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Series Preface

By constitution the Church of  England is a Reformed, Protestant, and
Evangelical denomination. In its original foundation it was never
intended to be merely the religious expression of  changing English
culture; nor was it designed as a pluralistic melting pot of  various
contradictory persuasions. As John Stott rightly asserted in 1970,
‘according to its own formularies, this church is reformed and
evangelical’ (in Christ the Controversialist).

In recent years such firm confidence has been lost, as alternative versions
of  Anglican identity and history have gained sway. Evangelicals have too
often been content to think, act, and be seen as marginal rather than as
mainstream Anglicans. Part of  the reason for this has been a neglect of
the doctrinal deposit and pastoral piety of  our rich heritage of  heroes
amongst Anglican reformers, revivers and writers from years gone by.

It is hoped that this Reformed Evangelical Anglican Library (REAL)
will contribute towards a recovery of  their more robust vision of
Anglican theology and identity. To that end it is hoped, by God’s grace,
that this collection will contain a variety of  theological, homiletical, and
pastoral works from previous generations to both edify and inspire us
as we seek to reform the church and reach the lost in our day.

May God be pleased graciously to continue using us and the Church
of  England for his greater glory, in every corner of  our land and
throughout his world, as we uphold what the Coronation Oath calls
‘the true profession of  the Gospel... the Protestant Reformed Religion’.

LEE GATISS

Series Editor
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Introduction

George Whitefield (1714-1770) was the leading Reformed Evangelical
Anglican clergyman of  the eighteenth century. The driving force,
humanly speaking, of  evangelical revivals on both sides of  the Atlantic
and both North and South of  Hadrian’s Wall, he also made a substantial
impact in Wales. He was a gigantic presence in the English-speaking
church and world: dramatic and controversial, passionate and bold,
heroic and flawed, adored and despised in equal measure. Yet despite
the enormous influence and impact he had in his own time, today he is
almost, as Dr. Lloyd-Jones put it, ‘the most neglected man in the whole
of  church history. The ignorance concerning him is appalling.’1

This is not the place for a full biography or character assessment.
Born in Gloucester, Whitefield’s father was the proprietor of  the Bell
Inn, though, more widely, he came from a clerical, educated, and cultured
ancestry. When he was about four years old he caught measles, the cause
of  his lifelong squint which can be seen in the best portraits of  him and
later earned him the sobriquet Dr. Squintum. He matriculated at Pembroke
College, Oxford, performing servile duties to pay his way through the
undergraduate degree (1732-1736). During this time he was a member
of  the so-called ‘Holy Club’ along with John and Charles Wesley, and
was rigorously ascetic in his religious practice. Only in 1735 did he
experience the freedom of  new birth, an inner conversion to Christ and
the gospel of  grace. ‘God was pleased,’ he wrote, ‘to remove the heavy
load, to enable me to lay hold of  his dear Son by a living faith.’2

1 D. M. Lloyd-Jones, ‘John Calvin and George Whitefield’ in The Puritans: Their
origins and successors (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 1987), 105.

2 George Whitefield’s Journals (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 1960), 58.
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In 1736, at the tender age of  only 21, he was ordained in Gloucester
Cathedral. That Sunday he preached his first sermon (Sermon 8 below).
He was for a time a chaplain at the Tower of  London and preached in
various churches in the City, in Hampshire, and in Gloucestershire. In
1737, having resolved to follow the Wesleys to Georgia, he preached a
great many ‘charity sermons’ in Bath, Bristol, and London to raise money
for charity schools in England and Georgia. These were very successful
fundraising events and churches were happy to open their pulpits to the
young preacher for this purpose. He in return was often scathing about
the lifeless, unspiritual nature of  the clergy and their leadership, which
did not always go down particularly well from one with so little experience.
After his return from the first of  many trips to America he found,
unsurprisingly, many churches were closed to him because of  this.

Perhaps inspired by the example of  Howell Harris in Wales,
Whitefield took to preaching instead in the open air. He met with
extraordinary success. And thus he began to attract large crowds and
become what Boyd Stanley Schlenther calls ‘the eighteenth century’s
most sensational preacher in Great Britain and America’.3 The world
became his parish.

More could be written on the development of  Whitefield’s ministry,
but for this the reader is directed to the suggestions for further reading at
the end of  this introduction. For our purposes here, at the start of  the
Reformed Evangelical Anglican Library, it is most important that we outline
Whitefield’s identity as a Reformed Evangelical Anglican par excellence, and
give a sense of  the context in which he was writing. We will look, therefore,
at his evangelical preaching, his entrepreneurial Anglicanism, and his
developed Reformed theology. Sermon 58 begins with a complaint against
those who write biographies without exposing the faults of  their heroes.
So whilst zeroing in on many things which are praiseworthy in Whitefield,
we will also endeavour (as he would wish) to paint him not as a model of
perfection but as a sinner saved by grace alone, warts and all.

3 Boyd Stanley Schlenther, ‘Whitefield, George (1714–1770)’ in Oxford Dictionary
of  National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

THE SERMONS OF GEORGE WHITEFIELD – PART 1
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Whitefield the Evangelical Preacher

Martyn Lloyd-Jones was bold enough to assert that Whitefield was,
‘beyond any question, the greatest English preacher who has ever lived.’4
J. C. Ryle was equally dogmatic, saying that, ‘No Englishman, I believe,
dead or alive, has ever equalled him.’5 He was certainly one of  the most
active men of  his age. Augustus Toplady, his contemporary, reported
that, ‘It appears, from a little account-book, wherein that great man of
God, the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield, minuted the times and places of
his ministerial labours, that he preached upwards of  eighteen thousand
sermons, from the æra of  his ordination to that of  his death.’6 This
probably did not include his other speaking engagements, talks to
religious societies and such like which he referred to as ‘exhorting’, so
all told it is probable that Dallimore’s estimate of  around a thousand
talks per year for thirty years is quite accurate.7 Whitefield was an
extraordinarily prolific preacher.

This figure does not represent a thousand freshly-written talks every
year of  course, but repeated use of  carefully refined and proven messages
which he preached in a wide variety of  venues and to a wide variety of
listeners. He spoke to miners in Kingswood, orphans and slaves in
Georgia, aristocrats at Lady Huntingdon’s house, churchgoers in their
pews, and the seething masses of  London on Kennington Common,
sometimes up to 40,000 of  them at a time. The statistics seem incredible
in an age without microphones and amplification systems but are not
exaggerated, or at least, not by too much it seems.8 His booming voice
could be heard over a mile away. Occasionally we read (e.g. Sermon 9)

4 ‘John Calvin and George Whitefield,’ 104.
5 J. C. Ryle, Christian Leaders of  the 18th Century (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth,

1978), 56.
6 ‘Anecdotes, Incidents, and Historic Passages’ in The Complete Works of  Augustus

Toplady (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Sprinkle Publications, 1987), 495.
7 A. A. Dallimore, George Whitefield: The life and times of  the great evangelist of  the

18th century revival, Volume 2 (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 1980), 522.
8 ibid.
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something like, ‘Blessed be God, you are not such cowards to run away
for a little rain!’ or an aside which reminds us that the original audience
were standing in a field and not a church building. We can only imagine
the electricity of  the atmosphere on such occasions, though it is said
that apart from those who came to heckle and throw stones there was
often a holy hush amongst the crowds that gathered to hear.

Whitefield was a born orator with a flair for the dramatic. The great
actor David Garrick (1717-1779) is reputed to have said he would give a
hundred guineas to be able to say ‘O!’ like Whitefield.9 This should be
borne in mind as one reads through the sermons, as that attention-
grabbing ‘O!’ occurs frequently in the exhortations. We must imagine
the weight and depth of  each one to get a sense of  the force of  the
sermons as they were heard, rather than passing over them quickly, like
mere readers, as if  they were just a single letter to be skirted over without
much impact. Whitefield would stamp his feet for emphasis, don a black
cap in imitation of  a judge as he spoke of  God’s death sentence upon
sinners, and had a flair for vivid, descriptive narrative which had people
of  all kinds on the edges of  their seats. He often spoke near the end of
his sermons of  his heart being enlarged, of  an ardent longing for people
to be converted, and he would use pathos, passion, and provocation to
win them over to the Saviour. As J. C. Ryle put it, there was a ‘holy violence’
about him which grabbed people’s attention.10 ‘Pardon my plainness,’ he
says in Sermon 31, ‘If  it were a fable or a tale, I would endeavour to
amuse you with words but I cannot do it where souls are at stake.’

Whether Whitefield ought to be imitated in these stylistic matters is
debatable, though we need not doubt his integrity and sincerity as some
have done; he was by no means attempting to be a mere entertainer or
raise a personal following, as the rest of  his life and ministry well attest.
However, in an age when many ministers are afraid to make an appeal to
their hearers to ‘close with Christ’ and make a commitment to him,
preferring rather to invite them to a series of  exploratory discussions,

9 ibid., 530.
10 Ryle, Christian Leaders, 53.

THE SERMONS OF GEORGE WHITEFIELD – PART 1


