LESSON #27
TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
John Wesley, George Whitefield and Methodism

Introduction

The end of the struggles of the 17th century was marked by a general spiritual lethargy in the English established state church as well also among the Dissenters. Rationalism had penetrated all classes of religious thinkers, so that even among the orthodox Christianity seemed little more than a system of morality (Walker). The mass of the people of England was in spiritual lethargy.  Morals degenerated, especially in high places, and the Church and its institutions were pervaded by the spirit of secularism.  Loyalty to Christ, salvation through him, and a present transforming faith was lacking. Convictions of the heart rather than considerations of wisdom and or of logical argument were needed. Orthodoxy of intellectual belief was insufficient.  Against this general malaise God raised up primarily three men who would profoundly transform England and all English speaking lands— the brothers John and Charles Wesley and George Whitefield. It was they who were in large part the instruments of the great Evangelical Revival known as the Great Awakening.  
I. The Oxford Methodists

A. The Youth of John and Charles Wesley 
1. Home


John was the fifteenth and Charles the eighteenth in a family of 19 children (8 died in infancy).  Their father, Samuel Wesley (1662-1735), had preferred to pastor an establishment Anglican church, though both his and his wife’s father had been Non-Conformists. Their mother, Susanna (Annesley), was a woman of remarkable strength of character and, like her husband, a devoted Anglican (Walker).  John was born in 1703 and Charles in 1707.  A fire in the Rectory in 1709 narrowly missed taking the lives of John and Charles when children—a saving of his life John often later referred to as “a brand snatched from the burning.” Susanna was most diligent in the religious and moral instruction of her surviving 11 children.  
2. Oxford

John attended Oxford on a scholarship in 1720 and distinguished himself as both a scholar and a professed devout Christian.  He was 51/2 feet tall and weighed just over 120 pounds.  Charles soon followed his brother to Oxford.  In 1726 John was chosen Fellow of Lincoln College.  To qualify for this honor, he had to be ordained.  John thus was ordained a deacon in 1725.  With this his spiritual struggles began and lasted till his conversion in 1738.  John assisted his father in the latter’s church from 1726-1729 (he was ordained a priest in 1728).  He was a brilliant student, adept in several languages, appreciated classical culture, and especially attended to the writings of the church fathers (Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, Macarius).  He read and meditated on Bishop Jeremy Taylor’s Holy Living, and Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, etc.
3. Influence of William Law
Law wrote vigorously against the Deists of the day and profoundly influenced John Wesley with his book Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life (1728).  Wesley sought to realize Law’s ideals of a consecrated life and enjoyed personal contact with him. 
4. The Holy Club
During John’s absence from Oxford and before his return as Fellow, Charles in 1729, along with 2 other students, formed a club to enhance their studies but which led also to the reading of helpful books and frequent communion.  With John’s return, they pursued William Law’s measures for committed holy living.  They were derided by others and were called the “Holy Club,” “Bible Moths,” and finally “Methodists” because of their methodical devotional practices. They were painfully occupied with working out their own salvation (similar to 19th c. Anglo-Catholicism). 
5. George Whitefield

Whitefield joined the Holy Club in 1735.  He was born in 1714, the son of an inn-keeper.  He had grown up in poverty and with help from a patron, he entered Oxford in 1733. He had a brilliant mind and became a member of the “Holy Club” in 1735.  He read the Pietist Francke and learned what the Gospel was all about.  A severe illness in 1735 led to his conversion, a joyous consciousness of peace with God.  He was ordained a priest in 1736 and at once began his amazing career as a preacher/evangelist. He was willing to preach anywhere, in any pulpit open to him, and even in the outdoors. He went to Kingswood and Bristol preaching to coal miners.  Revival quickly spread throughout England. An able preacher, his audiences grew rapidly—10,000 at his 5th preaching.  He drew a reluctant Wesley into field preaching. The latter regarded field preaching as radical; but being asked to take Whitefield’s place who had planned another trip to America, he began an outdoor ministry and was thronged with 3000 people in April of 1739. 
Whitefield himself was simple, un-self-seeking.  His message, as Walker puts it, was “the Gospel of God’s forgiving grace, and peace through acceptance of Christ by faith, and a consequent life of joyful service.”  He was “dramatic, pathetic, appealing, with a voice of marvelous expressiveness.”  The “audiences of two continents were as wax melted before him.” He spent much of his career in America: 1738 Georgia; 1739 back in America; 1740 New England and the Great Awakening; 1744-1748 again in America; and again in 1751-1752; and again in 1754-1755; and a 6th time in 1763-1765.  For his last preaching tour he came to America in 1769 and died in Newburyport, Mass., on September 30, 1770.  He left no party but he awakened thousands (Walker). He sponsored a home for orphans in Georgia. 
B. Wesley in America
1. The Voyage

John’s father died in 1735 which forced John to make a decision whether to succeed his father in his church.  He and Charles determined to go to America—John would be chaplain to Governor Oglethorpe’s colony while Charles would be the Governor’s secretary.  They sailed in October, 1735.  The presence of Moravians aboard ship tweaked John’s interest; but they spoke no English and John spoke no German.  So they conversed in Latin. A violent storm during passage threatened the lives of crew and passengers.  Wesley was terrified, fearing death.  He was struck by the calm and peace of mind of the Moravians. They even sang and led others to do the same during the storm. He became acquainted with two of the Moravian leaders—August Spangenberg and David Nitzschmann and learned from them the peculiar beliefs of the Moravian Brethren, especially of the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. Wesley became convinced that they had a trust in God that was not yet his. After reaching Savannah, Spangenberg asked Wesley, “Do you know Jesus Christ?” Wesley replied, “I know he is the savior of the world.” Spangenberg responded, “True, but do you know he has saved you?”
2. Georgia

In distant Georgia, Wesley failed miserably as a pastor.  Here he was, a high-church Anglican, punctilious, and greatly lacking in tact.  He was seeking to preach to a colony of common settlers, prisoners of a penal colony, and Indians.  He displayed marvelous linguistic ability as he conducted services in German, French, and Italian (he must have set about learning German). He held interviews to prepare his congregation for partaking of communion.  One parishioner, Sophy Hopkey, asked him to tutor her.  He believed she would be a quite suitable wife for him and conveyed to her, her family and friends, his interest. But then he waffled—how to choose between clerical celibacy and matrimony?—he drew lots and the result was against marriage. In a pique, she, 3 days later, accepted the proposal of another suitor.  The new husband forbade her intimate religious discussions with Wesley and the latter, believing she was not making proper preparation for communion, refused her the sacrament.  The disgruntled family filed law-suits against him for defamation of character. Wesley left the colony by stealth and returned to England in 1738. Charles had left earlier. 
C. Aldersgate Street and Sequel

1. The Moravians and Wesley’s Conversion

Back in England, John and Charles within a week were in contact with a Moravian, Peter Boehler, who was delayed in London until May on his way to Georgia.  Boehler stressed justification by faith alone, the real assurance of salvation by trust and commitment to Christ.  Boehler told Wesley that the 2 signs of conversion were: “Dominion over sin, and constant Peace from a sense of forgiveness.”  Wesley came to the conclusion that he hadn’t understood the NT; yet he wouldn’t accept a literal reading of the Scriptural teaching until he could see it in practice. He thus went to a Moravian “society” meeting in Aldersgate where he heard being read Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  He felt his heart “strangely warmed.” “I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation and an assurance was given to me, that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” Charles had experienced the same 3 days earlier. Experiential religion became an essential emphasis of the Methodists. 
2. Visit to Herrnhut

In the summer of 1738 Wesley went to Herrnhut to meet Zinzendorf and to see German Pietism in operation.  He spent 2 weeks there. He was impressed by what he saw but also was taken aback by some of the extravagances.  He withheld full approval.  Zinzendorf later told him that sanctification was complete at justification—Wesley disagreed. He later rejected Zinzendorf’s English hymnbook as blasphemous. He was too activistic, too little mystical, too outreaching to men in their wider needs, to be fully a Moravian (Walker). Though critical of some Moravian practices, he nevertheless adopted and adapted more than one of their methods. 
D. Wesley as Preacher 

The style of preaching for both Wesley and Whitefield was direct and forcible.  They represented God’s grace as sufficient, upon the exercise of faith, to save the sinner immediately.  They pressed their hearers to make an immediate decision. Wesley was a fearless preacher and was at the center of more than fifty riots, sometimes barely escaping with his life. He was arrested for being a “Jesuit,” or a “Jacobite,” and a disturber of the peace.  He was the object of stones and physical attacks. A mob attempted at one point to drive a herd of bulls into the listening crowd.  One of his followers was arrested for “impudence” because he believed his sins were forgiven and another was killed with a pitchfork. Wesley went to Scotland, Ireland and the Netherlands. He once had an interview with Bishop Butler who refused permission to preach in his diocese.  Wesley traveled over 200,000 miles on horseback in England, Scotland, and Ireland, preached 42,000 sermons, wrote about 200 books and organized his followers into a “Methodist society.” Wesley borrowed from Whitefield the ideas of open-air meetings, itinerancy, and class meetings. Music was a most interesting innovation. His brother Charles wrote attractive hymns in striking poetry and good meter in which the Gospel was presented—in startling contrast to the unaccompanied Psalms sung in operatic style in the Anglican Church. 
E. Organization

1. The Society

Wesley did not want to break from the Church of England.  Therefore, he organized his converts into “societies” similar to Spener’s collegia pietatis. These societies were subdivided in 1742 into “classes” of 12 under a lay leader who had the spiritual oversight of the class. 1744 marked the beginning of the Annual Conferences of his preachers (1st held in London).  In 1746 Wesley divided England into 7 circuits. Wesley’s genius was organization.
2. The Constitution

In 1784 Wesley set apart Thomas Coke (1747-1818) as superintendent of the Methodist church in America and in the same year he legalized the conference to hold property, such as the Methodist chapels, called a Deed of Declaration. Not until after Wesley’s death in 1791 did the Methodists in 1795 organize themselves into a body separate from the Anglican Church.  
3. The Setting Apart of Coke

In 1784 Wesley along with his intimate disciple Thomas Coke (1747-1814) ordained 2 men as presbyters for America (he was convinced that bishops and presbyters were the same office in the NT).  He then ordained Coke as “superintendent” for the same work in America (this was a breach with the Church of England—even brother Charles was scandalized). But it was an act of necessity since the need was great and the Anglicans refused to ordain the Methodist preachers. 
4. Later Developments

Methodists emigrated to America in 1766.  The first Methodist class meeting was either in New York or Maryland, or perhaps at the same time. Wesley sent preachers in 1769 and in 1771 he sent Francis Asbury.  Asbury’s leadership enjoyed much success. Wesley had no sympathy for the American Revolution and wrote the American colonies to dissuade revolt.  Thus, Methodists were not popular during the war.  Asbury had to hole up in Delaware till the war concluded. At war’s end there were 15,000 Methodists with no ordained ministers. Wesley ordained Thomas Coke to be “superintendent” (= bishop) and Francis Asbury began referring to himself as Bishop. The churches now had deacons, elders, and superintendents. Mode of baptism was left to candidates to decide. A period of great growth now ensued. Asbury was an able organizer who used circuit preachers with no education. Critics viewed Wesley’s itinerant preachers (nearly 200 in the 1790s) as a “ragged legion of preaching barbers, cobblers, tinkers, scavengers, draymen and chimney sweepers.” Hymnology grew; new class meetings began. 
F. Family Life
1. Grace Murray

In 1748 in New Castle when Wesley was ill, he was attended by a nurse called Grace Murray.  After he recovered he proposed marriage. She accepted but 3 days later she consented to marry another preacher. She was unable to make up her mind. Charles was upset and acted as go-between.  He ultimately counseled Grace to marry Bennett. 

2. Marriage to Mary Vazeille

John in 1751 ultimately married Mary Vazeille, a London widow.  The marriage was not a happy one.  Mary did not like horseback riding, didn’t like staying at home, and did not like women members coming to John for counsel.  Ultimately she left him. She died in 1781. 

II. George Whitefield, Calvinism, and Methodism
A. Whitefield and the Countess of Huntingdon
In 1739 Selina Shirley Hastings, the Countess of Huntingdon came to saving faith in Christ.  In 1742 she met Howell Harris, a Calvinistic preacher in Wales, and then in 1748 George Whitefield.  She became Reformed in her theology and created the “Countess of Huntingdon Connection” (later known as the Calvinistic Methodists) of itinerant Reformed evangelists, some of whom ministered to her aristocratic friends (Woodbridge).  She funded Trevecka House in Wales, a training center for Reformed Methodist preachers, and also the construction of chapels served by those she appointed as her chaplains, one of whom was Whitefield.  The countess helped Whitefield organize the Calvinist Methodist Church in Wales (now Presbyterian Church of Wales). She urged evangelical women to use their “Drawing Rooms” to reach out with the gospel to other wealthy women.  
B. The Calvinistic Controversy

Both Wesley and Whitefield were Calvinists in most matters but, on the issue of free will and predestination, Wesley gave up orthodox Calvinism and adopted the Arminian position.  Whitefield had become a Calvinist under the influence, among others, of Jonathan Edwards. After some initial debates the two friends decided each would go his own way and seek to avoid controversies, a path which their successors were not always able to follow.  Initially, Whitefield claimed the two men taught two different Gospels. He charged Wesley’s doctrine of universal grace to all men did not take into account sufficiently the impact of sin on mankind. Wesley in turn feared that Whitefield’s views of particular election, predestination, and imputed righteousness opened the door to antinomianism and overthrew free grace (Woodbridge). See Whitefield’s letter in response to Wesley’s sermon “Free Grace” (1739-40) and his letter to Wesley regarding the latter’s alleged belief in universal redemption (1752).  Wesley’s follower John Fletcher published Checks to Antinomianism, to which Calvinist Augustus Toplady responded with bruising citicisms of the “reigning Heterodoxy of Arminius” and Wesley’s theology.  
III. The Ministries of the Two Evangelists
A. Wesley

1. His Work


Wesley’s aim was to reach the whole of the British realm and even the world.  He claimed, “The world is my field.”  He organized his followers into a great association which he then subdivided into societies, then subdivided these into classes under leaders and held meetings for the purpose of stimulating one another to spiritual life. The country he divided into circuits and assigned these to preachers who should visit them and hold services in them.  The year was also methodically divided into parts and some form of religious service was appointed to each part.  The result was a series of devotional services, weekly class-meetings, monthly watch nights, quarterly fasts and love feasts, and annual consecration and covenant meetings.  John’s brother Charles composed hymns of genuine liturgical merit. 
2. The Methodist “Society” Becomes a Church


The Wesleys never intended to break with the Church of England.  They protested to the end that their purpose was simply to found a society within it.  But the logic of their actions led to the rupture.  John concluded that the NT offices of elder (Grk. presbyter), and bishop (Grk. episcopos) were equivalent and thus, though only a presbyter himself, set about, contrary to the rule of the Church of England, to ordain presbyters and even a bishop for the American church.  This led inevitably to a separation of the Methodist society and its organization into a church after Wesley’s death in 1791.  
B. Whitefield


1. In Wales


As noted, Whitefield enlisted the friendship and support of the influential Countess of Huntingdon in the evangelism of Wales. Here his ministry was especially successful.  As noted above the Countess established a seminary at Trevecca (1768) and placed it under the supervision of John William Fletcher (1729-1785).  When the latter declared his allegiance for Wesley and Arminianism instead of Whitefield and Calvinism, Lady Huntingdon refused to continue him as head of the school at Trevecca. 
2. In America


Whitefield’s labors in America drew vast crowds and won the admiration, if not always the assent, of prominent men, many of whom were at this time avowed deists (Chesterfield, Bolingbroke, Hume, Benjamin Franklin).  He was a greater orator than Wesley, though far inferior as an organizer.  The great majority of his followers were absorbed by the Church of England, forming a nucleus of the evangelical or low-church party in it. A large number, however, joined the dissenting evangelical bodies (mostly Congregational churches).  In Wales the Calvinistic Methodist Church remained a permanent result of his labors. 
IV. Results 

A. Conflicts

The clergy and the English nobility were opposed to the “Methodists” for quite a while—they resented the authority the new movement gave to people from the lower classes.  Meetings were frequently broken up by violence from agitators and Wesley’s life was occasionally at risk.  Eventually opposition ceased.  Theological conflicts also occurred with the Moravians over Quietism. The most significant conflicts occurred with the Anglican Church whose leaders’ resented having their own failures marked by Methodist successes.  They also resented the ignoring of parish boundaries by the Methodists.  In 1779 the Countess of Huntingdon was forced to register her chapels as dissenting bodies and in 1783 the Bishops of the Anglican Church forced them out of the Church of England. Wesley left chapels in all the towns in England. After Wesley’s death the decision was made to administer the sacraments in the chapels, an act which made the societies distinct churches from the Church of England. In subsequent years, there were many splits among the Methodists over various issues.  A good deal of these were due to Wesley’s failure to build a solid theological foundation.  Many of his rules of conduct are not in the Bible. The Methodists minimized orthodoxy in doctrine and stressed inner religious experience. 
B. Successes
The Wesleyan revival stimulated older Non-Conformist bodies in England, especially among the younger men among the Congregationalists. Their preaching was enlivened, zeal revived, and their numbers rapidly increased. The particular (Calvinistic) Baptists shared in this revival, though to a lesser extent because their Calvinism was antagonistic to Wesleyan Arminianism.  The General Baptists (Arminian) also gained though leavened with Socinianism. Wm. Romaine (1715-1795) offfered a strong defense against the attacks of Wesley and Arminianism.  John Newton and William Cowper expressed the new devotional spirit in hymns.  
C. The Revival in the Church of England

Wesley won many sympathizers in the Church of England.  They were generally in agreement with his religious emphases—conversion, living faith, Christian life involving ministry to others—but rejected some of his peculiar methods and were of a moderately Calvinist persuasion in opposition to his aggressive Arminianism. Some of these were John Newton, the Milners, Simeon, Wilberforce, Howard, and Raikes.

1. The Milner Brothers—Joseph (1744-1797) made Hull an Evangelical stronghold and won much influence through his History of the Church of Christ. His brother Isaac (1750-1820) was long a professor in Cambridge and made the tone of he university largely Evangelical. 

2.  Charles Simeon (1759-1836) continued that work. He had a unique conversion experience.  He taught at Cambridge and won townspeople and students to Christ. He built a building next to the chapel which later became Cambridge Intercollegiate Christian Union (eventually Intervarsity Christian Fellowship)
3. William Wilberforce (1759-1833)—was a student of Isaac Milner and converted under his influence. He came from a wealthy merchant family in London. A member of Parliament, he turned his attention to the lay spreading and application of the Gospel to English society.  He and others came to be called the Clapham sect because of their strong Evangelical positions and meetings in Clapham. He agitated incessantly in Parliament for the abolition of the slave trade. He eventually succeeded in securing in England the abolishment of both the slave trade and slavery itself.
4. John Howard (1726-1790) was a member of Congregational and Baptist congregations.  When elected high sheriff of Bedford in 1773, he was inexpressibly shocked at the moral and physical filth of the jails.  He visited practically all the jails of England and presented the sordid results to Parliament in 1774 (he did the same in Scotland, Ireland, and the Continent).  He was known as the “father of prison reform.”  He also made self-sacrificing efforts to learn methods to prevent the spread of the plague. His devotion cost him his life in southern Russia. 
5. Robert Raikes (1735-1811) was the founder in 1780 of the first systematic and successful efforts to reach the poor and unschooled with a Christian training on a large scale.  This he did through establishing “Sunday Schools.”  An Evangelical layman in the Anglican Church, he sought to give the ignorant training in the three “R’s,” and in Christian fundamentals by means of paid teachers.  Sunday was the only day when the children (who worked in mines and factories during the week) were free.  Attendance at church was also required. Wesley and the Non-Conformists favored these schools and they spread throughout the British possessions—e.g., one formed in Philadelphia in 1791. The secular instruction rapidly decreased, and the paid teacher gave place to the voluntary leader (Walker). 
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