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Introductory Essay

“THERE are many devices in a man’s heart; nevertheless the counsel
of the Lord, that shall stand.” (Prov. xix. 21.) This maxim of inspired
wisdom receives a striking illustration in the personal history of the Rev.
John and Charles Wesley. These eminent men were trained in the belief
and practice of the strictest churchmanship; so that they would have
thought it a sin to deviate from the rubric, to conduct public worship in
an unconsecrated place, or to countenance the ministrations of a man
on whose head the hands of a prelate had never been laid. Yet these
very men were so controlled by the providence and grace of God, as to
be a means of introducing, and that upon an extensive scale, a freedom
of religions action, such as had scarcely been witnessed in any country
since the apostolic age.

In them an exact adherence to ecclesiastical order was connected with
defective and even erroneous views of Christian godliness, as it is
described in the New Testament. They placed before themselves a high
standard of personal sanctity, including purity of heart, the uninterrupted
exercise of self-denial, the utmost rectitude of speech and action, combined
with zealous efforts to do good both to the bodies and souls of men. In
attempting to attain to this state of conformity to the will of God, they
directed their special attention to the precepts and example of Christ, but
with only an inadequate recognition of His priestly office and character.
They did not, indeed, deny the fact that He died as a propitiatory sacrifice
for sin, and ever lives to plead the merit of His death in behalf of sinners
upon earth; but they did not with sufficient explicitness regard His
mediation as the only ground of their acceptance with God. To the real
nature and the appointed method of a sinner’s justification, their attention
was seldom, if ever, directed; and much less had they any just conception
of the connexion between the forgiveness of sin and personal
sanctification. Entire devotedness to God was the one object of their desire
and aim; supposing that their sins would be forgiven in the hour of death,
or in the day of judgment; but upon what ground, or in what manner,
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they knew not, and forbore to inquire. The thought, that they must be
delivered from the curse of the violated law of God, before He would
impart the Holy Spirit to them in the fulness of His sanctifying power,
appears never to have entered their minds.

In this state they were found by Peter Böhler, a pious evangelist from
Germany, according to their own confession,

“Lost, and confused, and dark, and blind;”

working in chains; striving against sin, and yet enslaved by it; seeking
rest for their souls, not by simple faith in the blood of the cross, but as it
were by the works of the law. By this enlightened stranger they were
taught to come to Christ as mere sinners; guilty, to be forgiven;
miserable, to be made happy; assured that in this manner they would
obtain full and free acceptance with God, be filled with peace and joy,
love God from a sense of His love to them, and be delivered from the
bondage of sin both in heart and life.

These seasonable instructions they gratefully accepted, and
immediately realized their truth. From this time their spiritual
enjoyments were rich and abounding. They understood the Holy
Scriptures as they had never understood them before; and they longed
to make known to others the nature, value, high importance, and the
appointed method, of the salvation which they themselves enjoyed.
From the pulpits of the metropolitan churches they immediately began
to preach, with becoming warmth and earnestness, the doctrine of
present salvation from sin by faith in Christ crucified; and thousands
of people flocked to hear the joyful tidings, which not a few of them
received in the love of the truth. But to the generality of the clergy
and the parochial authorities the doctrine was unwelcome; and the
heat which was caused by the presence of eager crowds was annoying
to the regular church-goers; so that the pulpits were at once closed
against the brothers, whose teaching was as strange to the ears of
London as was that of St. Paul to the Athenians, and that of the
Protestant Reformers to the people of their day. Their doctrine was
charged with novelty though it had been taught by the martyrs of
Smithfield, as well as by the apostles of Christ, and was embodied in
the formularies of the national Church.

With their strong conviction of the truth of what they taught,
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confirmed by deep personal experience, it was impossible that they
should remain silent, commissioned as they felt themselves to be by the
Great Head of the church. The only resource that was left to them was
the open air; and, therefore, in fields, under the wide canopy of heaven,
they took their stand, called sinners to repentance, and offered to all
who obeyed the call a full, free, and present salvation. They met with
most encouraging success; so that, in a short time, of some thousands it
might be said,

“They have heard the glad sound, they have liberty found
Through the blood of the Lamb,

And plenteous redemption in Jesus’s name.”

To an intelligent observer, who was duly attentive to the signs of the
times, it must have appeared manifest, that a ministry different in many
respects from that which then prevailed in England would speedily
appear. The people who received the doctrine of present salvation from
the guilt, the misery, and the dominion of sin, freely obtained by faith
in Christ crucified, and who realized its truth in their own happy
experience, would desire in perpetuity to hear the same doctrine, and
other essential verities connected with it. Never would they be satisfied
with sermons which treated only of moral duties, and which failed to
present either evangelical motives, or spiritual privileges and blessings.
A craving for intellectual food, adapted to their present religious state,
was created in them, and must be gratified. When St. Paul and Barnabas
preached “the word of this salvation” in the synagogue of Antioch in
Pisidia, the generality of the Jews rejected the gracious message; but
the Gentiles, under the influence of better feelings, earnestly “besought
that these words might be preached to them the next Sabbath.” (Acts
xiii. 42.) So the Methodist converts, to whom the teaching of the Wesleys
was the power of God unto salvation, desired to hear the same truth
“the next Sabbath,” and the Sabbath after that, to the very end of life.

But where could they hear it? Not in the parish-churches, except in
some rare cases; nor in Dissenting meeting-houses, where many of the
congregations listened to an ultra-Calvinism, or to an Arianized Gospel,
which acknowledged no propitiatory sacrifice for sin, and no sanctifying
Spirit. Whereas the Methodist converts could be satisfied with nothing
less than the Gospel in its integrity, as they had heard it from the lips of
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the zealous and gifted brothers, but whom they could only occasionally
hear; these faithful men extending their labours to the neglected masses
of England, from the Land’s-End to the Tweed. It was clear, then, that
Methodism must have a ministry of its own; a ministry recognising the
redemption of all mankind by the death of the incarnate Son of God,
and offering to the vilest and the worst a salvation free as the air they
breathed. Christians are to live by faith, and to walk by faith. But “faith
cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God;” and faith is
sustained, increased, and perfected by the same means. The Methodist
converts yearned for a ministry which would stir up their pure minds
by way of remembrance, setting before them, as a common privilege,
the abiding witness of personal adoption, progressive and entire
sanctification, and the means by which they might make their calling
and election sure.

But how could such a ministry be obtained? This question, it would
appear, Mr. John Wesley, with all his sagacity and foresight, had never
duly considered. He had been educated in the belief that no man is
authorized to preach the Gospel but under the direct sanction of a
diocesan prelate, the imposition of whose hands is essential to a valid
ordination. This prejudice he was at length compelled to abandon. From
among his own spiritual children, the members of his own societies, it
pleased God to raise up such a ministry as was needed; just as He raised
up pastors and teachers in the apostolic churches. This unexpected
phenomenon first appeared in the person of Thomas Maxfield, a member
of the society connected with the Foundery in London. He was a young
man of deep piety, and acceptable talents, full of holy zeal, and greatly
beloved by the people. With their approval, and in the absence of the
Wesleys, he began to preach, probably urged by others beyond his own
first intention. The report of this strange thing reached the ears of Mr.
John Wesley, who hastened to London to check what he regarded as a
sinful irregularity. His mother then resided at the Foundery; and
observing anxiety bordering upon consternation depicted in his
countenance, she inquired the cause, and received the answer, “Thomas
Maxfield has turned preacher, I find!” She looked attentively at him,
and replied, “John, you know what my sentiments have been. You
cannot suspect me of favouring readily anything of this kind. But take
care what you do with respect to that young man; for he is as surely
called of God to preach as you are. Examine what have been the fruits
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of his preaching, and hear him yourself.” He took this wise counsel,
and confessed to discerning in the youthful evangelist Divine
qualifications and a Divine call. Mr. Wesley’s case resembled that of St.
Peter, when he was called to an account for eating with men
uncircumcised, and settled the dispute by saying, “What was I, that I
could withstand God?” It was a happy day for England, and for the
world, when Thomas Maxfield ascended the pulpit of the old Foundery,
under the sanction of this wise “mother in Israel,” to whose judgment
her devoted son had always paid a respectful deference.

The case of Maxfield, though the first in order, was not peculiar.
Other men, about the same time, residing in different places, without
any concert or mutual understanding, were affected in the same manner,
and prompted to the same course of action. Among these were John
Nelson, Thomas Richards, and Thomas Westell; and from that time one
society after another furnished a succession of willing labourers, who
were known as “lay preachers;” being thus distinguished from the men
who were episcopally ordained. A part of these men remained at home,
supporting themselves and their families by manual labour; and others
placed themselves at the disposal of Mr. Wesley, who sent them into
circuits, which were gradually formed as fields of evangelical toil and
enterprise. Generally speaking, the men who were thus unexpectedly
raised up were men of strong understanding, of established piety, of
earnest zeal, of intrepid courage, and deeply affected by the ignorance
and open profanity of the people by whom they were surrounded. They
knew from experience that there is in the Gospel a remedy for all the
evils and miseries of the world, and longed to make Christ and His
salvation known. They saw everywhere “Christian savages, wild as
untaught Indians.”

When they offered themselves to Mr. Wesley, to serve him as sons
in the Gospel, he requested from each of them a written account of his
early life, including the time and circumstances of his conversion, and
the manner in which he was led to preach the Gospel of Christ. Many
of the plain and unpretending narratives thus acquired, he published
in the Arminian Magazine, from which they have been transferred to
the ensuing volumes. To these autobiographies are added the lives of
some other men, written by their contemporaries and friends. From these
authentic records it will be seen what kind of men they were whom Mr.
Wesley associated with himself, as “fellow-helpers to the truth,”
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especially in the earlier years of his career as the apostle of Methodism.
With respect to these worthies, it is observable that their religious

convictions generally began in early life. Their consciences were
awakened; thoughts of death, of judgment, and of eternity, often
occupied their anxious attention; they felt that they were sinners, but
knew not how to obtain either forgiveness or a clean heart. They
formed resolutions of amendment again and again; and as often
violated their vows, till they were ashamed and afraid to appeal to
God’s mercy; and were thus made to see and feel their utter
helplessness and depravity. After many inward conflicts and
misgivings, their convictions of guilt, and of the sinfulness of their
nature, became more deep and agonizing; and in the extremity of their
grief they sought and found relief by faith in Christ, whose blood they
believed to be shed in sacrifice for their sins. In this manner they passed
from death unto life. The change was great, and was matter of personal
consciousness. It was a transition from guilty fear to peace and
reconciliation; from spiritual darkness and bondage to light and liberty;
from the dread of future misery to confidence, and the joyous hope of
eternal life. They were thus prepared to sympathize with the wants
and miseries of sinners, lost and undone, and qualified to unfold the
means of effectual relief. They sang and taught their people to sing,

“What we have felt and seen
With confidence we tell.”

Full of love to Christ, and of zeal for His glory, and pitying the people
around them, dead in trespasses and sins, and in danger of everlasting
perdition, they at first took an earnest part in prayer-meetings and other
means of grace. Thoughts of preaching then occurred to their minds, or
were suggested by their friends. At first these thoughts were repelled
as unwelcome. The difficulty of the work, the fearful responsibility
connected with it, and a painful sense of unfitness, induced them to
shrink from the task, till they felt that they could not delay any longer
without incurring the guilt of disobedience to the call of God.

“How shall we try those who think they are moved by the Holy Ghost
to preach?” is a question proposed by Mr. Wesley; and the answer given
is, “Inquire, 1. Do they know God as a pardoning God? Have they the
love of God abiding in them? Do they desire and seek nothing but God?
And are they holy in all manner of conversation? 2. Have they gifts (as
well as grace) for the work? Have they (in some tolerable degree) a clear,
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