley built towards a Church where every member was actively 
an evangelist. 

Wesley never self-consciously described himself as an evangelist. 
His practice reflected the four forms of communication charac­
teristic o.f the early Churclo. 
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I N T ROD U C T ION 

This essay is an attempt to evaluate the methods of evangelism 
used by John Wesley during the course of his long ministry in 

the eighteenth century. Wesley's methods are important, since 
by their use he exercised a remarkable influence upon the re­
ligious and social life of eighteenth-century England. They 

have a continuing importance, too, for a Church that wants to 
carry out her Lord's "Great Commission,,1 effectively. In the 

history of the Church Wesley stands in the front rank of those 
who have significantly carried forward the mission of the 
Church. Therefore we do well to pause and learn what we can 
from his example and experience. 

Since it is necessary to consider the claim that "Wesley's 

supreme instrument was preaching" 2, we must give a good deal 

of attention to his preaching ministry. vIe will be con­
cerned to know what he preached about, how he preached, to 
whom he preached, where and when he preached. How did his 
hearers regard him as a preacher, and how was it that his 

preaching had such considerable influence upon so many of 
them? The view has been held by some critics3 that Wesley's 
success rested upon his abilities as a "hell-fire" preacher, 
who skilfully manipulated the minds of his hearers, thus driv­

ing them by fear to a crisis of conversion. What truth is 

there in such a charge? And what was \olesley's own attitude 

to his congregations? Questions such as these demand that we 
have a clear picture of the background, condition and needs 

of Wesley's hearers and of the mood of the times in which he 
lived. 

century? 
What was it like to live in England in the eighteenth 

The scope of this essay will take us beyond the study of Wes­

ley's formal preaching activity, for this was not the only 
method or technique tha t he employed in his work of evangelism. 
His approach was a many-faceted one, calling to mind the words 

of St. Paul, "I have become all things to all men, that I 
might by all means save some.,,4 Thus we will recognize 

2/ among Wesley's ••••••• 

1. Matthew 28:19. 

2. W.H. Fitchett, Wesley and His Century, London,1906, p. 179. 

3. For example, William Sargant, in his book, Battle for the 
Mind, London 1957. 

4. I Corinthians 9:22 (Revised Standard Version). 



2. 

among Wesley's means of evangelism such steps as the formation 
of Societies, the organization of converts into classes and 
bands, his ventures in the field of education, his measures to 

provide for the material needs of people, and so on. 

While Wesley enjoys a reputation for being a notable preacher, 
his undoubted flair for adaptation and organization must also 

be recognized. He was a superb Christian strategist, who, in 
the course of his long ministry, developed a full-orbed tech­
nique of evangelism. His approach was remarkably flexible, 

thus enabling him to respond effectively t o the needs of the 

situation as they arose. It was not merely because of his 
ability as a preacher that the results of his work proved to 

be so far-reaching and enduring. In this Wesley stands in 
striking contrast alongside his colleague in the Revival, 
George Whitefield. Whitefield was the greater preacher and 
orator, but he either did not possess Wes ley's gift for orga-
nization or saw no need for it. He was content largely to 

leave everything to preaching, whi le "'esley, on the other 
hand, clearly saw the need for the further consolidation and 
organization of the fruit of the preaching mission. 

\vesley regarded preaching as one of the "means of grace" given 

by God for the blessing of His people and for their Christian 

growth. Ive shall see how preaching and the other "means of 

grace" became "means of evangelism" in ,vesley's hands. He 

made a useful distinction between certain of these means. 
Some he called "Instituted Means", since they are instituted 

by God, and witnessed to by the Scriptures. They are there-
fore indispensable for the Christian. His other category 
was that of the "Prudential Means", which he saw as arising 
out of the actual situation in which the work of evangelism 

was being done, and being shaped by the immediate needs of 
the moment. To each of these categories we must direct our 
attention in due course . 

I n a concluding chapter Wesley's emphasis on holiness will be 
discussed in its relation to his understanding of the purpose 
and the direction of his evangelism. 

******-******** ***********~~ **** 



3. 

Chapter One 

THE CHIEF MEANS 

"I do indeed live by preaching!" With these words Wesley 

sums up the JOURNAL entry of his preaching engagements for 
one day during a journey through Leicestershire 1 • His co·m-

ment reflects his own estimate of the 

On 

primary importance 

page after page of 

of 

the preaching in his total 

Journal he records how 

ministry. 

he preached in places up and down the 

length and breadth of England, and in Wales, Scotland and 

Ireland. 

In terms of time alone it is clear that preaching was the 

consuming passion of his life. Wesley's ~~rm~n ~ister. for 
the period January 14, 1747, to December 25, 17612 indicates 
the frequency with which he preached during that period. As 
an example, we find that he preached sixty-nine times during 
May 1751 3 and forty--nine times during May 17614. Such figures 

were quite usual for him. A comparison of the Sermon Register 

with the Journal shows that Wesley preached on every possible 
occasion, and that he usually expounded a text when meeting 

the Society and the Bands in any place. Often the Journal 

merely notes that he preached, while the Registe~ for that 

date has three or more texts. 
it shows that 

In the words of W.L. Doughty, 

" ••• on reaching his destination, Wesley preached in the 
evening and then expounded in a Society Meeting; spent 
the night in that place; preached at five o'clock the 
next morning and again before his departure." 5 

It was not unusual for him to preach four or five times a day, 
often commencing at five o'clock in the morning . In the rare 
event of illness or extreme weariness, he would allow himself 

4/ the luxury ........•.. 

1 • Journal, 28th July, 1757. 
2. Ibid. , Vol. VIII, pp. 171 - 252. 

3. Ibid. , Vol. VIII, p. 1 95. 
4. Ibid. , p. 249. 

5. W.L. Doughty, John Wesley, Preacher, London,1955, p. 185. 



the luxury of resting a day 
"only preaching morning and 
s prained ankle, he preached 

or two. 
. ,6 evenlng' • 

kneeling7 • 

Such "rest" might mean 

When he suffered a 

There is a sense in which t he accidents of Wesley's ancestral 
background led him to his high regard for the preaching office 
and prepared him for this work. His father, grandfather and 

great-grandfather had all been clergymen. There is little 

doubt that his mother, herself t he daughter of a Purit an di­
vine, a l so exerc i sed an i mportant formative influence upon him 
. . d 8 In L l S r8gar • 

Wesley preached his first sermon in September 1725, soon after 
he had received deacon's orders in the Church of England9 • The 
text was Matthew 6:3 on seeking first the Kingdom of God. The 

manuscript of the sermon still exists. 

it 

W.L. Doughty describes 

"It is a pleasant, neat, compact and ingenuous little dis­
course, to vrh:'ch exception con2.d hardly be taken, and one 
calculated to mak", such c£ Wesley's hearers as understood 
him feel happy and comfortable; a s ermon couched in Scrip­
ture language, containing many Scripture quotations and 
adaptations and full of good advice, but lacking that pun­
gent exposition of the central doctrines of the Christian 
Fait h that was present ly to characterize his preaching and, 
metaphori cally, to 'shake the gates of hell' " 10. 

lie are dependent for our knowledge of Wesley as a preacher on 

hi s own scat tered references in his Journal, Diary and Letters, 

and on the comments and opinions of cont emporaries who heard 
hi~ . His own published sermons cannot be as helpful in this 

regard as we should like them to be, for they are polished 
literary works abounding in c l assical allusions and quotations, 

intended for a literate reading- public. From them we can 
certainly learn of the subject-matter of his preaching and of 

the way he treated Scripture and developed his themes. But 

5/ Wesley's preaching ••• 

6. Journal, 1st January, 1759. 
7. Ibid., 17th February, 1751. 

8. See W. L. Doughty, op. cit., pp. 5 - 8, and A. Skevington 
Wood, The Burning Heart, London, 1967, pp. 27 - 28. 

9. Journal, Vol . I, p. 60 (see also Ibid., 16th October,1771). 
10. W.L. Doughty, op . cit . , p . 10. 



Wesley's preaching was done extemporaneously, so that the 
published sermons are in the nature of an expansion of his 

5. 

usual preaching. Furthermore, he took great care to present 

his message in such a way that it would be possible for the 

simple people in his congregations to understand him. He 
spoke plainly, simply and directly. Though Wesley does not 
conunent on this point himself, it must be assumed that his 
method of sermon preparation changed when once his mission 

got fully under way. Much of his reading was done while 

travelling on horseback and, in lat er years, in his chaise. 

There was now little time for the painstaking detailed pre­

paration of his early years. 

He preached a fair amount during the next few years both in 

and around Oxford, and as a curate for 
father's parish at Epworth. 

period of his life, he wrote 

In 1746, 

two years in his 
looking back upon this 

"From the year 1725 to 1729 I preached much, but saw no 
fruit of my labour. Indeed it could not be that I 
shoUld; for I neither laid the foundation of repentance, 
nor of believing the gospel; taking it for granted, that 
all to whom I preached were believers, and that many of 
them 'needed no repentance '. " 11 

It was not until 1738 that his preaching was to convey a real­
ly telling message. A number of factors combined to effect 
the change. His voyage to Georgia brought him into contact 

with the Moravians. He was impressed by their trusting, 

radiant faith, but he did not understand them when they tried 
12 to show him "a more excellent way" In Georgia his clumsy 

application of a rigid ecclesiast ical discipline landed him in 

serious trouble with the colonists and contributed to the 
spiritual aridity of his ministry in Savannah. All these 
things caused him t o look deep into his ovm poverty of soul. 
Despondently he returned to England in 1738, But the 

Georgia experience had not been wholly a waste . The truth 
vIas beginning to davm upon him that his soul would not be 
saved through a change in external environment, but by an 

inward transformation. 

6/ No sooner 00 ••••••• 0 •• 

11. Works, Vol. VIII, p . 468 -The Principles of a Methodist 
F'-'·'rthcr Explained, 17th June, 1746. 

12. Journal, Vol. I, p. 470 - Wesley's review of events lead­
ing up to 24th May, 1738. 
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No sooner had he landed at Deal than he was preaching to a 
company gathered at the inn 13 During the next two or three 

months he preached frequently by invitation in various churches. 
An arousing note began to appear in his sermons, and was re-
sented by his complacent hearers 14 Yet Wesley was becoming 
increasingly dissatisfied with himself. Seeking the counsel 
of a Moravian friend, Peter B~hler, he "was clearly convinced 

of unbelief, of the want of that faith whereby alone we are 
saved" 15 

His first reaction was to leave off preaching, since he could 
not see how he could preach to others if he himself did not 
have faith. B~hler advised him to "·oreach faith TILL you have 
it ; and then, BECAUSE you have it, y~u WILL preach faith.,,16. 

For the next two months Wesley preached this saving faith 

while he searched for i t himself. Increasingly his hearers 

were disconcerted by his disturbing mode of preaching. Then, 

on 24th May , he experienced the saving "race of Christ. His 
soul was liberated. But more important, the preacher was now 
invested with a messaue of burning int::msity and urgency. He 
had found "his" gospel to communicat e to others. 

Ivesley stated his understanding of the gospel as follows : 

"The gospel (that is, good tidings, good news for guilty, 
helpless siruiers), in the largest sense of the word, 
means, the whole revelation made to men by Jesus Christ; 
and sometimes the whole account of what our Lord did and 
suffered While? He tabernacled among men. The substance 
of a ll L:., 'J 2SUS Christ came into the world to save 
sinners' ; or, 'God so loved th .:: world, that He gave His 
only begotten Son, to the end we I,light not perish, but 
have everlasting life'; or, 'He was bruised for our 
transgressions; He was wounded for our iniquities ; the 
chastisement of our peace was upon Him; and with His 
stripes we are healed.' " 17. 

Wesley's preaching emphasized the love of God and His grace to 
sinners. When asked what religion it was that he preached, 
Hesley replied : 

7/ liThe religion 0 ••••••• 0 •• 

13. Journal, 1st February, 1738. 
14. Ibid., 26th February, 1738. 

15. Ibid., 4th March, 1733. 
16. Ibid. 

17. The Way to the Kingdom, Sermon VII, Forty-Four Sermons, 
p. 82. 
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"The religion of love; the law of kindness brought to 
light by the Gospel. What is this good for? To make 
al l who receive it enjoy God and t hemselves; t o make them 
like God; lovers of all ; contented in their lives; and 
crying out at their death , in calm assurance, '0 grave, 
where is thy victory Thanks be unto God, \Vh? giveth me 
the victory, through my Lord Jesus Christ'." 8 

1!lesley saw this grace of God in Christ as being "free in all, 
and free for all." 19 It is free in all to whom it is given, 

for it does not depend on any power or merit in man, not in 
any good works or righteousness of the receiver. But equally, 

it is free for all men . No man is beyond the range of God's 

love. Wesley constantly maintained this emphasis in the faCe! 
of those who pressed the rigid extremes of predestinarianism. 

Such a message came as good, glad tidings to countless of the 

poor, humble, simple people of the land. It 'vas to them that 

\"esley's message was largely directed. Their lives were 
spelled out in terms of overcrowding, extreme poverty, ill­
health, monotonous food, and over-long hours of work. When 
the pressure became t oo great, they often found compensation 
in drunkenness, indul gence in brutal sports, and in violence. 

"It was a hard, harsh world for the mass of English 
people, and one singularly devoid of pity. Disease

6 violence, early or sudden death, were too common." 2 

Wesley's preaching of the love of God and the grace of Christ 

t o sinners struck an answering chord in the hearts of such be­

night ed peopl e . They heard him gladly, listened eagerly, and 

responded joyfully. 

Wesley also spoke forthrightly about man's need . Before God 

he is a sinner, depraved and fallen, and deserving only of 
death . But God in His mercy has provided a way of escape 
through the merits of Christ's redeeming work. Through 
Christ God restores men to His original purpose for them. 

This is salvation, God's work in man, embracing both justi­
fication and sanctification. 

8/ Salvation by ... . ....•.... 

18. Works, Vol. VIII, p. 8 - An Earnest Appeal to Men of 
Reason and Religion (1744). 

19. Works, Vol. VII, p. 373 - Sermon CXXVIII - Free Grace. 

20. Dorothy Marshall, Eighteenth Century England, London, 
1962, p. 243. 
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Salvation by faith alone was a dominant note in Wesley's 

preaching, and some of his greatest sermons were on this 
theme 21 Salvation means Justification or Porgiveness of 

Sins. It involves Regeneration, or the New Birth. It pro­

duces its fruits in a man, what Wesley called "Christian As­
surance", or the "';h tness of the Spirit" to the believer's 

acceptance into the Pamily of God. Now he is a child of God 
by Redemption as well as by Creation. 

"I believe every Christian who has not yet received it 
shoul d pray for the witness of God's Spirit with his 
spirit that he is a child of God. In being a child of 
God, the pardon of his sins is included; therefore I 
believe the Spirit of God will witness this also. That 
this witness is from God, the very t erms imply; and 22 
this witness I believe is necessary for my salvation." 

Wesley believed, too, that God's purpose for the believer was 
that he shoUld be holy. He saw this as an int egral part of 

salvation. Christ came not merely to deliver men from sin, 
but to fill them with the fullness of God 23 The purpose 

of God for man is not only that he shoUld be born again, but 

that he shoUld be holy. 

" (Real religion is) ..•• a restoration of man by Him that 
bruises the serpent's head, t o all that the old serpent 
depr ived him of; a restoration, not only to the favour 
but likewise t o the image of God, implying not barely de­
liverance from sin, but the being fil led with the fullness 
of God." 24 

Thus Wesley explicitly identified salvation with hol iness. He 
saw that part of his task was to indicate clearly the nature 
of the new l ife which follows the new birth . Constantly he 
urged his hearers to reach out after the highest. 

"But what is the perfection here spoken of? It is not 
only a deliverance from doubts and fears, but from sin; 
from evil desires and evil tempers as well as from evil 
works. Yea and it is not only a negative blessing, a 

9/ deliverance from . .•.•• •. 

21. See Porty-Four Sermons, Sermon I - Salvation by Paith, 
V - Justificatlon by Faith, VI - The Rlght eousness of 

Palth, XXXIV - 'rhe New Birth. 
22 . Works, XII, p. 35 - letter to his brother Samuel, 30th 

November , 1738. 
23. Ibid. , VI, p. 274 f - Sermon, The End of Christ's Coming . 
24. Ibid. , p. 276. 
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deliverance from all evil dispositions .•. ; but a posi­
tive one likewise; even the planting of all good dis­
positions in their place •••• " 25 

He preached in this vein to the Societies and also to.the many 

uncommitted people who came to hear him. From the first 

sanctification, or holiness, was urged even Gn those who were 

still only seeking. 

In Chapter Five we will give further consideration to the im­
portant relationship in Wesley's thinking and practice between 
evangelism and holiness. We note here that Wesley's teaching 
on the new life of holiness in the believer was set out in 
many sermons "dealing with matters oE morals, expediency and 
general decency." 26 He gave his people careful instruction 

in the art of Christian living. He expounded the practical 

teaching of the "Sermon on the Mount" in thirteen published 

sermons, and he frequently preached these. Other sermons 

dealt with some very practical matters, such as Health, Sleep, 
Redeeming the Time, the Use of Money, etc. His aim in all 

such preaching was to exhort and help believers to go on to 
perEection, to set before them the delineati - .1S of a life of 

holiness. 

Wesley's message had a dramatic effect upon people who were 

starved for such a word from God. It was not an age of in­
spired preaching in the normal course of events; indeed, it 

was an age when multitudes of English people probably never 

came within earshot of any preaching at all. And the English 
Church was both sadly handicapped and feebly lethargic to do 
very much about this situation. 

A number of factors contributed to the impotence of the Church 

in the face of the social and moral degeneracy of the period. 
Within half a century three crippling blows had struck the 

Church: the expulsion between 1661 and 1665 of one-fifth of 
its clergy under the anti-Puritan laws; then, some twenty 
years later, the suspension of the Non-Jurors, the clergy 

who refused to subscribe to the Oath of Allegiance to William 

III ; and, finally, the effectual suppression of Convocation 

10/ after its prorogation .•• 

25. Works, VII, p. 236 - Sermon CX, The Discov'cries of Faith. 
26. W. L. Doughty, op. cit., p. 87. 
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after its prorogation by Royal Writ in 1717. "The Church 

found herself shorn of both left and right wings. 
priest and flaming prophet were now cut off." 27 

Zealous 

The men 

lost were men of piety and religion, while many of the men re­
maining were the "moderates, the reasonable men, the time-
servers, the self-seekers and pluralists.,,28 Had the 

'National' Church studied how best to extinguish all spiritual 

fire within the realm and 

she could have 
expulsions. ,,29 

devised no 

to crush all crusading 
better plan than these 

initiative, 

two tragic 

On top of this the silencing of the Convo-
cation, rendering it impotent, had a great deal to do with 

the Church's inability to meet the challenges of the age. 
While Norman Sykes30 has helped to put the other side of the 

picture by showing that there were some good men among the 

bishops of the period, men of zeal and deep spirituality, 

there is nevertheless little evidence in the history of the 

Convocation to suggest that it would have risen t ·o the chal­

lenges of the times had it been in the position to do so. 
The Church was helpless and probably unwilling to extend its 
parish system to take in the new towns and cities that were 
mushrooming as a result of the Industrial Re":olution. 

ands of people were beyond any reach of the Church. 
Thous-

This was not the only problem. Other people were theoretic-
ally within ear-shot of the preaching of the Church, but they 
~id not listen, for there was no message for them there. This 
was the age of Deism, of a mechanical Deity, active in creation, 

but inactive ever since, and now distant and remote. The 
burgeoning scientific attitude fostered a cold rationalistic 
app~oach in the thinking of the age. Christians, too, a­
dopted a rationalistic approach in their religion, attempting 

an intellectual defence of the faith. "Christianity was to 

be neither 'mysterious' nor 'miraculous', but basically 
rational and humane.,,31 The result was an under-mining of 

Christian foundations and a dilution of Christian faith. 

27. J , \1 . Brea'Cly, ::;,",;1 ~nC -
', 938 , p. 25. 

28. Ibid. 

29. Ibid. 

11/ Faith and morals ••••••• 

'I r>. T " 1 . 
~' . _ ...: 2r · : .. ,::) 5 ey, London, 

30. N. Sykes, Church and State in En~~nd in the Eighteenth 
Century, Cambrldge, 1934, p. 144, et. al. 

31. V.H.H. Green, John .lesley, London, 1964, p. 4 . 



11 • 

Faith and morals in England sunk to a low ebb, and a decadent, 

moribund Church was itself part of the lamentable situation. 

It had no gospel to proclaim, no message with any "bite" to it. 

There was no urgency about the typical preaching of the age. 
The only passion was the passion for reasonableness. E:lthu­

siasm had been put out of court by the events of the previous 
century. The lamentable effect of the wars of religion was 
to make the new age highly suspicious of theological preten­
sions and claims. 

Passionlessness in the pulpit was the order of the day. Sermons 

were "eminently reasonable, admirably practical, but uncon­
scionably platitudinous.,,32 Archbishop Tillotson was the 

homiletical model for the age . In a famous, much- reproduced 

sermon on the text, "His commandments are not grie~ous" 33, 

his aim was to show "that the laws of God are reasonable, 
that it is suited to our nature and advantageous to our in­
terest ; that we are not destitute of sufficient power and 
ability for the performance of them ; and that we have the 

greatest encouragements to this purpose." He went on : "Two 

things make any course of life easy; present pleasure and 
the assurance of a future reward. Religion gives part of 

its reward in hand, the present comfort and satisfaction of 

having done our duty; and for the rest it offers. us the 

best security that heaven can give . Now these two must needs 
make our duty very easy; a considerable reward in hand, and 
not only the hopes but the assurance of ,1 far greater recom­
pense hereafter. ,,34 

The Hanoverian pulpit also displayed a distinct distrust of 
theology, and indulged in imlOcuous moralizing. 
message for the people. 

It had no 

"Evil and guilt, 
drama and appeal 
alized away .•• . 

sin and redemption - the whole personal 
of religion - was forgotten or ration­
It was not a religion which had much 

12/ appeal to the •. ••••• 

32. Horton Davies, vlorship and Theology in England, From vlatts 
and Wesley to Maurlce, .) 691:2. - -) 850, London & PrHlceton, 
1961, p. 73. 

33. I John 5:3. 
34. Quoted in H. Davies, op. cit . , p. 56. 
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appeal to the men and women living brutal and squalid 
lives in the disease-ridden slums of the new towns and 
mining villages. They needed revelation and salava­
tion." 35 

Oliver Goldsmith passed this judgement on the divines of his 

time 

"Their discourses from the pulpit are generally dry, 
rr.e :-· .l.odical, and unaffecting, delivered with the most in­
sipid calmness, in so much that should the peaceful 
preacher lift his head over the cushion, he might dis­
cover his audience, instead of being u-,:rakened to remorse, 
actually sleeping over his mechanical and laboured com­
position." 36 

Wesley was critical of the preaching of such men as Tillotson 
and Bull. In his sermon True Christianity Defended37 he de­

scribed them and others as men who adulterated the word of God. 

In another sermon, The Deceitfulness of Man 's Heart 38 he pil­
loried the sermon of a prominent preacher of the day, whose 
points were : 

"First, that men in general (if not every individual) are 
very wise; Secondly, that men in general are very vir­
tuous; and, Thirdly, that they are very happy." 39 

Such preaching did not move men to commitment and action. It 

~onveyed a caricature of the Christian Faith. 

What was true of the sermons of the age was unfortunately true, 

too, of the usual services of the Church. They were extreme-

ly dull. There were notable exceptions, of course, but on 
the whole there was lacking in the typical services and ser­
mons of the day "any element of holy excitement, of passionate 
pleading, of heroic challenge, of winged imagination." 40 

Wesley's preaching, by contrast, was always informed by his 
own spiritual experience. Acting on B~hler's advice, he had 

preached faith until he had it himself. Then he continued 

to preach faith in the saving grace of Christ to the limit of 

13/ his vision. 

35. J.H. Plumb, England in the Eighteenth Century, Penquin 
Books, 1950, pp. 44 - 45. 

36. Quoted in A. Skevington Wood, op. cit. , pp. 13 - 14. 

37. Works, VII, p. 454 f. 

38. Works, VII, p. 336. 
39. Ibid. 
40. Horton Davies, op. cit. , p. 73. 
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his vision. He preached repentance and conversion, justifi-
cation and sanctification. Ee declared the essential elements 
of the gospel with authority and power. 

listen to him. 
People stopped to 

The main elements of Wesley's message have already been con­
sidered. In this chapter it remains for us to consider the 

way he preached, especially as seen by those who wer e in his 

congregations. In any comparison of the preaching-portraits 

of John Wes ley and George Whitefiled, Wesley's success as a 

preacher is a constant source of wonder. For Whitefield is 
widely ackno"Jledged as having been a superlative orator. He 

possessed a "passionate temperament", a "bell-like voice, gifts 
of mimicry, dynamic gestures, and uninhibited speech ... " 41 

All these he employed with tremendous effect in his pre~ching. 

He was an exciting popular preacher in every country that he 

visi ted. He ~!as an unashamed ac-:=or, and used his actor's adapt­
ability to hold the attention of his hearers, of high and low 

estate alike. His stentorian voice enabled him to make him-
self heard by audiences of many thousands in the open air. 

'Vhitefield employed various techniques to good effect in his 
preaching-style. These included such devices as : the ele-
ment of surprise, the use of fitting anecdotes and fascinat­

ing travellers' tales, the use of contrast and antithesis 

in sermon titles and in extended passages, flights of imagin­

ation, flashes of humour and wit, the great range of his 

appeal to sentiment, and his skill in vivid allustration. 42 

Wesley, on the other hand, presented a very different picture 
to the observer. While ~fli tefield was the flamboyant orator, 

the bold pio'leer into new fields, '>lesley was a dapper little 
don. He was always more at home in the academic calm of 

Oxford or in the country rectory. Restraint and calmness 
~ere the dominant features of his preaching method. It 
could not be otherwise, for by virtue of his background, 

training and inclination he differed widely from George 
Whitefield. Both of them were Church of England clergymen; 

14/ both were .............. . 

41. Ibid., p. 145. 

42 . Ibid., p. 162 f. 
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both were Oxford men. But Whitefield grew up in a public-
house, and Wesley in a parsonage. 

Yet Wesley also possessed considerable personal endowments 

which contributed to his power as a preacher. His clear eye 
and direct gaze gave the impression that he was not speaking 

in general to a crowd of people but addressing individuals in 
a direct way. He was of small stature, yet had a commanding 

presence. 

black hair. 

His expressive features were framed by his long 

In his later years his intensely white hair 
gave him the appearance of a saint. 

and, a lthough it was not as powerful 

His voice was clear, 

as Whitefield's, it 
nevertheless had unusual carrying power, so that he had no 
difficulty in making himself heard43 • He had recognized 

early in his ministry that all other devices in preaching are 
of little account if the preacher cannot make himself heard. 
In '1749 he published a tract entitled Directions Concerning 
Pronunciation and Gesture44 • In it he deals with a 

variety of faults in speech and delivery. In particular, he 

warns against "speaking with a tone", such as "womanish", 
,; Cqueaking", "singing", "canting", "swelling", "theatrical", 

"awful", "whining", "sol emn", "odd" and "whimsical" . In 
particular, he urged his preachers not to strain their voices 

with shouting or "screaming". He made it clear that he him­
self never resorted to "screaming.,,45 He warned against 

monotony, and urged the general rul e, "endeavour to speak in 

public just as you do in common conversation", with "a natur­

al, easy and graceful variation of the voice, suit able to the 

nature and importance of the sentiments we deliver." The 
voice should be managed in a manner appropriate to the emo­
tional quality of the subj ect being dealt with. 

15/ The tract goes ..•••••••• 

43. See Journal, 28th JViay 1745, 13th August 1746, 5th April 
1752, 10th September 1760, 25th September 1767, etc. 
These are a few examples of how Wesley was able to make 
himself heard with ease by large crowds, often despite 
the weather. 

44. Works, XIII, pp. 478 - 487. 

45. See A.S. Wood, op. cit., p. 155, footnote 6 - references 
to various l etters. 
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'1':le tract goes on to deal with gestures, which Wesley describes 
as "the silent language of face and hands." 46. He had little 

regard for windmill preachers who rely too much on gesticula-
tion. Gesture, to be effective, 

"must be; well adjusted to the subject, as well as to the 
passion which you desire either to express or excite. 
It must likewise be free from all affectation, and such 
as appears to be the mere, natural result, both of the 
things you speak and of the affection that moves you to 
speak them. And the whole is so to be managed, that 
there may be nothing in all the dispositions and motions 
of your body to offe;nd the eyes of the spectators." 47 

Wesley then discusses the importance of a correct bodily post ­
ure, of the way the head should be h21d, and of the face as 
the mirror of the emotions. The eyes should meet directly all 

the listeners in turn, "with an air of affection and regard; 

looking them decently in the 
in familiar conversation. ,,48 

face, one after another, as we do 

Clapping of the hands and thump-
ing the pulpit are discouraged. Throughout he advocates a 
self-disciplined, calm and restrained manner of preaching. We 

may regard Wesley's various directions as being "a bit of self­
rortraiture,,49, for the picture; of 1Nesley as preacher that is 

thus conveyed to us is certainly borne out by the reports of 
r.o 

eye-witnesses who came to hear him ~ 

I"esley's preaching style was natural and free . He very early 

shook off his bondage to a prepared manuscript. He recounts 

how he first ventured to preach extempore when he was pre­
vailed upon at the last moment to preach at a service at All­
hallOWS Church, London, in 1735, when the appointed preacher 

r.1 
failed to appear ~. Many years later he recalled his mental 
confusion and agitation prior to his pr(~achil1g on that oc­
casion, and how he experienced a great sense of freedom in 
preaching extemporc 52 • He never again took a written sermon 

with him into the pulpit. But this does not mean that he no 

1GI longer wrote his ........ 
----------_._-_._ ._----

46. Ivorks, XIII, p . 484. 

47. Ibid. 
48. Ibid., p. 526. 

'}9. 1'1.L. Doughty, op. cit., p. 150. 

50. Ibid., pp. 107 f, cites a number of such reports. 
51. Journal, 28th January, 1776, recounting an incident that 

took place in 1735. 

52. The Wesleyan Methodist Magazine (1825), pp . 105 -106; 
quoted in W.L. Doughty, op. cit., p. 12. 
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longer wrote his sermons in full. Wesley very early in his 

life had acquired thorough and meticulous habits in his sermon 

preparation and in his systematic exposition of Scripture. It 
is unlikely that he ever completely abandoned these habits. 
Host probably his usual way of wCli"king was to prepare his writ­
ten sermon carefully, and then to preach it, having left the 

manuscript at home53 . The structures of the published ser-
mons reveal careful planning. Many of them are set out under 
three clear headings, with numerous sub-divisions. His 

points are all so logically inter-related that the general out­

line is clearly grasped. "They are models of precise, 

definite , theological and ethical statement, their framework 

obviously designed by a man who knew exactly what he wished 
his framework to contain." 54 There is a striking simpli­

city about the construction of the written sermons. If, as 

we believe, the preached sermons did not differ greatly from 
the printed ones in terms of content and construction, thcn 

this very simplicity of presentation would have enabled Wes­
ley's average hearer to remember the outline of the discourse 
clearly . 

;?0s1ey favoured a plain, simple style in writing and preaching. 

He sets out his ideal in his preface to the Sermons published 
in '1746 : 

" •• •. Nothing here appears in an elaborate, elegant or 
oratorical dress .••. I now write, as I generally speak, 
ad populum -- to the bulk of mankind .... 

I design rlain truth for plain people: therefore, of set 
purpose, I abstain from all nice and philosophical specu­
lations; from all perplexed and intricate reasonings ; 
and, as far as possible, from even the show of learning, 
unless in sometimes citing the original Scripture." 55 

He desired to avoid all difficult or uncommon words. He ad-

vised his preachers to avoid all jargon : " •..• always suit 
your subject to your audience." 56 His own sermons were 
couched in plain, forthright language. Since they were in­

tended for the common people, their language was such as 

17/ people could ...•..••.•• 

53. W.L. Doughty, op . cit., p. 138. 

54. Ibid., pp. 138 - 139. 

55. Forty-Four SermoE~' London, 1944, p. v. 

56. Work~, VIII, p. 317. 
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people could readily grasp. His proclamation was always 
simple, logical , lucid and practical. As he put it, his main 

concern was not to "overshoot" the congregation57 • 

Above all, Wesley was a superlative t eacher. He largely lack-
ed the oratorical gifts possessed by Whitefield, as well as his 
flair for illustration. But the clarity and simplicity of his 

thought and language are the marks of a good teacher. While 
his published sermons abounded in literary references, he never 

vaunted himself as a scholar. He modestly cit~,~ many sources 
without attributing them to their authors, but indicated that 
they were citations and not of his own composition58 • Horton 
Davies sums up the position fairly with his statement that, 

while Whitefield excelled Wesley in practically all the ora­

torical devices of preaching, Wesley was superior in "the con­

struction, the logical elaboration, the balanced consideration, 

and the clear presentation of his theme, as also in the range 
of his instruction." 59 

As we shall see later in this essay, Wesley made effective use 

of his teaching skills in the further consolidation of the re-

suIts of his preaching. 

~reaching and conversion; 
his converts so t hat they 

For him evangelism did not 
he sought to build up and 

might grow in their faith. 

0000000 

57,. Journal, 24th April 1789. 
58. Horton Davies, op. cit., p. 161 . 

59. Ibid., pp. 171 - 172 . 

end with 
nourish 
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Chapter Two 

A MEANS ABUSED? 

For Wesley preaching was always a means to the end of "saving 

souls from death." The reader of the Journ':!} is struck by his 
frequent 

the true 

remarks that reveal his constant awareness of this as 

end of all preaching. 

urgency to his proclamation of 

This awareness gave burning 

the gospel. The question a-
rises: when did this awareness first manifest itself? 

Wes ley's biographers and Church historians have usually tend­

ed to the view that Wesley's Aldersgate Street experience made 

him an evangelist 1 A strong case can be put, however, for 
the view that .lesley was an evangelist long before May 1738. 

Nehemiah Curnock, the editor of the Journal and the Diaries, 
refers to Wesley as "the man who even before his conversion 
"'as an enthusiastic evangelist." 2 

In 1725, even before his ordination to the diaconate, Wesley 

showed a keen sense of responsibility for the spiritual wel­
fare of a fellow- student. At the funeral of a young woman, 

with whom they had both been acquainted, Wesley urged his 

friend to let him have the pleasure of "making him a whole 
Christian," since he was already at least half persuaded to 

this. Wesley continues: " ••.. he could not do me a greater 

kindness, as both of us would be fully convinced when we came 
to follow that young woman." 3 Here is an early example of 

Wesley's life-long practice of seizing every available oppor­
tunity to make a direct appeal to individuals on the subject 
of personal religion. It became a mark both of his intimate 
conversations and of his public preaching. 

The Oxford Holy Club, in which Wesley played such an import­
ant part, had as a declared primary objective the attempt to 

19/ persuade all 

1. So, for i~stance, A.S. Wood, op. cit. , p. 74. 

2. Journal, I, Preface, p. x. 

3. Works, XII, p. 10 - letter to his mother, January 1727. 
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persuade all men to become Christians. The various works of 

compassion of this group subserved a higher purpose, the sav­
ing of souls from death4 . One of the questions put to the. 
members of the Holy Club was : 

"Have I in speaking to a stranger explained what religion 
is not? (not negative, not external); and what it is? 
(a recovery of the image of God); searched at what step 
in it he stops, and what makes him stop there? exhorted 
and directed him?" 5 

In 1734, when his father's health was declining rapidly, '''es­

ley was urged to take up the incumbency of the Epworth parish. 
He declined the offer, giving as his reason his conviction 

that, since the glory of God was his sole consideration, he 
must do that which for him would most promote the glory of 
GOdu• He linked this "sole consideration" with his quest for 

personal holiness and the promotion of hol iness in others7 . 

He was convinced that even as an Oxford tutor he was in a po-
sition to work for the salvation of others. In his deal ings 
with his students he revealed his urgent evangelical concern 

for them, using the available opportunities to speak to them 
about personal religion. 

Shortly after his father's death Wesley felt constrained to 

offer for missionary service in Georgia. One of his motives 
was a somewhat selfish one, in that he hoped to save his own 

soul, and learn the true sense of the gospel by preaching it 
to the hea thenS. His other reason for going to Georgia was 

his sure sense of missionary vocation, in v.'hich he was so 
different from many of his contemporaries. It is very like­

ly that the seed of this was sown by his father Samuel Wesley, 
who was, in his \vay, ';a true evangelical of his day, and 

20/ possessed of . . • •••.•..• 

4. Journal, I, p. 96 - letter to Nr. Richard Morgan , lSth 
October, 1732. 

5 . Works, XI, ppo 522 - 523. 

6. Journal, II , p. 159 .- letter to his father, 10th December, 
1734. 

7. Ibid., p . 160. 

8. Journal, VIII, Appendix XII, p. 288 - letter to John 
Burton, 10th October , 1735. 
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possessed of more fervour than most of the clergy of that 
time." 9 Samuel I'lesley had even worked on a comprehensive 
scheme of missions fOT India, China and AbyssinialO , and had 
talked of himself going as a missionary to China or Abyssin­
ia 11. V.H.H. Green mentions other factors which underline the 

Wesley household's missionary consciousness. John Lyndal, 

one of Samuel Wesley's parishioners at Epworth, had accompanied 
Oglethorpe to Georgia, and this probably stimulated John Wes­

ley's interest in the colony. At Epworth, and again later at 

Oxford, John read with interest what the Danish missionaries 
had been doing in South India. In 1730, together with his 
sister, he went to Lincoln to watch the Indian kings, possibly 

the Cherokee chieftains whom Sir Alexander Corning had brought 
to England. In 1732 John Wesley became a corresponding mem-
ber of the S.P.C.K. He also numbered amon~ his friends many 
who were interested in missionary activity'I2 

Yet the Aldersgate Street experience of Hay 1738 did bring a­
bout a significant change in John <,lesley. He had returned 
to England from Georgia, defeated, depressed, and acutely a­

ware of his own spiritual malaise. 

"It is now t wo years and almost four months since I left 
my native country, in order to teach the Georgian In­
dians the nature of Christianity. But what have I 
learned myself in the meantime? 1,Yhy, what I least of all 
suspected, that I, who went to America to convert others, 
was never myself converted to God." 13 

His long search ended when he discovered for himself a sense 

of pardon and deep peace with God through faith in the merits 
of Christ alone. 

His writings reveal how the events of ).jay 1738 constituted a 

turning- point for him, and heralded his future effectiveness 
as a preacher and evangelist. Prior to May 1738 his own in­
ward struggle, with all its anxious probing of heart and con­

science, had produced "the spirit of heaviness." It absorbed 
much of his energy , and frustrated his efforts to serve God 

21/ and his .. 00 ••• ••• • ••• • •• 

9. W.T. Townsend , H.B. Workman, G. Eayrs (eds), A New 
History of 11ethodism, I, p. 246. 

10. Ibid., pp. 167 - 168. 
11. V.H.H. Green, op. cit., p. 39. 
12. Ibid. 

13. Journal, I, pp. 42'j - 422, January 1738. 



and his fellow-men. "All the time I was at Savannah I was 
thus beating the air." 14 He found that it was different 

after Aldersgate Street 

"And herein I found the difference 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." 15 

21 . 

In a tract written in 1746, The Principles of a Methodist Far­

ther Explained, T:lesley summed up his preaching from 1729 on­

wards, and showed that the turning-point in effectiveness came 

when he started to concentrate on just ification by faith alone: 

"(1) From the year 1725 to 1729 I preached much, but saw no 
fruit for my labour. Indeed it could not be that I 
should; for I neither laid the foundation of repentance, 
nor of believina the gospel; taking it for granted, that 
all to whom I preached were believers, and that many of 
them 'needed no repentance.' (2) From the year 1729 to 
'1734, laying a deeper foundation of repentance, I saw a 
little fruit. But it was only a little; and no wonder: 
for I did not preach faith in the blood of the covenant. 
(3) From 1734 to 1738, speaking more of faith in Christ, 
I saw more fruit of my preaching, and vi.siting from house 
to house, than ever I had done before; though I know not 
if any of those who were outwardly reformed were inwardly 
and thoroughly converted to God. « 1- ) From 1738 to this 
time, speaking conti.nually of Jesus Christ, laying Him 
only for the foundation of the whole building, making Him 
all in all, the first and the last; preaching only on 
this plan, 'The kingdom of God is at hand ; repent ye, 
and believe the gospel;' the 'word of God ran' as fire 
among the stubble ; it 'was glorified' more and more; 
multitudes crying out, 'What must we do to be saved?' 
and afterwards witnessing, 'By grace are we saved through 
faith'. " 16 

His experience of God's saving love in Jesus Christ, and his 
JOY in his new-found sense of peace with God and with hi.mself, 
gave Wesley's evangelical concern new direction and power. 

At last the missionary had been given a real message, and had 
found his mission. 

In all true preaching the twin elements of proclamation and 

appeal go hand-in-hand. The proclamation of the gospel will 

lead naturally to an invitation to the hearer to respond to 

22/ the message of ....•...• 

14. Ibid., p. 470, May 1738. 

15. Journal, I, p. 477, 24th Hay, 1738. 

16. Works, VIII, pp. 468 - 469, The Principles of a Methodist 
Farther Explained (1746). 
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the message of the gospel. 

of the gospel will both set 

A preacher who feels the urgency 

forth t he content of the gospel, 

and also do all in his power to urge his hearers to receive it. 

The question arises, then: how did Wesley understand preaching 

as a means of evangelism? 

Wesley was an evangelist who set out to persuade men. He al-

ways sought to press home his appeal in 

that his hearers were left feeling that 

a personal manner, so 

his words had been ad­

describes the day'7 dressed directly to them. John Nelson 

when he heard Wesley preach his first sermon at Hoorfields. 
Here is testimony both to Wesley's personal magnetism, and to 

the penetrating power of his appeal to the individual: 

"As soon as he got upon the stand he stroked back his hair 
and turned his face t owards where I stood, and I thou:Jht 
fixed his eyes upon me. His countenance struck such an 
awful dread upon me, before I hc=arcl him speak, that it 
made my heart beC',t like the pendulum of a clock; and, 
when he did speak, I thought hi s whole discourse was aimed 
at me. When he had done, I said, 'This man can tell the 
secrets of my heart •. ,' " 18 

Wesley looked for a response to his preaching. I n his own 

words, his intention was that of "earnestly inviting all sin­

ners 'to enter into the holiest' by t he 'new and living way' 
" 19 .... 

At the same time he recognized the priority of the work of the 

Holy Spirit. After having preached in the parish church at 

Grimsby, he observes: "I spoke as plainly as possibly I COUld; 
20 but God only can speak to the heart." "1<2 shall return to 

this point later when we consider whether Wesley used his con­

siderable powers of persuasion to manipulate the minds of his 

hearers. 

"'esley reveals his aims as a preacher in the instructions he 

issued to his preachers. In answer to the question, "1"That 

is the best general method of preaching?" he replies : 

" ( 1) To invite. (2) 'I'o convince. ( 3) To offer Christ. (4) 

To build up; and to do this in some measure in every sermol1.,,21 

Each of these phrases merits further discussion. 
23/ By the phrase •.....•.•• 

17. 17th June, 17 39. 

18. A.S . Wood, op. cit., p. 183 -. quoted from I-lesley's 
Veterans, Vol. II I, pp. 11 - 12. 

19. Journal, 15th June, 1739. 

20. Journal, 1 st July, 17 88. 

21. Works, VIII, p. 317, The Large Minutes (1789) 

-------
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By the phrase "To invite" Wesley was not referring simply to 
the device by which the preacher gains the attention of the 

congregation. There is a clue to his meaning in a letter 

\ll:t'it t en in 1751: 

"I think the right method of preaching is this. At our 
first beginning to preach at any place, after a general 
declaration of the love of God to sinners and His willing­
ness that they should be saved .•• " 22 

The word 'general' here refers to Wesley's understanding of 

that which was distinctive in his preaching, namely, the uni­
versal i ty of the love of God. He tells how he first began to 

declare this universal grace of God: 

"While I was prea ching at Newgate on these words, 'He that 
believeth hath everlasting life,' I was insensibly led , 
wi t hout any previous design, to declare strongly and ex­
plicitly that God willeth 'all men to be' thus 'saved;' 
and to pray that, 'if this were not the truth of God, He 
would not suffer the blind to go out of the way~ but, if 
it were, He would bear witness to His word.' " ~3 

The results of his preaching on that occasion convinced him of 
the val idity of this new note. Three days later, he tells us, 
he again "declared the free grace of God.,,24 Here, then, he 

had discovered the emphasis that was to become the characteris­

t i c feature of his message25 , and was later reinforced by his 

brother Charles' hymns. 

clamat i on of the gospel 

I t was a powerful element in his pro­
of God's love for fallen man. It 

served to encourage the dehumanized people of his day with a 

Jli2Ssage of hop.;, juy and love . 

Yet the statement of the universal love of God for sinners 

was only a prelude t o the further st ep of convincing men. In 
the letter to which we earlier referred, Wesley proceeded to 
say that after the initial proclamation of God's love for all, 

the preacher shOUld go on "to preach the law in the strongest, 

24/ the closest, the .•• • •••. 

22. ,'lorks, XI, p. 486 - Letter on Preaching Christ, 20th 
December, 1751. 

23. Journal, 26th April, 1739. 

24. Journal, 29th April, 1739. 

25. The sermon on Salvation by F'aith opens with such a decla­
rat ion of the free grace of' God - Sermon I, Forty-Four 
Sermons, p. 1. 
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the closest, the most searching manner possible ..• " He ex­
plains what he means: "By preaching the law I mean explaining 
and enforcing the commands of Christ briefly comprised in the 

Sermon on the Mount ." 26 In his sermon The Origin, Nature, 

Property, and Use of the Law, Wesley outlined a threefold use 
of the law. Its first use is to convince the world of sin; 

it is to "slay the sinner," by which is meant to convince a 
man that he stands 'guilty before God. ' This conviction is 
always the work of the Holy Spirit alone, but He does this by 

means of the law. Then, while the law serves to bring a man 
to the realization of his guilt before God, it also goads him 
to turn to Christ for salvation. Thus the second use of the 
law is to bring the sinner to Christ, that he may live. The 

third use of the law is , "to keep us alive." "It is the 

grand means whereby t he blessed Spirit prepares the believer 

for larger communications of the life of God." 27 The 

quickened soul must not be allowed to forget what God demands 

of him in terms of the works of righteousness. 
sinner and believer alike need to sit under the 
the law • 

Therefore 
preaching of 

• lesley believed that law and gospel should always be preached 
in conjunction with one another, for this was essential to the 

healthy development of the mature Christian. He described 
such preaching as follows : 

"From the beginning they have been taught both the law and 
gospel. 'God loves you: therefore love and obey Him. 
Christ died for you: therefore die to sin. Christ is 
risen: therefore rise in the image of God. Christ 
liveth evermore: therefore, live to God, till you live 
with Him in glory." 28 

He approved the opinion that a minister of Christ should do 

three things: "first, to preach His law, in order to convince 
of sin; to offer free pardon, through faith in His blood, to 

all convinced sinners; and, in the third place, to preach 
His law again, as a rule for those that believe." 29 This 
balance of gospel and law in preaching was all jrnportant precau­
tion against the twin dangers of Antinomianism and Pharisa-

25/ ism; one of . .......... D 

26. Works, XI, p. 486. 

27. Works, V, pp. 442 - 443. 

28. Works, XI, p. 492. 
29. Journal, 2nd June, 1742. 
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ism ; one of these was likely to follow if e ither gospel or 

law were preached to the exclusion of the other . 

• 'esley advocated preaching Christ as the third element in his 

four-fold method of preaching. The sinner, having been con­
vinced of his utter inadequacy to atone for his sin by any 

effort of his own, and of his inability to fulfil God's pur­
pose for him,is now ready to be told of God's gift of forgive­
ness and power in His Son, Jesus Christ. It is the moment 

for the preacher to declare that the first and great command 

to a Christian is, "Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ" ; that 
Christ is all in all, our "wisdom, righteousness, sanctifica­

tion, and redemption ; " that all life , love, strength are from 
Him alone, and are all freely given to us through faith. 30 

Here the preacher is "preaching the life, death, resurrection, 

and intercession of Christ, with all t he blessings which in 

consequence thereof are freely given to true believers." 31 

"'hile there was a stJ'css in such preaching on the priestly 
work of Christ, by whose merits man's forgiveness and reconcil­

iation to God are rrade possible, Wesley was emphatic that Christ 

must also be preached in all His offices. He must be set 
forth as our grGat High-Priest, as t he Prophet of the Lord, 

oc) 

and as our King for ever,)~ Wesley was critical of the so-

called 'gospel-preachers' who dwelt exclusively on the priest­

ly work of Christ. 'rhe Conference recognized this as a dis­
torted type of preaching and agreed that : 

"The most effectual ':Iay of ~reaching Christ , is to preach 
Him in all His offices, and to declare His law as well as 
His gospel, both to believers and to unbelievers. Let 
us strongly and closely insist u~on inward and outward 
holiness, in all its branches." 3 

The I gospel-preachers I, whose method "lesley described as "a 
luscious way of talking,,,34 were in effect preaching justifi­

cation without regeneration or sanctification. Wesley de­

scribed it as II •••• the most useless, if not the most mis-

26/ chievous; a dull, ..... 

30 . Works , XI, p. 489 - Letter on Preaching Christ, 20th 
December, 1751. 

31. Ibid. , p. 486. 

32. Sermon - The law Established Through Faith, II, Works, 
V, p. 461. 

33. Works, VIII, p. 318 ff, The Large r;inutes. 
34. Let t ers, V, p. 84, to John Fletcher, 17th March, 1768. 
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chievous, a dull, yea or lively, harangue on the sufferings 
of Christ, or salvation by faith without strongly inculcating 
holiness." 35 Such preaching, he said, tended to drive holi­

ness out of the world. 
In his tract Thoughts Concerning Gospel Ministers, Wesley gave 

his definition of a true gospel millister: 

"He, and he alone, of whatever denomination, that does de­
clare the whole counsel of God; that does preach the whole 
gospel, even justification and sanctification, preparatory 
to glory. He that does not put asunder what God has 
joined, but publishes alike, 'Christ dying for us, and 
Christ living in us. ' He that constantly applies all 
this to the hearts of the heare:rs, being willing to spend 
and be spent for them; having himself the mind which was 
in Christ, and steadily walking as Christ also walked; he, 
and he alone , can wi t h propriety be termed a Gospel Mini­
ster .. Tf 36 

Wesley believed tha t if the gospel was to be preached in :L ts 

fulness, then the two notes, the love of God calling men to 

conversion, and growth in godly living, should both be heard. 

Ivesley's fourth emphasis is that the? pu:rpose of a sermon is 
to build up: the converted sinner must also grow in holiness 

as a believer. It is necessary for the believer to hear the 

whole counsel of God, both law and gospel, that he 

towards God's ultimate purpose for him, which is a 

.le shall turn 

may grow 

rel ation­
in the ship of love to God and neighbour. 

final chapter to the link in vlesley' s 

between evangelism and holiness. 

thinking and p:ractice 

We return to I'lesley's conviction that preaching should always 
press home an appeal 011 the hearer. There must be an 'appli­
cation. ' After a ttending a service in a Church in Aberdeen, 

he wrote that the excellence of the sermon was offset by the 
lack of an application, and the sermon "was likely to do as 

much good as the singing of a lark. No sinners are convinced 
of sin, none converted to God, by this Vlay of preaching." 37 
He himself preached twice later that same day, and he writes 

that he " •..•• made a pointed application to the hearts of all 
that were present." 38 He wanted some response to the gospel 

27/ from his hearers •••••.•. 

35. Works, XII, p. 140 - letter to Charles Wesley, 4th 
November, 1772. 

36. Works, X, p. 456. 

37. Journal, 13th June, 1779. 
38. Ibid. 
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from his hearers ; he wanted 

Journal abounds with phrases 
•••• I offered the grace of 

that is 1n Christ Jesus 

them to receive Christ. The 
such as : "I there offered Christ 
God •• • • I offered the redemption 

I proclaimed the name of the 
Lord . .. .. I proclaimed Christ crucified I proclaimed 

I declared the free the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ ..•• 
grac'2 of God I exhorted the wickE:d to forsake his way 

I began to call sinners to repentance 

all guilty, helpless sinners." 

I invited 

"lesley assessed his congregations in terms of their potential 

responsiveness to t:le appeal of the gospel. The Journal fre­

quently reflects how he felt about particular congregations 
tha t he addressed. Sometimes an unexpected response grati­
fied him. So, at Leicester, he was afraid that his calling 

there was but 'lost l abour', but was svrprised to find "they 
were present in large numbers at five in the morning, and 

were evidently determined to 'stir up the gift of God that 
was in them ' ." 39 But at Athlone he found that despite the 

appearances to the contrary, the people were not receptive : 

" •••• a great part of the: congregation was in tears. In­
deed almost all the town appeared to be moved, full of 
goodwill and desires of salvation. But the waters 
spread too wide to be deep. I found not one under any 
strong conviction, much less had anyone attained the 
knowledge of salvation .••. " 40 

"lesley ,",anted his congregations to feel the truth of God's 

word as well as ~'lear it. His cormnent on an Edinburgh con­
gregation is ;.lJ.UT"i."lilh."'g: 

"I am amazed a t this people . Use the most cutting words, 
and apply them in the most pointed r.lanner, still they 
hear, but fe81 no more than the seats they sit upon! II 41 

It is instructive to see how Wesh.y adapted himself to the 

needs and level of understanding of his hearers. He vras, as 
we have already seen, a good teacher. When he preached in 

1739 to the inmates of the Bristol poor-house, Wesley took as 
his very appropriate text the words: "'men they had nothing 
to pay, he frankly forgave them both." 42 On another oc-

casion he arrived in Hednesford just in time to hear the 
28/ account of the 0000 • • ,, 0 . 

39. Journal, 19th June, 1777. 
40. Journal, 4th April, 1748. 

41- Journal, 25th April, 1784. 
42. Journal, 14th April, 1739 ; Luke 7 42. 
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account of the sudden death of a young woman on the previous 
day . He writes: 

"This gave us a fair occasion t o exhort all that were 
present, 'so to number' their own 'days' that they might 
apply their 'hearts unto wisdom.' " 43 

A few weeks later he went to the castle at Oxford, where he 
ministered to a condemned man with prayer and by preaching on 

"It is appointed unto men once to die." 44 That very day the 

mar, was led to faith in Christ, and in due course went to his 
execution with cheerfulness and in peace. 45 

Such examples abound. Wesley was a lways an 'opportunist'. 

He was sensitive to the condition and needs of those to whom 
he ministered, and he used all his skill as a pastor and 
teacher to bring the word of God to men in a relevant way, so 
that they might hear i t and respond. 

The Journal entry for 6th May, 1769, reveals how he adapted -------
himself to a congregation in a particular way. While preach­
ing at Sligo in I reland, he found that by talking of salvat ion 

by faith, he was shooting over the heads of the people. But 
the next morning he tried another way: 

"I sui ted myself to their capacity by preaching on,' \,h0re 
their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.' The 
effect was that the evening congregation was such as I 
had not seen here for many years." 46 

Again, at Port Glasgow a few years later, he switched his theme 

to speak "strongly of death and judgement, heaven and hell." 

The congregation ceas ed i ts laughing and talking, and was 
"quietly and deeply attentive." 47 At Sundon, i n 1764, he 

had come to the conclusion that after all their preaching in 
that place, the Nethodist preachers might j1ASt as well have 

preached in Greek, since even those who had regularly a ttend­
ed the preaching h?,d e'lidently not received the message . A 

few days later he tried another way: 

29/ "I preached on, •.•• • . .• 

43. Journal, 21st Harch , 1738. 

44. Hebrews 9:27. 

45 . ,Journal, 27th i'larch , 1739 . 
46. Journal, 6th t1ay, 1769. 

47. Journal, 22nd April, 1772. 



"I preached on, 'Where their worm dieth not, and the fire 
is not quenched'; and set before them the terror of the 
Lord, in the strongest manner I was able. It seemed to 
be the very thing they wanted. They not only listened 
with the deepest attention, but appeared to be more af­
fected than I had ever seen them by any discourse what­
soever." 48 

Wesley shared the belief in a literal hell which was still 
fairly generally held in eighteenth-century England, although 
it was beginning to be questioned. He believed that hell as 
the place of everlasting punishment for unrepentant sinners 
was an incontestable part of the Scriptural revelation. And, 
since it was a characteristic of the age to interpret Scrip­
ture in a very literal way, such passages as bear directly on 
the themes of death, judgement, heaven and hell were given 
what we would now regard as sensational treatment. Wesley's 
Journal and Sermon Register 49 ~"~';eal t~ ', :'.,: h8 c: •. -. ~ .. "~ f:'oc;."2ntly 

preached on such texts 50 • He did not shrink from speaking 
directly and bluntly on hell. It was a scriptural theme 
that he treated with the utmost seriousness, for he believed 
that hell was a certainty for those who refused to repent and 
~~lieve the gospel. 

Wesley's critics have sometimes claimed that his success as a 
preacher can be attributed to his deliberate and persistent 
use of the fears of hell-fire as a means of terrifying his 
hearers, and 
conversion. 
claims that 

so creating a climate conducive to the crisis of 
51 William Sargant, in his book Battle for the Mind, 

Wesley was successful because he discovered 
that habits of thought and behaviour can be changed "by a 
tremendous assault on the emotions." 52 He argues that Wes­
ley hit upon the "extremely effective technique of conversion," 
and embarked on his mission with the help of his brother, 
"whose hymns were addressed to the religious emotions rather 
than the intelligence." In short, he claims, Wesley's 
... .:::'.:hod was to create a high emotional tension in his potential 

30/ converts by .......•.•... 

48. Journal, 26th February, 1764. 
49. Journal, VIII, pp. 171 - 252 : 14th January, 1747 to 25th 

December, 1761. 
50. A selection of examples of such passages and texts, to­

gether with occasions when Wesley preached on them, is 
listed in A.S. Wood, op. cit., p. 273. 

51. Pan Books, Ltd., London, 1959. 
52. op. cit., p. 83. 
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converts by stressing the consequence of hell-fire for those 
who failed to achieve salvation; that he then pressed them to 
accept the way of e~cape from the terrors of hell, reminding 

them that if they failed to do this and met with a fatal acci­
dent on the way home, they would pass straight into the fiery 
furnace. 53 

As he considers the strange paroxysms that seized many people 

in Wesley's congregations, particularly in the early days of 
the Revival, Sargant identifies them with the technique of 

abreaction which, he says, "is a time-worn physiological trick 

which has been used, for better or worse, by generations of 
preachers and demagogues to soften up their listeners' minds 
and help them take on desired patterns of belief and behaviour. ,,51-

Sargant's views on Wesley and his methods are unbalanced and 
often historically inaccurate. They are even unreliable from 
a scientific point of view.. Ian Ramage has shown55 that, 

while there are forms of conversion and evangelism (he prefers 
to call these 'pseudo - conversion' and 'pseudo - evangelism') 

that are psychologically similar to brainwashing and indoctri­
nation, genuine conversion and evangelism should be clearly 
discriminated from these on psychological grounus . He belie-yes 

that Sargant is confused concerning the causes of the paroxysms. 

These points merit further discussion here. 

It is remarkable that Sargant never once quotes from the 

sermons of Wesley. These sermons show that Wesley always 
laid far greater stress on God's love for the sinner than on 
the "terrors of the Lord." Wesley had agreed with "John 

Smith" that there was little good to be done by "the profuse 
throwing about hell and damnation.,,56 

Wesley did not deny that there were times when he preached on 
this theme. Yet when he touched on these ideas, it was with 

31/ a remarkable •••••••••• • 

53. Ibid., p. 84. 
54. Ibid., pp. 62 - 63. 
55. Ian Ramage, Battle for the Free Mind, London, 1967. 
56. Works, XII, p. 73 - letter to John Smith, 25th June, 1746. 

(rn Fact, in the same letter Wesley confessed that his 
greatest danger was not that of allowing his zeal to lead 
him into impetuosity, but of being tempted to lukewarm­
ness. He J.nclined more to being "a saunterer inter 
sylvas Academicas, a philosophical sluggard, than an 
ITJ.nerant Preacher. "- p. 72). 
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a remarkable restraint. In this respect he stands in sharp 
contrast to the methods and emphasis of his colleague in the 

Whitefield, whose 

with much play on 

preaching was often vivid 

the idea of a he l l of eter_ 

Revival, George 

and terrifying, 
nal punishment. Wesley, on the other hand, "softened the 

rejected the predestin-traditional doctrine of hell:' for "he 

arian element in the current teaching about hell ... and thus 
the idea of a Tyrant God.,,57 What is more, Wesley's concept 

of salvation went beyond heaven or hell to an emphasis on a 
present deliverance from sin. 58 

Following a terrifying storm at sea during his voya~e to 
America in 1736, Wesley records his surprise that the terror 
they had experienced had had so little effect for good on some 

of the ship's company. For the future, he observes, those 
that are dead to the appeal of love are unlikely to obey out 

of fear 59 • Nehemiah Curnock observes that Wesley was ever 
afterwards "sparing in his use of fear as a motive.,,60 

The sermon On Hell, which Wesley did not include in his Four 

Volumes of the Standard sermon:;., was, according to the Sermon 
Register, not preached at all during the period 1747 - 1761. 

In this sermon Wesley has this to say of the bodily torments 
and tortures of hell outlined by many other preachers: 

"But I find no word, no tittle of this, not the least hint 
of it in all the Bible. And surely this is too awful a 
subject to admit of such play of imagination. Let us 
k~ep to the written word. It is torment enough to deal 
with everlasting burning.,,61 

In this sermon Wesley says that no-one is sent to Hell by God's 
intention. It is reserved only for those "who in spite of all 
the warnings of God, resolve to have their portion with the 
devil and his angels. ,,62 S.G. Dimond writes that the sermon 

is " •••• an elaborate argument, illustrated by many quota­

tions and classical allusions which stamp it as an early 

d · . 63 aca em~c exerc~se." 
32/ In another •.•.•• , .•••.• 

57. Ian Ramage, op. cit., p.118. 
58. Ibid., p. 120. 

59. J ournal, 18th January, 1736. 
~O. Ibid., I, p. 139, footnote. 

61. Works, VI, p. 387. 
62. Ibid., p. 382. 
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In another sermon on Dives and Lazarus, Wesley clearly empha­
sizes a positive deliverance from sin rather than a negative 
fear of hell. He says that there is no method, be it fear 
or love, and no power which can by itself change a man. 

"God alone can raise those that are 'dead in trespasses and 
sins,.,,64 

As for the hymns of Charles Wesley, while they are most cer­

tainly full of evangelistic appeal they are remarkably silent 
on the t errors of hell. J. E. Rattenbury notes that there 
was only one hy~~ on hell in the large hymnbook, while the 

:.ymns on the 'Four Last Things' contain just one hymn on hell 
and twelve on ~eaven65. And far from appealing merely to the 

emotions, these hymns were directed t o the intelligence, for 

they are full of essential Christian teaching. It could be 
argued that many people learned more about the meaning of 

their faith from the hymns of Charles Wesley than they did 

from the sermons of John Wesley. 

We find Wesley reprimanding his preachers for preaching "too 
much of the wrath and too little of the love of God there-
by causing s ome to lose the joy of faith.,,66 In a sermon 0:-. 

~he Nature of Enthusiasm he warned his preachers against try­

ing to frighten men into the Kingdom of God: 

"Never dream of forcing men into the ways of God. Think 
yourself and l et think. Use no constraint in matters 
of religion. Even those who are farthest out of the 
way never compel to come in by any other means than 
reason, truth, and love.,,67 

Clearly the 'terrors of the Lord' sometimes formed a part of 
Wesley's preaching, yet he was restrained in his use of this 

element. His appeal was never primarily to fear: rather, we 
see here something of his genuine compassion and concern for 
those who were morally and spiritually asleep. 

Writing to 'John Smith' he gives a reason for this note in 
his preaching: 

33/ 11 But may not ................... .. 

64. Works, VII, p. 253. 
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"But may not love itself constrain us to lay before men 
'the terrors of the Lord'? And is it not better that 
sinners 'should be terrified now than that they should 
sleep on and awake in hell'?" 68 

There are also other factors that Sargant and like-minded 
critics do not seem to consider. There was, for instance, 
Wesley's strong belief in the sovereignty of God. Frequent­

ly, when assessing the results of his preaching in a particu­

lar place, Ivesley makes this kind of observation: 

"All the hearers were deeply attentive , whom I now confi­
dently and cheerfully committed to 'the great Shepherd 
and Bishop of souls'." 69 
"I spoke as plain as possible I could ; but God only can 
speak to the heart.,,70 

Then, too, Wesley had a deep respect for reason. This 
stemmed from his own background and training. It did not al­

low him to stoop to the use of methods that constituted a 

naked assault on the emotions. 

Neither would his concern for the whole man, and the integrity 

of that man, whether rich or poor, permit the attempt to blud­
geon him into faith. As we have seen, there were times when 
,,2 believed that the occasion called for a stern, direct de­

claration of 'the t errors of the Lord.' However, he resorted 

to this sparingly, and, when he did, it was with restraint. 
It was not his intention to frighten men into the Kingdom of 
God, but to win them with the appeal of the love of God for 

sinners. 

What, the~was the significance of the strange physical phe­
nomena that frequently attended Wesley's preaching? We read 
of many occasions when, during the delivery of the sermon, 

some of the people fell to the ground, convulsed with sighs 

and sobs, or cried out as if in agony. There were convulsive 
tearings, violent trembling, groaning, and other physical ef­

fects even to the extent of insanity. Were these the result 
of mass-hysteria, whipped up by an emotional and persuasive 
preacher? Was there a connection between the message of the 

preacher and these paroxysms? 
34/ Wes l ey himself .•.•...• -. 
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Wesley himself was very interested in these occurrences. He 

provides many detailed descriptions of them in his Journal. 

He believed that these things posed three questions: 

"1) Are they genuine? 2) Are they necessary? 3) Are 
they due to natural or supernatural causes?" 

He answered: "1) Yes; 2) No ; 3) Supernatural: God or 
the devil." 71 

Yet Wesley remained perplexed about thes(~ scenes of extreme 

emotion and was uneasy about them. It was not unnatural to 
associate them with New Testament stories of demon-possession. 
But since these distortions of body and mind could, as he saw 

it, be attributed either to God or the devil, he felt it neces­
sary to assess each instance carefully on its own merits. At 

times, as when he commented on the extreme case of a young 

woman at Kingswood, he unashamedly confessed that he was un­

able to come to any conclusion: "The fact I na":edly relate, 
and leave every man to his own judgement of it.,,72 

,vesley observed in '1772 that the physical manifesta'~ions were 
"common at the dawn of a work.,,73 A close reading of the 

Journal reveals that these paroxysms occurred chiefly in the 

earlier part of ,'lesley 's ministry. S.G. Dimond and 1. Ramage 

note that most of these spectacular manifestations of the Re­
vival were confined to the years 1739 to 1743 74. Wesley's 

biographers have tended to treat these things as a passing 

phase of the 'forties', and his interest in them as a weak­

ness that he later overcame75 . But R. Knox cites examples 

from the Jou~ll~.~ in support of his view that the paroxysms 
continued after 1743, and were known to appear even as late 
as 178676 • He agrees, however, that when once they had 

ceased in a particular place, they did not usually re-occur 

there, or, 
turns. ,,77 

' .f they did, it was by "a law of diminishing re­

But r.aring those later years they still s ometimes 

35/ re- .l.ppeared in • ••••••• .. 

71. Cited by Ramage, op. cit., p. 166. 
72. Journal, 23rd October, 1739. 

73. Ibid., 4th June, 1772 . 
74. Dimond, op. cit., p. 126; Ramage, op. cit., p. 140. 

75. thus for instance, R. Southey, The Life of Wesley,(1846), 
Vol I, p. 213. 

76. R. Knox, Enthusiasm, Oxford, 1950, p. 213. 

77. Ibid., p. 529 
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re-appeared in new places, as happened a t the 1772 revival at 

Weardale, where the work had already been established for some 
thirty years. 

T. E. Brigden makes the interesting point that the later fall­
off in the incidence of such phenomena can be linked with the 
development of Methodist singing, which "contributed largely 

to the higher expression and control of the intense emotion 
of the great awakening.,,78 

We must agree with Knox's conclusion tha t Wesley never outgrew 

his interest in the convulsions79 , and that he did not at any 
period of his life ei ther regret or discourage such happenings. 80 

But his next assertion is to be questioned, when he 
claims that in Wesley's frequent use of the phrase, 'The power 

of the Lord was present, both to wound and to heal' 81 the 

word 'to wound' meant "an outward manifestation of spiritual 
o 0 I . 82 Tho 0 0 t crl.sl.s, more or ess sensatl.onal.". l.S clal.m l.S no 

proven. The evidence from Wesley's own practice and reflec­
tion suggests that this is not what he meant when he spoke of 

'"; s desire that his hearers should 'feel' the truth of the 
gospel. Wesley was uneasy about these physical manifestations, 
and is unlikely to have tried to stimulate them deliberately. 

We must regard his word 'to wound' as metaphorical language to 
describe the deep-probing action of the Spirit of God when men 
really hear His word. 

Of course Wesley's critics and enemies made great use of these 
Methodist 'extremes' to discredit him, and he was frequently 
challenged t o express an opinion about them. In 1759 he 
preached at Everton, some months after the remarkable revival 
that had taken place there under the ministry of John Berridge. 

Wesley had visited Everton at the time, and had been personal­

ly much affected by the paroxysms that were then so much in 

eVidence83 • Four months later he is struck by the more sub-

36/ dued atmosphere 

78. T.E. Brigden, in A New History of Methodism, op. cit.,p.216. 
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dued atmosphere then prevailing, and speaks in general of the 
importance of such manifestations: 

"The danger was to regard extraordinary circumstances too 
much ••• ; as if these were essential to the inward work, 
so that it could not go on without them. Perhaps the 
danger is to regard them too little, to condemn them al­
together; to imagine that they had nothing of God in 
them and were a hindrance to His work. Whereas the 
truth is: God suddenly and strongly convinced many that 
they were lost sinners, the natural consequence whereof 
were sudden outcries and strong bodily convulsions. ,,84 

He went on to admit the possibility tha t in some people the 
manifestations were due to pretence, or imitation of others, 

but he felt that this did not deny the real work of the Spirit. 
"The shadow is no disparagement of the substance, nor thr:= 
counterfeit of the real diamond.,,85 

In 1768 Wesley wrote a reply to Dr. Thomas Rutherforth, who 

had roundly criticised these physica l manifestations. 
concludes his letter: 

Wesley 

"Upon the whole, I declare once for all (and I hope to 
be troubled no more upon the subject) I look upon some of 
these bodily symptoms to have been preternatural or dia­
bolical, and others to have been effects which in some 
circumstances naturally fOllowed from strong and sudden 
emotions of mind. These emotions of mind, whether of 
fear, sorrow or joy, I believe were supernatural, spl~ing­
ing from the gracious influences of the Spirit of God 
which accompanied His word.,,86 

Wesley did not believe that these disturbances were necessari­

ly important. 

"I speak of them as 'outward symptoms which have oftcm 
accompanied the inward work of God'. Often, I s ay, not 
a lways, not necessarily: They may, or they may not. 
This work may be without those symptoms, and those symp­
toms may be without this work. ,,87 

What were these emoti ons of mind that caused people to fall to 

the ground, sobbing, crying, convulsing? Fear, sorrow, or joy? 

To find the answer it is necessary to bear in mind the living 
conditions of the bulk of the people in eighteenth-century 

84. Ibid. , 

85. Ibid. 

86. Works, 

87. Ibid. , 
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25th November, 1759. 
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England. A very large proportion of the population was made 

up of poor people. Thousands were crowded together in the 
new rising industrial towns and villages. The social condi­

tions, especially of the poor, were appalling. Dorothy 
Mar shall describes the kind of life that was known to so many 
people: 

"Overcrowding made every kind of sexual laxity almost 
normal. Extreme poverty made thieving and bullying the 
only alternatives to starvation. Overcrowding, poverty, 
and ill-health together with monotonous food and over­
long hours of work, often found compensation in drunken­
ness, in a love of brutal sports, and in a violence 
that broke out again and again when the pressure became 
too great. It was a hard, harsh world for the mass of 
English people, and one singularly devoid of pity. 
Disease, violence, early or sudden death, were too com­
mon.,,88 

Conditions such as these had a brutalizing effect on family 
life and dehumanized the individual. 

Wesley came to such people, caught up in the web of vicious 
circumstances, and declared to them the love of God. He told 

these deprived and unloved people that God loved each one of 
them. He went to people who "knew r.mch of the harshness of 
the world and the severity of the law" 89 and offered them 

the grace of God. It was something altogether new for many 

of them, something immensely comforting and reassuring. His 
preaching did not have to create in them a sense of sin and 

guilt, for that was there already. 
peal afforded them the opportunity 

His message and its 
to shed their sin and 

ap-

guilt as they experienced God's accepting and pardoning grace. 

Small wonder, then, that there were extravagant and violent 
reactions to his preaching, producing convulsive and irration­

al behaviour. Tearfully, but joyfully, people were being set 
free from t heir grinding bondage. Their collapse into 
paroxysms was not a collapse under i mposed stress, as Sargant 

believes it to have been, but was collapse after the release 
of intolerable stress90 • Ramage argues that Wes l ey managed 
"to set free a whole flood of emotion that was not merely a 
normal response to present stimulation, but the outpouring of 

repressed emotion from the past. ,,91 The release was pre-
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cipitated, not by an emotional over-playing of the terrors of 
hell and eternal punishment, but by the calm declaration of 
the gracious love of God, 

those of fear: fear, not 

tial awe for a holy God; 

for sinful men. The emotions were 

wasted 
people 

of hell-fire, but of 

there was sorrow for 
living; but most of all, th~re was joy, 
who believed they had been found by God. 

God, a reverCl-

past 

the 

sin and 
joy of 

Such scenes of physical agitation and distress also occurred 

after the preaching of certain other preachers. We are not 

surprised when such things fOllow the preaching of George 
Whitefield, for he, with his powerful voice and dramatic style 

of preaching appealed to the senSGS and to the imagination. 
Charles Wesley, too, with his poetry and sensitivity, made a 
concGntrated and overwhelming appeal to the emotions. Yet it 
was John Wesl ey who, in his calm reasoned way, struck a deeper 

note and moved his hearers most mightily. 

We should note that Wesley never seemed to associate these 

strange vocal utterances with what is known as Pentecostal 
ulossalalia. He was not unaware that there was such a thing 
as the gift of tongues. His only reference to this gift oc­

curs in a letter written in 1748 or 1749 to Rev. D~. Conyers 

Hiddlcton92 • He disputes lhddleton I s claim that since apos·­
tolic times there had been no instances of any persons who 

had exercised this gift. He argues that it has been known 
even since the Reformation, and cites the, example of the 

Protestant inhabitants of the valleys of Dauphiny less than 
fifty years before. But there is no suggestion either here 

or anywhere else in \,resley's writings that he regarded the 
physical phenomena so often seen in the Revival as being in 

any sense of a Pentecostal nature, or that the vocal utter­
ances of those who experienced these disturbances could be 
identified with t ongues-speaking. R.A. Knox also speaks of the 

remarkable "absence' of glossalaly among the early Het hodists" 
- remarkable because "Wesley is for ever commenting on the 

various jumpers, jerkers, roarers of his day." Yet there is 
no single allusion, in all his Journa~, to the gift of tongues~3 
In his interesting study of Howel Harris, who can be regarded 
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as Wesley's precursor as an itinerant evangelist, Go Fo Nuttall 
writes that "in Harris' circl e enthusiasm did not brGak out into 
glossalalia. It is a point at which early Methodism stands 
clearly distinct from both Irvingism and modern pentecostalism.,,94 

The nineteenth century saw the advent in Britain and AJnerica 

of numerous evangelists who developed definite techniques of 
'revivalism' . The legacy left by these practitioners has not 
been uniformly good or acceptable, and some of them have given 

evangelism a bad name. They stooped to excesses of emotion-

alism, and to du~)ious manipulatory methods in order to s timu­
late a response to the message they proclaimed. There is a 
tendency to regard Wesley as in somG sense the father of these 
methods and the originator of these questionable revival 

t echniques. 

But it is a mistake to identify him with this group. He was 
not the man to abuse the preaching office in such ways: for 

he had a deep respect for the individual, and a clear sense of 
~"c i.nitiative of God - what he called 'prevenient grace'; he 
was dedicated to preaching a theologically sound gospel ; he 

believed in no stereotyped conversion experience for all 

people, but in the variety of God's approach to different 

people. 

It cannot be said that the altar- call for decision for Christ 

was a regular method used by Wesley. In fact therG is only 

one single referGnce to anything resembling an altar-call in 
his writings: 

"Toward the close of the sermon, I asked, 'Which of you 
will give yourself, soul and body, to God?' One cried 
out, with a cry that almost shook the house, 'Oh, I will, 
I will. ' And as soon as she could stand, she came forth 
in the midst, to witness it before all the congregation. "95 

We often read of Wesley asking those who were interested in 
joining the Methodist society to come and tell him so the next 
morning. It seems to have been the nearest he regularly 
came to making a call for decision . 

0000000 
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Chapter Three 

THE INSTITUTED !-'lEANS 

Wesley frequently used the phrase "the means of grace". In 

his sermon of this title he defined what he understood by the 

phrase: 

"I understand outward signs, words, or actions, ordained 
of God, and appointed for this end, to be the ordinary 
channels whereby we might convey to men, preventing, justi­
fying, or sanctifying grace."l 

He believed that a number of things served as such channels: 

"The chief means of these are pr ayer, whether in secret 
or with the gre3. t congregation; searching the Scriptures; 
(which implies reading, hearing and meditating thereon) 
and receiving the Lord's Supper, eating bread and drink­
ing wine in remembrance of Him : And these we believe to 
be ordained of God, as the ordinary channels of convey­
ing His grace to the souls of men . ,,2 

He made a further distinction between the Instituted and the 

Prudential means of grace. The :.nstituted means have been in­
stituted by God and are witnessed to by the Scriptures; they 

are, t herefore, indispensable for the Christian. The ~ruden­

tial means, on the ot~er hand, are called forth by the situa­
tion and are, therefore, flexible and subject to change. There 

is a statement of this distinct i on in The Large Minutes 3, 

where he lists the instituted means as f ollows: Prayer, Search­

ing the Scriptures, The Lord's Supper, Pasting, Christian Con­

ference. 

In Wesley's own practice these means of grace became his means 

of evangelism. Por if God conveyed His grace by these means 
to individual Christians, including Wesley himself, then his 

appreciation of their importance led him inevitably to use 

them widely in his work of winning men for God's Kingdom. We 
shall see how Wes l ey's use of these means of grace made them 
effective tools in his work of evangelism. 

41/ At first sight .•• • ••••••• 
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At first sight it seems strange that Wesley should omit preach­
ing from his list of the instituted means of grace. Knowing 
how he stressed the importance of the preaching office, we ex­

pect to find preaching at the head of the list . But there is 

little doubt that Wesley presupposed the place of preaching. 
His emphasis on the hearing of the vlord of God implies the 

necessity of preaching, and calls to mind the words of St. Paul: 
"And how are they to hear without a preacher?,,4. In his list 

of the instituted means he refers, in connection with "search­

ing the Scriptures", to "Reading, Meditating and Hearing." 
The questions that he then asks under this heading of "Hearing" 

indicate that he had in mind the hearing of the exposition of 
Scripture, for he asks: "Every morning? carefully? with 
prayer before, at, after; immediately putting in practice?,,5. 

This was a reference to attendance at the early morning preach­

ing which, we shall see, Wesley encouraged ~nth much enthusiasm. 

In a comment on the Twentieth of the Thirty-nine Articles of 
the Church of England, Wesley said that it claimed three things 

as being essential to the visible Church. The second of these 

is " ••. preaching, and consequently hearing, the pure Word of 
God.,,6 

We may say, then, that Wesley regarded preaching as so funda­

mental a means of evangelism, that it stood by itself in his 

thinking. He considered that "the first principle of Hetho­
dism (is) wholly and solely to preach the Gospel. ,,7 In 

answer to the Ordinary of Newgate, who had accused him of 

turning Dissenter from the Church of England, Wesley quoted 
with warm approval from the Article on the Church, which de­

fined a true Church as "a congregation of faithful people, 
wherein the true word of God is preached and the Sacraments 
dUlyadministered." e A. L. Boraine suggests that another 
possible reason why Wesley did not include preaching in his 

42/ list of instituted ..•••• 
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list of instituted means was the fact that preaching was not 
an issue in his controversy with the Moravians9 . 
Their doctrine of "stillness" did not preclude the preaching 
office. But ,"esley had a low r egard for Moray-ian preachins, 

and he spoke of "the comfortable way in which the Brethren 
preach. ,,10 He sa'lf a vast differenc e between the Methodist 

and the Horavian way of preaching : 

"If he (a believer iho has fallen into carelessness or 
sin) comes to hear our preaching, then we shake all his 
bones in pieces. If he comes to them they stroke him 
and lull him asleep."ll 

In his sermon on i he Ilean~_of Gr_ac.Q., "lesley points out that 
God is not restricted to any pattern or order in conveying 

this grace to man. He is free to use or refuse His appointed 

means of grace, but He "is generally pleased to use these 
means in bringing a Slnner to salvation.,,12 "If any of these 

will reach a stupid, careless sinner, it is probably hearing, 
- 13 or converso_tlon. " For God very often encounters the sinner 

. -14 "by an awakening sermon or conversatlon." 

Clearly, Wesley considered preaching to l)e the central and 

pri mary instituted means of grace. Since we have already 
::J iven due attention to the place and use of preaching in Wes­
ley's evangelism, We! nO ll! look in t urn a t hi.s other insti tute"i 
means. 

TilE ADMINISTRATION OF' THE SACRAMENTS 

(a) Baptism : 

Baptism is not inCluded in Wesley's list of the instituted 
means of grace. The Lord's Supper is often discussed in his 
writings, while Baptism receives comparatively scant and frag-

43/ mentary references. 
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mentary references. These facts indicate that Baptism, for 
Wesley, was a means of grace less important, theologically 
and practically, than the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper. 

A probable reason for the omission of Baptism from Wesley's 
list of the instituted means of grace is that the people for 
whom the list was intended were already baptized members of 
t he Church of England. The other listed means of grace are 

repeatable, and can serve as constant, renewing sources of 
grace for the Christian. Baptism, on the other hand, is not 

repeatable. 

Another likely reason for the omission of Baptism from the list 
is that, since his doctrine of conditional election demanded a 

conscious belief in Jesus Christ, Wesley emphasized those means 

which required a conscious participation on the part of the be­

liever. 

Wesley certainly regarded Baptism as a means of 
tuted by Christ and witnessed to by Scripture . 

grace insti­
Writing to 

vlilliam Law in "756 he says: "The plain meaning of the expres­
sion, 'Except a man be born of water' is neither more nor less 
than this, 'Except ye be baptized', And the plain reason 

why he ought to be thus born of water is because God has ap-

point ed it. He hath appointed it an outward and visible 
sign of an inward and spiritual grace; which grace is 'a 
death unto sin and a new birth unto righteousness,.,,1 5 

Wesley was concerned to ensure that Baptism answered the end 
of its institution, which is the conscious entering into the 
new life in Christ . The intention of this means of grace is 

to l ead man to a further conscious acceptance of God's justi­
fying and sanctifying grace. He urged men not to trust in 

their Baptism for salvation, but rather to prove their Baptism 
by trusting in Jesus Christ for their salvation. 

"Say not then in your heart,' I was once baptized, there­
fore I am now a child of God' . Alas, that consequence 

44/ will by no ............. . 
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will by no means hOld . ,,16 
"Lean no more on the staff of that broken reed, that ye 
were born again in baptism. IVho denies that ye were 
then made children of God, and heirs of the Kingdom of 
heaven? But, notwithstanding this , ye are now children 
of the devil. Therefore, ye must be born again.,,17 

He definitely linked Baptism with the crisis of regeneration: 
"No stress is laid on the age of the baptized, or the manner 
of performing it, in one or the other; but only on our being 
risen with Christ, through the pow2rful operation of God in 

the soul ; which we cannot but know assuredly, if it really 
is so; and if we do not experience this, our baptism has not 
answered the end of its institution."lS 

In an age when the Church was in the grip of a paralysing 

formalism, and men trusted in the externals of religion to 
the neglect of vital piety, this was an important emphasis. 

Wesley regarded the occasion of a baptism as an opportunity 
when God might work both in the baptized and in those present 
to witness the baptism. He relates how, on the occasion of 
the baptism of one Hannah C- , "God, as usual, ba.re witness to 

this ordinance. A solemn awe spread over the whole congrega­
tion, and many could not refrain from tears.,,1 9 On another 

occasion a certain gentlewoman was baptized, and immediately 
found peace. Wesley corrrrnents, "... the outward sign, duly 
received, is always accompanied with the inward grace. ,,20 

Yet Wesley had no illusions about these things. He remarks 
that of the adults he had recently known baptized, one was at 
the time born again in the full sense of a thorough, inward 

change, while others knew only the remission of their sins. 

"And some (as 

one sense nor 

it has since too 
21 the other." 

plainly appeared), neither in 

,'lesley himself rarely administered baptism, since most of his 

converts were Anglicans who had been baptized in infancy. 
The few adults who asked for baptism were exceptional cases. 
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The Journal records a few such instances where Wesley baptized 
adults who had been converted. 

man was 
Some were Quakers, 

a Portuguese Jew22 • 

others 

He t ells Anabaptists, while one 

of an occasion when he baptized seven adults, two of them by 
. . 23 lmmerSlon • 

There are no recorded instances of Wesley baptizing infants ex­

cept during his Georgia ministry. No doubt this is to be at­
tributed to the fact that since he never had any parish of his 

own after his return to England, he '!las never in a position 

where he would be asked to baptize children. And since he 

remained unswervingly loyal to the Established Church, and 
would take no step that would suggest any break with that Church, 
he always enjoined the Methodists t o go to the parish church 

for the administration of baptism 

b) The Lord's Supper: 

Itleslcy's personal practice with regard to the use and import­
ance of the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper is in strong con­
trast with the general attitude of the Church of his day. 

Already during his Oxford days we see him making a rule of 

communicating every Sunday, or even more frequently, if op­

portunity presented itself. This pattern remained fixed to 

the end of his days. Throughout his Journal he makes mention 
of attending the Sacrament on Sundays at the local parish 

church wherever he found himself at the time , if the local 
incumbent was agreeable. 

He urged his followers to 
he prefaced his sermon on 
with the following words: 

communicate constantly. In 1788 
The Duty of Constant Corr~union 

"The following Discourse was written above five-and­
fifty years ago, for the use of my pupils at Oxford. 
I have added very little, but retrenched much; as I 
then used more words than I do now. But, I thank 
God, I have not yet seen cause to alter my sentiments 
in any point which is therein delivered. ,,24 
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In this sermon he shows "that it is the duty of every Christ­

ian to receive the Lord's Supper as often as he can." This 
is because the Holy Communion is both a command of God and a 

mercy from God to man . Members of thG Band-Societies were 

directed "to be at church and at the Lord's table every 
week.,,25 

John Bowmer has shovm that in the Church of England in the 

eighteenth century, the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper was 
"infrequently administered and indifferently regarded by large 

b f b ' d' ,26 dId 'Th ' num ers 0 otn clergy an lalty', an cone u e s, ' G eVl-

dence seems to show that the majority of the serious-minded 
church-going people of the eighteenth century received the 

Sacrament on the great festivals of the Church Year ; but in 
some parishes, mainly in London and a few large towns, there 

were churches where monthly celebr ations were held. ,,27 No 

doubt the pluralisn: of the age, with its consequent absencE: 
of regular clergy in some parishes, contributed to this low 
regard for the Sacrament and to irregular communication. 

In his sermon of 1739 on The Means of Grace , "'esley speaks 
of the Lord's Supper as an essential means of grace. In 

answer to the Noravian teaching on "stillness", he advocated 

the use of the Lord ' s Supper as one of the means of grace 
that ordinarily conveyed God's grace to unbelievers. .lesley 

agreed with the Moravians that salvation is of God alone and 

that man must wait upon the Lord . But his understanding of 

"waiting" was different : a man is to wait for the grace of 
God by using the means of grace, not by laying them aside. 
For God is pleased to offer this grace by His appointed means, 
which are instituted by Christ and witnessed to in the Scrip­

tures. Therefore to deny the means of grace is t o resist 
that which God has appointed in Scripture. And the way shown 

in Scripture embraces "the way of prayer," "searching the 

S ' d k ' f h d S 28. crlptures" an "parta lng 0 t e Lor's upper." 
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;vesley held that ALL men, even unbelievers, should avail 
themselves Jf the means of grace. 

on the example of Jesus: 

He based this conviction 

"Our Lord commanded these very men who were then uncon­
verted, who had not yet received the Holy Ghost, who, 
(in the full sense of the word ) were not believers, to 
do this 'in remembrance of' Him. Here the precept is 
cl'ar. And to those He delivered the elements with 
His own hands. Here is example equally indisputable. ,,29 

He believed that believers am'. ul'lcel ieveTs alike are to be 
invited to the table of the Lord, since God ' s love is extend­

ed to all men. 

It is important to note; t:'le sl:!.ft in Wesley's sacramental 

Vlews. Once he had been very strict in admitting onJ.y bap·­
t ized a!ld episcopally confirmed pe~'sons to the sacrament. In 
Georgia this ccused him a grea'~ dr:al of trouble and contributed 

to his dovmfall . Afte:' his return to England the urgency of 

his evangelical mission changed al l this, until the Lord's 
tacle was as free of acc<~s-:: as the very gospel he preached. 
But he still insisted upon some evidence of genuine faith and 
, h 't ~ . t' , 'f 10 ~ e In enclon ,0 Ilve a noly II e- . 

The r'?ason for this modifica~~icn of his 5a(::,~mental views is 

that Fesley regarded the n: 2ans o t' grace as b ;i::,g not only coa·­

._' irming but also converting ordini': 'lces 0 Ee :knew of a number 

of people \·;ho claimed to have been convert ed th:°ough attend-
lng the Lord's Supper. He relates that his mother was one : 

"I talked largely with my mother, who told me that, till 
a short time; since, she had scarce heard such a thing 
mentioned as the having forgiveness of sins now, or God's 
Spirit bearing witness with our spirit; much less did 
she im2,gine that this was the corrunon privilege of all 
true believers. 'Therefore,' said she , ,~ never durst 
ask it for mys"l£'. But two or three w'~ el.cs ago, while 
my son Hall ~Tas p:-onouncing those wOl'ds, in delivering 
the cup to me, ' The blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
which was given for thee', the words struck through my 
heart, and I kn§?w God for Chris+:' s s o.ke had forgiven !y,e 
all .!!!y sins'." 3 I 

This was despitG the fact 
father, Dr. Annesley, had 
ly she had looked upon it 

that sh.e had beG!} away,," that her 

known such faith himself. 
as the peculiar blessing of 

48/ not as promised 
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not as promised to all the people of God. 

Wesley tells of another woman who had disregarded advice not 

to communicate (given her by an advocate of "stillness")" and 
who found that" 'He was made known unto her' in breaking of 

bread. In that moment she felt her load removed , she knew 
she was accepted in the Beloved . ,,32 

\"esley records an occasion when he preached on the text, "Do 
this in remembrance of He . ,,33 He goes on to reflect that 

some people had been affirming that the Lord's Supper was not 

a converting, but only a confirming, ordinance, and that there­
fore only converted believers ought to communicate. He 

answers them thus: 

"But experience shows the gross falsehood of that asser­
tion that the Lord's Supper is not a converting ordinance. 
Ye are the witnesses. For many now present know, the 
very beginning of your conversion to God (perhaps, in 
some, the first deep conviction) was wrought at the Lord's 
Supper. Now, one single instance of this kind over­
throws the whole assertion.,,34 

He pursued the same theme the following day, and showed how 

God can use the Sacrament to convey His grace to all condi­
tions of men. 

"I showed at large: (1) That the Lord's Supper was or­
dained by God to be a means of conveying to men either 
preventing, or justifying, or sanctifying grace , ac­
cording to their several necessities. (2) That the 
persons for whom it was ordained are all those who know 
and feel that they want the grace of God, either to re­
strain them from sin, or to show sins forgiven, or to 
renEW their souls in the image of God. (3) That inas-
much as we come to this table, not to give Him anything, 
but to receive whatsoever He sees best for us, there is 
no previous preparation indispensably necessary, but a 
desire to receive whatsoever He pleases to give. And 
(4) That no fitness is required at the time of communi­
cating, but a sense of our state, of our utter sinfUl­
ness; everyone who knows he is fit for hell being just 
as fit to come to Christ in this as well as all other 
ways of His appointment.,,35 

PRAYER 

In the sermon on The Means of Grace prayer, both private and 

congregational, is named as a means of grace . Wesley defines 

49/ this further ...•.•.••••• 
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this further in The Large Minutes : "Prayer, private, family, 
public; consisting of deprecation, petition, intercession, 
and thanksgiving.,,36 Quoting from the New Testament, Wesley 

says that our Lord Himself gave express direction that all who 

desire the grace of God are to wait for it in the way of 

prayer37 • 

The Journal reveals how in 1738 he ventured on the new way of 

extemporary prayer . On the 27th l"larch he went to the Castle 
at Oxford, where he preached, and afterwards prayed with a 

prisoner, "first in several forms of prayer, and then in such 
words as were given us in tha"~ hour. ,,3 8 This proved helpful, 

for the man there and then confessed his sins and trusted in 

Christ as his Saviour. 
On 1st April lJesley writes: 

"Being at Mr. Pox's society, my heart was so full that I 
could not confine myself to the forms of prayer which we 
were accllstomed to use there. Neither do I F " :'pose to 
be confin :, j to them any more; but to pray indifferently, 
with a form or without, as I may find suitable to par­
ticular occasions."39 

The forms of p:;:-ayel" that ''lesley was accustomed to were t hose 

of L.e C.'l.UrCCl of 8i,g:'ond Prayer Book. It is interesting to 
note that his move i nto 'free' prayer took i.ace even before 

his 'conversion' of May, 1738. 

The use of extemporary prayer brought down 0:1. Wesley the cen­

sure of many churchmen . They accused him of doing harm by 

breaking and setting aside order. In reply he pointed out 
what was the purpose both of set forms of prayer and of free 

prayer: 

"(1) It were better for me to die than not to preach the 
gospel of Christ ; yea, and in the fields, either where 
I may not preach i!1 the church or where the church will 
not contain the congregation. (2) That I use the ser­
vice of the Church every Lord's Day, and it has never 
yet appeared to me that any rule of the Church forbids 
my using extemporary prayer on other occasions. But 
methinks I would go deeper. I would enquire, What is 
the end of all ecclesiastical order? Is it not to 
bring souls from the power of Satan to God, and to build 

50/ them up in 

36. Works, VIII, p. 322. 
37. The Means of Grace, Sermon XII, Forty-Four Sermons, p.139. 

38. Journal, 27th April, 1738. 
39. Ibid., 1st April, 1738. 
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them up in His fear and love? Order, then, is so far 
valuable i'S it ",nswers th'2se end~; and if it answers 
ti1u" not, it is notl1ing worth. ,, - ,U 

In his sermon on The Hore Excellent Way Wesley encouraged 

Christians to follow the advice of Hr. Law, rather than use 
without variation the same form of prayer to which they are 

accustomed. He says : "Consider both your outward and inward 

state, and vary your prayers accordingly. ,,41 Tl.~" .:.'" practised 

himself through the long years of his ministry. When he 

prayed for people, whether individually, or in large groups , 

it was with great sensitivity to their needs. Prayer thus 

became i n his hands an effective means of evangelism, for 

through such prayer people were awakened to deep desire for 

God. 

" ••• the end of your praying is not to inform God, as 
though He knew not your wants already; but rather to in­
form yourselves ; to fix the sense of those wants more 
deeply in your hearts, and the sense of your continual 
dependence on Him who only is able to supply all your 
wants. It is not so much to move God, who is always 
more ready to give than you to ask , as to move yourselves, 
that you may be willing and ready to receive the good 
things He has prepared for you."Zf2 

The Journal has many references to people who found release 

from their sins, and joy in Christ, by the use of prayer, often 

after the preaching. After preaching at Snowsfields, London , 
1,Iesley went into a friend' s house nearby: 

"A poor sinner indeed fOllowed me, one who was broken in 
pieces by the convincing Spirit, and uttered such cries 
as pierced the hearts of all that heard. We poured out 
our souls before God in prayer, and light sprung up in 
her heart. ,,43 

SEARCHING THE SCRIPTURES 

Wesley laid down clear guide-lines for those who would find a 

means of grace in searching the Scriptures. Such searching 

should inClude Reading, Heditating, and Hearing44 : "Reading", 

51/ he urged, ............... 
40. Works, XII, p. 79, letter to "John Smith", 25th June, 1746 . 

41. Works, VII, p. 30. 

42. Forty-Four Sermons, 
p. 274. 

Sermon XXI, Sermon on the Mount - VI, 

43. Journal, 17th February, 1750. 

44. Works, VIII, The Large Minutes, p. 323. 
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he urged, "should be done constantly, some part of every day; 

regularly, all the Bible in order; carefully, with the Notes; 
seriously, with prayer before and after, 
ly practising what you learn there. ,,45 

fruitfully, immediate­

He quoted with appr-o-

val, 2 Timothy 4:16, that all Scripture is "profitable for 

doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness;" to the end "that the man of God may be perfect, 
thoroughly furnished unto all good works. ,,46 But he went on: 

"Nor is this profitable only for the men of God, for those 
who walk already in the Light of His countenance; but 
also for those who are yet in darkness, seeking Him whom 
they know not . Let them thus wait upon God, that His 
light may dawn upon them. ,,47 

So He recommended the careful reading of Scripture, for it, 

too, could be a converting medium. 

Wesley's own preaching minis t ry represents his unceasing ef­
forts to unfold before his hearers the message and meaning of 
Scripture, t hat God may apply its truths to their hearts. He 

was always a biblical preacher, and saw it as his business to 
declare to people a divine revelation, the truth of God. In 

his hands the Scriptures became a two- edged Sword of the Spirit, 

and their message penetrated deep into the hearts of men. 
Wesley tells how he once expounded the Word to "a little cold 

company" at Bury St . Edmunds from 1 Corinthians 13 as his 

chosen chapter. He says that it was this love that they 

lacked, although they did not like to be told so. "But I 

cannot help that. I must declare just what I find in the 
Book. ,,48 

He frequently described himself as a "man of one Book", which, 

of course, he was not. He meant that for him the Bible was 

the Book of all books. His sermons were thoroughly Bible­
based. He encouraged people to search the scriptures as a 
means of grace. He himself let no opportunity Slip to guide 
them in such searching, that the Word of God might address 
them in depth. 

52/ FASTING 
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FASTING 

As a member of the Holy Club, Wesley had begun to observe all 

the fasts of the Church and, in addition,he fasted every Wed-

nesday and Friday. He maintained this discipline faithfully 
during his stay in Georgia. He believed it useful as a means 
of making a person more conscious of God, and of the short­

comings in his life , such as ingratitude and over-indulgence. 
He saw it as an aid to prayer, which God uses to confirm and 

increase in a man "seriousness of spirit, earnestness, sensi­

bility and tenderness of conscience, deadness to the world, 
and consequently the love of God, and every holy and heavenly 
affection. ,A9 

Wesley regarded fasting as a "precious" means of grace "which 
God Himself has ordaine0 50 As such he enjoined it not only 

on those going on to perfection, but also on all men. It 

would be an indication of a man's seriousness in seeking sal­
vation. " ••• when it lS duly used, He will surely give us 
His blessing. I,51 

'":HRISTIAN CONFERENCE 

Wesley recognized the need for less formal opportunities for 
testimony and teaching, and he used the phrase 'Christian Con­

ference' to describe these. The phrase covered the use of 

the spoken word between people in a number of different situ­

ations. The same urgency that marked all Wesley's other 
means of grace characterized this one too. He had no usc 
for mere idle chatter or gossip: 

"Are you convinced how import ant illt:i how difficult it is 
to 'order your conversation right'? Is it always in 
grace? seasoned with salt? meet to minister grace to 
the hearers? Do you not converse too long at a time? 
Is not an hour COIT~only enough? Would it not be well 
always to have a determinate end in view, and to pray 
before and'after it?,,52 

53/ The Journal and •••••.. 
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The Journal and Diary have numerous references to Wesley's con­

versations with small groups of people or with individuals. 
Apparently he set aside a definite part of each evening for 
such conversation. Because he was always on the go, he never 
spent more time than he needed to over any conversation. 
Dr. Johnson complained: 

"John Wesley's conversation is good, but he is never at 
leisure. He is always obliged to go at a certain hour. 
This is very disagreeable to a man whQ loves to fold his 
legs and have his talk out, as I do.,,~3 

Wesley's talk was always directed to the end that he had in 

view, which was his mission to declare the gospel to all men. 
vllien he had said what he wanted to say, he moved on again. 
He used his journeys to good effect, too. For when travelling 
in a carriage with others, he was quick to seize the opportun­

ity to engage them in deep and earnest conversation. 

The Bands and the Societies provided opportunities for Chris­
tian Conference. Their rules required that attention be 

given to testimony and exhortation. Members were to speak 
everything that was in their hearts without reserve . It was 
the practice that even those who had indicated their desire 

for salvation were enrolled in the Society. So the conver-
3ations became means of grace, as Christians built each other 

up in their faith, and helped the seekers to find their sal­

vation in Jesus Christ. 

,'lesley held regular annual r.onferences with his preachers . The 

time was used to review the work that had been 

Societies and plan for the future. There was 

done in the 
opportunity 

for "Conversation on the Work of God," and the preachers re­
ceived valuable training for their future usefulness. 

Wesley had a high r egard for house-to-house visitation, and 
frequently enjoined it upon his helpers. He managed to do 
a surprising amount of visitation himself when he 'inspected' 

one by one the members of a Society and talked with them of 
their present Christian experience. 

0000000 

53. Boswell's Life of Johnson, ed. G. Birkbeck Hill (19 34), 
Vol. III, p. 230. eCl.ted in A.S. Wood, op. cit., p. 115, 
footnote). 
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Chapter Four 

THE PRUDENTIAL MEANS 

Since evangelism takes place within a given set of circumstances, 

those circumstances will to some Gxtent determine what is done 
and how i.'~ is <1on~, 

th", particular circ'. : ;,.stc:~.;,"::; 0.' his day ~.n£lue!1ced and shaped the 

'TIethods of evangelis!:l v.sed by Wesley. 

So, for instance, when he was denied access to the pulpits of 

the Church of England, he eventually turned to the expedient of 

"field-preaching". His burning passion to declare the grace 

of God to as many people as possible, together with the fact 
that he never had any parish of his own, set his feet in the 

way of an itinerant ministry. His conviction that a process 

of thorough Christian nurture was essential for the new con­
vert, together with his doubts that this would be, or even 

could be, provided in the existing structures of the establish­

ed Church, led to the formation of the Societies with their 
sub-structure of bands and classes. The impossibility of 

"1inistering singlehanded to the g-' swing membership of the Metho­

dist Societies led him to rely on the help of an important 

band of lay-preachers. ~men the people's long working hours 
made it impossible for him to preach before them at any reason­

able hour of the day, he tried early morning preaching as a 
way of reaching them before the day's work began. The par­
ticular needs and circumstances of the Methodist converts led 
to the introduction of such special services as the Love Feast, 
the Covenant Service and the Watchnight. 

Enough' has been said to underline the fact that Wesley was 

flexible in his approach to evangelism. Circumstances 
forced him either to accept being circumscribed in his mis­
sion, or to be ready to venture on strange, new paths. Often 

it was with much reluctance that he tried the new methods, 

yet, when he had seen their possibilities, and proved their 

efficacy, he was honest and generous in commending them. In 

fact an interesting pattern emerges in \.,Tesley's reactions to 

the means developed. (1) It begins with expressions of his 

55/ distaste when ....•.•.... 
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distaste when circumstances push him into an unusual practice. 

(2) He discovers the possibilities of the methods, and (3)then 

adapts them for his own purposes. (4) His growing conviction 

about the usefulness of the practices eventually rises to (51 

a statement of principle that the Hethodist work will decline 
if these things are ever abandoned or neglected. 

We will see, too, that in adopting these new methods - which 

he called "prudential means" - Wesley was usually an adaptor 
rather than an innovator, for he took the ideas from a variety 

of sources. He believed that the use of such "prudential 
means" was fully justified, for they were grounded on reason 
and experience, and served to 2.;-·ply the general r ules given in 

Scripture according to particular cirC'.::nstances. He argued 

that such "prudential helps", being neither enjoined nor for­
bidden by his Church, did not raise any matter of principle. 

Their effectiveness was the sole criterion: 

"That with regard to these little 'prudential helps' we 
are continually changing one thing after another is not 
a weakness or fault, as you imagine, but a peculiar ad­
vantage which we enjoy. By this means we declare them 
all to be merely 'prudential', not essential, not of di~ 
vine institution. \"e prevent, so far as in us lies, 
their growing formal or dead. vie are always open to 
instruct ion; ~nlling to be wiser every day than we were 
before, and to change whatever we can change for the 
better." 1 

In later years all his doubts about the wisdom of using these 

prudential means had vanished. We can hear Wesley the prag­

matist and passionate evangelist finally answering Wesley the 
fastidious don and traditionalist: 

"I would observe every punctilio 
salvation of S~U1S is at stake. 
to the means." 

FIELD-PREACHING 

or order except when the 
Then I prefer the end 

vlesley's earliest attitude to field-preaching was to regard it 

as a misfortune , and it was 
turned to it as a method of 

1. Letters, II, p. 298. 

with great reluctance that he 
evangelism. Following his return 

56/ from Georgia .•••.•••••••• 
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from Georgia in February 1738, .'esley was at first in some de­
mand as a preacher in various London churche s . But already 

certain disturb:i_l1g notes in his preaching were giving offence. 

The events of Hay 1738 only made matters worse. His zeal, 
earnestness and passion were no',! more evident than ever, and 
one by one C:'lUrci1es told him he would !'lot be invited to preach 

again. One reason for this denial of the pulpits was a doc­
trir..al one; for it v.'as claimed that he was pl'eaching an un­

acceptable "new" doctri:1.e. 'I'here was a practical reason too, 
in that "'esley attracted such l arge crowds that there was no 

room left for the regl;lar membel' 3 of the Chul'ches . For a 
man who believed thc.t he had a commission to preach the gospel 

this was a bitterly frustrating si tuatio;l. .lesley now began 

to preach more often in Society Rooms and in work houses. 

In the meantime his colleague and il'ie1G., George Whitefield, 
had found a way of overcoming such restrictions. He had been 

restrained £loom p:ceaching anYW:lere in the diocese of Bristol, 
except at Newgate prison. Thea, one d-ay early in 1739, he 
went to Kings'.'Iood, a cOImnunity of colliers , whe:r'e there was 
neither church nor school. Speaking from a hill, he preached 

to some 200 of these social outcastsG Within weeks he was 
speaking to thousands. He 

in London to take over fro;n 
sent im urgent 

him, c.s he was 

call to John Wesley 
soon to return to 

Georgia. 
Bristol. 

After much soul-searching I'lesley met l,Thi tefield in 
He describes how he felt then about Whitefield's 

new method: 

"I could scarce r econcile myself at first to this strange 
way of preaching in the fields, of which he set me an 
exampl e on Sunday; having been all my life (till very 
lately) so tenacious of every point relating to decency 
and order , that I shOUld have thought the saving of souls 
almost a sin if it had not been done in a church. ,,3 

On Sunday, 1st of April, on the eve of Whitefield's departure, 

Wesley was present when he preached to thousands of people on 

three occasions during the day. WeSley was impressed with 
the possibilities offered by this way of preaching, and was 
sufficiently convinced to try it himself the next day. 

57/ "At four in ............ ~ 
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"At four in the afternoon I submitted to be more vile, 
and proclaimed in the highways the glad tidings of sal­
vation, speaking from a little eminence in the ground 
adjoining to the city, to about three thousand people. "4 

It is noteworthy that his text on this occasion was Isaiah 
61 : 1, 2. The words were a prophetic description of his 

ministry in the years to follow. 

Field-preaching soon became central in Wesley's ministry and, 
far from regarding it as a misfortune, he saw it as a provi­
dential expedient. In this way he was able to reach so many 

more people than any church could acco~modate. But more, it 
enabled him to bring the gospel to people otherwise inaccess­
ible. After preaching on the green at Bedminster, he writes: 

"I am apt to think mcmy of the hearers scarce ever heard 
a Hethodist before, or perhaps any other preacher. 
~~at but field preaching could reach these poor sinners?" 5 

After preaching at Redcliff Hill, he writes: 

"This is the way to overturn Satan's kingdom. In field 
preaching, more than any other means, God is found of 
them that sought him not. By this, death, heaven, and 
hell come to the ears, if not the hearts, of them that 
'care for none of these things'.11 6 

Wesley provided his "apologiCl." for field-preaching in his 

A Farther Appeal to Hen of Pceass,n and RelilJ:i0l't: 

"Be pleased to observe: (1) That I was forbidden, as by 
a general consent, to preach in any church (though not 
by any judicial sentence) 'for preaching such doctrine'. 
This was the open, avowed cause ; there was at that time 
no other, either real or pretended, exapt that the people 
crowded so. (2) That I had no desire or design to 
preach in the open air, till after this prohibition. 
(3) That when I did, as it was no matter of choice, so 
neither of premeditation. There was no scheme at all 
previously formed, which was to be supported thereby; 
nor had I any other end in view than this - to save as 
many souls as I could. (4) Field preaching was there-
fore a sudden expedient, a thing submitted to, because 
I thought preaching even thus, better than not preaching 
at all: First , in regard to my own soul, because a 
'dispensation of the gospel being committed to me', I 
did not dare 'not to preach the gospel': Secondl~ in 
regard to the souls of others, whom I everywhere saw 
'seeking death in the error of their life,.,,7 

This passage ....... , .... 
4. Ibid., 2nd April, 1739. 

5. Journal, 17th September, 1763. 
6. Ibid., 30th September, 1767. 

7. Works, VIII, pp. 112 - 113, A Farther A~al to Men of 
Reason and Religion (1745). 



This passage has been quoted at some length, for it shows how 

Wesley's feeling about field-preaching developed a stage further. 
The expedient method had become a tactical necessity, and Wes­

ley defended it with growing conviction. For field-preach~ng 

makes it possible for the preacher to address larger congrega­

tions than any church can hOld. It enables him to go where 
the people are to be found, in the new industrial towns and 
villages which have neither church nor priest and where the 
labouring poor rarely, if ever, come within ear- shot of the 

gospel. 

,"esley's critics questioned the need to preach in fields and 

streets, claiming that there were churches enough to preach in 

and ministers enough to do the preaching without his dubious 

contribution. vlesley replied that since sinners were not 
being reclaimed, this was evidence enough that there were not 

enouch churches or ministers, and the argument made no dif­

ference if people never came near a church. He could not 
share the prevailing point of view that if people never enter­

ed a church, it was their own fault and they could be left to 

die and be damned. 

"I grant it is their own fault; and so it was my fault 
and yours when we went astray like sheep that were lost. 
Yet the Shepherd of souls sought after us, and went after 
us into the wilderness. And 'oughtest not thou to have 
compassion on thy fellow-servants as He had pity on thee?' 
Ought not we also 'to seek', as far as in us lies, 'and 

to save that which is 10st'?"S 

These words r'!veaJ. his passionate concern for the eternal well­
being of the people who were commonly looked upon as outcasts. 
It was a miracle of grace that sent out the neat, fastidious 
Oxford don to bring the message of the gospel to the common 

people. A.C. Outler believes that Wesley underwent a further 
"conversion", no less important than his Aldersgate experience, 

It was his "conversion from passion to compassion as his domi­
nant emotion, his change from a harsh zealot of God's judge­
ment to a winsome witness to God's grace, from a censorjous 
critic to an effective pastor, from arrogance to humility. ,,9 

~~/ Outler goes on .•.. 0 ••••• 

8. Ibid., p. 112 f. 
9. A.C. Outler, Evangelism in the Wesleyan Spirit, Nashville, 
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Outler goes on to suggest that while this was obviously not 
the first time that Wesley had preached the 'glad tidings of 

salvation' , 

"it was almost certainly the first time that anybody 
e lse had heard these tidings for themselves in his 
preaching of them . 
••• part of this must have been because here his pro­
clamation had finally passed over from highly self­
conscious words to truly unself-conscious action. His 
passion for truth had been transformed into compassion 
for persons. This visible demonstration of his actual 
indentification with them had stirred forlorn men to a 
real 'hearing of faith', and it was their hearing of 
faith that finally clinched WeslQY's firm grasp upon his 
own faith. It was Wesley's belat ed success as an evan­
gelist that finally made him into an assured believer • 
••••.• 'Preach faith until you have it' had been Peter 
Btlhler's prescription, but ithadn't worked out like 
that. Instead, Wesley had preached faith until others 
had it· '. and that was what broke the drought in his own 
spirit. ,, ',0 

Outler's valuable insight goes a long way towards explaining 
why ,lesley was to become such a highly successful evangelist. 

Wesley became so firmly convinced of trIG necessity of field­
preaching that he could attribute the decline in the life of 

a Society to its absence, and prescribe it as a remedy for 

anaemic Societies. He diagnosed the neglect of field­
preaching as one hindrance of the work of God in York, and 
i mmr'c1iately set about remedying the defect himself by preach­

ing at 8 a.m. alongside the city walls 

At Gins, a few years later, he was sure that the want of field­
preaching contributGd to the "deadness" there: 

"I do not 
out it. 
work will 

find any great increase of the work of God with­
If ever this is laid aside, I expect the whole 
gradually die away.,,12 

At the annual Conferel'lCes and in letters to individuals, '""es­

ley repeatedly underlined the great v,alue of this method. 
He wrote to James l<ea, one of his preachers in Ireland: 

"Preach abroad ••••• if ever you would do good. It 
is the cooping yourselves up in rooms that has damped 

the work of God, which never was and never will be car­
ried on to any purpose without going out into the 

60/ highways and hedges ••..• 

10. Ibid., pp. 20 - 21. 
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highways and hedges and compelling poor sinners to come 
in ••••• Preach abroad in every place. Mind not lazy 
or cowardly Hethodists. 'Tis a shame to preach in a 
house before October, unless in a morning. ,,13 

\<lesley's approach to the question of field preaching was an 

essentially pragmatic one. He believed that its merits, seen, 

for instance, in the presence of a large serious congrcJation 
on Moorfields, would convince any impartial man of its ex-

d " 14 " pe lency. He contlnues: 

"By repeated observations I find I can command thrice the 
number in the open air that I can under a roof. And who 
can say the time for field--preachincr is over, while, (1) 
greater numbers than ever attend; (2) the converting as 
well as convincing power of God is eminently present with 
them?,,15 

vlesley used some strange pulpits in th0 course of his wide 

travels. It matterc"d little to him what form they took, as 

long as people could see and hear him. A chair or table, a 
wall, an open. high window, a market cross in the centre of 
the village , the steps of a building, a horseblock, or a 
tombstone (even at times that of his father in the Epworth 

graveyard) - all these were put to use. For many people his 

appearance, in gown and bands, under the blue skies, was an 

uncommon sight, to say the least. 

Jet Wesley disclaimed the suggestion that the success of his 

preaching was to be attrib'J.ted mainly to the novelty of this 

method. His letter of 24th March, 1747 to "John Smith" in­
dicates that his open-air preaching at that time did not evoke 

any remarkable immediate response: 

"I believe it was to obviate this very supposition that 
J::"":f preaching so rarely made any impression at all till 
the novelty of it was over. Uhen I had preached more 
than six score times at this town (Newcastle), I found 
scarce any effect; only that abundance of people heard 
and gaped and stared and went away much as they came. 
And it was one evening. while I was in doubt if I had not 
laboured in vain. that such a blessing of God was given 

61/ as has continued •••• • ••.•• 

13. Letters, V, p. 23. To James Rea, 21st July, 1766. 
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as has continued ever since, agd I trust will be remem­
bered unto many generations,II1 

In 1775, after preaching in Moorfields to a larger congrega­
tion than usual, he cOJrJnented: "Stl'ange that their curiosity 

should not be satisfied yet, after hearing the same thing 
near forty yearsl 1117 Clearly, the attraction was not VJes­

ley's appearance in the open air but the message of his 
preaching. 

Even though "lesley was firmly convinced of the great value of 

open-air preaching, he gave himself away from time to time, 
r evealing how this mode of operation went against his natural 
inclinations. 

" •••• I love a commOQ~OUS room, a soft cusicn, a handsome 
pulpit. But where is my zeal, if I do not trample all 
these underfoot in oTder to savo one mOTe SOUI?"18 

"I pre.a.c:hed on the quay at Kingswood, and near King 
Square. To this day field-preaching is a cross to me. 
But I know my commission and see no other way of 'preach­
ing the Gospel to every creature'. 11'1 9 

By then he had been preaching in the open-air for thirty-three 

years! 

There was much else to turn ,vesley from field-preaching besides 

his own uneasiness. He k"leY! at first hand of its hazards, and 

all the discomfort from the elements , and even the violence of 
uncouth enemies. He challenged those who merely criticised 

him whether they were prepared to accept the inconvenience 

that necessarily accompanied field-preaching: 

"Can you bear the summer sun to beat upon your naked 
head? Can you suffer the wintry rain or wind, from 
whatever quarter it blOWS? Are you able to stand in the 
open air without any covering or defence when God cast­
eth abroad his snow like wool, or scattereth his hoar­
fl'ost like ashes? ••••• Far above al l th, ,e, are the 
contradiction of sinners, the scoffs both of the great 
VUlgar and the small; contempt and reproach of every 
kind; often more than verbal affronts , stupid, brutal 
violence, sometimes to the hazard of health or limbs or 
l~fe.1I2U 

62/ Clearly, it is 
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Clearly, it is only the conviction that this way is God's will 

for him that "could induce any man of common sense to continue 
therein one year. ,,21 

,'lesley had also to face a great deal of opposition. This came 

from friends and enemies alike, including members of his family, 

fellow-clergy, and the hierarchy of the Church; it was even 
claimed by some that the Methodist open-air preaching was sedi­
tious. Wesley answered such charges by pointing out that the 

statute forbidding field-preaching applied only to Dissenters. 

Since the Hethodists were not Dissenters, there was no need 
for them to qualify themselves or their assemblies according 

to the Act of Toleration. He argued, too, that the Nethodists 
could make the same plea as the Religious Societies, whose 
members were not Dissenters from the Church. Since the 

Societies had never been declared illegal, no more could the 

Methodists be regarded as seditious. 

For those who objected to the "indecency" of open-air preaching, 

,"esley had a ready reply: 

"The highest indecency is in St. Paul's Church, when a 
considerable part of the congregation are asleep, or talk­
ing, or looking about, not minding a word the preacher" 
says. On the other hand there is the highest decency in 
churchyard or field, when the whOle congregation behave 
and look as if they saw the Judge of all, and heard Him 
speaking from heaven. ,,22 

ITINERANCY 

It is estimated that Wesley travelled about 250,000 miles dur­

ing the course of his long career as an evangelist. He was 

constantly on the move, and had little time to pause for rest 

or for leisure. The reader of the Journal is left feeling 

breathless trying to follow Wesley's account of his incessant 
travels. 

Even before his first venture into field-preaching Wesley was 

conmitted to a wide-ranging itinerant ministry. On 20th March, 

1739, before he began his open- air preaching, he had written 
to James Hervey: 

63/ "God in Scripture •••••••• 
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"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 ever probably shall. 
yfuom, then, shall I hear, God or man? 'If it be just 
to obey man r a ther than God, judge you. A dispensation 
of the Gospel is committed to me; and woe is me if I 
preach not the Gospel.' .•• • • Suffer me to tell you .!!!y 
principles in this matter. I look upon all the worla­
as my parish; thus far, I mean, that in whatever part of 
it lIJ am, I judge it meet, right and my bounden duty, to 
deciare unto all that are willing to hear, the glad ti­
dings of salvation. This is the work I know God has 
called me t o; and sure I am that His blessing attends 
it. ,,23 

The frustration of the early months following his r eturn to 
England from Georgia, together with the compulsion of a mes­

sage that ho could not keep to himself, had already born in 

him a determination not to be restricted by ecclesiastical 

barriers. His dilemma was this: whil e he had no desire to 

leave the Church of England, he also believed that he had a 
divine commission to preach the Gospel, a commission which he 
could not disobey. 

Following his first experiences 
irmnediately acti VC! in the London 

wher ever he had the opportunity. 

of field-preaching Wesley was 

and BristOl areas, preaching 

III August 1739 he had an 
audience with Bishop Butler of Bris i:ol , who told him that, 
since he was not commissioned to preach in that diocese, he 

had no business there and should leave. "lesley reco:Y.'ds how 
he replied: 

"My Lord, my business on earth is to do what good I can. 
Wherever, therofore, I think I can do most good there 
must I stay, so long as I think so. At present I think 
I can do most good here; therefore, here I stay. As 
to my preaching here, a dispensation of the Gospel is 
committed to me, and woo is me if I preach not the 
Gospel wherever I am in tho habitable worldl Your 
Lordship knows, being ordained a Priest, by the commis­
sion I then received I am a priest of the Church Uni­
versal. And being ordained as Fellow of a College, I 
was not limited to any particular cure, but have an in­
determinate commission to preach the word of God in any 
part of the Church of England . I do not therefore con­
ceive that, in preaching here by this commission, I 
break any human law.,,24 

64/ As far back .... .. ............ . 
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As far back as 1734 Wesley had thought like this. At that 

time his father and brother Samuel had brought pres~ure to 

bear on him to accept the incumbency of Epworth. He insisted 

then that God had not called him to the oversigDt of a parish, 
and secured a supporting opinion from Bishop Potter of Oxford. 25 

Although \-lesley resigned his l"ellowship of Lincoln Col­

lege on 1st June 1751, he was by then so convinced of the 
providential expediency of his itinerant ministry through the 
Kingdom, that he continued in his travels without the slight­

est hesitation, and apparently without ftlrther episcopal pro­
hibition. 

There were many preceden~ for Wesley's itinerant evangelism, 

even if he did not dwell on these to justify his own practice. 
In the early Church the Apostles had travelled widely. The 

initial missioning of Britain had been carried out by itinE.-­

rants such as Ninian and Patrick in the fifth century, COlumba 
in the sixth century , Augustine of Canterbury, Paul inus and 

Aidan and Chad. The friars of the thirteenth century had 

followed the same method, as had t he Lollards in the following 

century and, at the time of the English Reformation, the Scot­
tish Covenanters, and George Fox and the early Quakers. Wes­

ley once claimed that the first itinerant Preachers in England 
were twelve appointed by Queen Elizabeth , "whose office and 
salary still continues, though their work is little attended 
t 

,,26 o. 
As the immediate herald of Wesley's itinerant mission there 

had been the RevivOiI in Wales, which came under way a few 
years before 1738. J.D. Walsh writes 27 tha t some of the 
major techniques of the Revival in England, such as itinerant­

and field-preaching, sometimes by laymon, and the gathering of 

converts into nourishing Societies, were features of the Ivelsh 
movement two or three years before they were adopted by White­

field and Wesley in England. As early as 1714 Griffith Jones 
was preaching in churchyards and on the hills in the small 

awakening in Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire. Howell Harris, 
with whom Wesley was to have some contact, had been converted 

in 1735. Large-scale popular Welsh revivalism began in 1736 
with Harris and Daniel Rowlands itinerating. 

6~ From London .... ... .. of .......... .. .. 

25. Quoted In A.S. Wood, op. cit ., p. 49. 
26. Works, XIII, p. 279. 
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Norman Sykes, eds. G.v. Bennett and J.D. alsh, Lon on 
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From London and Bristol Wesley's work fanned out farther afield. 

London was an obvious base, where Wesley had friends and sup­
porters in the Fetter Lane Society. In November 1739 Wesley 
was urged to purchase the Foundery near Moorfields. After~he 

final break with the Moravians in July 1740, the Foundery be­
came the home of the first exclusively Methodist Society in 

London, and the headquarters of v/(:sley's mission. At Bristol 
the New Room in the Horsefair had been built even before the 
Foundery, and served as vlesley 's centre of operations in thil.t 

area. 

Soon Newcastle-upon-Tyne was added as the third point of a tri­

angular track. John Nelson had bcen converted in London, and 

then returned to his home in Birstall to set about evangelising 

the district. Wesley travelled North 
plea that he visit him and support the 

in response to Nelson's 

work by preaching there. 

From Birstall he moved to Ncwcastle-upon-Tyne and commenced 

his evangelistic thrust in that area at Sandgate. 
vlesley's account of how he actual ly gathered the people is an 

i mportant indication of hoV! he must often have done the same 

thing elsewhere: 

" ••••.• standing at the end of the street with John Taylor, 
began to sing the hundredth Psalm. Three or four people 
came out to see what was the matter, who soon increased 
to four or five hundred. I suppose there might be twelve 
to fifteen hundred before I have done preaching .•.•••. II 

~T the conclusion of the sermon Wesley made an announcement: 

"Observing the people, when I hac1 done, to stand gaping 
and staring upon me with the most profound astonishment, 
I told them, 'If you desire to know who I am, my name is 
John Wesley. At five in the evening with God's help, I 
design to preach here again'.1I2tl 

Before long Leeds and Manchester were added to Newcastle as 

springboards from which to evangelize whole areas. On his 

travels between these major centres Wesley made many preaching 
stops at smaller places . He thus made the first of many 
visits to Epworth on his way back to London from his first ex-
cursion to the North. There was no definite plan to his 
movements at the outset, and in 1743 he spent about fourteen 

weeks in London, ten in Bristol and district, thirteen in and 
about Newcastle, three in Cornwall and twelve elsewhere, 
chiefly in the }lidlands and North. 

66/ But a pattern .......... 
28. Journal, 30th May, 1742. 
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But a pattern for his work was taking shape. He had become 

a convinced itinerant. For nearly fifty years thereafter he 

was constantly on the move. In 1747 he paid his first visit 
to Ireland , and was subsequently to go there another twenty 
timGs. In 175"1 he made the first of tW<2nty-two visits to 
Scotland. 

We noted earlier that Wesley believed that his earliest preach­

ing in anyone place had little noticeable effect until the 

people had got over the novelty of field-preaching. Wesley 

p<3.id repeated visits to the same places because he depended 
l e ss on one grand effort than on the cumulative effect of 
many sermons. He had early resolved "not to strike one stroke 
in any place where I cannot follow the blow.,,29 This probably 

meant that he saw the need for the proper after-care of the 
converts. When urged to preach at Mullingar in Ireland during 

a stop-over of one hour, he had serious misgivings: 

" ••.. . . I had little hopes of doing good by preaching in 
a place where I could preach but once, and where none but 
me could be suffered to pr(each at a ll." 30 

.lesley's prcaching tours did not cover the whole of England, 

but ran in certain well-marked courses between thG three points 
of London, Bristol and Newcastle- upon-Tyne, with certain var l-
ations. In later YGars his travels were more widely distri-
buted over the Kingdom. Wesley concentrated on districts with 

large population, and left wide spaces of England practically 

unvisited. He went little into the purely agricultural 
regions where the estaolished Church 1.I[,"}s strongest, but 

roughly fOllowed the lines of England's industrial development 
where the Church's ministry was woefully inadequate. He 

went where the popula tion was thickest, where it was possible 

for people freely to follow his ministry if they so desired, 
and where he could follow up his own work by repeated visits 
and daily preaching. He aimed primarily at colliers, miners, 
found cry-men , weavers, spinners, skilled artisans and the day­
labourers of the towns. 

67/ The tours were ••••.•.... 
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The tours were planned out in advance with great minuteness as 
to details of places to be visited, hours of arrival, services 

to be he ld. Appointments were made for him to preach on 
these itinerating rounds many we0ks in advanCe!, and notice w-,s 

formally given in these places of his forthcoming visit. He 

carried out his appointments resolutely, making it a rulc= 
never to disappoint a congregation if it could possibly be a -­

voided. Wherever possible, he trie!d to accommodate unexpc=ct­
cd requests for preaching visits to particular places, but 
declinc=d such invitations if it meant that hc= could not keep 

a prior appointment on time!. 

obstacles posed by the weather 

Hc= was punctual, despit e the 

and the uncertain roads. He 

covered incredible mileages, often in daunting conditions, 
travelling on foot, on horseback and, later in his life, by 

cha ise. 

Rc=markably .lesley suffered few moments of discouragement and 
depression. Despite the rigours and the many hazards of his 

restless life, he usually managed to remain cheerful and posi­
tive in his outlook. We may attribute this partly to his 

constant change of seene and congregation. A "dead" audience 
in one place was oftcm counteracted and relieved by an eager 

und responsive one at the next stop. Sometimes there are 
10; -:,,-::: that this wandering existence was uncongenial to Wesley. 

So, on 9th March, 1759, after preaching mor:'ling and evening 
at the Foundery, I'rhere he had his own rooms, he wrote : 

"How pleasing would it be to flesh and blood to remctin in 
this litt le quic=t piace Nay, I am not to consult my 
own care, but advanc ing the Kingdom of God."31 

Whem, in time, Wesley appointed suitable laymen as helpers, 
the demands that we_~e made on them necc=ssi tatC?d that thC?y 

too should travel from place to place, and CO~lf2rence regu-­
lations Ivere forr.mlatcd to cover this devc=lopment. \vesl0Y 

was soon convinced of the worth of this r.;eans of evangelism: 

"So great a blessing has from the beginning attended the 
labours of these Itinerants, that we have; been more "'.nd 
more convinced cV!32Y year of the more than lawfulness of 
this proceeding." 

Some of the preachers did not want to be itinerants, but We sley 

was adamant in insisting on this system: 

31. Journal , 9th March, 1759. 

32. Works, XIII, p. 197. 
September, 1756. 

Letter to Rev. Mr .• lalker, 3rd 
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"It is a shame for any Methodist preacher to confine him-
':':0 .' ~ .:-::> Q:" S ~J. 2':'. ; _ \.: .~ c..:.:'e :~ '-2bto-:,s to all the world. 
'~i<= arG Cd~", ' ':: ~ l to warn evc~ryo1l21 to CZ~lO:i.."t eV2l" yone t if by 
any means we may save som02 .,,33 

In 1756 Samuel I>lalker of Truro urged 1,vesley to seek episcopal 

ordination for his preachers, and settle them in fixed parishes. 

In reply \oJes ley voiced his fears that " .... they will ere long 

grow dead themselves, 2md so will most of those who hear them. 

I know, were I myself to preach one whole year in one place, I 
should preach both Tcyself and most of my congregation asle",p. ,,34 

He went on to state iJ.is conviction that a congregation 
stood to benefit much by a fr02quent change of teachers , whose 

talents and abilities could complement each other. He advo­
cated that "no preacher shall remain in the same circuit more 
than two years tog02ther , and few of them more than one year. ,,35 

At Aberdeen, in 1}84, he spoke to a group of preachers of the 

hurt done both to them and the people where preachers stayed 
six or eight weeks together in one place. Such a preacher 
c.:".n "neither •.• find mCltter for preaching "very morning and 
evening, nor will the people come ":0 :le&r him . ... Whereas, if 
he never stays more th.:".n a fortnight together in one place, he 

f 'd tt h dth ] '11 ldl h h' ,,36 may ln ma er cnoug ,an e peop.e Wl gay ear 1m. 

'rhus itinerancy, which had begun as a prudential means of min­

istry, had grown into a matter of principle for W02s1ey. After 

his death Methodism went on regarding it as \Tll'tually an in-

stitutcd procedure. To some extent modern Methodism still 
clings to the practice, while at the same time it tries to 
minister to people whose increased mobility tends to turn them 
into itinerants themselves. 

METHODS OF CHRISTIAN NURTURE 

In 1763, while he was vi"iting South Wales, Wesley was struck 

by the noticeable lack of the preservation of the fruits of 
some t wenty years of preaching allover Pembrokeshire. He 

69/ believed that ••. •..••.•.• 
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believed that this could be attributed to the absence of regu-
lar Societies, discipline, order or connexion. Consequently, 

"nine in ten of the once-awakened are now faster asleep than 
ever . " 37 This observation served only to strengthen the CC"l­

viction that he had long held: 

"I was more conv i nced than ever that the preaching like 
an apostle, without joining together those that are a­
wakened and t raining them up in the \':ays of God, is only 
begettlng chlldren for "the mUTderer."38 

\"esley recognized that the careful nurturing of the newly­
awakened Christian was even more important than his spiritual 

re-birth. Such nurture was Wesley's "chief care". 

"We must build with one hand, while we fight with the 
other. And this is the great work: not only to bring 
souls to believe in Christ but to build them up in our 
most holy faith. How grievously are they mistaken who 
imagine that as soon as the children are born they need 
take no more care of them! We do not find it so. The 
chief care then begins.,,39 

He recognized the crucial importance of continuing to nurture 
those who had responded to the preaching. By contrast George 
Whitefield concentrated 
consolidate his gains . 

ledged the superiority 

on preaching, but took few pains to 

Towards the end of his life he acknow­
of Wesley' s m,~thcds : 

"My brother Wesley acted wisely. The souls that weTe a-­
wakened under his ministry he joined in class, and thus 
preserved the fruit of his labours. This I neglected , 
and my people are a rope of sand."40 

"lesley's basic me;o).YlS of following up his people was plain pastor­
al visitation. He frequently emphasized its importance. Reach­
ing Colchester in December 1758 he found: 

" . •. • the Society had decreased .•.... and yet they had 
had full as good preachers; but that is not sufficient. 
By repeated experiments we learn that though a man preach 
like an angel , he will neither collect nor preserve a 
Society which is collected, without visiting them from 
house to house. ,,41 

70/ He regarded such •..•.•.••. 
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He regarded such visitation as a chore, "a heavy cross,,42, 

yet essential: 

"I began at the east end of the town to visit the Society 
from house to house . I know no branch of the pastoral 
office which is of greater importance than this. &\t it 
is so grievous to flesh and blood, that I can prevail on 
few, even of our Preachers to undertake it."43 

As late as November 1787 he still personally visited the class­

es in London, Bristol, Cork and Dublin, while w~th the other 

Societies, their respective Assistants supply my lack of ser-
" 44 

Vlceo 11 

In fact in February 1791, only a few weeks before his deat h , 

he still spoke In person to some t wo thousand members of the 

London classes in the space of nearly three weeks45 . 

• lesley used such visitation for specific purposes. He sought 

out those who had demonstrated a r e ligious awakening under his 
preaching, so as to establish and enforce Society- discipl i ne 
by examining the lives of his people and purging the "dis­
orderly walkers", as he called them. He also used the visit­

ations to deal with anything that threatened to disturb the 
peace of the Societies. In particular, he sought out those 
who had separated from his groups and tried to lead them back 

into the fOld . 

"esley had very early recognized the value of the Society and 
of t he small group method for the building up of his converts 

by oversight, instruction, fellowhip and discipline. His ap­
pr0ciation began, we:, ;r;i g:1t say, at his mother's knee in the 
careful Christian instruction that Susannah Wesley gave to her 

large family. The Oxford Holy Club , too, had given him a 

taste of what a close, supporting Christian fellowship group 
could mean. The institution of a Society and of a select 

band at Savannah was one 

ministry in America46 

member of the Fetter Lane 

42. Ibid . , 30th October , 

43. Ibid. , 12th January, 
44. Ibid. , 19th November, 

45 . Ibid . , VIII, p. 1 24, 
46. Journal, I, pp. 198 -

of the early accomplishments of his 

On his return to England he ce.::ame a 
Society In London, and retained this 
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membership until the first purely Nethodist Society was formed 

at the Foundery when he finally broke with the Moravians. 

Wesley understood the Society to be: 

" ••.• no other than 'a company of men having the form 
and seeking the pow2r of godliness, united in order to 
pray together, to receive the word of exhortation, and 
to watch over one another in love, that they may help 
each other to work out their own salvation. ,,,47 

His use of the Society and of smaller groups within the Society 

shows once again Wesley's genius for 

invent these means, but borrowed the 

adaptation. He did not 

ideas from other sources 

and re-shaped therr. for his own ends. Nany Societies had come 

into existence in the English Churches before 1700 as a reac­

tion to the spiritual dearth and social decline after the 
Rest0ration. The mE::Tdbers of these Societies associated for 

religious conference, 
practical religion. 

relief of the poor. 

hymn-singing, prayer and conversation on 
At every meeting they contributed to the 
They were re~~lar in their attendance at 

Corrununion. These Societies served as adjuncts to the life of 
the parish within th", Established Church. Following his return 
from Georgia in February 1738, Wesley turned more and more to 
preaching in Society Rooms as the pulpits of the Church closed 

to him. He had also been greatly influenced by his experience 

at different times of Horavian cOrrJnunal Christian life. 48 

[he Fetter Lane Society in London which he attended for some 
time was basically a l'1oravian group. The SUb-division of 
Wesley's Societies into smaller groups of "bands" and "classes", 

sometimes accord;ng to sex and l"larital status, also owed rr.uch 
to the Moravian example. 

vlesley believed it necessary to establish the Societies with 

their sub-structure of smaller groups in order to provide the 

necessary after-care for new Christians, which he did not be­
lieve they could g<2t within the life of the Established Church. 

He answered charges that he was causing a schism in the Church 
and destroying existing fellowship by saying that no such 
fellowship existed, and that such nominal believers as there 

were in the parishes had done nothing to care for his converts: 

72/ "vlhich of these .•..•••• • • 
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"i"hich of these true Christians had any such fellowship 
with these? Who watched over them in love? Illio mark­
ed their growth in grace? Who advised and exhorted 
them from time to time? Who prayed with them and. for 
them, as they had need? This, and this alone is Christ­
ian fellowship: But alas) vlher e is it t o be found? 
Look East or \;lest, North or South: name what parish you 
please: Is this Christian fellowship there? Rather, 
are not the bulk of the parishioners a mere rope of sand?"49 

Always anxious that the Hethodists should not s eparate from 

the Church, Wesley bach" members of the Societies attend the 
parish Church (or a dissenting meeting-house), and arranged 
that group meetings and preaching occasions took place a t 

times when they would not conflict with the regular services 
of the Church. His idea of the Societies and smaller groups 
was that they could offer nurture over and above that which 

was provided by tho Church. 

"Together with these helps, which are peculiar to their 
own Society, th.:;y have all those which (are) enjoyed in 
common by th," other members of the Church of England. ,,:JO 

Im.ile this was true, Wesley's Methodists increasingly derived 

greater benefit frOlr, the Nethodist ordinances, and laid great-

er store by them. I-lesley's own growing conviction about the 

importance of the;se; oruinances contributed to this outlook. 

In 1784, for instance, he was saying of the ~lethodist disci­
pline: " •.• without this, little good can be done among the 
Methodis ts.,,51 He was effectually generating forces that 

would inevitably separate Society in the parish into Church 
and chapel. 

The classes were introduced originally not as a means for in­
struction but as a way to facilitate the raising of money to 

discharge the debt on the New Room built in BristOl. Captain 
Foy had proposed a pel1l1y-a-week subscription, and offered to be 
responsible for (~leven poorer members W;10 might not have a 
penny to give 52 • 

" •••• it was at l.:;ngth agreed, (1) that every member of 
the Society who was able shOUld contribute a penny a 
week; (2) that the whole Society shOUld be divided into 

73/ little companies .•. ... .• 
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little companies or classes - about twelve in each class; 
and (3) that one person in each class should receive the 
contribution of the rest, and bring it in to the stewards 
weekly. ,,53 

Wesley soon recognized that the system of classes could serve 
as a most useful means for the personal supervision of every 

member of the Societies. It was arranged that the classes 
should assemble weekly under appointed class-,leaders, and in 

the classes the members discussed their problems and encourag-

ed one another . This provision lifted a heavy weight of re-

sponsibility off "'esley's own shoUlders. At first he had 
at t empted to examine all the classes himself, but as the work 

eq:and.ed and Societies were formed allover the Kingdom, he was 
forced to delegate the supervision to leaders. Thus a band 

of under-shepherds came into being, as the first link in a 

chain of pastoral care for the newly-converted, and made it 

possible for I'lesley to itinerate freely. 

The classes served as the disciplinGry units of the Societies. 

A leader was responsible for a number of things: 

" •••• to see each person in his class, once a week at 
least, in ordl.r to enquire ho~r the ir souls prosper; to 
advise , reprovG, comfort, or exhort, as occasion may re­
quire; to r eceive what th2Y are willing to give toward 
the reliGf of the poor."54 

The "Bands" or "Select Bands" formed small inner groups within 

the classes . The idea was borrowed from the Moravians. The 
first Bands were formed at Bristol "ri thin a few days 0 f 1;los­

ley'S first essay into open-air pr(':lching. He had recently 

assisted James Hutt011 in re-modelling the, London Socie"ties , 
and now found the opportunity to p:ractise theE idaE il the West. 
The Band operated as Methodism's confessional cell . It con-
sisted of between five and ten persons, who met weekly for the 
r e-counting of current Christian experience. Their purpose 
was to obey the commandment to "Confess your faults one to 
another, and pray one for another, that yG may be healed. ,,55 

One member of the Band would bG asked by the others to de­
scribe: 

53 . 
54. 

74/ II 0 0 •• his own .. 0 ...... 0 ... 

Journal, 15th February, 1742 . 

\vorks, VIII, p . 2:>3. A Plain Account of the People Called 
Methodists , (1748). 

55. Works, VIII, p. 272. Rules of the Band Societ i es, (1738). 
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" •••• his own state first, and then to ask the rest, in 
order, as many and as searching questions as may be, con­
cerning their state, sins and temptations. ,,56 

Select Bands within the Bands provided an even more intimate 

searching fellowship. 

LC2t Wesley speak as he describes the impact of these various 

prudential means of Christian nurture: 

"Many now happily experienced that Christian fellowship 
of which they had not so much as an idea before. They 
began to 'bear one another 's burdens' and naturally to 
'care for each other' . As they had daily a more inti­
mate acquaintance with, so they had a more endeared af­
fection for, each other. And 'speaking the truth in 
love, they grew up into Him i.n all things, who is the 
Head, even Christ ; from whom the whole body, fitly join­
ed together, and compacted by t hat which every joint sup­
plied according to the effectual working in the measure 
of every part, increased unto the edifying itself in 
love . , "')7 

LAY PREACHERS 

The ministry of laymen was given further recognition when \oles­

ley first began to sanction the activity of lay preachers. 
While Wesley employed Joseph Humphreys as a lay preacher on 

the Horavian model CIS early as 1738 53, John Cennick, who fL'st 

preuched at Kingswood near Bristol in June 1739, is often 1'e-
garded as the 
urged to step 

tol failed t o 

first l'Iethodist lay preacher. Connick was 

into the breach when another preacher from Bris­
~<) 

arrj v :-_)./J 

To start wi th, ~Tesley only reluctantly accepted the idea of a 

layman preaching. I'Then Thomas ~laxfield, a product of i'les­
ley's ministry in BristOl, was appointed as a helper to meet 

the Society in London, to pray with the mGmbers, and to advise 

them during vlesley's abscmce, began alsCl to prGach, Wesley 
hastened to London to put an end to such presumption. But 

hi.s r.Dther, then Ih'ing at thG Foundery, had heard Haxwell 
prGach, and cautioned her son: 

75/ "John, you know ..•.•.••. 

56. Ibid., 

57. Works, VIII, p. 254. A Plain Account of the People Called 
Methodists. 

58. Journal, 9t h S2ptember, 1790, and II, p. 352 n. 
59. Ibid., p. 228, footnote. 
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"John, you know what my sentiments have been. You can­
not suspect me of favouring readily anything of this 
kind. But take care what you do with respect to that 
young man, f or he is as surely called of God to preach 
as you are. Zxamine what have been the fruits of his 
preaching and hear him yourself. ,, 60 

Fesley bowed to his mother's advice . Though he had always 

regarded preaching as permissible only to the episcopally or­

dained, his prejudices were gradually broken down, so that by 

1747 he could speak of the "weak cause" of a clergyman whom 

he had heard arguing the unlawfulness of laymen's preaching61 

On the 4th May 1748 he wrote " letter to a Clergyman, in 
which l:" defended lay preaching on the strength of the conver-

. f 62 Slon 0 souls . 

Haxfield, for whom vlesl ey secured "piscopal ordination in 1 762, 

eventually broke completely with ,-.res ley. Yet his early ef­
fectiveness as a helper and preacher helped Wesley to see the 
enormous possibilities the wide-spread preaching of suitable 
laymen offered. Once again, Wesley had stumbled upon a 
further means of extending the work af evangelism. To the 

instituted means of preaching he added another prudential 

forra. In doing so he also crossed into the territory of dis-

senting argument. 

As his early reluctance to allow lay preaching melted away, 

\"esley became a firm believer that such preaching was right 

and necessary, and he was to argue its rightness by drawing 

attent ion to thE, precNJ.ent s for it -- in the scribes in the 

Old Testament, in Paul and Barnabas in t he New Testament, in 

John Calvin in t he 16th century, in Roman Cathol ic lay-brothers, 

and in the reguirement of European ProtGstant Churches that a 

man preach for at least a year before ordination63 • 

The duties of lay preachers were set out as follows : 

" (1) To expound every morning and ·.evening. (2) To meet 
the \.u,\UeC\.. society, t~10 bands, select society, and the 
peni~encs , onte a w~ek. (3) To visit the classes once 
a quarter. (4) To hear and decide all differences. 

76/ (5) To put the .•.•.••••• 

60 . Henry MoOre, Life of John Wesley, I, p. 505 - quoted in 
Doughty, op. Clt., p. 7. 

61. Journal, 12th April, 1747. 
62. Works, IX, p. 184. 

63. Works, VIII, pp. 221 - 222. A Further Appeal to Men of 
Reason and Religion. 
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(5) To put the disorderly back on trial, and to receive 
on trial for the bands or society. ( 6) To see that the 
Stewards, Leaders, and the Schoolmasters faithfully dis-
charge their several offices. (7) To meet the Leaders 
of the bands and classes weekly, and the Stewards , and 
to overlook their accounts.,,64 

Their main function was t o supply the need of a preacher for 
a Society at those 

helpers was unabl e 

times when one of t he Wesleys or their 

to be present. In this sense they were 

Methodism's "local" preachers. But their work was not con-

fin2d to the local scene, and soon some of them were al so 
itinerating. 

For theological and practical reasons they were not permitted 
t o administer the sacraments . \vesley kept a rigid distinc­

tion between the priestly and the pro"hetic ministries ; his 

preachers were to be received as prophets, not priests. As 
long as the Hethodist preachers rememb(~red this, there cm;ld 

be no cause for the separation from the Church of England he 

wishedto avoid at all costs. 

He kept a tight r e in on his preachers by calling them together 

rCcgularly in conference. The annual Conf'2rence served as a 

truining centre for the preachers. In addition Wesley pre­

scribed for them, early rising, time for prayer and Bible 

study, and general study. He furnished suitable material for 
their use by producing in 1750 his A Christian Library. Its 

fifty duodecimo volwr.es contained d collcction of writings, 
selected and ahridsc(1, f:-:-om t he most va h;able stores of English 
theology. It included works Dy John Arndt, Robert Bolton, 
Dr . Cave, Hartin Luther, George Fox, Samuel Clark, Puritan 

divines such as John Owen, Henry SCOUUal, Richard and Joseph 
Alleine, and many others. Any preacher who was unwilling to 
apply himself to systematic reading was advised to return to 
his trade65 • 

EARLY HORNING PREACHING 

An early riser all his life , 

prayer, study and writing . 
Wesley l,sed this time for private 

The early morning hours also came 

77/ t o be used .•... . .••..•.• 

64. Works, VIII, p . 261. A Plain Account of the People Called 
Methodists. 

65. Works, VIII, p. 315. Hinutes of Several Conversations Bc­
tween the Rev. Hr. Wesley and Others (1744 to 1789). 
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to be used for a remarkable new form of ministry, early morn­

ing pre;aching. 

vIesley records that he first began this ministry in Georgia 
and continued wjth it on his return to England : 

"As soon as I set foot in Georgia I began preaching at 
fi'Je in the morning, and every communicant, that is, 
every serious person in the town, constantly attended 
throughout the; ye;ar; I mean, car,l," every morning, winter 
and summer, unle;ss in the case of illne;ss. They did so 
till I left the; province. In the y("ar 1738, when God 
began his great work in England, I began pre;aching at 
the same hour, winter and surmncr, and never \vanted a 
congregation. ,,66 

I"lhile modern readers of the Journal might resist the idea of 

attending pre;ac:1ing services at 5 a. [n., for the people who 

constituted Ivesley's early morning congregations it was no 

hardship out of the ordinary. Labol'rers and working-class 

people we;re accustomed to working long hours - often up to 14 

hours a day ; their day usually began very early in the morn­
ing, and they went to bed not long aftc:r darkness. The poor 

could not afford to uurn oil lamps or tallow candles for long 

at night. So to co tYle to a service at 5 a.m. required little, 

if any, earlier risir.g than usual; they could thus pause for 
worship before the day's work began. For many of them this 

was the only time they could attend the liethodist preaching. 

They came early; the preacher had their minds at their fresh­
est and most alert. 

Once again Wesley Ci:me to lay great storc: on this method of 
rE::aching these people, and fre;quently st;'essed to his he;lpers 
the; i mportance of e;arly morning preac}linu. At the Conference 

of '1'138 the question was asked, "What cem be done to revive 

and enlarge the work of God?" The answer was given : 

"Let the preaching at five in the morning be constantly 
ke pt up, 'wherever you can hav(, twenty hearers. This is 
the glory of the Ilethodists. 1-:henever this is dropped 
they will dwindle away into not hing. Rising early is 
equally good for soul and body. It helps the nerves 
better than a thousand medicines, and , in particular, 
preserves the sight and prevents lOll/ness of spirits, more 
than can well be imagined . ., 67 

78/ Nut only was .•.••••.•• . 

66. Journal , 5th April, '1784. 

67. Quoted in Doughty, op. cit., p. 169 . 
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Not only was early morning preaching the glory of the Metho­

dists, but Wesley even went so far as saying that Methodism 

would be in danger should the practice ever cease68 • When 

he arrived at Worcester in 1779 he found that there had been 

no morning preaching there for some Sieven months. "So the 

people were of course weak and faint."G9 He frequently pre­

scribed for an ailing Society the immedia te resumption of, or 

emphasis on, morning preaching. 

After .'esley's death early morning preaching fell into disuse. 

By then the development of incandescent lighting had made it 

possible to hold evening services. Norman Sykes writes that 

.'esley himself introduced "the immensely successful experi­
mEmt of Sunday evening services during autumn and winter,,70, 

thus ensuring that Hethodist meeting times did not clash with 

those of the Established Church. 

OTHER PRUDENTIAL MEANS 

Brief mention must be made of certain other methods and re­

sources developed by Wesley during the course of his long 

career as an evangelist. 

a) Special Services 

Wesley was instrumental in developing three characteris­

tic Methodist services for the deepening of the spiritual 

life. In each cC'se 1-)e r',~'.l lly borrowed ideas from other 

sources, but, like the skillful adaptor he was, applied 

the ideas towards the achievement of his ends with single­

mindedness and imagination. 

The Love Feast, an idea borrowed from the Moravians, was 

r eally a revival of the anci ent aqape of the primitive 

Church. Wesley probably experienced his first love 
feast among the Moravians while in Georgia71 . The pro­

cedure was for the company present to distribute and eat 

79/ plain cake , . •• ...••••... 

68. Journal, 15th March, 1784. 
69. Ibid., 18th March, 1779. 

70. N. Sykes, The English Religious Tradition, London , 1953, 
p. 66. 

71, Journal, 8th August, 1737. 
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plain cake, while water was passed from person to person 

in a two- handled 'loving cup'. The service emphasized 

the union of the society in love to Christ and to one an-

other. Time was then given for personal witness. 

After a collection had been taken to meet the expenses 

of the occasio:n, the residue was divided among the poor. 

Love feasts were usually held on Sunday c:venings. \ves­

ley saw the great benefits that could accrue from the 

use of this means: 

"To increase in them a grat",ful sense of all his 
mercies I desired that, one evening in a quarter all 
the men in band, a nd on the second, all the women 
would meet; and on a third, both men and women to­
gether; that we might together 'eat bread' as the 
ancient Christians did 'with gladness and sinqle-
ness of heart' . ,,72 ' 

The use of Watch-night servic'2s probably also derived 

from the example of the Moravians, "'II though Wesley no--

wherG acknowledges this . 

of the Socic:ty a t Kingswood 

part of the night in prayer 

He relates how some members 

sometimes spent the great er 

and pri::ise. Apparently the 

Kingswood miners used such occasions to recall how in 

their unregenera t G days they h,"'Ic1 usually spent their 

week-ends getting drunk at the ale-houses. Wesley, 

after attending one of the vigils and finding it helpful, 

warmly commended this way to all Societies. 

The watCh-nights were held originally on the Friday of 

the month nearest the fulJ moon, so that there might be 

light on the way for the members of the congregation 
when they r eturned to their horr:es. To these critics 

who claimed that the people attended the watch-nights 

merely because of their novel ty, I'lesley replied by point­

ing out that those who had been helped by such serVlces 

had not fallen away: " •••. the impression then made on 

many souls has never since been effaced .,,73 He was all 

the more det ermined , therefore, to make good usc of this 

means which could serve as a converting ordinance. 

80/ The Covenant Service 

72. Works, VIII, p. 258, A Plain Account of the People Called 
Methodists. 

73. Ibid., p. 256. 
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The Covenant Service was a borrowing from Puritanism,theidea 

hayjrg COi.I~ to ltlesley thra;gh his rc<:!ding of so!;.e of tile! wori<s of 
Richard Alleine74 • On 25th December 1747 Wesley strongly 
urged the Methodists to give the!msel ves wholly to God i .il 
a covenant. The first such cove!n3.nt service was held on 
11th August 1755, after Wesley had for some days system­

atically instructed the people on the meaning and terms 
of the covenant . He recognized the value of a renClfdl 
of covenant vows at the beginning of a new year. So in 

1766 the Covenant service was first used in this way. 

Wesley planned the s ervice! in two parts. The first part 

was devoted to 'directions' to help prepare oneself to 
make the covenant. The member was urged to set aside 

time for private prayer to seek God's help, to consider 

the conditions of the covenant, and to search the heart. 
In this way he c Oi:Jposcn his spirit into the serious frame 

necessary for so weighty a transaction. Then he must 
lay hold on the Covenant of God and his promise of grace 
and strength. H~ must resolve to be faithful and, 

finally, set about the work God has given him to d075 . 

There then followed , as the second part of the service, 
the solemn taking of the Coveuant. The Covenant Ser-

vice became, in Wesley's usage, a means by which the be­

liever was helped to commit his heart, mind and will to 
God. It served as a channel of God's grace, and its 
intention fairly accurately summed up the nature of Wes­
ley's over-all mission. 

b) Hymns 

Charles Wesley's poetic gift made it possible for the! 

great evangelical doctrines so cl early preached by his 

brother to be transposed into verse, thus helping the 
Methodists to express their faith feelingly in song . 

Often the lines were wedded to catchy popular melodie!s. 
Sc the hymns of l.Jethodism served a double purpose : the 

people were given an outlet for their devotional fervour, 

81/ while the hymns .••...••.. 

74. Prof. Horton Davies points out that Wes ley made an error 
here, and that he meant Joseph Alle ine. See Horton 
Davies, op. cit., p. 198, footnote. 

75 . Ibid. 
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while the hymns also had an "important pedagogical value 

as means of communicating doctrine and thus came to be 
the sung creeds of the }:ethodists. ,,76 

John Wesley published a number of hymn-books during his 

life. The best-known is the one published in 1780, 
A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called 

Methodists". In the preface "'esley speaks of the nature 
and purpose of this collection of hymns: it is "a little 
body of experimental divinity." He recommends the col­
lection to every readei.' " .. • as a means of r aising and 

quickening the spirit of devotion, of confirming his 
faith, of enlivening his hope, and of kindling or in­
creasing his love to God and man.,,?7 

The hand of ,-lesley the evangelist can be clearly seen in 

the high proportion of missionary hymns, for Wesley saw 

the Methodist movement as an agency for the evangelising 
of England. Hymns of exhortation constituted a prominent 
section under tho heading 'Exhorting and Beseeching Sinners 

to return to God'. 

0000000 

76. Ibid., p. 201. 

77. The preface of the 1780 Collection can be read as one of 
the pr"fc\ces to the present Methodist Hymn Book, (1933). 
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Chapter Five 

MEANS TO AN END 

The point was earlier discussed1 that Wesley was an evangelist 
by intent long before May 1738. What happened in him then 

gave nev content, direction and impetus to a fervour that for 
some time had needed effective harnessing in the service of 

God. vie noted how Wesley himself understood the changes, 
both in his preaching and in the response to that preaching, 

rhat fOllowed in the wake of his personal development in those 
crucial years2. Now it is necessary to outline an important 

reciprocity between evangelism and holiness in vvesley's think­

ing and practice . His key- concept of holiness served both 
to motivate his evangelism and to direct it towards a goal , 

while his evangelistic message urged people seriously to seek 

after holiness. 

We can only deal briefly lTith Ivesley's understanding of holi­
DPSS. It was essential to salvation: 

"None are or can be saved bu'~ those who are by faith made 
inwardly and outwardly holy."3 

He defines this holiness in the sermon The Wedding Garment 

published in 1790. Holiness is the true "wedding garment,,4, 

the only qualification ~or glory. It is : 

" , ••• a new creation' - the renewal of the soul 'in 
the image of God wherein it was created' " 

" , ..• faith which worketh by love'. It first, through 
the energy of God, worketh love to God and all mankind; 
and by this love, every holy and heavenly temper - in 
particular, lowliness, meekness, gentleness, temperance, 
and long suffering 

" , • •• the keeping the commandments of God', particu­
larly those: 'Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 
thy heart, and thy neighbours as thyself.' In a word, 

83/ holiness is the ..••. . •• • 

"I. See p. 1 8. 
2. See pp. 21 - 22. 

3. Works, XII, p. 44'7 . Letter to a Young Disciple, 31st 
August, 1772. 

4. Matthew 22 : 12. 



holiness is the having 'the mind that was in Christ', 
and the 'walking as Christ walked,."5 

Wesley's sermon on Christian Perfection6 was first published 

in 1741, after Dr. Gibson, then~ishop of London , had given 
his full approval to Wesley's teaching on the subject 7 • 

Wesley later claimed that he had held his views without break 

to the end of his life, and that his conversion experience of 
1738 had done nothing to alter them: 

"Such has been my judgement for these threescore years, 
without any material alterat ion. Only, about fifty 
y":alls ago I had a clearer view that befor e of justifica­
tion by faith ; and in this, from that very hour, I never 
varied, no, not an hair's breadth. Indeed , some have 
supposed that when I began to declare, 'By grace ye are 
saved through faith,' I retracted what I had before 
maintained: 'Without holiness no man shall see the Lord'. 
But it is an entire mistake.,,8 

In 1734, when he was under pressure to succeed his father in 
the Epworth incumbency, he wrote to his father to answer his 

arguments. He agreed that: 

" the glory of God and the different degrees of pro­
moting it are to be our sole consideration and direction 
in the choice of any course of life • .• I do not say 
that the glory of God is to be my first or my principal 
consideration, but my only one.,,9 

However, he differed from his father in his view of how best 

to promote that glory of God. He believed that it mnst lead 

him to a search for that salvation and personal holiness that 

was God's design for him. 

"Now that life tends most to the glory of God, wherein 
we most promote holiness in ourselves and others; I say, 
in ourselves and others; as being fully persuaded that 
these can never be put asunder.,,10 

For the time being he was convinced that he could best promote 
God's glory in his position at Oxford. 

Wesley's assiduous search for the salvation of his own soul 

was a long and painful one, for he firmly believed there to 

84/ be a clear 0 ••••••••••••• 

5. Works, VII, p. 316 
26th March, 1790. 

f, Sermon CXX, The Weddins: Garment, 

6. Forty-Four Sermons, p. 457, Sermon XXXV. 

7. Works, XI, p. 374 . A Plain Account of Christian Perfec-
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8. Works, VII, p. 316. Sermon CXX, The Weddins: Garment. 
9. Journal, 28th March, 1739 being a letter to his fathe~ 

wrl.tten on 10th December, 1734. 
10. Ibid. 
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be a clear connection between a man's fitness for God's service 

and his effectiveness in that service: 

"To prove that the holier aay man is in himself the more 
shall he promote holiness in others, there needs no mOle 
than this postulatum, the help which is done on earth 
God does it Hims elf. If so, if God be the sole agent in 
healing souls, and man only the instrument in His hand, 
there can no doubt be made but that the more holy a man 
is He will make use of him the more: because he is more 
willing to be so used ; because the more pure he is, he 
is the fitter instrument for the God of purity; because 
he will pray more and more earnestly that he may be em­
ployed, and that his service may t end to his Master's 
glory; because all his prayers, both for employment and 
success therein, will the more surely pierce the clouds; 
bec2.'.'':" the more his heart is enlarged, the wider sphere 
he may act in without carefulness or distraction; and 
lastly, because the more his heart is renewed in the 
image of God, the more God can renew it in others by him 
without destroying him by pride or vanity."ll 

This quotation reveals Wesley's conviction of the necessity of 

personal holiness if a man was to be a fit instrument for God's 
use in the work of healing souls. In this sense, then,holi-
ness was prerequisite for evangelislT,. It was his own search 
for such holiness that sent him to Georgia in 1735: 

"My chief motive, to which all the rest are subordinate, 
is the hope of saving my own soul." 1 2 

He wrote in his Journal a few days later: 

"Our end in leaving our nati'.re country was •••• to save 
our souls, to live wholly to the glory of God.,,13 

While Wesley never claimed in lat er years to have measured up 

to God's demands for personal holiness, he preached perfection 
to the end of his days. His effectiveness after the Alders­
gate experience of May 1738 came not from any consciousness 
of personal perfection, but from the feeling of release, free­
dom and power that arose out of his experience of pardon and 
justification through the grace of Christ t o him as an indi­

vidual. 

vIe cannot turn from ltiesley' s understanding of holiness wi th­
out emphasizing its full dimensions . Wesley never regarded 

holiness merely as being so preoccupied with one's spiritual 

85/ temperature as 

11 . Letters, I, p. 172. 

12. Letters, I, p. 188, to John Burton, 10th October, 1735 , 
(cited in \"lood, op. cit.. p. 51). 

13. Journal, 14th October, 1735 . 
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temperature as to become pharisaically isolated. Personal 

holiness would seek to serve others and promote holiness in 
them. True holiness was social and issued in works of com-
passion on behalf of the neighbour and, together with that 

neighbour, revealed a deep concern for people in all their 

needs and relationships. 

There were thus visible social effects of Wesley's evangelism. 
Real faith was known not only by an inner spiritual experience, 

but also by the outward marks of daily living. Methodists 

concerned themselves in increasing degree with various aspects 

of social reform. Wesley himself wrote to Wilberforce, sup­

porting him in his fight against slavery. He attacked the 

slave traffic and made an appeal to slave-owners14 . He never 
lost the care for pr isoners and the condemned he first showed 

at Oxford. In later years he set up dispensaries for the 

sick, and made it possible for 
. b f' . 15 In a mutual ene It soclety • 

the poor to guard their savings 
He started a school for col-

liers' children at Kingswood and 
He launched collections for the 

an cr?han house at Newcastle. 
16 relief of the poor ,and pro-

moted co- operative industry for them, cncQu:oaging 

Strangers' Friend Society to provide relief17 . 

tte 

The range of Wesley's teaching is immense : he dealt with such 

issues as health, sleep, redeeming the t ime, dress, marriage, 
the education of children, the danger of riches, making a will, 

vocation, temperance, business, conversation, the use of leis­

ure, and reading. 

Thus he raised up and encouraged a growing company of lay­

witnesses whose testimony was as diverse as their characters. 

"This was not a stage beyond evangelism. It was, rather, 
the evangelistic enterprise itself in its natural un­
folding •.•• . it is the word made visible in the lives 
of practising, witnessing lay-Christians that constitutes 
the Church's most powerful evangelistic influence.,,18 

86/ Wesley's purpose .•••••••• 

14. Works, XI, pp. 59 - 79. 

15. Journal, 4th December, 1746; 6th June, 1747 ; 17th Janu-
ary, 1748. 

16. Ibid., 21st January, 1740. 
17. Ibid. , 25th November, 1740: 14th March, 1790. 
18. A. C. Outler, op. cit., p. 26. 



86. 

Wesley's purpose as an evangelist was to awaken in his hearers 

an understanding of the requirements of a holy and loving God, 
and to urge them to turn from a wasteful life of sin and seek 
after that holiness of life which is God's will for men . Pe 
gave this goal a clear form. Of this form, R. N. Flew writes: 

" ••• the truest evangelism is to preach the full ideal 
for which power is offered in this present life. ,,'19 

The emphasis on holine,ss and 

ed as a key to understanding 
describes this : 

the .fOrm Wesley save it may be regard-
the Hethodist revival. As Flew 

" ••• a vast evangelistic advance can only be sustained 
if the Christian ideal for this life is steadily set 
forth in all its beauty and its fullness as being by the 
grace of God something not impossible of attainment.,,20 

Holiness became one of Wesley's indispensables: 

"Where Christian Perfection is not strongly and explicit­
ly preached there is seldom any remarkable blessing from 
God, and consequently little addition to the Society and 
little life in the members of it ... • Till you press the 
believers to expect full salvation now you must not look 
for any revival. ,,21 

;;hat was true for individual believers was equally true for 
Societies. At Bristol he found the Society ailing, because : 

" ••• Christian Perfection has been little insisted on; 
and wherever this is not done, be the preachers ever so 
eloquent, there is little increase, either in the number 
or the grace of the hearers. "22 

Similarly in Cornwall in 1762 he found that the work there was 

not as healthy as he had expected, and concluded: 

"The more I converse with the b2l i evers in Cornwall, the 
more I am convinced that they have sustained great loss 
for want of hearing the doctrine of Christian Perfection 
clearly and strongly enforced. I see wherever this is 
not done, the believers grow dead and COld.,,23 

At Weardale in 1774, he was surprised 

God, which had been so strong but two 
suffered a "grievous decay" . Among 
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to find that the \vork of 

years previously, had 
the reasons he found that: 

" not one of ........ . 

19. R. N. Flew, The Idea of Perfect ion in Christian Theology, 
London, 1934, p. xiil. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Works, XII, pp. 270 - 271 ; letter to Mr. Merryweather, 
8th February, 1766. 

22. Journal, 30th September, 1765 . 
23. Ibid., 15th September, 1762. 
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" ••• not one of the preachers that succeeded was cap-
able of being a nursing-father to the new-born children", 24 

and that 
"Men arose among ourselves who undervalued the work of 
God and called the great work of sanctification a delus­
ion; by this they grieved some and angered others, so 
that both the one and t he other were much weakened ...•. 
Hence, the love of many waxing cold, the preachers were 
discouraged, and jealousies, heart-burnings, evil­
surmisings, were multiplied more and more . . There is 
now little revival .•. ,,25 

The whole structure of classes, bands and societies, shows 

that Wesley never regarded conversion as the final goal of his 
evangelism. He always urged, and the classes were designed 
to help converts progress towards, holiness. The end of 
evangelism, was not merely some climatic conversion experience, 
but holiness of heart and life. The scope of evangelism is 

the fullness of Christian experience: this was Wesley's 
never-faltering insist ence. Hence his gathering of converts 
in societies to nourish them in their new-found faith, his 

insistence that every blow struck by preaching must be fOl­
lowed by thorough and continuing instruction and encouragement, 
so that there might be further growth; and finally,the strict 

disciplinary function of the class-meeting. No indulgence 

couJdbe shown to those who persisted in sin, for such indul­

gencewould arrest the healing of the individual convert and 

undermine the health of the entire group. 

,"esley's thought about evangelism and holiness is thus a logic­
al circle. Holiness is both the end and the means of evan­
gelism. Men are urged to be holy, fit instruments for God's 

use, that they might be evangelists of God's grace. Wesley's 
thorough provision for the after-care of converts stewmed 
from evangelism, but also led to evangelism. The small-
group structure served as the training-ground for potential 

leaders and preachers for the work of evangelism. 

"Converts were trained to become soul-winners themselves. 
Many enlisted as lay-preachers - some itinerant and 
others local. Many more were appointed as leaders in 
their own society, and, in addition to watching over the 
flock, engaged in evangelistic activity in the neighbour-
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24. Ibid., 12th June, 1774. 
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hood. In this way, over the years, Wesley was surround­
ed by a hu([e army of helpers to sustain the work as it 

> -expanded.""''' 

The system he had set up enabled his work to continue after 
his death, for he had built towards a Church where every mem­

ber was actively an evangelist: 

"A body of men compacted together, in order, first to 
save each his own soul; then to assist each other in work­
ing out their salvation; and afterwards as far as in 
them lies, to save all men from present and future misery, 
to overturn the kingdom of Satan, and to set up the king­
dom of Christ.,,27 

While the exact numter of workers left behind after \lesley'S 
death may be in dispute, the organization was remarkable in 
the proportion of its members ~[ho matched the ideal of each 

being a crusader fOl' social righteousness, bound to give ac­
count of his stewardship of God: a vinc with no dead branches. 

We have seen something of the activities generated by I'Tesley's 

evangelism: their range and variety clearly show how they 

arose and were related to specific nec~ds in the community. 
Temperance, savings, elementary instruction, were indeed good 

news to the urban poor, as well as attainable goaJs of holiness 
no less evangelical than the poverty and chastity of a religjous 

order. 

Remarkably Wesley never makes explicit reference to evangelism, 
and rarely describes hims~lf self-consciously as an evange­
list. Referring to the work of an evangelist in his sermon 

The Ministerial Office28 , he argued ~hat the office of evange­
list is different from that of pastor or bishop. The evange­

list is to preach, but, being under the authority of the pastor 
or bishop, he has no authority to administer the sacraments. 

Herein ,'esley saw the essential difference between himself and 

his lay-preachers. He was an ordained minister of the Church 
of England: their work he readily equated with that of the 
New Testament evangelist. Their task was that of preaching 

the gospel under the authority of an ordained minister: ,vesley 
himself. 

89/ Yet he clearly •.•.••..•• 

26. A.S .• lood, op. cit., p. 194. 

27 •• lorks, VI, p. 150; an Address to the Society for Reforma­
tron-of Manners, 30th January, 1763. 

28. Works, VII, p. 275. 



Yet he clearly believed that an ordained minister should also 

do the work of an evangelist. He used to say that he had 
two calls to the ministry in the Church. One was his ordin-
ary call, which he received 
ordination. The other was 

rect from God himself. He 

through the channel of episcopal 
his extraordinary call, given di­

emphasized two elements in this 

extraordinary call: first of all he was to proclaim the good 
news of salvation to as many as would hear, in a field that 
went beyond parish limits; then he had also to care for the 
souls of the converts as the pastor of a flock larger than he 
could have found in any church. The evangelist, then, is a 

messenger raised up by God to preach the gospel, but it is 

not impossible for the office of pastor and evangelist to be 
invested in one man. 

While this essay has reflected Wesley's emphasis on the import­

ance of preaching as the primary means of evangelism, we have 

seen that other forms of communication were not excluded. In 
fact, Wesley's practice embraced the four different forms of 

communication that characterized the early Church: there was 

~~E~l~~ the herald's work of preaching or proclaiming 

good news; there was ~21y~y£a - which brought sinners into 
the community of Christ and the fellowship of believers, nur­

tured them in the faith, and helped them grow to maturity in 

Christ; there was ocoaXD - which sought to impart the union 
-------

of knowledge and vital piety through wide reading and study, 

providing literature for his people, their leaders and preach­
ers, in the conviction that evangelism continues through the 
work of thorough Christian education; there was ocaxovCa­
where holiness means love for God and neighbour, so the mission, 
being Christ's, is one of humble service given in joy for joy. 
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