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John Wesley:

Evangelical Revivals Go Global

By Richard Cook
Logos Evangelical Seminary

(Lo 8 88 ¢
T 203 33 3

“I offered them Christ.” John Wesley often repeated this simple
ambition for his life. John Wesley is a titan in church history, and
a stirring role model, because he methodically lived out this life
goal.

For John Wesley (1703-1791), “offering Christ” meant both
preaching the gospel and also assisting people who suffered. The
life of John Wesley offers a window into the ethos of Evangelical-
ism. He was both an evangelist and a social reformer. He built a
movement that spread from England across the ocean into North
America and around the world. The Methodist church, and nu-
merous offshoots, were a powerful force in global missions, and
continues to be one of the most powerful components of global
Christianity.

The Evangelical conversion of John Wesley

John Wesley was born in 1703, and his brother Charles Wesley,
the great hymn writer, in 1707. Their conversion narrative pro-
vides insight into Methodism and Evangelicalism. In 1726, John
Wesley was leading the Holy Club at Lincoln College, Oxford. They
were a diligent group of Christians that met for Bible study, pray-
er, and self-examination. Furthermore, they endeavored to pro-
vide social relief by caring for the sick, the poor, and those in pris-
on. Other key members of the group included Charles Wesley
and George Whitefield.
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In 1735 John and Charles Wesley traveled to Georgia, the colony
in North America. Their intention was to serve in the Anglican
Church as missionaries to the American Indians, the indigenous
peoples. However, when they returned home, they doubted their
own salvation. In a well-known story, the Wesley brothers were
caught in a ferocious storm on a ship near Georgia. They met a
group of Christians called Moravians on the ship, and they were
impressed by their great faith. The Wesley brothers, during the
storm, feared for their lives, but they witnessed the deep peace
and assurance of salvation among the Moravian believers.

In 1738, John Wesley was listening to a presentation from the
introduction to Martin Luther’s commentary on the Book of Ro-
mans. He experienced a dramatic evangelical conversion, saying
“I felt my heart strangely warmed.” These words, | think, might
serve as a watchword for the evangelical movement. Evangelicals
share a distinct conversion experience and a deep sense of the
presence of God. Within a week, Charles Wesley had also experi-
enced an evangelical conversion.

The Methodist movement

John Wesley quickly developed a following inside the Anglican
Church, and in 1744 he held the first Methodist conference in
London. His desire was for the Methodists to remain a renewal
movement within the Anglican Church. In addition to the annual
conferences, he also developed a tight organizational structure.
The Methodist “Society” was the basic unit, and it might be the
size of a local congregation. A “District” was made up of several
Societies. More intimate fellowship was maintained in
“Fellowship classes,” and the tightest group was the “Confidential
band.” Wesley was brilliant in organization and method. The
Methodists would meet regularly, and they would rigorously prod
one another toward holy living. Mutual accountability created
powerful relationships.

Wesley worked tirelessly and he traveled constantly. He would
preach two to three times each day, reportedly having traveled
for 250,000 miles and preached more than 40,000 sermons. He
developed Methodist theology and ministry practices as he rode
horseback traveling from place to place.
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The first break of the Methodists from the Anglican Church oc-
curred in the United States in 1784. After the American Revolu-
tion, the Methodists desired to create their own indigenous
American church in the United States and so they ordained the
first Methodist pastors. After the death of John Wesley, the
Methodists in England would also break away from the Anglican
Church.

John Wesley was married in 1751, at the age of forty-eight, but
his marriage does not seem to have been a blessing. His wife
often undermined his ministry and left him several times. On her
final departure after about fifteen years of marriage, Wesley
wrote in his journal, “l did not forsake her, | did not dismiss her, |
will not recall her.” Sadly, even heroes of the Christian faith often
have feet of clay.

John Wesley died when he was eighty-seven years old, in 1791.
He died poor because of his lifelong generous giving. But he left
behind a Methodist movement with already about 135,000
members. As his frail body was dying, he encouraged his gath-
ered friends, by repeating, with feeble voice, the words, “The
best of all is, God is with us.”

The global expansion of Methodism

Even today, the Methodist movement continues to carry the DNA
of John Wesley around the world. There are Methodist churches
in Europe, the Caribbean, Africa, Asia, the Americas, and Oceana.
One estimate is that the Methodist church today has over 23 mil-
lion members and a community of 50 million participants.

In the new nation, the United States of America, Methodists be-
came a central part of religious life starting around 1800. They,
along with the Baptists, were a central proponent of the Second
Great Awakening. The Methodist “circuit riders” overcame the
problem of the enormous landmass in the New World. Rather
than a pastor assigned to each congregation, circuit riders, or-
dained Methodist ministers, traveled to different churches each
week. Most weeks, the lay leaders would take care of the Sunday
services. But when the circuit rider came to town, in addition to
preaching and ministering to the sick, he could administer the
baptisms, communion, weddings and funerals.
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The life of the Methodist circuit rider, patterned on the peripa-
tetic lifestyle of the founder John Wesley, was rigorous and dan-
gerous. The pay was poor, and marriage was discouraged. They
might need to study and prepare sermons while on horseback,
and there was always the danger of foul play. In addition to ful-
filling all the pastoral needs of their several assigned churches,
the pastors would also provide lay training in order to strengthen
the local church leaders so they could continue on with regular
ministries during the weeks he was gone.

Camp meetings, where numerous churches would meet together
in the wilderness for several days, also became popular. Although
many diverse denominations participated in the early years after
1800, it was the Methodists and Baptists who continued to pro-
mote enthusiastically the revival meetings for many decades. Be-
tween 1800 and 1860 churches grew dramatically in the United
States. Of course, the general population was growing because of
immigration to the young country, but the percentage of church
membership also increased sharply. Methodists and Baptists
emerged the largest and most dynamic churches in the US, re-
placing the more traditional Anglican, Presbyterian, and Congre-
gational churches.

Those Methodists who experienced spiritual awakening in the
revival meetings often desired to serve the Lord. On the pattern
of John Wesley, they shared his passion for evangelism and mis-
sions. Numerous English-speaking missionaries fanned around
the world preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ. Also like their
founder, John Wesley, they desired to serve the needy. They
strived to raise the educational level of the poor. They regularly
took collections for the impoverished, and they endeavored to
develop mechanisms to help the unemployed find work. The
Methodists were an early voice strongly encouraging prison re-
form.

Most importantly, John Wesley was one of the earliest voices to
protest slavery. Methodists, together with many other evangeli-
cals, worked for many decades to end slavery. William Wilber-
force (1759-1833), animated by his evangelical faith, fought
against slavery in the British Parliament throughout his forty-five-
year political career. In a great hard-fought victory for Wilber-
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force, in 1807 British Parliament abolished the slave trade. Unfor-
tunately, the end of the slave trade did not end slavery. Thus, in
1823, the now elderly Wilberforce moved for the abolition of
slavery and the emancipation of slaves. Although he had already
retired from Parliament in 1825, he lived to see the passing of the
Emancipation Act in 1833. Having witnessed success in his life-
long work, he died several days later. Slavery was therefore forev-
er outlawed in the vast and sprawling territories of the nine-
teenth century British Empire.

Slavery would not be outlawed in the United States until 1862
when Abraham Lincoln, also inspired by his growing Christian
faith, issued the Emancipation Proclamation. Nonetheless, in
1816 the African Methodist Episcopal Church (A.M.E. Church) be-
came the first independent Protestant denomination founded by
black people in the United States. Their motto is, consistent with
the Methodist spirit, “God Our Father, Christ Our Redeemer, the
Holy Spirit Our Comforter, Humankind Our Family.”

(This series will include an essay on Charles Finney, the great
American revivalist and abolitionist, who also contributed pro-
foundly to the cause of abolition in the United States.)

Revival and doxology

Revival and doxology go together. Throughout history, new be-
lievers have come to recognize their unworthiness and sin. At the
same time, they begin to grasp the absolute holiness and good-
ness of God. These two truths, our sinfulness and God’s right-
eousness, force the new believer to stand in awe of the incompa-
rable riches of grace in Jesus Christ. Overwhelmed by thanksgiv-
ing, the Christian offers praise to God. These expressions of the
exuberant worship are articulated in the mother language of the
believer. The myriad languages of all peoples praising the Lamb
will resound to the glory of God throughout eternity.

Charles Wesley (1707-1788), inspired by the Methodist revivals,
provides a brilliant eighteenth-century English expression of exu-
berant worship. Charles Wesley penned, using the English idiom
of his day, some of the most beloved Christian hymns around the
world today. Among his most cherished hymns include, “Jesus,
Lover of My Soul,” “And Can It Be (Amazing love! How can it be,
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That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?),” and “Love Divine, All
Love Excelling.”

Christians choirs around the world enthusiastically celebrate the

birth of Jesus singing, “Hark the Harold Angels Sing,” each year at
Christmas.

Hark! the herald angels sing,
"Glory to the new born King,
peace on earth, and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!"
Joyful, all ye nations rise,

join the triumph of the skies;
with th' angelic host proclaim,
"Christ is born in Bethlehem!"
Hark! the herald angels sing,
"Glory to the new born King!"

At Easter, we declare our faith in the resurrection as we jubilantly
proclaim, “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today.”

Christ the Lord is ris’n today, Alleluia!

Sons of men and angels say, Alleluia!

Raise your joys and triumphs high, Alleluia!
Sing, ye heav’ns, and earth, reply, Alleluia!
Lives again our glorious King, Alleluia!
Where, O death, is now thy sting? Alleluia!
Once He died our souls to save, Alleluia!
Where thy victory, O grave? Alleluia!

Conclusion

John and Charles Wesley embody the evangelical spirit. John
Wesley lived a disciplined and methodical life of Christian piety,
personal evangelism, global missions, social activism, and a pro-

found experience of the Holy Spirit.4p
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To play the tune, download this file from the internet:
https://www.bibleversestunes.org/wp-content/uploads/
importedmedia/why_are_you_downcast.mp3
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