


The Israelites set up stones of remembrance at Gilgal, and God has so 
constituted mankind that it is necessary and good to mark occasions. 
In this, the 250th anniversary year of Whitefield’s death, Kurt Smith 
has produced a challenging, devotional, and balanced look at a man 
and preacher used mightily by God to call sinners to repentance. May 
this closer look at Whitefield’s zealous longing for the conversion of 
men’s souls drive many in our day to emulate him!

Sam Waldron, PhD, President and Academic Dean, Covenant 
Baptist Theological Seminary, Owensboro, KY

The great need of the hour is not for the church to invent new doc-
trines or a more relevant gospel or to come up with new methodolo-
gies to win the world for Christ with pragmatic techniques that have 
more in common with Madison Avenue than with sacred Scripture. 
The pressing need of every generation is for the Lord to raise up men 
of God who unashamedly preach the old paths with fresh Holy Spirit 
power given from heaven (see Jeremiah 6:16). George Whitefield 
(1714–1770) was just such a man. My much beloved friend Pastor 
Kurt Smith has performed an invaluable service to the modern-day 
church by laboring to produce this wonderful new biography on 
Whitefield and his labors. While making no claims to be “exhaustive” 
or “definitive,” the author has distilled the essence of the man with 
an economy of words. Whitefield, like every Christian pilgrim trav-
eling through this present age, was a fallen man beset with warts and 
blemishes; God has no other sort of man to employ in His service. 
Yet by grace Whitefield was also a man of great humility who deeply 
loved the Lord who had saved him and therefore longed for other 
never-dying souls to obtain the same mercy he had received. As I 
read through Pastor Smith’s wonderful account, the words piety and 
power kept coursing through my mind. I truly hope that Thundering 
the Word will have a wide reading to the glory of Whitefield’s God and 
that the Lord will use it to provoke another generation of godly men 
to preach the faith once for all delivered to the saints in the power of 
the Spirit for Jesus’ sake.

Jerry Slate Jr., Pastor, Berean Baptist Church, Hiram, GA



The life of the eighteenth century’s most celebrated evangelist and 
preacher is told with clarity and cultural sensitivity. The Whitefield 
that emerges is that of a passionate evangelist, a pragmatic entre-
preneur, an astute citizen of the British Empire, and alas, a flawed, 
culturally compromised individual. A most valuable read.

Derek W. H. Thomas, PhD, Senior Minister, First Presbyterian 
Church Columbia, SC.; Chancellor’s Professor, Reformed 

Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

The life of George Whitefield is a life worth celebrating. It is a life 
worth reading and knowing about. It is a life that was lived for the 
glory of God and accompanied by the power and authority of heaven. 
Truly, George Whitefield is one of the giants in church history. With 
eagerness I commend Kurt Smith’s new biography on Whitefield. 
Smith appreciatively captures the greatness of Whitefield’s ministry 
while not overlooking the failures of his life. The clarity in which 
Smith speaks of the divine power behind the passionate and effectual 
preaching of this great evangelist is simply captivating. I agree with 
Tom Nettles, “If you have not read a biography of Whitefield, this is 
the first one you should read. And if you have read many books on 
Whitefield, this is the one you should read next.” 

Jeffrey D. Johnson, Pastor of Grace Bible Church, 
President of Grace Bible Theological Seminary, Conway, AR

We should follow Christ’s servants as far as they follow Christ. That 
is Kurt Smith’s desire in this study of the life and labours of George 
Whitefield. He writes as a convinced but thoughtful advocate, not 
blind to Whitefield’s real faults but persuaded of his gospel virtues. 
As valuable as Smith’s overview of Whitefield’s life is his assessment 
of Whitefield’s character and conviction as a preacher of the gospel 
and the lessons he draws for those who wish to serve Christ in their 
generation. He has caught a little of Whitefield’s spirit, and he wants 
us to catch it too!

Jeremy Walker, Pastor of Maidenbower Baptist Church
Crawley, UK 
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To Arnold A. Dallimore (1911–1998),

who introduced a whole new generation to 
the gift of Christ that was George Whitefield 
by a thirty-year labor of love to tell the Grand 
Itinerant’s story and who aided me on one 
memorable evening in 1995 by graciously 
answering my varied questions concerning this 
splendid subject. 
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Foreword  
by Tom Nettles

If you have not read a biography of Whitefield, this is the first one 
you should read. It is energetic, spiritual, appreciative, honest, 
and accessible. You will grasp the life of Whitefield, sense his 

passion, feel his energy, learn his doctrine, appreciate his preaching, 
sympathize with his disappointments, and embrace his relevance. 
Also, you will learn, from the way the footnotes supplement the text, 
what books you should read to expand your acquaintance with any 
respect of Whitefield’s life and thought.

If you have read many books on Whitefield, this is the one you 
should read next. Though overall one finds the scope succinct, the 
parts on which the author expands are treated from a perspective 
seldom seen in Whitefieldian genre. Detailed attention to pivotal 
issues in Whitefield’s life from a stance of pastoral theology intensify 
the charm and the usefulness of this volume.

One way to read this book would be to read the text straight 
through without being distracted into the footnotes. You will find 
the narrative coherent and satisfying. Then go back and read the 
footnotes by themselves. This will punctuate your understanding with 
provocative reflections from Whitefield himself, other biographers of 
Whitefield, and a variety of Whitefield’s contemporaries. Of course, 
just a page-by-page reading that includes both text and footnotes will 
be an enriching experience. That is the way I read it.

As mentioned above, this biography of Whitefield may serve also 
as a manual of pastoral theology. Kurt Smith is a pastor who loves 
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history, particularly biographies of faithful and useful Christians, 
that he might glean and share with others insights for God-honoring 
ministry. As one reads this book, he can trust that accuracy of judgment 
and careful evaluation of sources is built into every discussion. 
Kurt has consulted an enormous number of secondary sources and 
has employed them for careful, succinct, accurate interaction with 
the “state of the question” concerning Whitefield. Those who love 
Whitefield, who celebrate Whitefield, who give close but fair scrutiny 
to Whitefield, and those who are jaundiced in their view of Whitefield 
have received a close read from Kurt. He corrects the misreadings of 
some cynical historiographers along the way.

In addition, Kurt’s consultation with primary sources is truly 
impressive. The sermonic literature, Whitefield’s diary, his letters, 
and the words of contemporary critics, friends, converts, and other 
observers of Whitefield’s ministry are engaged generously throughout 
the book. This combination of secondary and primary sources is not 
pressed together in a haphazard manner but with pleasing attention to 
context and accurate integration of subject matter. 

I mentioned the value of this work for pastoral theology. Smith 
spends an impressive amount of critical thinking on pastoral issues 
that naturally emerge in Whitefield’s ministry. One obvious area is 
the relation of Whitefield’s unfaltering belief in and presentation 
of the leading doctrines of Calvinism with his fervent evangelism. 
Smith gives an excellent summary of the vital connection between 
the sovereign decree of salvation of the elect and the necessity of the 
use of means for its perfect accomplishment. Along with this is not 
only the cerebral pleasure of seeing the connection but the passion 
for the glory of God and the salvation of sinners that floods the mind 
and heart of the Grand Itinerant. Whitefield was fearful of the kind 
of Calvinism that had been learned only in the university and not 
absorbed in the heart.

Another point of pastoral theology is the manner in which one 
should carry on controversy. Smith points to the humble approach 
that Whitefield took in his letter to Wesley after Wesley had taken 
a strong public stance against the doctrines of grace. Whitefield 
answered the content objections that Wesley had but also modeled a 
self-effacing humility in doing so. Looking at Whitefield’s demeanor 
in controversy, Smith isolated the assumptions that were productive 
of his humility. He knew that the decree of salvation and the gift of 
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saving faith were given irrespective of his own unworthiness. They 
were sovereign bestowals that emphasized not any degree of merit 
but absolute dependence. He remained aware of how indwelling 
sin affected his life every day. His confidence in the truth grew 
alongside increased dependence on the person and work of Christ. 
Whitefield maintained a teachable spirit and was never at ease with 
the dimensions of his own spiritual growth. He examined his own 
conduct in controversy and criticized his own judgmental spirit in 
declaring, with regrettable self-confidence and censoriousness, the 
unregenerate status of some ministers.

Smith takes a close look at Whitefield as a preacher, focusing on 
the richness and Christ-centered nature of his content and the sincere 
exuberance of his style. Smith distilled six informative points from 
observing Whitefield’s sermons and illustrates each of these points 
with a rich body of primary source material. Whitefield was aggressive. 
Every sinner in the vast audience knew that he was going for them. He 
was compassionate, exuding love and sorrow for lost sinners. He used 
an interrogative method of evangelistic assault, forcing his hearers 
to engage the content of the sermon by answering vital questions. A 
fourth trait was the doctrinal content of his sermons. He was God’s 
messenger, and salvation could come only in accord with the truth. 
Next, his preaching was authoritative. He preached God’s Word, not 
his opinions. He issued absolutes and ultimatums, for he spoke the 
message of divine revelation, not human surmise. Finally—and all 
is vain without this element—his preaching was anointed. The Spirit 
of God gave palpable indications that he owned the preaching of 
Whitefield, that Whitefield’s mission was divinely given and divinely 
blessed. Each of these points is fleshed out with anecdotal richness 
through consultation with a cloud of witnesses.

We also learn from Smith’s sensitive account of Whitefield that 
opposition to energetic, zealous, and faithful service can be expected 
and, in some cases, might not be diminished. Popular uprisings against 
Whitefield as well as ecclesiastical harassment from some ministers 
was a regular occurrence. Amid those storms, however, Whitefield 
saw blessings on his ministry and sensed genuine effusions of the 
Holy Spirit that made the opposition seem as mere flea bites.

The reader also will find a tender and honest treatment of two 
areas where Whitefield has been faulted by the generations following. 
Whitefield’s marriage to Elizabeth that placed no curb on his constant 
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travel and long absences, often at sensitive times, is examined with 
historiographical integrity and emotional patience. Also, Smith gives 
a candid view of Whitefield’s ownership of African slaves. These 
chapters will round out the humanity of Whitefield with a pertinent 
analysis of the way Whitefield’s conduct related to Scripture and to 
life situations.

Several appendices complete the book and illustrate some of the 
important discussions that Smith pursues in the text.

I commend this work with gusto. This commendation comes 
from an expectation that each reader will find that the time and 
energy given to this pleasure will be multiplied in serious meditations 
on personal holiness and faithful discipleship.

Tom J. Nettles
Senior Professor of Historical Theology

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
Louisville, KY 
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Introduction

This present work has been a labor of love long overdue. This is 
not because I have spent nearly the last three years composing 
this book but because I have spent the last thirty years reading 

everything I could on the life and labors of George Whitefield. This 
man of God has captured my attention and enthralled my affections 
more than any other figure in church history. Indeed, I could easily 
repeat the sentiments that Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) expressed 
over Whitefield when he surmised how, second only to Christ, 
Whitefield was his “own model,” though—as Spurgeon quickly 
qualified—“with unequal footsteps must I follow his glorious track.”1 
Yes, I too share such feelings. 

My first introduction to Whitefield came on a cold January eve-
ning in 1989. I was attending a worship service at a local church in 
Marietta, Georgia, where the pastor preaching took as his subject 
revival and repentance as he worked through King David’s repen-
tance recorded in 2 Samuel 12 and Psalm 51. In the course of this 
sermon, he began to tell the story of the evangelical awakening during 
the eighteenth century in Great Britain and how one figure stood out 
as the true catalyst of this extraordinary revival: George Whitefield. 
What then proceeded from this introduction were accolades and an-
ecdotes about Whitefield’s life and ministry and the remarkable ways 
in which God used this man as the human instrument to awaken and 
turn thousands of sinners to Christ. I had to know more about this 
man. 

1 C. H. Spurgeon, C.H. Spurgeon’s Autobiography (1898, repr.: Pasadena, TX: Pilgrim, 
1992), 2:66.
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The following year, in 1990, I acquired a newly published single 
volume biography of Whitefield by Arnold Dallimore (1911–1998). 
What I would soon discover, however, is that this single volume was an 
abridgment Dallimore had forged at the request of Crossway Books.2 
His magnum opus was a two-volume work on Whitefield published 
by Banner of Truth.3 I secured my copy of this set a few years later 
and devoured it more than once. In addition to Dallimore’s, I would 
read many other biographies on Whitefield, both good and bad, yet 
all of which I benefited from in gaining a greater understanding about 
Whitefield in both his life and times.  

But most valuable to all my reading on Whitefield has been to 
simply read Whitefield himself—his published Journals and a re-
publication of volume one from his works, which Banner of Truth 
put to press in 1976, covering his personal correspondence from 
1734–1742.4 These works combined with his printed sermons have 
helped me more than anything to better understand the man George 
Whitefield was and the impact of his life over the three centuries since 
his birth. 

So why, then, publish another biography on George Whitefield? 
Haven’t Dallimore and other worthy biographers who have written on 
this splendid subject said enough? Let me first say that this biograph-
ical work I have written would not fit into the same category as what 
we might call “definitive.” And yet, even those masterful biographies 
that we describe as definitive I think are claiming a little too much. 
It’s as if we’re asserting that any one single work on George Whitefield 
has given us the final, conclusive statement and nothing else need ever 
be said. While I understand the reasons we attach the term definitive 
to a certain biography, the truth is, the only definitive word which 
will ever be given on any of our lives is what we will all hear in the 
judgment by Christ Himself. Frankly, our lives are far too complex for 
any mere mortal to unpack in full since we lack divine omniscience. 
Therefore, concerning the life and labors of Whitefield, the room is 
still large enough for more to be said that either hasn’t been said thus 

2 George Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant in the Great Revival of the Eighteenth Centu-
ry (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1990).
3 George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 18th Century Revival 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970).
4 Letters of George Whitefield, for the period 1734–1742 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1976). 
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far or hasn’t been delineated clearly enough. This is what I hope, then, 
my own small contribution on Whitefield will bring to the discussion.

Thus, what follows in this biographical account is not covering 
the whole of Whitefield’s fifty-five years, but rather, I draw in to what 
S. M. Houghton described as “the most dramatic and remarkable pe-
riod of [Whitefield’s] life.”5 This period covers chiefly the first seven 
years of his Christian life, wherein he was providentially launched into 
the public arena as an anointed gospel awakener—which, of course, 
would be the mark of his ministerial labors for thirty-four years. 
But it’s in these first seven years succeeding Whitefield’s conversion 
where we see him quite literally at the center of the Great Awakening 
in colonial America in 1740 as well as the spiritual awakening that 
was erupting in England, Wales, and Scotland. Whitefield confessed 
in 1742 that his plea to God was to be made instrumental to awaken 
the world out of its deep sleep; nearly the first decade of his Christian 
life was God’s astonishing answer to that prayer.6 

In addition to this main thrust of my book, I devote a full chap-
ter on Whitefield’s doctrinal divide with John Wesley as part of the 
biographical sketch in these early years. This episode for Whitefield 
was a turning point in many ways for his own sanctification and 
for the defining of his ministry with a sharper doctrinal distinctive 
as an evangelical Calvinist. One thing I undertake that hasn’t been 
handled in previous biographies, or at least not in the same level of 
detail, is to walk the reader point by point through Whitefield’s open 
letter to Wesley to bring a clearer understanding to what Whitefield 
was unpacking in his defense for the doctrines of grace. Moreover, I 
try to give the reader an understanding of where Wesley was coming 
from in his angst against Calvinism. But most significantly, I cover 
in this chapter what followed in the aftermath of this controversy by 
proving how George Whitefield is a model for us in the way we need 
to conduct ourselves toward fellow believers during such storms. I 
believe the lessons here are crucial, especially in our own times, when 
the Reformed faith has had such a strong resurgence in the last fifteen 
years but not without some strife along the way.

The last three chapters of my book zero in on what I surmise is 
the legacy Whitefield leaves for us today, as we consider three specific 
lessons, each exposited in a chapter of its own. These lessons center 
5 Introduction to Letters, viii.
6 Letters, 369.
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on the cultivation of humility, God’s wisdom in gospel preaching, and 
our need to be reminded that the men God employs for His kingdom 
work are surprisingly imperfect. I say “surprisingly imperfect” tongue 
in cheek because we should not be surprised that fallen, fallible men 
are God’s choice instruments. What else does God have to work with 
since His servants, preceding glory, are not fully sanctified?

 But it seems that for the last twenty-plus years certain biogra-
phers have magnified Whitefield’s sins and errors to the point that the 
integrity of his character, ministry, and even conversion have been 
contended as untrustworthy. Therefore, in the final chapter I deliber-
ately highlight this critical lesson to help us all “get a grip on grace,” as 
Dale Ralph Davis so aptly put it:

The Bible does not claim that God’s servants are 
dipped in Clorox so they will be infallibly sin-free and 
attractive to you. The living God does not have clean 
material to work with. And don’t get sentimental 
when you sing hymns about the Potter and the 
clay; remember it’s only sinful (i.e., sin-full) clay the 
Potter works with. We should not criticize the Potter 
because of the clay but rather marvel that he stoops 
to work with such stuff. As long as we will wallow 
(however subtly) in some idea of human worthiness 
we will never understand the Bible, never tremble 
before this God, and never delight in this God. We 
must get a grip on grace.7 

God willing, I pray the last chapter will aid us to this end. 
But once you’ve finished the ten chapters I’ve composed on 

Whitefield, two appendixes follow that add many more layers to see-
ing and understanding the Grand Itinerant. The first appendix covers 
an eyewitness account of Whitefield preaching in Middleton, Con-
necticut, during the Great Awakening. In addition to this, I include 
four personal letters Whitefield wrote: one to the Allegany Indians; 
another covering his gospel ventures in Moorfield Park; third, a hum-
ble correspondence with John Wesley; and finally, a letter to Pastor 
William Cooper of Boston. These letters demonstrate Whitefield’s hu-
mility, catholicity, and incessant zeal to reach sinners with the gospel. 

7 Dale Ralph Davis, 1 Samuel: Looking on the Heart (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2000), 287.
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The second appendix contains Whitefield’s open letter to John 
Wesley and—for the first time in a Whitefield biography—John Wes-
ley’s sermon “Free Grace,” which provoked the whole controversy 
between these two men. The addition of Wesley’s sermon is critical to 
set the whole context behind Whitefield’s letter and to bring greater 
insight to his response.

One final thought as to the significance of another work written 
on George Whitefield—this year, 2020, marks the 250th anniversary 
of his death. Why not, then, revisit the life, labors, and legacy of this 
man of God who in his own day was hailed as “the wonder of the age”8 
and since his passing has been prized as “the greatest preacher that 
England has ever produced”?9 As A. Skevington Wood noted,

It was Whitefield who first set regeneration at the 
heart of the evangelical message in [his] era. It was 
Whitefield who first realized the need to evangelize 
according to what Thomas Chalmers later called 
“the aggressive system.” It was Whitefield who first 
ventured into the open air to proclaim the gospel in 
the fields of England. It was Whitefield who first saw 
the converts gathered in shoals. It was Whitefield 
who first itinerated as “one of God’s run-abouts,” as he 
described himself. It was Whitefield who held the first 
Conference in Wales in 1743. It was Whitefield who 
first missioned in Scotland. It was Whitefield who 
first made contact with the American Awakening. 
And as A. D. Belden justifiably points out, “It is to the 
pioneer that we owe the launching of the grand effort. 
. . . [Indeed] it is doubtful if there would have been any 
Evangelical Revival at all if Whitefield had been other 
than he was—the master-evangelist of all time, and if 
he had not discovered the grace and the audacity to 
initiate out-of-church preaching. It was the bringing 
of the gospel into the open air that gave it the 
contagion, as it were, of the very atmosphere itself—
that freed it from the artificialities and intolerable 

8 Quoted in Michael A. G. Haykin, George Whitefield (Darlington: EP Books, 2014), 15 
(italics mine).
9 Quoted in Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:ix.
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stuffiness of a dull and dead ecclesiasticism and made 
it again part of the vital experience of mankind.”10

With this said, I offer you my humble and meager contribution to 
the greater biographies on George Whitefield that have preceded it. 
I pray that as you read it you will be edified and challenged in many 
ways that will work to your own sanctification. And on a more per-
sonal note, may you be captivated, as I have been in my latter years, 
by Whitefield’s demonstrable humility as much as his unremitting 
industry by God’s power to bear a faithful and self-denying witness 
for Jesus Christ. 

Yet although God gave His church only one George Whitefield, 
what we must never lose sight of is that Jesus Christ is the same yester-
day, today, and forever (Heb. 13:7). The point is, the graces we see that 
Christ worked in the sanctification of Whitefield over two hundred 
years ago are the same graces for which every Christian should pray 
expectantly and strive with a holy diligence to add to their faith (2 
Peter 1:5–11). Therefore, may this biographical work give you more 
than just additional information you were perhaps lacking on George 
Whitefield. May it also show, as I will stress throughout the book, 
that—despite his many weaknesses and remaining sin that plagued 
him before the Lord called him home in 1770—there is much in 
Whitefield’s faith worthy to imitate.   

     Kurt M. Smith
Pastor, Providence Reformed Baptist Church

Remlap, Alabama, on Pine Mountain

10 A. Skevington Wood, The Inextinguishable Blaze (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1960), 
81.
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We want again Luthers, Calvins, Bunyans, 
Whitefields, men fit to mark eras, whose names 
breathe terror in our foeman’s ears. We have dire 
need of such. Whence will they come to us? They 
are the gifts of Jesus Christ to the Church, and 
will come in due time. He has the power to give 
us back again a golden age of preachers, a time 
as fertile of great divines and mighty ministers 
as was the Puritan age, and when the good old 
truth is once more preached by men whose lips 
are touched as with a live coal from off the altar, 
this shall be the instrument in the hand of the 
Spirit for bringing about a great and thorough 
revival of religion in the land.

Charles H. Spurgeon



He loved the world that hated him: the tear
That dropp’d upon his bible was sincere.

Assail’d by scandal, and the tongues of strife,
His only answer was—a blameless life:

And he that forg’d, and he that threwe the dart,
Had each a brother’s interest in his heart.

Paul’s love of Christ, and steadiness unbrib’d,
Were copied close in him, and well transcrib’d; 

He followed Paul—his zeal a kindred flame,
His apostolic charity the same.

William Cowper (1731–1800) 
musing on Whitefield’s life
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Part One

The Gospel Awakener
I am quite confounded when I think that such a 
wretch as I should ever be employed in preaching 
the everlasting gospel. I often fall down under a 
sense of God’s distinguishing mercy, and with awful 
adoration am frequently made to cry out, “Why me, 
Lord; why me?”

George Whitefield 
May 1742
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Chapter 1

He Must Increase

John the Baptist was a popular preacher. Not by his own ambition 
but by the fact that he was the first prophetic voice heard in Israel 
after four hundred years of silence. Think about this—four hundred 

years passed over Israel’s history with no “Thus says the Lord.” Heaven 
had been closed off to God’s old covenant people after Malachi.

But then, a voice was heard. Indeed, it was a voice crying out of 
the wilderness (literally). A strange man who ate wild honey and lo-
custs and dressed in camel’s hair was heralding with divine authority 
that Israel needed to be ready for the soon-coming King. He called 
the nation to repent and be baptized. He told them he was merely a 
forerunner to the One who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and 
fire—namely, their long-expected Messiah. Indeed, John the Baptist 
became an immensely popular preacher.

Luke tells us that “crowds” went out to be baptized by him (Luke 
3:7). Matthew tells us that people came to him from “Jerusalem and 
all Judea and all the region about the Jordan” (Matt. 3:5). Moreover, it 
appears that the multitudes coming to hear John the Baptist included 
all segments of the population. In fact, we’re even told of an official 
delegation from Jerusalem showing up to inquire as to who John the 
Baptist really was (John 1:19). The fame of this wilderness prophet 
had become so pervasive that the religious elite of Israel could not 
ignore him. Why, a report was even circulating that John the Baptist 
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was the prophet Elijah returning from glory (John 1:21). Naturally, 
then, John the Baptist was the subject of everyone’s conversation, and 
his ministry was the most sought-after event, if you will, in all Israel.

But John’s ministry was only for a season. When the Lord Jesus 
Christ finally came on the scene, the fame of His forerunner began to 
fade. As Jesus was moving further in His itinerary throughout Jerusa-
lem and beyond, the crowds expanded quickly around Him. Indeed, 
many who had been following John the Baptist were now leaving him 
to follow Christ. And not surprisingly, those disciples of John who re-
mained loyal to him were infuriated over the prominence Christ was 
gaining, as it eclipsed John’s renown. In fact, they reported to John, in 
the spirit of a scandal, “Rabbi, he who was with you across the Jordan, 
to whom you bore witness—look, he is baptizing, and all are going to 
him” (John 3:26).

The gist of their complaint to John the Baptist was “John, your 
star is sinking. What shall we do?” These devoted, diehard followers 
of John the Baptist simply could not tolerate the idea that Jesus would 
dare detract from John’s ministry. Their protest, then, was nothing but 
an invitation for their mentor and leader to feel injured and neglected. 
Therefore, they called on John to rebuke Jesus—to silence the witness 
and ministry of the Messiah. Is this not incredible? Their jealously for 
John the Baptist had blinded them to what this prophet of God was 
all about.

So, how did John the Baptist respond? Did he give in to the envy 
of his disciples and thereby feed his own pride, ego, and self-pity? 
Remarkably, the last recorded words of John’s public ministry would 
be in response to his disciples’ quibble. These words would be part 
of the apostle John’s Gospel account in 3:22–36. And at the heart of 
everything John the Baptist said to his disciples, his summary answer 
to their complaint was simply this: “He must increase, but I must de-
crease” (v. 30).

Let My Name Be Forgotten
Like John the Baptist, George Whitefield faced virtually the 

same circumstances, which put him in a place to either protect his 
self-importance or deny it altogether for the sake of Christ. It was 
1748. By this time, George Whitefield had become a household name 
among the masses in both the American colonies and Great Britain. 
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Everywhere he went to herald the gospel of Christ, throngs of people 
crowded to hear the man many were calling the “Grand Itinerant.” 
Needless to say, only twelve years after preaching his first sermon, 
George Whitefield had no equal in his ability and fruit proclaiming 
Christ.

But despite such accolades and the popularity that swarmed 
around him, 1748 became a watershed moment that would change 
the course of Whitefield’s ministry for the remainder of his days. 
Continually grieved over the division suffered between brothers John 
(1703–1791) and Charles (1707–1788) Wesley and himself nine years 
prior, as well as the increasing effects of that division among all who 
had attached themselves to either of these men,1 Whitefield made a 
bold decision. Realizing that those gathered under his and John Wes-
ley’s leadership would never be united, he determined to relinquish 
his place and position as the leader of his Methodist societies. By this 
one act, Whitefield would spare the Methodist movement from bitter 
strife and, in turn, permit John Wesley to emerge as the single head 
of Methodism.

As expected, many of Whitefield’s followers were not happy with 
his decision. They warned him that his fame would be lost and that 
he would be all but forgotten to future generations. Like those loyal 
disciples of John the Baptist, Whitefield’s devotees pleaded with their 
leader not to fade from the scene. They wanted Whitefield to retain 
his position, increase his party, and continue the prominence of his 
name.2 What temptation it would have been for any man of God 
to protect his ego and concede to his faithful followers. But George 
Whitefield took the same position as did John the Baptist. In a letter 
to a friend on July 12, 1748, Whitefield wrote, “Never mind me, let my 
name die everywhere, let even my friends forget me, if by that means 

1 This division was doctrinal in nature, where two theologically different branches 
emerged from the Methodist societies that had been formed initially under Whitefield. 
One branch was Calvinistic Methodism, and the other Arminian Methodism. Whitefield’s 
desire in 1748 was in hopes of uniting both branches. He and his co-laborer, Howell Harris 
(1714–1773) met with the Wesley brothers to see if this could be accomplished. While 
this effort was certainly to be commended, it was not to be. For one thing, Whitefield and 
Harris believed it best to have the approval of their people in the outcome of this matter. 
The Wesleys, however, saw no such need on their end. This difference, among other things, 
prevented the union of these two Methodist branches. I devote all of chapter 7 to the initial 
cause of the division between Whitefield and Wesley and its aftermath. 
2 Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 
18th Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970–80), 2:257.
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the cause of the blessed Jesus be promoted.”3 To another friend, in 
1749, he declared, “You judge right when you say, ‘It is your opinion 
that I do not want to make a sect, or set myself at the head of a party.’ 
No, let the name of Whitefield die, so that the cause of Jesus Christ 
may live.”4 And still to others, he would express incessantly, “Let my 
name be forgotten, let me be trodden under the feet of all men, if Jesus 
may thereby be glorified.”5 

This is how George Whitefield said, like John the Baptist, “[Christ] 
must increase, but I must decrease.” This is all that ultimately mattered 
to the greatest preacher England ever produced. After all was said and 
done, Whitefield only wanted Jesus Christ and His glory to be re-
membered. “Let my name be forgotten,” he said. Yet, in truth, we can’t 
forget Whitefield. The Lord commands us to remember such men of 
God, imitating their faith, as we consider “the outcome of their way 
of life” (Heb. 13:7). It is to this end that this work proceeds, but not 
without first putting Whitefield in the proper context of his life and 
ministry. What were the times like wherein God called and sent out 
George Whitefield?

3 Quoted in Michael A.  G. Haykin, The Revived Puritan: The Spirituality of George 
Whitefield (Dundas, Ontario: Joshua, 2000), 182.
4 Haykin, 182.
5 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 2:257.
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Chapter 2

Sleeping in Darkness

God changes times and seasons (Dan. 2:20). And for Christians 
living in England during the early eighteenth century, this 
very fact about God’s ruling providence must have caused 

many believing hearts to ache for such a change.1 Morally, socially, 
and religiously, it was a dark time in England. J. C. Ryle (1816–1900), 
writing of this period in England’s history, observed:

From the years 1700 till about the era of the French 
Revolution, England seemed barren of all that is 
good. .  .  . Christianity seemed to lie as one dead, 
insomuch that you might have said “she is dead.” 
Morality, however much exalted in pulpits, was 
thoroughly trampled underfoot in the streets. 

1 Concerning England’s population at this time in history, Michael Haykin noted that 
“for a variety of economic causes, the towns of England in the eighteenth century were the 
pioneers of the Industrial Revolution and as a result they mushroomed. The population 
of London, the capital, more than doubled to over a million and was the largest city in the 
western world. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, England’s populace was small 
and the country had a predominantly rural and village character. In 1701 there were 5.1 
million people; but by 1751 there were 5.8 million. .  .  . Many men and women came to 
these cities from rural poverty, hoping to find a decent living. But adequate housing could 
not keep up with the demand, and those who most needed the shelter lacked sufficient 
funds to purchase it. Consequently, houses were desperately overcrowded” (Michael A. G. 
Haykin, The Revived Puritan: The Spirituality of George Whitefield [Dundas, Ontario: Josh-
ua, 2000], 21–22).  
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There was darkness in high places and darkness 
in low places—darkness in the court, the camp, 
the Parliament, and the bar—darkness in country, 
and darkness in town—darkness among rich and 
darkness among poor—a gross, thick, religious and 
moral darkness—a darkness that might be felt.2

This darkness shrouded the first thirty years of eighteenth-cen-
tury England. It was a culture swallowed up in sexual immorality, 
from its leading politicians to the lowliest commoner. Pornographic 
literature multiplied unchecked. Newspapers advertised such things 
as the services of gigolos and cures for venereal disease, and one could 
purchase guides to the numerous brothels in London.3 Socially, En-
gland was overrun with disease that either saw no cure or was left 
unrestrained. Life expectancy was thirty-five years of age, and the 
infant mortality rate was staggering. 

One cultural phenomenon that increased the ills of England’s 
society was the gin craze. It was reported that by mid-century, the 
consumption of gin was eleven million gallons a year. In London, 
one hundred thousand people drank gin as their principle means of 
sustenance. The suffering that such craven indulgence brought upon a 
people is well illustrated by the following news article from 1748: “At a  
christening at Beddington in Surrey the nurse was so intoxicated that 
after she had undressed the child, instead of laying it in the cradle she 
put it behind a large fire, which burnt it to death in a few minutes!”4 
One contemporary of this period said, “Gin has made the English 
people what they never were before—cruel and inhuman.”5

As terrible as these social ills were for the population at large, 
however, the English government and its legislations were not faring 
well either, as they too were lulled into darkness. British politics at this 
time were what one could describe as “the chickens coming home to 
roost.” The corruption, thievery, impurity, and deception of the polit-
ical culture under England’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole 
(1676–1745), was the inevitable consequence of a British government 
that had brought a brutal and calculated persecution upon faithful 

2 J. C. Ryle, Christian Leaders of the Eighteenth Century (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1978), 13–14.
3 Haykin, Revived Puritan, 21.
4 Haykin, 22.
5 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:25.
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gospel ministers in 1662, following the reestablished monarchy under 
Charles II (1630–1685) in 1660. By key acts of Parliament, beginning 
with the Act of Uniformity, nearly two thousand of the church’s best 
men, with their Puritan convictions, were cast from their pulpits into 
the world to live in destitution with their families.6 Thus, the English 
government in the 1660s, under the newly established monarchy, 
exchanged righteousness for licentiousness as the rule of the day, so 
that by the first few decades of the eighteenth century, English politics 
would be only strengthened in sin.7 

One of the most blatant examples of this can be seen in the slave 
trade. This was a legalized operation that became England’s pride and 
to which it held the lion’s share among the other nations of the world. 
This trade was, of course, one of the greatest violations of God’s moral 
law, where kidnapping, murder, and the bare dehumanization of men, 
women, and children were principal hallmarks of this diabolical and 
accursed industry.8 But in addition to such an immoral law as this, the 
British Parliament passed over a hundred laws that would incur capi-
tal punishment for all classes and all ages. In fact, capital punishment 

6 Peter Lewis, in his book The Genius of Puritanism, described the scandal of the English 
government’s unlawful and ungodly treatment of the Puritan ministers: “There followed a 
series of cruel and ingenious Acts aimed at preventing the ejected [ministers] from preach-
ing, even privately, under penalties varying from the petty to the vicious. Thereafter also, a 
campaign of libel and slander ensued in an endeavor to sully and besmirch the whole Puri-
tan movement as one composed of sectaries, fanatics and rebels, ignorant and unbalanced 
men. It was soon forgotten that almost all of them were the scholarly products of Oxford 
and Cambridge Universities, many of them men of culture and much moderation and all 
men of irreproachable piety” ([Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 1996], 18).
7 Adding more insight into this corruption, A. Skevington Wood made several helpful 
observations: “Sir Robert Walpole’s principle of quieta non movere was to dominate both 
Church and State. Peace at any price was the motto of this leader of the Whig oligarchy; 
and peace, indeed, was secured, accompanied by a considerable outward prosperity. As so 
often before in history, this increasing national obesity had serious repercussions in the 
realm of morals. A plague of insidious materialism swept over the country. . .  . But that 
moral degeneracy found its victims in every stratum of society and that an uninhibited 
hedonism was the prevailing philosophy of the times can hardly be denied. Walpole him-
self led the way by his openly immoral life. Houghton, his county seat, was the scene of 
scandalous debauchery. Virtue was the constant butt of his mordant wit. Court life under 
the first two Georges was as replete with vices as in the days of Charles II, without the 
accompanying virtues of sparkling repartee and nonchalance. It is not surprising that this 
degrading example in high places influenced the nation as a whole in the direction of 
moral laxity” (The Inextinguishable Blaze [Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1960], 9).
8 “Whoever steals a man and sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall be 
put to death” (Ex. 21:16); “You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Rom. 13:9). More will 
be said about England’s slave trade in the light of God’s Word in chapter 10. 
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was so regularly enforced in England that public hangings became 
the popular entertainment, with up to fifteen people being executed 
nearly every day. English law in the eighteenth century turned English 
society into legalized barbarism. 

But what made these moral and social sins so pronounced and 
unbridled was that the Church of England was sound asleep. “English 
Christianity,” as one writer put it for this time in eighteenth-century 
England, “proved itself to be little more than a religious ethic, sedate 
and timid.”9 The light of the gospel had been all but put out, and the 
spiritual saltiness of the church had lost its preserving power. Angli-
can clergy were largely men given over to self-indulging pleasures like 
fox hunting, politics, agriculture, chemistry, law, and drinking—if 
such pleasures could be afforded. But to men of God who invested 
themselves in the ministry of God’s Word, feeding God’s sheep, and 
bearing witness to God’s saving gospel, such men as this were scarce 
in the Church of England, if they existed at all. No, the sermons of the 
Anglican Church during this time were moralistic, stressing decency 
with a strong aversion to anything that hinted at what they called 
“enthusiasm”—that is,  describing any Christian whose practice of 
the faith showed zeal and earnestness. Perish the thought if anyone 
showed vocal and visible excitement for Christ. All of this left for 
England’s religious culture a religion and church in fashion with the 
world but at odds with Christ and His gospel.10

But what about the Nonconformist churches in England, like Pres-
byterians, Baptists, and Independents? Surely there was something 
better in these vineyards than what was evident in the Church of En-
gland. Sadly, even among these churches, much of the life and vitality 
they showed in the seventeenth century had been drained to almost 
empty. Observing this on a large scale, Arnold Dallimore wrote:

The strength of the Nonconformist bodies became 
sapped, as had that of the Church [of England], by 

9 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:22.
10 It should be noted that some efforts were made by Anglican clergy, like Bishop Butler, 
to curb the tide of moral decadence and unbelief that they themselves clearly saw. Yet But-
ler’s answer to the problem was rational instead of revelational. In other words, he sought 
to answer the problem purely from an intellectual front rather than the gospel proclaimed 
in the power of the Spirit. As Skevington Wood observed, “The consequence was that all 
the charm and vitality was taken from the Christian faith, and cold, unattractive reason 
was left in its stead” (The Inextinguishable Blaze, 24).
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skepticism. Certain men who held to the fundamental 
principles of Christianity endeavored to contend for 
them, but amidst the majority of ministers Arianism 
was common, and some preached nothing more 
than the vagaries of Deism. With but a few notable 
exceptions, the pulpits were cold, and discord and 
stagnancy were the chief features of denominational 
life. By the year 1700 such divisions had taken place 
that in London there were three separate groups 
of Presbyterians, four of Independents and six of 
Baptists.11

The sobering conclusion one must face in the light of these 
lamenting facts is that when the churches were needed most they had 
failed to deliver. Worldliness and unbelief held so much of English 
Christianity in a death grip. Where Christian orthodoxy was pres-
ent, it was mostly dead—lacking genuine Spirit-given authority and 
power. Thus, on the surface, no more dismal and hopeless situation 
existed for any culture than that of England in the primal years of the 
eighteenth century. But doesn’t the Lord change times and seasons? 
Indeed He does. And such a change would come to England just a 
hundred miles west of London. 

11 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:24. 
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Chapter 3

You Must Be Born Again

Gloucester, the city and county town of Gloucestershire, lies 
close to the Welsh border on the River Severn. It has a rich 
history that men would admire, dating back to its founding 

in AD 97 by the Romans under Emperor Nerva (AD 30–98). But the 
history that matters most about Gloucester is what will be told in the 
ages to come to the renown of Christ. And one such history begins on 
December 16, 1714. On this day, George Whitefield, the youngest of 
seven siblings, was born to Thomas and Elizabeth Whitefield. George 
would not know his father in any degree of significance, as Thomas 
died when he was two. 

A West Country Boy and His Mother’s Ambition
His mother, Elizabeth, would be left to manage the Bell Inn, one 

of the largest and finest hostelries in the heart of Gloucester, which 
she and her husband had gained as proprietors. Thus, Whitefield’s 
childhood environment would be centered in a hotel, being raised 
by his mother—who was determined that her son would not end up 
either owning or serving in such a vocation like herself and her late 
husband.1 She wanted something better for Whitefield. Her ambition 

1 It must be noted that for eighteen months Whitefield did serve at the Bell Inn. He 
wrote of this experience in his journal: “I from time to time began to assist [my mother] 
occasionally in the public-house, till at length I put on my blue apron and my snuffers, 
washed mops, cleaned rooms, and, in one word, became professed and common drawer 
for nigh a year and a half ” (George Whitefield’s Journals [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
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for her youngest child was a university education, with the hope that 
he would enter the ministry.

But Whitefield’s own ambitions as a young boy were aimed at the 
stage.2 In fact, it has been noted by all his biographers that Whitefield 
was a born actor and orator. These natural abilities would be later 
enhanced and used in Whitefield’s future ministry. Suffice it to say, 
this is how God wired George Whitefield.3 Nevertheless, it would not 
be in God’s purpose that Whitefield followed his natural inclinations 
and talents for acting. While that door remained closed, the immedi-
ate door that opened was Whitefield’s acceptance to university. This 
came by way of both his mother’s unflagging drive as well as the help 
of friends. In November 1732, Whitefield would enter Pembroke 
College, Oxford University, as what was called a “servitor.” In other 
words, he was a student servant.4

The Wesley Brothers and Zeal without Knowledge
During these days, two significant events in Whitefield’s life would 

change his remaining course, the first being that he would meet John 
and Charles Wesley. This encounter came the following summer, in 

1989], 40).  
2 Whitefield wrote of this period in his journal by attesting, “During the time of my 
being at school, I was very fond of reading plays, and have kept from school for days 
together to prepare myself for acting them” (Journals, 39).
3 Elaborating further on this but looking at it from the perspective of Whitefield in his 
gospel ministry, J. I. Packer wrote the following: “[Whitefield] was a very gifted man. To 
his natural energetic alertness and charm were added, in sanctified mode, all the powers 
that mark great actors. What were they? First, the power to command and hold attention. 
Movement, or action as the classical theorists of rhetoric called it, is central here, and 
Whitefield was never still in the pulpit. Second, a big—in Whitefield’s case, a huge—voice, 
capable of expressing the whole range of human emotions and attitudes. Whitefield could 
thunder, lament, caress and encourage with overwhelming, heart-searching, heart-break-
ing power. Third, total identification with what he was projecting—not, in Whitefield’s 
case, a character stage, but the holiness and mercy of God, and the transformation of life 
that Christ brings when through faith and repentance we learn to live in, through, to and 
for him. Fourth, the ability to make every utterance an easy flow of vivid and arresting 
speech. All great actors, and all great preachers, can do this. Fifth, power so to impact each 
individual in the crowd that he or she feels personally addressed, arrested, and drawn into 
what is going on—in Whitefield’s case, persuasion from God through his messenger. Thus 
gifted as a dramatic communicator, Whitefield had an evangelistic and nurturing ministry 
in the pulpit of unprecedented power and fruitfulness” (Quoted in E. A. Johnston, George 
Whitefield: A Definitive Biography [Stoke-on-Trent, UK: Tentmaker, 2008], xvii-xviii).   
4 A servitor was a university student who did menial tasks for the sons of well-to-do 
gentlemen in exchange for tuition and board. 
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1733, by Whitefield’s introduction to the “Holy Club.” This club was a 
religious society but not a gospel society. Its members knew nothing 
of the new birth (John 3:1–8) but believed intensely that by their own 
merits and high moral standards they could achieve salvation. One 
writer detailed the Holy Club’s activities in the following way:

Its members practiced early rising and lengthy 
devotions, and strove for a self-discipline which left 
no moment wasted throughout the day. At nightfall 
they wrote a diary which enabled them to scrutinize 
their actions and condemn themselves for any fault. 
They partook of the Eucharist every Sunday, fasted 
each Wednesday and Friday, and hallowed Saturday 
as the Sabbath of Preparation for the Lord’s Day. 
They revered the Church of England with unthinking 
devotion, believed in the Apostolic succession of its 
priesthood and obeyed many of its unused canons. 
They sought to persuade others to refrain from evil 
and attend church. They regularly visited Oxford’s 
prisons (the Castle and the Bocardo) and the Poor 
House, and each member contributed to a fund 
with which they relieved the needs of the inmates 
and maintained a school for the prisoners’ children. 
This program of endeavor, aided by these works of 
charity, they believed, somehow ministered towards 
the salvation of their souls.5

When compared to the decadence of England’s culture at that 
time combined with the spiritual apathy of the Anglican Church, the 
Holy Club certainly had the look of authentic Christianity. But it was 
only a look. It was an ardent zeal for God minus the saving knowledge 
of Christ resulting in true conversion. In essence, the Holy Club was 
moralism on steroids. Like the Jews, as described in Romans 10:3, 
they were “ignorant of the righteousness of God…seeking to establish 
their own, [thus] not submit[ting] to God’s righteousness.”6

It was this environment, then, where Whitefield would cross 
paths and connect with John and Charles Wesley, whose friendships 

5 Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 
18th Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970–80), 1:68. 
6 Italics mine.
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and associations would be the most critical of his life and ministry. 
Both brothers were men who garnered many admirable qualities, and 
yet, like most great men, their strengths would end up being their 
prime weaknesses, which in later years would cause much tension 
and testing in their relationship with Whitefield. Notwithstanding 
this, the life and times of these men would be so interconnected by 
what they gained and lost that one cannot understand the evangelical 
awakening in Great Britain during this period without keeping their 
lives interfacing, directly or indirectly.   

The New Birth
The second event in Whitefield’s life at this season in Oxford would 

be, by far, the most prominent and pivotal of all: George Whitefield 
was born again. When he entered Pembroke College in 1732, he did 
so under strong religious impressions to give himself to the ministry. 
He cared nothing for the largely loose and impious culture of the stu-
dent body;7 thus, he found much in the Holy Club that appealed to 
what he was seeking. But like Martin Luther (1483–1546) entering the 
monastery to save his soul, Whitefield so entered the Holy Club with 
the same ambition—and Luther-like, Whitefield would outdo every 
member of the Holy Club to make himself right with God.

But nothing in all the activities of the Holy Club could satisfy 
Whitefield’s longing for personal redemption. Charles Wesley’s gift 
of a book entitled The Life of God in the Soul of Man written by a 
seventeenth-century Scotsman named Henry Scougal (1650–1678) 
greatly exacerbated this dissatisfaction. It’s ironic that such a book 
like this came from Charles Wesley, since he himself was in as much 
need of its saving content as Whitefield. Nevertheless, Whitefield in 
his present path, pursuing to be justified by his own merits, was in 
critical need of this book. For in this small publication, Scougal made 
the case for the absolute necessity of regeneration by the Holy Spirit, 
which rocked Whitefield’s world as a zealous moralistic do-gooder. 
Testifying many years later of the lasting impact made by this work, 
Whitefield expressed:

I must bear testimony to my old friend Mr. Charles 
Wesley, he put a book into my hands called, The Life 

7 Whitefield, Journals, 44–45.
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of God in the Soul of Man, whereby God shewed 
me, that I must be born again, or be damned. .  .  . 
As [Scougal] says, a man may go to church, say his 
prayers, receive the Sacrament, and yet, my brethren, 
not be a Christian. How did my heart rise, how did 
my heart shudder, like a poor man that is afraid to 
look into his account-books, lest he should find 
himself a bankrupt: yet shall I burn that book, shall I 
throw it down, shall I put it by, or shall I search into 
it; and holding the book in my hand, thus addressed 
the God of heaven and earth: “Lord, if I am not a 
Christian, or if I am not a real one, for Jesus Christ’s 
sake, show me what Christianity is that I may not be 
damned at last!” I read a little further, and the cheat 
was discovered; O, says the author, they that know 
anything of religion know it is a vital union with the 
Son of God, Christ formed in the heart; O what a ray 
of Divine light was instantaneously darted in upon 
my soul, and from that moment, but not till then, did 
I know that I must become a new creature.8

So, for the first time, George Whitefield had been exposed to the 
truth that what he must have is in fact a new birth. All his works, no 
matter how noble and earnest they were, could not rescue his soul 
from the damnation he deserved. However, while this gospel truth 
convicted Whitefield, he was not yet converted. Again, much like 
Martin Luther, who would struggle for five more years after the first 
beams of gospel light had pierced his own spiritual darkness, White-
field, knowing he must be born again, did not know where to acquire 
such a birth. He thus defaulted to a more severe and intense quest by 
his own vain efforts to secure what only God in Christ could grant 
him.

From the fall of 1734 to shortly after Easter in 1735, Whitefield 
nearly killed himself to obtain the new birth. Dallimore tells us that 
Whitefield “left off eating such things as fruits and sweets, and wore a 
patched gown and dirty shoes. He adopted the customs of a German 
cult, the Quietists, talking very little and wondering if he should talk 
at all. Under this burdening of his mind his academic work began to 
8 Sermon, All Men’s Place (1769), published in Sermons on Important Subjects by the 
Reverend George Whitefield (Baynes, London, 1825), 702. 
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suffer, and his tutor thought he was going mad.”9 Giving us more de-
tails to this period, Whitefield himself wrote in his journal, “By this 
time, I left off keeping my diary, using my forms, or scarce my voice 
in prayer, visiting prisoners, etc. Nothing remained for me to leave, 
unless I forsook public worship, but my religious friends. Now it was 
suggested to me that I must leave them also for Christ’s sake. This was 
a trial; but rather than not be, as I fancied, Christ’s disciple, I resolved 
to renounce them, though as dear to me as my own soul.”10

But the climax of Whitefield’s pain-inflicting asceticism came 
during the week of Lent. Whitefield reports, “I constantly walked out 
in the cold mornings till part of one of my hands was quite black. 
This, with [my] continued abstinence, and inward conflicts, at length 
so emaciated my body, that, at Passion-week, finding I could scarce 
creep upstairs, I was obliged to inform my kind tutor of my condition, 
who immediately sent for a physician.”11 Whitefield was confined to 
bed, where he spent six or seven weeks. Yet, it was here in this state—
having exhausted all he could do to gain from God what he could 
never clinch—at the end of himself, that God drew George Whitefield 
effectually to Christ. Finally, Whitefield was no longer looking at 
himself but only to Christ to make him a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). 
Writing in his journal of his saving deliverance from darkness to light, 
Whitefield attested:

After having undergone innumerable buffetings of 
Satan, and many months inexpressible trials by night 
and day under the spirit of bondage, God was pleased 
at length to remove the heavy load, to enable me to lay 
hold on His dear Son by a living faith, and, by giving 
me the spirit of adoption, to seal me, as I humbly 
hope, even to the day of everlasting redemption. But 
oh! with what joy—joy unspeakable—even joy that 
was full of, and big with glory, was my soul filled, 
when the weight of sin went off, and an abiding sense 
of the pardoning love of God, and a full assurance 
of faith broke in upon my disconsolate soul! Surely 
it was the day of my espousals,—a day to be had in 

9 Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant in the Great Revival of the 
Eighteenth Century (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1990), 17.
10 Whitefield, Journals, 55. 
11 Journals, 57.
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everlasting remembrance. At first my joys were like a 
spring tide, and, as it were, overflowed the banks. Go 
where I would, I could not avoid singing of psalms 
aloud; afterwards it became more settled—and, 
blessed be God, saving a few casual intervals, has 
abode and increased in my soul ever since.12

Here then was the greatest turning point in the life of George 
Whitefield. He was born again. And the glory and credit Whitefield 
gave for this life transformation was in God and God alone. It was 
God that Whitefield boasted in, “who was pleased at length to remove 
the heavy load, to enable me to lay hold on His dear Son by a living 
faith.” Never again, from this moment following, would he revert to 
the religiously ascetic, legalistic, and moralistic views of the Holy 
Club. Whitefield had become a man in Christ. And with this saving 
union, he was liberated from the delusion of gaining God’s favor by 
man’s merits. Salvation was all of grace. And for Whitefield, the un-
derstanding of this gospel truth and the experience it immediately 
brought in his life was not to be kept a secret. The world had to know.     

12 Journals, 58.
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Chapter 4

Setting the Foundation

“I love those that thunder out the word,” wrote Whitefield in 
1739. “The Christian world is in a deep sleep. Nothing but 
a loud voice can awaken them out of it.”1 Perhaps no words 

Whitefield ever wrote, in private or public, have captured what he 
would embody for thirty-four years. They originally were written to a 
fellow minister to encourage him in his own work, yet it was Whitefield 
himself who would be that loud awakening voice, thundering out the 
Word of God on both sides of the Atlantic.

The New Passions and Pathway of a New Christian
But in 1735, at twenty years of age, no such desire, passion, or 

pursuit was in the mind of this new convert. While he could not keep 
silent about his newfound joy in Christ, to have a public ministry of 
any kind—and certainly on the scale God would usher him into—was 
far from his thinking. All that Whitefield could think at this stage was 
pursuing Christ for his own personal growth and sharing what God 
had done. But others at Oxford, like his tutor and his physician, urged 
Whitefield to take a much-needed rest and recuperation after his great 
trial the preceding year. Thus, conceding to their counsel, he returned 
to his hometown of Gloucester. It was here during this season that the 
foundations would be established that would carry Whitefield into 
the trans-Atlantic ministry the Lord would soon open up.

1 George Whitefield, Letters of George Whitefield, for the period 1734–1742 (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1976), 73. Italics mine.



30   |  Thundering the Word

Upon his return to Gloucester, Whitefield took up residence in 
the home of the city’s mayor, Gabriel Harris. Despite being penniless 
and ailing, Whitefield’s love and zeal for Christ was fast increasing in 
both his heart and mind. We see this in what he himself testifies. First, 
regarding prayer, he expresses “what sweet communion” he “daily 
vouchsafed with God . . . after [his] coming again in Gloucester!” He 
writes of being “often . . . carried out beyond [himself] when sweetly 
meditating in the fields!” And with what sweet assurance he “felt that 
Christ dwelt in [him],” as much as he dwelt in Christ.2

But, second, related to his reading of the Scriptures, he wrote that 
since his “mind [was] now more open and enlarged [following his 
conversion], [he] began to read the Holy Scriptures upon [his] knees 
.  .  . praying over, if possible, every line and word.” The immediate 
result of such meditation, Whitefield said, “proved meat indeed, and 
drink indeed, to my soul. I daily received fresh life, light, and power 
from above.”3 

Third, we also see Whitefield prayerfully meditating and poring 
over the works of other saints and gleaning from the illumination God 
gave them as to what His Word reveals. It is here where the theological 
and doctrinal bedrock for Whitefield’s faith would be set in place for 
his future ministry. He says that “about this time God was pleased to 
enlighten my soul, and bring me into the knowledge of His free grace, 
and the necessity of being justified in His sight by faith only.”4 

But who helped Whitefield see these things? What means had 
God put in the path of this new believer to bring him into a clearer 
understanding of free grace? The biblical commentary and works of 
Puritan William Burkitt (1650–1703) as well as other Puritan authors, 
such as Joseph Alleine (1634–1668) and Richard Baxter (1615–1691), 
were greatly influential.

But none of these would have the lasting impact on Whitefield’s 
thinking like Matthew Henry’s (1662–1714) Bible Commentary. This 
set of books would be “his inseparable companion.”5 He employed 
Henry’s commentaries every morning from five until six then again 

2 George Whitefield, George Whitefield’s Journals (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1989), 
61.
3 Journals, 60.
4 Journals, 62, italics original.
5 Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 
18th Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970–80), 1:82.



Setting the Foundation  |   31

for a couple of hours in the evening. In his Diary, Whitefield reveals 
that Henry’s exposition of the Scriptures were a balm for his seasonal 
dejection and a helpful guide assisting him to discern the Lord’s guid-
ance by a Scripture text. Whitefield would say fondly of these com-
mentaries, “What a means has Henry’s Comment been of building 
me up!”6 

One thing we see here in Whitefield’s early days as a Christian is 
that while he was devoted to a daily communion with Christ in prayer 
and through the Word,7 he was not so sure of his own understanding 
to think that the Holy Spirit would only illuminate him with the truth. 
George Whitefield had a teachable spirit. And such a humble open-
ness to be taught the Word by other men of God would mark him for 
the rest of his days.

Here, then, was a critical foundation set forth in these first months 
of Whitefield’s conversion—a foundation with two sides. First, he was 
growing to be a Christian with a large devotional life. He would be 
distinguished from this time onward as a man of unceasing prayer 
and one whose life was committed to following the Word of God. In 
short, his life as a Christian showed the best in biblical piety.8 We see 
this, for instance, in what he wrote to a friend in these first two years 
as a new Christian. The very counsel Whitefield gave was what he 
himself followed for his own pursuit of Christ. He exhorted, “Good 
dear Sir, never leave off watching, reading, praying, [and] striving. . . . 
Watch against all temptations to sloth. . . . Live every day as holily as 
you can. Be frequent in self-examination morning and evening. Pray 
earnestly from the heart. Wrestle with God. . . . Moreover be careful, 
6 Dallimore, 1:82.
7 His discipline was to arise at five every morning. Later it would be at four. In addition 
to having his English Bible, he also had a Greek New Testament which he read along with 
Matthew Henry’s commentary. Dallimore gives us an idea of what Whitefield’s personal 
devotions were like: “There he is at five in the morning, in the room above the Harris 
book-store. He is on his knees with his English Bible, his Greek New Testament and Henry’s 
Commentary spread out before him. He reads a portion in the English, gains a fuller insight 
into it as he studies words and tenses in the Greek and then considers Matthew Henry’s 
explanation of it all. Finally, there comes the unique practice that he has developed: that 
of ‘praying over every line and word’ of both the English and Greek till the passage, in its 
essential message, has veritably become part of his own soul” (Dallimore, 82–83). 
8 Joel Beeke defines biblical piety as “a proper attitude toward God and obedience to 
Him. Flowing out of the knowledge of who and what God is (theology), piety includes 
heartfelt worship, saving faith, filial fear, prayerful submission, and reverential love” (The 
Soul of Life: The Piety of John Calvin [Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 
2009], 28).
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diligent in your calling, labour hard with your own hands, that you 
may have to give him that needeth. And labour not so much for the 
meat that perisheth, as to neglect that which endureth to eternal life.”9 

On another occasion during this same period, writing to Gilbert 
Harris he exclaims, “But alas, I have nothing to depend on, but the 
merits of a crucified Redeemer to have my poor petitions answered.” 
And then, turning his attention to Mr. Harris’ wife, Whitefield offers 
devotional counsel to her troubled soul: “But does dear Mrs. [Harris] 
complain of deadness and coldness in devotion? Alas poor woman! 
let her not be disheartened. This is a complaint which all the children 
of God have made. And we must take a great deal of pains with our 
hearts, must pray often and long, before we shall be able to pray well.” 
Pressing further with his counsel, he urges her: “I have seen too many 
fatal instances of the inexpressible danger and sad consequences of 
leaving off any one means of grace, not to encourage Mrs. [Harris] 
steadfastly to persevere in the good way she has begun; and would 
exhort her, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, to labour daily to 
mortify and subdue her corruptions, not willfully to indulge herself 
in any ill habit, custom, or temper.”10 Of course, what must be empha-
sized again by such biblical pointers he gave to others is that this was 
the path he himself took for his own life as a Christian. His faith was 
experiential as a believer who was ever dependent on Christ.

The second side of the foundation being set in Whitefield’s time 
at Gloucester was that his doctrinal convictions would be centered in 
the historic Reformed faith. This came by way of his personal studies 
in the Scriptures11 combined with the influence of sound teachers, like 
the aforementioned Matthew Henry, and the writings of many other 
Puritans of the seventeenth century and the Thirty-Nine Articles of 

9 Whitefield, Letters, 13–14.
10 Letters, 22.
11 Writing in 1742, Whitefield asserted, “I embrace the Calvinistic scheme, not because 
Calvin, but Jesus Christ . . . has taught it to me” (Letters, 442). What we must understand in 
this confession by Whitefield is that he did not give John Calvin (1509–1564) the sole cred-
it for his espousing the “Calvinistic” or Reformed doctrine. Whitefield gave the acclaim 
for his Reformation convictions essentially to the Lord Himself. These great doctrines, 
he would always maintain, came from God and not man, revealed first from God’s Word. 
Thus, Whitefield wrote to a friend in 1739, “I bless God, his Spirit has convinced me of our 
eternal election by the Father through the Son, of our free justification through faith, in 
his blood, of our sanctification as the consequence of that, and of our final perseverance 
and glorification as the result of all. These I am persuaded God has joined together; these, 
neither men nor devils shall ever be able to put asunder” (Letters, 129, italics mine).
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the Church of England, which Whitefield would fully subscribe to lat-
er as an ordained Anglican priest.12 Writing only four years following 
these days in Gloucester when these doctrinally Reformed views were 
first forged, Whitefield expressed heartily to a fellow minister, 

It rejoices me to think what a prospect we have once 
again of hearing the truth preached as it is in Jesus. 
I hope we shall catch fire from each other, and that 
there will be [a] holy emulation amongst us, who 
shall most debase man and exalt the Lord Jesus. 
Nothing but the doctrines of the Reformation can do 
this. All others leave freewill in man, and make him, 
in part at least, a Savior to himself. My soul come not 
near the secret of those who teach such things, mine 
honour be not thou united to them. I know Christ 
is all in all. Man is nothing: he hath a free will to go 
to hell, but none to go to heaven, till God worketh 
in him to will and to do after his good pleasure. It is 
God [who] must prevent, God must accompany, God 
must follow with his grace, or Jesus Christ will bleed 
in vain.13     

A Heart Aflame for Ministry
But these foundational blocks, if you will, were not the only 

ones laid down in Whitefield’s initial Christian experience. While 
in Gloucester, he did not close himself off in his upper room of the 
Harris home as he was lavishing in such joy and gospel truth. He also 
began pursuing others with a zealous gospel witness. He said of these 

12 To give one example of Reformed doctrine in The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church 
of England, Article XVII on predestination and election reads in the first paragraph, “Pre-
destination to Life is the everlasting purpose of God, whereby (before the foundation of 
the world were laid) he hath constantly decreed by his counsel secret to us, to deliver from 
curse and damnation those whom he hath chosen in Christ out of mankind, and to bring 
them by Christ to everlasting salvation, as vessels made to honour. Wherefore, they which 
be endued with so excellent a benefit of God, be called according to God’s purpose by his 
Spirit working in due season: they through Grace obey the calling: they be justified freely: 
they be made sons of God by adoption: they be made like the image of his only-begotten 
Son Jesus Christ: they walk religiously in good works, and at length, by God’s mercy, they 
attain to everlasting felicity.” For Whitefield, this is what he took up and espoused as a 
confessional Anglican.  
13 Letters, 89–90, italics mine. 
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efforts, “God made me instrumental to awaken several young people 
who soon formed themselves into a little Society and had quickly the 
honor of being despised at Gloucester as we had been at Oxford.”14 The 
significance of this event is twofold: It would be the primal seeds of 
the evangelical awakening, of which Whitefield would be at the cen-
ter, and it was also “the first Methodist Society in the permanent sense 
of the word, and it remained a unit of Whitefield’s work throughout 
his lifetime.”15 

What must strike us about all this is that these things were hap-
pening in only the first two years of Whitefield’s conversion. His pas-
sion, labors, and studies to be about nothing but God’s kingdom was 
remarkable in so young a convert. But this is how God has appeared to 
work at different times and seasons. There are circumstances wherein 
the Lord raises up a man to spread His name who at present is only a 
child in the faith—but a child growing quickly.16 And here we’re led to 
consider the final building block for Whitefield’s future ministry: his 
ordination to the ministry. 

Not surprisingly, the evident fire of Whitefield’s fervor was arous-
ing the urging of others to press on him the need to enter the ministry 
in a more formal capacity. While such a desire had been with White-
field since boyhood,17 now the thought of being ordained for the 
ministry was no longer a childish fantasy. In fact, as he pondered this 
prospect as a believer in Christ, Whitefield was not overcome with joy 
but dread. There was nothing flippant about such a staggering and im-
posing call. To understand, then, what was going through Whitefield’s 
mind at this time, consider what he reported thirty-five years after the 
fact, in the last sermon he preached in London, in 1769:

14 Whitefield, Journals, 60. 
15 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:83. Dallimore writes of this society that it “appears 
to have met each evening in the week. Whitefield conducted it after the fashion of the 
Religious Societies, with the singing of Psalms, the reading of the Bible and prayer. He 
also read and enlarged upon certain books of doctrine and devotion and finally gave an 
exhortation to holy living. He records, at times, his exhortation lasted an hour and even 
two hours” (Dallimore, George Whitefield, 83). 
16 Other examples in church history would be Martin Luther, John Calvin, David Brain-
erd (1718–1747), Henry Martyn (1781–1812), Robert Murray M’Cheyne (1813–1843), 
and Charles Spurgeon. 
17 Whitefield wrote of this desire in his journal, “I was always fond of being a clergyman, 
used frequently to imitate the ministers reading prayers, etc.” (Journals, 38).
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I never prayed against any corruption I had in my 
life, so much as I did against going into holy orders 
so soon as my friends were for having me go: and 
bishop Benson was pleased to honour me with 
peculiar friendship, so as to offer me preferment, or 
do anything for me. My friends wanted me to mount 
the church betimes, they wanted me to knock my 
head against the pulpit too young; but how some 
young men stand up here and there and preach, I 
do not know how it may be to them; but God knows 
how deep a concern entering into the ministry and 
preaching, was to me; I have prayed a thousand 
times, till the sweat has dropped from my face like 
rain, that God, of his infinite mercy, would not let me 
enter the church before he called me to, and thrust 
me forth in, his work. I remember once in Gloucester 
(I know the window, the bedside, and the floor, upon 
which I have lain prostrate) I said, Lord, I cannot 
go, I shall be puffed up with pride, and fall into the 
condemnation of the devil; Lord, do not let me go yet; 
I pleaded to be at Oxford two or three more years; I 
intended to make an hundred and fifty sermons, and 
thought I would set up with a good stock in trade 
but I remember praying, wrestling, and striving with 
God; I said, I am undone, I am unfit to preach in thy 
great name, send me not, pray, Lord, send me not yet. 
I wrote to all my friends in town and country, to pray 
against the bishop’s solicitations, but they insisted I 
should go into orders before I was twenty-two.18

It is refreshing to see the humility and maturity Whitefield 
showed over this consideration of entering the ministry. As ardent 
as he was for Christ, his growing eagerness to spend and be spent for 
the Lord was tempered. He was fully aware of his youthfulness and 
the warning of 1 Timothy 3:6, as it pertained to the danger of a new 

18 George Whitefield, Select Sermons of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1958), 194–195. It should be noted that Bishop Benson held a policy that he would not 
ordain a man under the age of twenty-three. But the bishop was so taken by Whitefield’s 
evident abilities and solemnity that he broke with policy to move this young man into Holy 
Orders as soon as possible.



36   |  Thundering the Word

convert becoming an office-bearing elder in the church. These things 
weighed on him heavily. However, Whitefield did not entirely dismiss 
what his friends were compelling him to pursue. Moreover, as much 
as he feared entering the ministry unfit, he was himself sensing his 
own desires turning in this direction. What was he to do? He prayed 
and asked the Lord that if it was His will for him to be ordained, then 
let this be confirmed by providing the financial means to return to 
Oxford and receive his bachelor’s degree.

Whitefield’s prayers were answered. The money was supplied, 
combined with the renewal of his own health. He thus went back to 
Oxford and graduated with his Bachelor of Arts. With this confirma-
tion, his convictions grew that God was indeed calling him to enter 
the ministry. But with these convictions came more preparation. First, 
there was a two-step process toward ordination in the Church of En-
gland at this period. Step one was being ordained as a deacon; then 
after some ministerial experience settled in under this office, the next 
step was to complete the ordination by formal appointment as a priest. 
Second, the prospective candidate underwent a personal preparation 
to enter this church office to the ministry. Thus, Whitefield spent 
days in prayer, fasting, Scripture study, and proving by Scripture the 
validity of the Anglican confession, The Thirty-Nine Articles of the 
Church of England. After completing this process for Holy Orders, 
Whitefield would be ordained as a deacon on June 20, 1736, at the 
Gloucester Cathedral. Nearly three years later, on January 14, 1739, he 
was ordained as a priest in the Church of England.

On the day he was ordained as a deacon, Whitefield wrote to a 
friend, “I hope the good of souls will be my only principle of action. Let 
come what will, life or death, depth or height, I shall henceforwards live 
like one who this day, in the presence of men and angels, took the holy 
sacrament, upon the profession of being inwardly moved by the Holy 
Ghost to take upon me the ministration in the church.”19 Preceding 
his ordination, he wrote in his diary these solemn words on May 16, 
1736: “It is true I have a difficult task, but God is all-sufficient, to whose 
almighty protection I humbly commit myself. I give to Him my soul 
and body to be disposed and worn out in His labours as He shall think 
meet. I do hence resolve, by His assistance . . . to lead a stricter life than 
ever, to give myself to prayer and the study of the Scriptures. . . . God 
give me my health, if it be His blessed will. .  .  . I give myself wholly 

19 Whitefield, Letters, 15–16.
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to Him!”20 What these words reveal is the heart of George Whitefield 
as he entered the ministry. But what’s most exceptional about them 
is that the holy earnestness they expose about this young Christian 
would prove in the years to come that they were not the flighty, san-
guine aspirations of youth. Whitefield did undeniably give his “soul 
and body to be disposed and worn out” for the labors he would be 
called to render in Christ’s name.

The foundation was now set. George Whitefield had entered the 
ministry with his whole heart in service to Christ. But where was he to 
serve? Where would God send him and spend him out for Christ? The 
answer to these questions would be as much of a surprise for White-
field as to anybody else. But in God’s purpose, it was time for a voice 
to thunder out the Word of God and for a nation to be awakened.  

20 A Diary of George Whitefield (unpublished), the British Museum, Manuscripts 
Division. 
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Chapter 5

The Calvinistic Evangelist

George Whitefield’s ministry would last over thirty-four years. 
He preached some eighteen thousand sermons—averaging 
sixty hours a week in this labor—until his death. It has been 

estimated that during his ministry he preached to combined audiences 
of over ten million, and four-fifths of the colonists in America, from 
Georgia to New Hampshire, heard him at least once (which could 
not be said of any other person at that time).1 In his travels, he 
would not only cover all England and Wales but he would journey to 
Scotland fifteen times, Ireland twice, and Holland once and cross the 
Atlantic thirteen times, with seven trips to America, one to Gibraltar 
and Bermuda, and attempts to reach Canada and the West Indies.2 
What is most astonishing about the magnitude of such an itinerary 
is that it was accomplished before the existence of planes, trains, and 
automobiles. Travel was either by boat, buggy, horseback, or foot. 
Moreover, Whitefield’s extensive trekking was despite his premature 
aging and the onset of asthma that would eventually claim his life in 
late September 1770.

1 J. I. Packer, quoted in E. A. Johnston, George Whitefield: A Definitive Biography (Stoke-
on-Trent, UK: Tentmaker, 2008), 2:504–505.
2 Cited in Dallimore, George Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant in the Great Revival of 
the Eighteenth Century (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1990), 66.
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An Unexpected Ministry
But to be an itinerant evangelist was not Whitefield’s initial 

prompting. The week following his ordination, he preached his first 
sermon on June 27, 1736.3 Only a few days after this joyful experience, 
he returned to Oxford to pursue a master’s degree as he took charge 
of those who remained in the Holy Club. As far as Whitefield was 
concerned, he was content to stay at Oxford for several years. But this 
was not to be. No sooner was he settling in at Oxford than he received 
a request to fill in at the chapel of the Tower of London. Here were the 
true beginnings of his public preaching.4 The ministry lasted for two 
months, followed by an invitation to supply the pulpit in the village of 
Dummer in Hampshire.

While ministering in this parish, George Whitefield would make 
one of the most sweeping decisions of his ministerial service. He came 
to believe that his calling as a gospel minister was to be a missionary 
to Georgia in America.5 This resolution came by way of the urgent 
request of John Wesley, who had already traveled to Georgia (with 
his brother Charles) to be missionaries to the Indians.6 This trip for 

3 Writing of this experience to a friend three days later, Whitefield exclaimed, “Glory! 
Glory! Glory! Be ascribed to an almighty triune God.—Last Sunday in the afternoon, I 
preached my first sermon in the church of St. Mary De Crypt, where I was baptized, and 
also first received the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. . . . The sight at first a little awed me; 
but I was comforted with a heart-felt sense of the divine providence. . . . As I proceeded, I 
perceived the fire kindled, till at last, though so young, and amidst a crowd of those, who 
knew me in my infant childish days, I trust, I was enabled to speak with some degree of 
gospel authority. Some few mocked, but most for the present seemed struck; and I have 
since heard, that a complaint has been made to the bishop, that I drove fifteen mad the first 
sermon. The worthy prelate, as I am informed, wished the madness might not be forgotten 
before next Sunday” (Whitefield, Letters, 18–19). Whitefield’s first sermon was entitled 
“The Necessity and Benefit of Religious Society,” which he based on Eccl. 4:9–12.
4 Writing in his journal of this experience, Whitefield reported, “As I passed along the 
streets, many came out of their shops to see so young a person in a gown and cassock. 
One I remember in particular, cried out, ‘There’s a boy parson,’ which served to mortify 
my pride. . . . Here I continued for the space of two months. . . . The Chapel was crowded 
on Lord’s Days. Religious friends from divers parts of the town attended the Word, and 
several young men came on Lord’s Day morning, under serious impressions, to hear me 
discourse about the new birth, and the necessity of renouncing all in affection in order to 
follow Jesus Christ” (George Whitefield’s Journals [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1989], 77). 
5 Georgia was the last of the British colonies established in America in 1733 by Colonel 
James Oglethorpe (1696–1785). The colony was administered by the Trustees for the Es-
tablishment of the Colony of Georgia in America under a charter issued by (and named 
for) King George II (1683–1760).
6 Adding more layers to why John Wesley himself chose to go to Georgia, Iain Murray 
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the Wesleys, however, would prove to be the beginnings of their own 
spiritual awakening that would bring them to faith in Christ once 
they returned to England. As John Wesley wrote in his journal of this 
time, “I went to America to convert the Indians; but, oh, who shall 
convert me? who, what is he that will deliver me from this evil heart 
of unbelief?”7 

But as a man in Christ, Whitefield’s heart turned to Georgia to 
bring the gospel to the native Americans—and for that matter, who-
ever else was within earshot of his voice. But in addition to this core 
conviction, Dallimore tells us, Whitefield “felt he was not yet ready to 
bear responsibility of ministering in England and that a period in the 
Colony would provide him with valuable experience. He also assumed 
that the ocean voyage, supposedly so harmful to one’s health, might 
actually prove beneficial to his not-so-robust condition.”8 Whitefield 
knew his labors in Georgia could not be permanent at this period 

wrote: “From childhood he had been made to think of the need for missionary outreach, 
and when he was asked by the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (SPG) to be a 
missionary to the Indians in Georgia he saw the invitation as an opportunity not to be 
set aside. Further, because no church traditions were yet established in Georgia, he had 
a vision for the introduction of a form of Christianity much closer, as he believed, to the 
original apostolic pattern. But as well as this public reason for going to America, Wesley 
also had more private ones. Despite his high ambitions for work among the Indians, he 
was inwardly a dissatisfied man. From the time of his ordination, and more seriously since 
1729, he had sought inward holiness of life and not found it. His hope was that going 
to Savannah would be good for his own soul: ‘My chief motive, to which all the rest are 
subordinate, is the hope of saving my own soul. I hope to learn the true sense of the gospel 
of Christ by preaching it to the heathen’” (Iain Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed 
[Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2003], 6–7]. 
7 John Wesley, The Journal of John Wesley (London: Epworth, 1938), 1:418. John and 
Charles Wesley would experience conversion to Christ three days apart from each other in 
May 1738. What’s significant about their conversion is that it came by the means of Martin 
Luther’s writings on both Romans and Galatians. The Wesleys heard the heart of the gospel 
in justification by faith alone and were brought by God’s grace to believe on Christ. Charles 
Wesley wrote of this life-transforming event: “I now found myself at peace with God, and 
rejoiced in hope of loving Christ. . . . I saw that by faith I stood; by the continual support 
of faith, which kept me from falling, though of myself I am ever sinking in sin. I want to be 
still sensible of my weakness . . . yet confident of Christ’s protection” (Arnold Dallimore, 
A Heart Set Free: The Life of Charles Wesley [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1988], 61). When 
John Wesley came to faith in Christ, he wrote of his conversion while hearing Luther’s 
commentary preface to Romans, “About a quarter before nine, while he was describing 
the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance given me, 
that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death” 
(Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed, 8–9).
8 Dallimore, George Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant, 28.



42   |  Thundering the Word

since he was only in the first phase of his ordination to Holy Orders. 
He would eventually have to return to England to be ordained as a 
priest. But with all these reasons in front of him to embark for Geor-
gia, Whitefield could not have been more eager to go. As far as he was 
concerned, his plans were simply to say his farewells and set sail for 
Georgia without delay.

Whitefield’s Lifework: Proclaiming Christ
But does not the Scripture say that though a man’s heart plans his 

way, it is the Lord who directs his steps (Prov. 16:9)? While Whitefield 
had his plans at work, God was working His—which would overrule 
the zealousness of this young minister and establish his steps in an 
unforeseen, surprising direction. Whitefield would make his trip to 
Georgia, but it would be delayed for nearly a whole year. And during 
this delay, God would propel George Whitefield into what would be-
come his life’s work: proclaiming Christ with a boldness, vigor, and 
power that both alarmed and awakened a nation out of its spiritual 
apathy. For as he went first to Gloucester, then to Bristol, and on to 
Stonehouse, Bath, and Oxford, and last to London, Whitefield was 
suddenly crowded with people in each parish desiring to hear this 
“boy parson” heralding the gospel.

Writing in his journal of this season, he reports of a second visit 
to Bristol at the urgent request of the people, who discovered his trip 
to Georgia had been detained again. It was 1737 in the late spring. 
Whitefield wrote that “multitudes came on foot, and many in coaches 
a mile [outside] the city, to meet me.” While there, he preached “five 
times a week” as the congregations “grew . . . larger and larger.” He said 
it was “wonderful to see how the people hung upon the rails of the 
organ loft, climbed upon the leads of the church, and made the church 
itself so hot with their breath, that steam would fall from the pillars 
like drops of rain.” He further attested that just as many people would 
have to go away for the lack of room in the chapel. But due to the 
largeness of the crowd inside the sanctuary, Whitefield expressed that 
even he himself had “great difficulty” getting “into the desk” to preach 
and read prayers. But what was most astonishing for Whitefield is 
that his hearers were “persons of all denominations.”9 He said that 

9 The fact that people “of all denominations” came to hear Whitefield preach God’s Word 
is peculiar for two reasons: (1) Whitefield’s preaching at this time was almost exclusively 
in local parish churches of the Church of England. What’s more, George Whitefield was a 
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“persons of all ranks, not only publicly attended my ministry, but gave 
me private invitations to their home.”10 A spiritual awakening was 
now going public. And the preaching of God’s Word was “in season” 
as opposed to “out of season” (2 Tim. 4:2). Whitefield reported that 
“there was no end of the people flocking to hear the Word of God. . . . 
They were all attention, and heard like people hearing for eternity.”11

Whitefield, the Itinerant Evangelist
At this point, we need to pause and pull back from what was hap-

pening in these immediate circumstances of the late 1730s and look 
at Whitefield’s overall ministry as an itinerant evangelist. As already 
mentioned, what was dawning in these early labors would become his 
life’s work. As busy and involved as he was on so many different fronts 
like establishing an orphanage in Savannah, Georgia;12 spearheading 

confessional Anglican (and remained so to his dying day). He was fully committed to the 
doctrines, rites, and rules of the national church. He thereby fully subscribed to its articles 
and  homilies and the Book of Common Prayer. Thus, his lifelong churchmanship was 
thoroughly Anglican. But this Anglican preacher was not promoting Anglicanism; he was 
proclaiming the Word of Christ. (2) The fact that people from “all denominations” were 
flocking to hear God’s Word preached by this young Anglican minister gives proof that 
what was stirring in 1737 far surpassed denominational borders.  
10 Whitefield, Journals, 84. 
11 Journals, 88. It must be noted that not everyone welcomed Whitefield’s fervent gospel 
preaching. Whitefield testified to this fact in his journal: “Not .  .  . all spoke well of me. 
No; as my popularity increased, opposition increased also. At first, many of the clergy 
were my hearers and admirers; but soon grew angry, and complaints were made that the 
churches were so crowded that there was no room for the parishioners, and that the pews 
were spoiled. Some called me a spiritual pick-pocket, and others thought I made use of a 
kind of charm to get people’s money” (Journals, 89). In Luke 6:26, Jesus warns us, “Woe 
to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets.” 
The opposition Whitefield was facing over his gospel preaching was a good thing. Had 
he all the praise of all the people, then something would have been amiss in what he was 
ministering. There would have been a compromise somewhere in what he was preaching, 
if everyone applauded his labors. But as Whitefield would experience as his ministry grew, 
hostility would be “par for the course”—and a large part of it would descend from fellow 
ministers in the established church. Thankfully, such open resistance to the passionate 
preaching of the Word never seemed to deter Whitefield at any time in his ministry.  
12 The burden for an orphanage occurred by consequence of Whitefield’s first visit to 
Georgia during the spring and summer of 1738. Many of Savannah’s settlers had died and 
left in their wake numerous orphans, who were suffering under a homeless plight. Moved 
in his heart to act in mercy for the children, Whitefield determined that upon his return to 
England he would secure a charter and funds to establish an orphan house in Savannah, 
Georgia. Whitefield would name the orphanage Bethesda, a biblical term meaning “House 
of Mercy.” 
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the birth of schools and colleges; organizing and then moderating 
the very first Calvinistic Methodist Association;13 and serving as the 
chaplain for Selina Hastings (1707–1791), the Countess of Hunting-
don;14 with the further responsibilities of serving two chapels in a pas-
toral capacity, Moorfields and Tottenham Court Road,15 his foremost 
endeavor to the end of his days was preaching Christ. He was in every 
true sense of the word an itinerant evangelist. He traveled as far and 
wide as he could to take the gospel of Christ to as many people as he 
could humanly reach.

But when we think of Whitefield strictly in this context, we have to 
ask: Why were so many people drawn to hear this man preach Christ? 
What was it about him as a man? What was it about the contents of his 
preaching that captivated so many? These are fair questions since God 
had clearly fitted George Whitefield for this work of gospel preach-
ing. Moreover, when we take into consideration the spiritual state 
and plight of Great Britain in the eighteenth century (as described in 
chapter 2), such questions about Whitefield’s fruitful and flourishing 
gospel ministry become all the more germane. So, for the remainder 
of this chapter, let’s consider George Whitefield’s itinerant evangelism 
overall. 

The Human Attraction: What Did People See? 
First, there was a human attraction. Despite his having an ocular 

ailment due to a childhood illness that caused one eye to be crossed 
and which gave critics in later years opportunity to ridicule him by 
calling him “Dr. Squintum,” his physical appearance was striking. 
Thomas Kidd writes of this element when he observed that White-
field’s physical traits “helped fuel his popularity.”16 Whitefield’s coun-

13 This occurred on January 5–6, 1743, in South Wales. 
14 This appointment came to Whitefield in 1748. His task as Selina’s chaplain would be 
to preach to as many of the nobility as she could invite to her home at any one time. 
15 Moorfields was an eighteen-acre park in London that was a haven for all kinds of 
entertainment from the innocent to the immoral. Whitefield entered Moorfields in 1739 
proclaiming Christ in the open air. By 1741, a place of worship called the Tabernacle was 
built, and this building would become Whitefield’s central headquarters for all his ministry 
endeavors. The congregation that grew at the Tabernacle amounted to between two to 
three thousand people in regular attendance. In 1756, another building was constructed 
on a piece of ground in Tottenham Court Road, which would be the largest Nonconform-
ist church building built in Britain in this period of history. During the winter seasons and 
on other occasions Whitefield was in London, he preached at either of these locations. 
16 Thomas S. Kidd, George Whitefield: America’s Spiritual Founding Father (New Haven, 
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tenance was manly and his complexion fair, and he carried himself in 
such a graceful demeanor that his engagement with others was always 
tasteful and amiable—without the least hint of stiffness or formality. 
Moreover, his whole person in private and public was neat in the ex-
treme. There was nothing excessive about Whitefield that would have 
brought reproach.17 

Besides his physical appearance, his extraordinary oratorical gifts 
drew massive audiences from all branches of society. His voice was 
described by eyewitnesses as “deep-toned, yet clear and melodious.”18 
Sarah Edwards (1710–1758), wife of Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), 
testified that she had seen upward of a thousand people hang on 
Whitefield’s every word with breathless silence, broken only by an 
occasional half-suppressed sob.19 One man who heard Whitefield 
preach in an open field in New York said of him: “[He has] a clear 
and musical voice, and a wonderful command of it. He uses much 
gesture, but with great propriety. Every accent of his voice, and every 
motion of his body, speaks, and both are natural and unaffected. If 
his delivery be the product of art, ’tis certainly the perfection of it, 
for it is entirely concealed.”20 Whitefield’s personal assistant in 1768, 
Cornelius Winter (1742–1808), spoke of his public delivery, stating 
that “nothing awkward, nothing careless, appeared about him in the 
pulpit, nor do I ever recollect his stumbling on a word.”21 John Gillies 
(1712–1796), a personal friend of Whitefield’s, reported that “every 
accent of [his] voice spoke to the ear; every feature of his face, every 
motion of his hands, every gesture, spoke to the eye; so that the most 
dissipated and thoughtless found their attention involuntarily fixed.”22

CT: Yale University Press, 2014), 65. 
17 Robert Philip, The Life and Times of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
2007), 566–567. It was said of Whitefield by his personal assistant, Cornelius Winter, that 
“there was no rest after four in the morning, nor sitting up after ten in the evening. He was 
scrupulously exact to break parties in time. In the height of conversation I have heard him 
say, abruptly, ‘We forget ourselves: come gentlemen, it is high time for all good folks to be 
at home’” (Philip, 566–567). This testimony of Whitefield was given only two years before 
his death. To the very end, he held to a strict self-discipline. 
18 Quoted in Michael A.  G. Haykin, The Revived Puritan: The Spirituality of George 
Whitefield (Dundas, Ontario: Joshua Press, 2000), 36.
19 Quoted in Haykin, 36.
20 Quoted in Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:455.
21 Quoted in Philip, Life and Times of George Whitefield, 558.
22 Quoted in Philip, 558.



46   |  Thundering the Word

Not only did Whitefield’s powerful oratory impress the Christians 
who heard him but even unbelievers were taken up by these gifts. The 
famous skeptic David Hume (1711–1776) said it was worth traveling 
twenty miles just to hear Whitefield preach.23 The most renowned pro-
fessional actor of that age, David Garrick (1717–1779), reported that 
Whitefield could make men weep or tremble by his varied utterances 
of the word Mesopotamia.24 Even Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790), 
who became Whitefield’s first publisher in America, wrote in his 
memoirs concerning the itinerant’s grand scale of elocution, “Every 
accent, every emphasis, every modulation of voice, was so perfectly 
well turned and well placed, that, without being interested in the sub-
ject, one could not help being pleased with the discourse; a pleasure 
of much the same kind with that received from an excellent piece of 
music.”25

In fact, not only was Franklin thoroughly impressed with White-
field’s fluent preaching but he was even more astonished by the vocal 
power of the evangelist’s voice. When Whitefield was preaching one 
evening from the top of the courthouse steps in Philadelphia, Frank-
lin measured how many people could hear Whitefield clearly. His 
conclusion: “by more than thirty thousand.”26 We must be mindful 
that this was long before electronic amplification. This was the raw 
strength of one man’s voice.

But such was the human attraction Whitefield brought to his min-
istry in preaching the gospel, an attraction God had forged in His ser-
vant as a matter of natural decorum and gifted skill in public address. 

The Content of Whitefield’s Message: 
What Did People Hear?

In addition to this human attraction of the man, the content of 
his message must also be considered. And it is here where we iden-
tify George Whitefield not simply as an itinerant evangelist but as a 
Calvinistic evangelist. Among many Christians in our day, no term 
sounds as oxymoronic as a Calvinistic evangelist. But such a confusion 

23 Philip, 559.
24 Kidd, America’s Spiritual Founding Father, 15.
25 Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin: 1706–1757 (Bedford, 
MA: Applewood, 2008), 164.
26 Franklin, 164. Franklin describes the effects of George Whitefield’s preaching in 
section 11 of his autobiography, which can be found in many editions of Franklin’s Works.
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as this is only due to the vast theological illiteracy as to what Calvin-
ism actually entails—and thus, how the doctrines of the Reformed 
faith at their heart are nothing less than the gospel itself. We would 
do well to peruse one of Whitefield’s many evangelistic sermons to 
demonstrate this fact. 

One of the best examples for this endeavor was a sermon White-
field preached September 13, 1741, in the High Church Yard of 
Glasgow, Scotland. He entitled it “The Method of Grace” and took as 
his text Jeremiah 6:14, “They have healed also the hurt of the daughter 
of my people slightly, saying, Peace, peace, when there is no peace” 
(KJV). After opening the sermon with the immediate context in 
which Jeremiah spoke these words as a denouncement of false proph-
ets, Whitefield then presses in upon his hearers by declaring:

Our hearts are exceedingly deceitful, and desperately 
wicked; none but the eternal God knows how 
treacherous they are. How many of us cry, Peace, 
peace, to our souls, when there is no peace! How 
many are there who are now settled upon their lees, 
that now think they are Christians, that now flatter 
themselves that they have an interest in Jesus Christ; 
whereas if we come to examine their experiences, we 
shall find that their peace is but a peace of the devil’s 
making—it is not a peace of God’s giving—it is not a 
peace that passeth human understanding.27

Notice how the Calvinistic evangelist begins his application to the 
hearers. He gives no warm misty story to loosen the people up and 
relax them. There is no assurance that “God loves you and has a won-
derful plan for your life.” No, Whitefield speaks plainly and directly to 
a vastly “churched” people—who’ve all been lulled into a confidence 
from birth that they’re right with God—by alarming them to the fact 
that their depraved hearts were deceiving them into an assurance that 
was not theirs to claim. This is how the Calvinistic evangelist com-
mences his work. It is a call for serious self-examination as to whether 
we have peace with God.

From this point then, Whitefield unveils his whole aim in the ser-
mon: “I shall, from the words of the text, endeavor to show you what 

27 George Whitefield, Select Sermons of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1958), 77 (hereafter cited in text as SS).
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you must undergo, and what must be wrought in you before you can 
speak peace to your souls.” And here, the Calvinistic evangelist works 
as a true physician of the soul. He starts with the bad news and lays 
out in the most scripturally arresting language the sobering and som-
ber truth of man’s sinfulness. First, that the sinner must “be convinced 
of [their] actual sins.” He describes this as where one is “made to see 
. . . feel . . . weep over . . .  [and] bewail [their] actual transgressions 
against the law of God.” Whitefield asserts that “if one evil thought, 
if one evil word, if one evil action, deserves eternal damnation, how 
many hells, my friends, do every one of us deserve, whose lives have 
been one continued rebellion against God!” (SS, 77, 78).

And at another place under this same point, Whitefield interro-
gates his listeners with a litany of heart-searching questions:

Was ever the remembrance of your sins intolerable 
to your thoughts? Did you ever see that God’s wrath 
might justly fall upon you, on account of your actual 
transgressions against God? Were you ever in all 
your life sorry for your sins? Could you ever say, My 
sins are gone over my head as a burden too heavy for 
me to bear? Did you ever experience any such thing 
as this? Did ever any such as this pass between God 
and your soul? (SS, 79) 

What must be seen by this language is that for the Calvinistic 
evangelist, it is not enough to simply say to his hearers, “Just con-
fess you’re a sinner.” No, what does it mean that we are sinners? How 
dreadful is our sinful condition before a holy God? This is what a 
Calvinistic evangelist digs into as he wants the sinner to see his true 
plight in the most honest and transparent way he can. And this is what 
George Whitefield was a master at unpacking.

But he continues. He will not let up on the conviction he is urging 
in this gathered crowd. His next point, he says, is that “before ever . . . 
you can speak peace to your hearts, conviction must go deeper; you 
must not only be convinced of your actual transgressions against the 
law of God, but likewise of the foundation of all your transgressions. 
And what is that? I mean original sin” (SS, 79, emphasis mine). 

The Calvinistic evangelist is a doctrinal evangelist merely because 
the gospel is doctrinal. It is full of doctrine from beginning to end. 
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Thus, we see Whitefield, as a herald of the gospel, teaching his hearers 
biblical truth. No clichés or inanities fill his sermons. But rather, as 
he is proclaiming the gospel, he is expounding it to the people. So 
here, from exposing them to the doctrine of actual sin, which would 
be in the category of total depravity, he next takes up the doctrine of 
original sin. And this he explains as “original corruption each of us 
brings into this world with us, which renders us liable to God’s wrath 
and damnation.” But why is this our case? Whitefield tells us, “If we 
look inwardly, we shall see enough of lusts, and man’s temper contrary 
to the temper of God. There is pride, malice, and revenge, in all our 
hearts; and this temper cannot come from God; it comes from our 
first parent, Adam, who, after he fell from God, fell out of God into 
the devil” (SS, 80). 

Yet, how does Whitefield apply the truth of original sin to the 
sinner? Consider the Calvinistic evangelist at work, doing his best 
spiritual surgery:

When the sinner is first awakened, he begins to 
wonder—How came I to be so wicked? The Spirit 
of God then strikes in, and shows that he has no 
good thing in him by nature; then he sees that he is 
altogether gone out of the way, that he is altogether 
become abominable, and the poor creature is made 
to lie down at the foot of the throne of God, and to 
acknowledge that God would be just to damn him. 
.  .  . Did you ever feel and experience this, any of 
you—to justify God in your damnation—to own that 
you are by nature children of wrath, and that God 
may justly cut you off? .  .  .  If you were ever truly 
convicted, if your hearts were ever truly cut, if self 
were truly taken out of you, you would be made to 
see and feel this. And if you have never felt the weight 
of original sin, do not call yourselves Christians. (SS, 
80–81) 

If one wonders why Whitefield would address sinners in such an 
uncomplicated, clear, and striking way over their sinfulness as sin-
ners, it is to leave the sinner with no hint of self-confidence in what he 
perceives as his own worthiness to own God’s favor. 
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But is the Calvinistic evangelist finished with such searching? 
Hardly. He proceeds forward in this sermon to unveil two more 
points for self-examination pertaining to the sinfulness of this out-
door assembly—and all the world, for that matter. His next point is 
that “before you can speak peace to your hearts, you must not only 
be troubled for the sins of your life, the sin of your nature, but like-
wise for the sins of your best duties and performances.” Whitefield 
undrapes the dreadful sin of self-righteousness. He says, “As Adam 
and Eve hid themselves among the trees of the garden, and sewed fig 
leaves together to cover their nakedness, so the poor sinner, when 
awakened, flies to his duties and to his performances, to hide himself 
from God, and goes to patch up a righteousness of his own” (SS, 81). 

But is this wise? Whitefield leaves no one in doubt as to the fool-
ishness of such a venture. He exhorts his hearers:

But before you can speak peace to your heart, you 
must be brought to see that God may damn you for 
the best prayer you ever put up: you must be brought 
to see that all your duties—all your righteousness—
as the prophet elegantly expresses it—put them all 
together, are so far from recommending you to God, 
are so far from being any motive and inducement to 
God to have mercy on your poor soul, that he will 
see them to be filthy rags, a menstruous cloth—that 
God hates them, and cannot away with them, if you 
bring them to him in order to recommend you to his 
favor. (SS, 82)   

 So much for trusting in one’s own perceived goodness. Our de-
pravity is total—it touches and stains and corrupts everything we do. 
Whitefield stressed this truth as overtly as he could. 

Lastly, concerning man’s sin, Whitefield exposed what he asserted 
most people think they are not guilty of—the sin of unbelief. On this 
point, Whitefield discloses how subtle and deceiving this sin is in the 
very religious. He maintains that “we mistake a historical faith for a 
true faith, wrought in the heart by the Spirit of God” (SS, 83). 

But how does a sinner do this? Whitefield proceeds:
You fancy you believe, because you believe there is 
such a book as we call the Bible—because you go to 
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church; all this you may do, and have no true faith in 
Christ. Merely to believe there was such a book called 
the Bible, will do you no good, more than to believe 
there was such a man as Caesar or Alexander the 
Great. The Bible is a sacred depository. What thanks 
have we to give to God for these lively oracles! But yet 
we may have these, and not believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. (SS, 84)

So then, the most religious, the most churched, can be guilty of 
unbelief. They can have a Bible in their hand and belong to a local 
church in membership yet all along never know anything of regen-
eration by the Holy Spirit or grasp of a time when they didn’t know 
Christ as an unbeliever because they have been deceived to think they 
were from their natural birth children of God. Whitefield called these 
people to examine themselves. “Did God ever show you that you had 
no faith?” he questions. “Were you ever made to bewail a hard heart of 
unbelief? Was it ever the language of your heart, Lord, give me faith; 
Lord, enable me to lay hold on thee; Lord, enable me to call thee my 
Lord and my God? . . . If not, do not speak peace to your heart” (SS, 
85).

But where does Whitefield go from here? As a Calvinistic evan-
gelist, he has done all he could to rightly abase the sinner, to leave 
him with not a shred of hope to rest in his merits, to count on his re-
ligious attainments, to dare think that somehow he was good enough 
for God’s acceptance. No, as already mentioned, when the Calvinistic 
evangelist goes to work, he begins with the bad news. Like Paul the 
apostle demonstrated in his letter to the church at Rome when he be-
gan expounding the gospel, Whitefield started first by disseminating 
the fact that man is a sinner under the wrath of God (Rom. 1:18–21). 
Paul did not merely state this as a single heading but unpacked it with-
in three chapters (1:18–3:20). 

The point of this is to show that George Whitefield, as a Calvin-
istic evangelist, was simply following the example of Paul—and thus 
patterning his gospel preaching after what he saw clearly in Scripture. 
Hence, first, the bad news.

However, the bad news is not all there is to gospel preaching. The 
gospel is good news. And it is from this point that Whitefield now takes 
his hearers by pointing them very directly to Jesus Christ. “Before you 
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speak peace to your heart, you must not only be convinced of your 
actual and original sin, the sins of your own righteousness, the sin of 
unbelief, but you must be enabled to lay hold upon the perfect righ-
teousness, the all-sufficient righteousness, of the Lord Jesus Christ; 
you must lay hold by faith on the righteousness of Jesus Christ, and 
then you shall have peace” (SS, 85–86). 

Here Whitefield sets forth the great scriptural doctrine of justifi-
cation by faith alone (Rom. 3:21–28; 4:1–5:2; Gal. 2:15–21)—the heart 
of the gospel. He thus says plainly, “Before we can have peace with 
God, we must be justified by faith through our Lord Jesus Christ, we 
must be enabled to apply Christ to our hearts, we must have Christ 
brought home to our souls, so as his righteousness may be made our 
righteousness, so his merits may be imputed to our souls” (SS, 86). 
The sole condition of the sinner’s peace with God rests in the merits of 
Christ alone. It is Christ’s perfect righteousness transferred to the sin-
ner’s account by faith that brings real peace between God and sinners. 
There was no greater joy Whitefield had than telling sinners it is Jesus 
Christ Himself who is “our peace . . . [and] our peace-maker—he has 
made peace betwixt God and offending man” (SS, 92).

But to merely state this truth is not enough when one is ad-
dressing unconverted sinners. There must be pleading with sinners 
in gospel preaching. Whitefield is a worthy example to follow in this 
regard. In fact, his earnest urgings upon the sinners to close with 
Christ is what could be described as “Calvinism at its very best.” For 
here, the Calvinistic evangelist shows how the truth of sovereign grace 
only implores the gospel preacher to call every sinner to look away 
from themselves and run to Christ for eternal redemption. And this 
is where Whitefield brought his listeners in Glasgow, Scotland, on 
that day in September 1741. It is worth quoting him at length, in this 
closing example concerning the contents of his message:

But what shall I say to you that have got no peace 
with God?—and these are, perhaps, the most of this 
congregation: it makes me weep to think of it. Most 
of you, if you examine your hearts, must confess that 
God never yet spoke peace to you; you are children 
of the devil, if Christ is not in you, if God has not 
spoken peace to your heart. Poor soul! What a cursed 
condition are you in. I would not be in your case for 
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ten thousand, thousand worlds. Why? You are just 
hanging over hell. What peace can you have when 
God is your enemy, when the wrath of God is abiding 
upon your poor soul? Awake, then, you that are 
sleeping in a false peace, awake, ye carnal professors, 
ye hypocrites that go to church, receive the sacrament, 
read your Bibles, and never felt the power of God 
upon your hearts; you that are formal professors, you 
that are baptized heathens; awake, awake, and do not 
rest on a false bottom. Blame me not for addressing 
myself to you; indeed, it is out of love to your souls. 
I see you are lingering in your Sodom, and wanting 
to stay there; but I come to you as the angel did to 
Lot, to take you by the hand. Come away, my dear 
brethren—fly, fly, fly for your lives to Jesus Christ, fly 
to a bleeding God, fly to a throne of grace; and beg 
of God to break your hearts, beg of God to convince 
you of your actual sins, beg of God to convince you 
of original sin, beg of God to convince you of your 
self-righteousness—beg of God to give you faith, and 
to enable you to close with Jesus Christ. (SS, 90)

When one takes in the full scope of this sermon with its plainness 
of speech, calling sinners directly and personally to see their sinful-
ness and offensiveness toward God, appealing fervently for them to 
flee all they would trust in themselves, and to lay hold of Christ alone 
as their single hope of peace with God—it should amaze us that tens 
of thousands surged to hear preaching like this. In fact, as Whitefield 
testified of this particular season in Scotland, he wrote, “I preach the 
simple gospel, and our glorious Jesus is pleased to attend to it with 
his power. Every day I feel more and more of the divine presence, and 
people are coming to me crying, ‘What shall we do to be saved?’”28

The Strategy of Whitefield’s Evangelism: What Did He Do?
The first and greatest thing Whitefield carried out in all his evan-

gelistic efforts was preaching the gospel. He was for thirty-four years, 
as noted already, the gospel proclaimer par excellence. And his emi-
nent desire in this holy endeavor was “to go chiefly where Christ has 

28 Whitefield, Letters, 315.
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not been named,” as he wrote in 1740.29 George Whitefield was thus 
in every true sense an undisputed evangelist by New Testament terms 
(Rom. 15:20–21).

But next to his gospel preaching, what else did Whitefield do in 
his evangelism? When he finished a sermon, what followed? It must 
first be recognized that Whitefield never called for people to “come 
forward and pray a prayer,” nor would he give his hearers immediate 
assurance of their conversion. This kind of methodology in evange-
lism would not appear until the end of the eighteenth century and 
the formative years of the nineteenth century in America.30 But as 
stated, Whitefield was a Calvinistic evangelist—hence, his approach 
pushing forward the public proclamation of the gospel was to leave 
the outcome with the Word of God and the Spirit of God. Once the 
gospel had been heard and sinners were strongly pled with to believe 
and repent, Whitefield’s trust rested in the Spirit’s ministry to work 
the Word in the hearts of the people. 

This is why he would implore those awakened by the gospel to 
keep seeking Christ to mercifully apply His saving work to them, 
believing and pleading the Lord’s promises to those who call on Him 
for salvation. Moreover, with this conviction to rely in full on only 
what God can give (i.e., the redemption of the soul), Whitefield would 

29 Whitefield, Journals, 410.
30 We know this methodology by terms like the invitation system or the altar call. What’s 
so ironic about this tactic is that it was initially started by the second generation of John 
Wesley’s Methodist missionaries he had sent to America following the American Revo-
lution (1775–1783). Prior to 1800, Methodism in America began to record the number 
of alleged converts at particular services. This practice was not emulated by John Wesley. 
Rather, it was something altogether novel among the Methodists in America. The rea-
soning behind it was to secure and solidify an immediate knowledge of conversions. If 
the response to gospel preaching could be made rapidly visible, then there would be a 
more organized way to gauge the ministry’s success. This rationale moved the Methodists 
to develop what became known as “the invitation to the altar.” Iain Murray tells us that 
the origin of this procedure is obscure. It was unknown in England, but the term reveals 
the Church of England background of its promotors, who referred loosely to the end of 
the building, in front of the communion table, as the altar. Murray goes on to report: 
“The initial justification for this new practice was that by bringing individuals to identify 
themselves publicly it was possible for them to be prayed with and to be given instruction. 
Nobody, at first, claimed to regard it as a means of conversion. But very soon, and inev-
itably, answering the call to the altar came to be confused with being converted. People 
heard preachers plead for them to come forward with the same urgency with which they 
pleaded for them to repent and believe” (Iain H. Murray, Revival & Revivalism: The Making 
and Marring of American Evangelicalism, 1750–1858 [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994], 
184–186).  
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thereby refuse to count converts but chose instead to hold back until 
there had been the evident fruit of a life truly converted to Christ.31 
Thus, as already mentioned, he never gave any seeker the immediate 
assurance of their salvation. For Whitefield, this was a matter between 
the sinner and Christ; and further, it was never something a mere 
fallible man had the authority to grant, since it wouldn’t be Whitefield 
standing as the sinner’s judge in the end, but the Lord Himself. On 
this point, Whitefield would often remark, “Only the judgment morn-
ing will reveal who the converts really are.”32 The implication of these 
words are pressing the admonition of 1 Corinthians 4:5, that we’re not 
to pronounce judgment prior to the Lord’s return, since it will be He 
alone who will “bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and 
will disclose the purposes of the heart.”

Nevertheless, while exercising such biblical prudence pertaining 
to what counts for a genuine conversion, Whitefield would open him-
self up to private discussions with earnest seekers. Due to the large 
number of people desiring such an audience with him, Whitefield 
would announce certain hours at which he would make himself avail-
able. And during these meetings he taught that the illumination of the 
mind and the implanting of faith in the heart are entirely the work of 
the Holy Spirit.33 What this shows about Whitefield’s counsel is that 
he was always highlighting the fact that salvation is a divine work. He 
never wanted to give the impression that either he or his hearers could 
take the credit in the slightest measure, if they came to true saving 
faith in Christ.

What was the result of such methods and counsel? Did White-
field see sinners converted to Christ? Indeed, he did. Dallimore tells 

31 Charles Spurgeon held this same conviction in his own day, a century following 
Whitefield, as he instructed his ministerial students at the Pastors’ College: “Some of the 
most glaring sinners known to me were once members of a church; and were, as I believe, 
led to make a profession by undue pressure, well-meant but ill-judged. Do not, therefore, 
consider that soul-winning is or can be secured by the multiplication of baptisms, and the 
swelling of the size of your church. What mean these despatches from the battle-field? 
‘Last night, fourteen souls were under conviction, fifteen were justified, and eight received 
full sanctification.’ I am weary of this public bragging, this counting of unhatched chick-
ens, this exhibition of doubtful spoils. Lay aside such numberings of the people, such idle 
pretense of certifying in half a minute that which will need the testing of a lifetime” (C. H. 
Spurgeon, The Soul Winner: How to Lead Sinners to the Savior [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1963], 19).  
32 Quoted in Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:137.
33 Dallimore, 1:137.
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us that “many left [Whitefield’s] presence to continue to seek—some 
for days and even weeks—and to entreat God to make them objects 
of His mercy. But numerous persons came again to Whitefield, and 
many others wrote to him, telling him, often with abounding joy and 
deep assurance, that this work had indeed been accomplished within 
them.”34 

The Power Responsible for Whitefield’s Effectiveness: 
Why Were People Changed for Eternity?  

As we end this overview of Whitefield’s itinerant evangelism, in 
the final analysis the question must be raised: How does one truly 
explain the conviction of sin and moral change brought to the lives 
of thousands? Can oratorical giftedness and a warm and winsome 
personality carry the day by awakening nations for Christ? Think 
of Whitefield’s sermon we just considered, “The Method of Grace,” 
and how forthrightly he gave his hearers the truth of their sinful 
condition and their desperate need to fly to Christ alone for eternal 
salvation. Why would so many thousands on both sides of the Atlan-
tic be drawn to hear preaching like this, which the Scripture says is 
nothing but foolishness to the unbeliever (1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14)? While 
it can be granted that natural gifts and personality may be attributed 
to the initial elation of the crowds, it cannot explain how Whitefield’s 
ministry in the whole saw such fruit continue for the duration of over 
thirty years. Add to this the fact of so many lives genuinely converted 
to Christ, who before were asleep in darkness. What, then, is the real 
explanation behind these kinds of effects?

Those who despised Whitefield in his own day sneered at the 
outcome of his ministry as mere fanaticism and the results of a well-
skilled actor.35 And even in our times, this same cynical explanation 
34 Dallimore, 137. Sarah Edwards wrote her brother, James Pierpont, a few days fol-
lowing Whitefield’s first visit to Northampton and testified to the conversions in the wake 
of his ministry among them. She expressed that “a prejudiced person, I know, might say 
that this is all theatrical artifice and display; but not so will any one think who has seen 
and known him. He is a very devout and godly man, and his only aim seems to be to 
reach and influence men the best way. He speaks from a heart all aglow with love, and 
pours out a torrent of eloquence which is almost irresistible. Many, very many persons in 
Northampton date the beginning of new thoughts, new desires, new purposes, and a new 
life, from the day on which they heard him preach of Christ and this salvation” (Quoted in 
Haykin, The Revived Puritan, 36–37). 
35 Whitefield himself once answered this charge in the following way: “I’ll tell you a 
story. The Archbishop of Canterbury in the year 1675 was acquainted with Mr. Butterton 
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has been published in books by scholars who attempt to subtract any-
thing of the supernatural in Whitefield’s life and ministry. To these 
academics, Whitefield was nothing but “the consummate actor…[put-
ting on] performances.” His preaching on the new birth, they claim, 
was a message he sold with “all the dramatic artifice of a huckster.”36 
Sadly, for those who judge like this, they apparently can’t see beyond 
the natural. Like Nicodemus with Jesus, they interpret a supernatural 
work strictly within the categories of what they can humanly explain 
away.37 They therefore miss what was really happening in and through 
and with George Whitefield as a herald of Christ’s saving gospel. They 
see only a man, not a man of God. 

Yet despite this distrust, their skepticism of his authenticity can-
not answer our leading question. The real explanation to Whitefield’s 
life and ministry is what Paul the apostle testified to in 1 Corinthians 
2:1–5, where he says that he had determined to know nothing among 
the Corinthians except “Jesus Christ and him crucified,” and the deliv-
ery of this saving message was not “in plausible words of wisdom, but  

the [actor]. One day the Archbishop . . . said to Butterton . . . ‘pray inform me Mr. Butter-
ton, what is the reason you actors on stage can affect your congregations with speaking 
of things imaginary, as if they were real, while we in church speak of things real, which 
our congregations only receive as if they were imaginary?’ ‘Why my Lord,’ says Butterton, 
‘the reason is very plain. We actors on stage speak of things imaginary, as if they were 
real and you in the pulpit speak of things real as if they were imaginary.’ .  .  . Therefore, 
I will shout loudly, I will not be a velvet-mouthed preacher” (Quoted in John Piper, “I 
Will Not Be a Velvet-Mouthed Preacher!” The Life and Ministry of George Whitefield: 
Living and Preaching As Though God Were Real (Because He Is)”; Desiring God 2009 
Conference for Pastors, February 3, 2009, https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/i-will-
not-be-a-velvet-mouthed-preacher). What was Whitefield’s point in telling this story? 
He was defending the way he preached. His preaching was marked by its passion and 
how it moved him with such evident energy—which to his critics looked like nothing but 
the dramatic skill of professional acting. But Whitefield was no actor in his preaching. 
He was not like Mr. Butterton the actor, whose acting affected his audiences with things 
imaginary. No, for Whitefield, his preaching was proclaiming the things of God and Christ 
and eternity—things of ultimate reality. And this is what gripped Whitefield’s heart, which 
in turn translated to a man on fire, a man shouting loudly with dead earnest the glory and 
wonder of God’s saving mercy in Christ. Whitefield therefore could not speak of such 
things, like the archbishop, with sophistication and proper inflection yet with unbelief. 
Hence, he would not be a “velvet-mouthed preacher.”   
36 Harry Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern Evan-
gelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 40, 42, 71. Two other books that take the 
same position as Whitefield’s contemporary critics are Frank Lambert’s Pedlar in Divinity: 
George Whitefield and the Transatlantic Revivals, 1737–1770 (Princeton University Press, 
2002) and Inventing the Great Awakening (Princeton University Press, 2001).
37 See John 3:1–8 with a special emphasis on verses 3 and 4.
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in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.”38 Thus, with Whitefield, 
it was God the Holy Spirit superintending the life and labors of His 
servant’s gospel ministry that brought the dramatic and lasting effects 
in the wake of all his travels. This is what produced the phenomenon 
where this man ministered.

Whitefield himself understood this. For example, on May 23, 
1740, he writes in his journal, “Oh how Divine truths make their 
own way, when attended by Divine power.”39 On October 14, 1740, he 
wrote, “At first my heart seemed dead, and I had but little freedom; but 
before I had finished, the Word came with such demonstration of the 
Spirit, that great numbers were melted down.”40 And in 1741, while in 
Edinburgh, Scotland, he wrote to a friend, “I scarce feel any restraint 
in preaching. Both in public and private, the Lord clothes his word 
with power.”41 And again, in the same time and location, Whitefield 
attested that “God’s power attends the word continually.”42 

But we must not see this explanation as only coming from White-
field’s pen. Others who heard him perceived the same supernatural 
power carrying this man of God in all his labors. For instance, a 
minister who heard Whitefield in New York in 1740 affirmed, “Mr. 
Whitefield spoke as one having authority: all he said was Demonstra-
tion, Life, and Power. The people’s eyes and ears hung on his lips. They 
greedily devoured every word. I came home astonished. Every scruple 
vanished; I never saw or heard the like; and I said within myself, Sure-
ly God is with this man of a truth!”43 In a letter written to Whitefield 
from Jonathan Edwards inviting him to preach in Northampton, 
Edwards reported, “I apprehend, from what I have heard, that you are 
one that has the blessing of heaven attending you wherever you go, 
and I have a great desire, if it be the will of God, that such blessing as 

38 “Plausible words of wisdom” refers to those techniques of man’s cleverness. Paul is 
stating emphatically to the Corinthian church that his preaching was not employed by the 
latest styles or gimmicks of human rhetoric. Rather, his preaching had been a clear and 
unmistakable “demonstration” of the Spirit’s power. And where was the proof or demon-
stration of the Spirit’s power in Paul’s preaching? It was both in the gospel message itself, 
and the fact that many Corinthians had come to faith in Christ via the saving message of 
the gospel (see also 1 Cor. 1:18, 22, 26–31; 2:5). 
39 Whitefield, Journals, 429.
40 Journals,  474.
41 Whitefield, Letters, 312.
42 Letters, 315.
43 Quoted in Dallimore, Whitefield, 1: 435.
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attends you and your labors may descend on this town.”44 And in 1754, 
when Samuel Davies (1723–1761) and Gilbert Tennent (1703–1764) 
were in London to raise funds for the College of New Jersey, they 
were determined to hear Whitefield while on this mission. They were 
delighted, then, to discover that Whitefield was actually in town. On 
hearing him preach, this is what Samuel Davies recorded: “It became 
clear to me quite soon in the service that Mr. Whitefield must have 
had an exceptionally busy week; obviously he had not had time to 
prepare his sermon properly. . . . From the standpoint of construction 
and ordering of thought it was very deficient and defective; it was a 
poor sermon. But the unction that attended it was such that I would 
gladly risk the rigours of shipwreck in the Atlantic many times over in 
order to be there just to come under its gracious influence.”45

Here then is what we must understand as the ultimate reason 
behind the incessant exertion, tireless zeal, and the astonishing gospel 
delivery that held thousands captive and converted them to Christ, 
both in America and Great Britain: It was God the Holy Spirit giving 
George Whitefield authority and power. If we miss this in everything 
we read about his itinerant evangelism, then we will not comprehend 
what truly produced the abiding fruit that attended Whitefield’s min-
istry for thirty-four years—and lionized him with the accolade as the 
greatest evangelist since the apostle Paul.

44 Quoted in Iain Murray, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1987), 157–158.  
45 Quoted in Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans: Their Origins and Successors (Edin-
burgh: Banner of Truth, 1987), 123–124.
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Chapter 6

The Great Awakening  
and the Grand Itinerant

George Whitefield made seven trips to colonial America. But 
none would have the lasting significance and impact than 
his second visit in the late fall of 1739. What would set this 

journey apart from the rest was the fact that Whitefield’s labors 
were to be employed in a work that later historians described as an 
“American Pentecost.”1 The more well-known name for this season 
in American history was the Great Awakening. It was a period of 
spiritual awakening and revival that had begun to break forth only a 
few months prior to Whitefield’s arrival. But then, from the beginning 
of 1740, it spread throughout New England and beyond, lasting until 
1742. Whitefield’s place and usefulness in this period was in the first 
full year of the work until he set sail back to England in January 1741. 

Understanding the Great Awakening
Before time is given to our seeing Whitefield specifically in the 

Great Awakening, it would be prudent to begin with an understanding 
of what exactly this was that changed so much of colonial America at 
this season. As noted already, it was a spiritual awakening and revival. 

1 Robert Philip, The Life and Times of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
2007), 155.
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But what does that mean? For many evangelicals in our day, when one 
uses terms like revival or spiritual awakening, it conjures up organized 
meetings and church signs that advertise, “We’re having revival.” But 
nothing in such a promotion leads any Christian to believe that this is 
a work of God’s doing. Rather, it’s what man has arranged as a specific 
time on the church calendar. 

Yet, in the eighteenth century no one organized the Great Awak-
ening. No one advertised, “We’re having revival.” The concept was 
completely foreign to Whitefield and the evangelical ministers of his 
generation.2 Instead, what happened in the mid-eighteenth century 
under the name of the Great Awakening was a supernatural work of 
the Holy Spirit. It was, in the words of the men who witnessed it, “the 
special and manifest effusions of the Spirit of God.”3 

But such a divine manifestation as this was did not precede a 
happy time among the churches or towns. One minister lamented of 
this period that “in these towns, religion was in a very low state; pro-
fessors generally lifeless, and the body of our people careless, carnal 
and secure.” Another minister expressed the same grievances, that 
there was an “ignorance of some of the most soul-concerning truths 
of the gospel”; and amid the majority, people “through the land [were] 
careless at heart [and] stupidly indifferent about the great concerns of 
eternity. There was very little appearance of any heart-engagedness 
in religion; and indeed the wise for the most part were in a great de-
gree asleep with the foolish. It was sad to see with what a careless 
behavior the public ordinances were attended, and how people were 
given to unsuitable worldly discourse on the Lord’s holy day.” Religion 

2 The shift in thinking about revival as an organized meeting was the fruit of the preach-
ing, methods, and writings of Charles Grandison Finney (1792–1875). Finney has been 
hailed as the “Father of Modern Revivalism”— and rightly so. For what Finney succeeded 
in doing was taking the supernatural out of revivals as a sovereign act of God and reducing 
them to nothing more than using the right methods to get the best results. With this carnal 
approach, Finney taught that revivals could be the continuous norm in church life, as 
opposed to an extraordinary work of God at His choosing, on His terms. Thus, genera-
tions of American evangelicals have followed Finney’s pragmatic techniques for “having 
revival,” where God is called on to bless their efforts but is not relied on as the true author 
and giver of genuine revival. See Iain Murray’s Pentecost – Today? The Biblical Basis for 
Understanding Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1998) where he devotes an entire 
chapter on Charles Finney’s teaching and strategy for revivalism, with an understanding 
as to why certain voices in Finney’s day opposed his theology as undermining the biblical 
gospel and the necessity of the new birth (34–53). 
3 Archibald Alexander, The Log College (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1968), 239. 
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therefore, at this time in colonial America, “[laid], as it were, a-dying, 
and ready to expire its last breath of life.”4 

However, such spiritual apathy and lukewarmness did not last. 
At a moment when it was least expected, there appeared a sweeping 
divine work of God’s Spirit. “The Great Awakening . . . broke upon the 
slumbering churches like a thunderbolt rushing out of a clear sky.”5  

Writing of this supernatural wonder in New England, a minister in 
Boston named William Cooper (1694–1743) said, “The apostolical 
times seem to have returned upon us: such a display has there been 
of the power and grace of the divine Spirit in the assemblies of his 
people, and such testimonies has he given to the word of the gospel.” 
This return to the “apostolical times” Pastor Cooper articulated as 
“the extraordinary pouring out of the Spirit,” where “more plentiful 
measures” of the Holy Spirit have been seen by “his internal saving 
operations, accompanying the outward ministry, to produce numer-
ous conversions to Christ, and give spiritual life to souls that were 
before dead in trespasses and sins, and so prepare them for eternal 
life.”6

Writing further of this spiritual awakening, Pastor Cooper 
highlighted six different aspects that marked the outworking of this 
revival “as a [season] of grace [which] neither we nor our fathers 
have seen.” First, there were the preachers “to whom God,” as Cooper 
noted, “has given such a large measure of his Spirit, that we are ready 
sometimes to apply to them the character given of Barnabas, that ‘he 
was a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost, and of faith.’” And what 
were these preachers preaching? Cooper gets specific: “The doctrines 
of the reformation: .  .  .   man’s guilt, corruption, and impotence; 
supernatural regeneration by the Spirit of God, and free justification 
by faith in the righteousness of Christ; and the marks of the new 
birth.”7

Second, what made the Great Awakening extraordinary was its 
extent. This was not something happening in one place but in “several 
provinces that measure many hundred miles on this continent. .  .  . 

4 Alexander, 155, 238.
5 Jonathan F. Stearns in William B. Sprague’s Annals of the American Pulpit (New York: 
Robert Carter & Bros, 1859), 1:339.
6 William Cooper, preface to Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God, in Jon-
athan Edwards, Jonathan Edwards on Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1991), 75–77. 
7 Edwards, 77–79.
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It has entered and spread in some of the most populous towns, the 
chief places of concourse and business.” Third, the Great Awakening 
was great due to “the numbers that have been the subjects of this 
operation.” Cooper reported that “sinners have been awakened by 
hundreds; and the inquiry has been general in some places, ‘What 
must I do to be saved?’”8 

Fourth, this work of God was remarkable by the fact that people 
of all sorts and ages were affected. Here, Cooper gives a catalog, if you 
will, of these various awakened sinners. He mentions the elderly, the 
“sprightly youth,” “the great and rich, . . . the low and poor,” slaves, the 
“ignorant” and the “learned,” the “disorderly” and the “airy,” “drunk-
ards, . . . fornicators, . . . adulterers, . . . and [the] profane . . . carnal 
worldlings, . . . scoffers, . . . the virtuous and civil,” and even the “for-
mal professor likewise has been awakened out of his dead formalities, 
brought under the power of godliness; taken off from his false rest, and 
brought to build his hope only on [Christ’s] righteousness.” But what 
about Christians—how were they affected by the Great Awakening? 
Cooper says of genuine believers: “Many of the children of God have 
been greatly quickened and refreshed; have been awakened out of the 
sleeping frames they were fallen into, and excited to give diligence to 
make their calling and election sure; and have had precious, reviving, 
and sealing times.”9

Fifth, there was what Cooper called the “uniformity of the work.” 
Drawing from many accounts he had received in letters from all across 
the land, he attests that “it is the same work that is carried on in one 
place and another.” His main point in this is to show that “the method 
of the Spirit’s operation on the minds of the people is the same” no 
matter where the manifestation of His grace has been poured out. 
Yet, he concedes to the fact that at such an extraordinary time of 
the Spirit’s working, “God is pleased to carry on [this] work of his 
grace in a more observable and glorious manner, in a way which he 
would have to be taken notice of by the world.” What Pastor Cooper 
was making reference to was the outward show of tears, trembling, 
groans, loud outcries, and even the failing of bodily strength as many 
of these sinners were converted to Christ. He argued on this matter 
that “it seems reasonable to suppose that there may be some particular 
appearances in the work of conversion which are not common at 

8 Edwards, 79.
9 Edwards, 79–81.
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other times—when yet there are true conversions wrought—or some 
circumstances attending the work may be carried to an unusual 
degree.”10 

Pulling back a moment, what we must see here from a larger 
picture is the overall understanding of revival among the evangelical 
leaders in the eighteenth century. While they referred to it by terms 
as “an outpouring of the Spirit” or “effusions of the Spirit,” they did 
not understand this as something “miraculously different from the 
regular experience of the church.” Rather, as Iain Murray pointed out, 
“The difference lies in degree, not in kind. In an ‘outpouring of the 
Spirit’ spiritual influence is more widespread, convictions are deeper, 
and feelings more intense, but all this is only a heightening of normal 
Christianity. True revivals are ‘extraordinary’, yet what is experienced 
at such times is not different in essence from the spiritual experience 
that belongs to Christians at other times. It is the larger ‘earnest’ of the 
same Spirit who abides with all those who believe.”11 Thus, as William 
Cooper stated, “Some circumstances attending the work may be car-
ried to an unusual degree.”12 It isn’t a different work of the Holy Spirit 
in kind but in its degree and effects that constitute it as a revival. 

The last dynamic Pastor Cooper mentioned as he mused on what 
God had done by this Great Awakening was its fruit. He writes of how 
the sinners who have been spiritually awakened are continuing to seek 
and strive to enter the narrow gate (Matt. 7:13–14). Moreover, those 
who have been converted to Christ, he says, continue to give evidence 
that they have become a new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17) “and 
seem to cleave to the Lord with full purpose of heart.” Furthermore, 
he reveals how “taverns, dancing-schools, and such meetings as have 

10 Edwards, 81. Jonathan Edwards wrote on this same subject in his published defense 
of the Great Awakening, entitled The Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God. 
Concerning these “bodily effects,” Edwards argued, “So it may easily be accounted for, 
that a true sense of the glorious excellency of the Lord Jesus Christ, and of his wonderful 
dying love, and the exercise of a truly spiritual love and joy, should be such as very much 
to overcome the bodily strength. We are all ready to own, that no man can see God and 
live, and that it is but a very small part of that apprehension of the glory and love of Christ 
which the saints enjoy in heaven, that our present frame can bear; therefore it is not at all 
strange that God should sometimes give his saints such foretastes of heaven, as to diminish 
their bodily strength” (Edwards, 92). 
11  Iain Murray, Revival & Revivalism: The Making and Marring of American Evangelical-
ism, 1750–1858 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1994), 23.
12 Edwards, On Revival, 81.
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been called assemblies, which have always proved unfriendly to seri-
ous godliness, are much less frequented.” And finally, as to the culture 
left by this effusion of the Spirit on a wider scale, Cooper observed:

Religion is now much more the subject of conversation 
at friends’ houses than ever I knew it. The doctrines 
of grace are espoused and relished. Private religious 
meetings are greatly multiplied.—The public 
assemblies (especially lectures) are much better 
attended; and our auditors were never so attentive 
and serious. There is indeed an extraordinary 
appetite after “the sincere milk of the word.” .  .  . 
[And] an evening in God’s courts is now esteemed 
better than many elsewhere. There is also great resort 
to ministers in private. Our hands continue full of 
work: and many times we have more than we can 
discourse with distinctly and separately.13 

When taking in such testimonies as this, one can only surmise (if 
they are honest and true to the revelation of Scripture in judging these 
things) that what happened in 1740–1742 in colonial America was in 
fact God rending the heavens and coming down (Isa. 64:1). 

George Whitefield in the Great Awakening
When George Whitefield arrived in America on his second visit, 

it was October 1739. What pressed on his mind the most were two 
things. First was the orphan house he planned to build in Savannah, 
Georgia. What Whitefield needed chiefly for this project were the 
materials to build the house and the funds for its construction, main-
tenance, and ministry. The means to acquiring the monies for this 
mission was the second matter weighing on him: the preaching of 
the gospel. Whitefield knew it would only be by the means of gospel 
preaching that he could support the orphan house in what was a des-
titute British colony at the southern edge of colonial America. 

But of course, using his preaching ministry to undergird the fi-
nancial needs of the orphan house was not his chief aim in spreading 
the gospel. No, as Whitefield approached America still aboard ship, he 
wrote to a fellow minister:

13 Edwards, 82.
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Never was the harvest greater, never were the 
laborers fewer. If we do not now lift up our voices like 
trumpets, the very stones would cry out against us. I 
could almost say, “the glory is departed from Israel; 
the ark of the Lord is fallen into enemies hands.” Oh 
let us endeavor, dear Sir, let us endeavor to bring 
it back, by preaching and living the truth as it is in 
Jesus. The light that has been given us, is not to be put 
under a bushel, but on a candlestick. Satan, indeed, 
by blasts of persecution, will do all he can to put it 
out. If our light be the light of Christ, those blasts will 
only cause it to shine the brighter.14

What Whitefield designed in all his endeavors as he headed for 
America was to be the brightest burning candle for Christ by way of 
gospel proclamation. And this he declared with utter simplicity, as he 
wrote to another minister on this same voyage: “The whole world is 
now my parish. Wheresoever my master calls me, I am ready to go 
and preach his everlasting gospel.”15 

“The world” to which Whitefield would spend the next fifteen 
months was no more than fifty miles in width, stretching some 
thirteen hundred miles along the Atlantic coast—from Maine in the 
north to Georgia’s Fort Frederica in the south.16 Its population was 
just under a million with its largest cities, Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia, numbering between twelve and fourteen thousand, fol-
lowed by Charleston with about six thousand and Williamsburg with 
somewhat less.17 There were 1,176 churches, with Congregational 
and Anglican denominations boasting the largest memberships, while 
Roman Catholics were the smallest among adherents.18 Religiously 
speaking, America in the mid-eighteenth century was Protestant in 
bold relief. 

Whitefield began his ministry of gospel preaching in Philadelphia 
during the first weekend in November of 1739. By early January in 
1740 (just over two months later), he had traveled from Philadelphia 

14 Whitefield, Letters, 94.
15 Letters, 105.
16 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:431.
17 Dallimore, 1:431-432.
18 Mark A. Noll, et al., Eerdmans’ Handbook to Christianity in America (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1983), 97.
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to New York, returning again to Philadelphia where he then embarked 
by land all the way to Savannah, Georgia, where he would arrive on 
Friday, January 11. This beginning period of his ministry in America 
was electric, as people saw the outpouring of awakening power wher-
ever Whitefield went. 

For example, in Philadelphia, Whitefield wrote in his journal of 
having preached to several thousand over a four-day period from the 
steps of the courthouse to those thronged in the home where he was 
lodging. He reported of how many “gladly receive the Word,” having 
been “quickened and awakened to see that religion does not consist 
in outward things, but in righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy 
Ghost.” In another place, he wrote, “This has been a day of fat things. 
. . . Forever adored be the Divine goodness, the Gospel has taken root 
in many hearts. . . . They are so eager for the Bread of Life, that they 
scarcely give me time to take bodily refreshment and proper retire-
ment in my closet.”19 Writing to Jonathan Edwards of this present 
season, Whitefield exclaimed, “Our Lord’s word begins to be glorified 
in America.”20 

But as Whitefield would see to his delight, in these first couple of 
months the glorifying of God’s preached Word would not be a work 
shouldered alone by the Anglican evangelist. One of the most signifi-
cant encounters Whitefield had during his fifteen months in America 
was his meeting the Presbyterian minister Gilbert Tennent.21 Tennent 

19 Journals, 344–345.
20 Whitefield, Letters, 121. This was written on November 16, 1739. 
21 One important matter of historical fact that should be noted regarding the Presby-
terians in general during this period is that not all shared Tennent’s convictions and gave 
support to the Great Awakening. Andrew Hoffecker, in his biography on Charles Hodge, 
noted that in 1741 there was a split among the Presbyterian churches between those who 
favored the revival and those who did not. The Presbyterians, like Tennent, were called 
“New Siders,” while the opposing party was labeled “Old Siders.” Both groups affirmed 
their confessional standards in the Westminster, but they sharply differed over the role 
of religious experience or piety. The New Siders stressed evangelical conversion resulting 
in a life of pious living as essential to identifying oneself as a Christian and thus among 
God’s elect. Whereas the Old Siders belittled the revival and the enthusiasm that often 
accompanied it as a bogus form of religion. They advocated that since God’s election of 
believers resides in His mysterious decree, the only sure sign of His choosing lies not in 
a testimony of a radical conversion experience but rather in a person’s adherence to the 
doctrinal teaching of the Bible and the Westminster Confession (W. Andrew Hoffecker, 
Charles Hodge: The Pride of Princeton [Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2011], 29–30). This same 
type of division existed among the Congregationalist churches as well, which spurred 
Jonathan Edwards to write his masterful defense for the Great Awakening entitled The 
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was eleven years Whitefield’s senior, and Whitefield felt the gravity 
of Tennent’s seniority, not just in age but in spiritual maturity and 
ability as a gospel preacher. He wrote openly in his journal of hearing 
Tennent preach, that never before had he heard “such a searching 
sermon.” “[Tennent] convinced me more and more,” Whitefield con-
fessed, “that we can preach the Gospel of Christ no further than we 
have experienced the power of it in our own hearts.”22 Writing further 
of the effect of Tennent’s preaching, Whitefield observed, “Hypocrites 
must either soon be converted or enraged at his preaching. He is a 
son of thunder, and does not fear the faces of men.” Needless to say, 
what Whitefield and Tennent both found in one another was a kin-
dred spirit of brotherly love, mutual respect, and an unwavering zeal 
to glorify Christ through bold gospel preaching. In fact, there would 
be no preacher in America closer to Whitefield’s equal than that of 
Gilbert Tennent, who would continue fanning the flames of spiritual 
awakening once Whitefield returned to England in January 1741.23

But before then, Whitefield would give his greatest labors in Amer-
ica for a full year, in 1740. During these twelve months, Whitefield 
worked on two different fronts. First, he spent roughly five months 
ministering and organizing the growing orphan home in Savannah, 
and as already noted, this was Whitefield’s chief burden in his return 
visit to America.24 

Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God.
22 Whitefield, Journals, 347–348.
23 The American Biographical Dictionary records of Gilbert Tennent: “He was born in 
Ireland, and brought to this country by his father; by whom also he was educated for the 
ministry. As a preacher, he was, in his vigorous days, equaled by but few. His reasoning 
powers were strong; his language forcible and often sublime; and his manner of address 
warm and earnest. His eloquence was, however, rather bold and awful than soft and per-
suasive. He was most pungent in his addresses to the conscience. When he wished to alarm 
the sinner, he could represent in the most awful manner the terrors of the Lord. With 
admirable dexterity he expressed the false hope of the hypocrite, and searched the corrupt 
heart to the bottom” (Quoted in Robert Philip, The Life and Times of George Whitefield, 
156).    
24 Filling in more details of Whitefield’s efforts in this philanthropic endeavor, Dalli-
more wrote, “The trustees of Georgia had granted Whitefield five hundred acres of land, 
and he shortly began the construction of the Orphan House. Besides the large central 
structure, there were to be four smaller buildings. More land had to be cleared, a barn 
and a dock built, and a road cut throughout the ten miles from Savannah. He hired every 
available man in the Colony, and all this work looked to him for the energy to see that it 
was done and for the money to pay for it…The need was so evident that Whitefield could 
not wait for construction to be completed. So he rented the largest house in Savannah and 
filled it with orphaned children. Not only did he provide them with a home, but they were 
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But when Whitefield was not in Savannah, he was traveling 
throughout America, investing in his capital work of gospel preach-
ing. During 1740, this labor would be divided up into three different 
“tours”: from April 2 to June 5, he labored in Pennsylvania and New 
York once again; between July 2 to July 25, he taxed his ministerial ef-
forts in Charleston, South Carolina; and from August 18 to December 
14, he would make his most memorable trek through New England. 
What one should take note of as to these tours is that they were all 
by design—that is, Whitefield’s preaching to these various parts of 
America were not made on a whim. There was nothing flighty in what 
he did. He was very methodical and organized as to where and when 
he would set out in spreading the gospel to the different colonies, 
towns, and villages.25 

The only thing he couldn’t plan, of course, were the results of ev-
erything he did to reach the American populace for Christ. Whitefield 
himself understood this. He wrote, “When an uncommon work is to 
be done, no doubt [God] will work upon his chosen instruments in 
an uncommon manner. What the event of the present general awak-
ening will be, I know not. I desire to follow my dear Lord blindfolded, 
whithersoever he is pleased to lead me; and to do just so much, and 
no more, as his providence points out to me.”26 This is why, in 1740, 
the results Whitefield witnessed to all he undertook for the sake of the 
gospel left a mark that could only be explained by a divine visitation 
of God’s reviving power.

Spring 1740: Pennsylvania and New York
When Whitefield made his return visit to Pennsylvania in the 

spring of 1740, the first thing that struck him was the abiding fruit 
of those earlier labors in the fall. He wrote in his journal, “My soul 
was much rejoiced, in hearing how mightily the Word of God had 
prevailed since I was at Pennsylvania last.”27 Adding more details to 
this declared fact, Whitefield wrote in a letter on April 14:

likewise given schooling and training in obedience and Christian principles. The girls also 
learned weaving and sewing, and the boys were taught carpentry and farming” (George 
Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant, 74–75). 
25 Though Whitefield was not reckless or purely impulsive in where and to whom he 
preached, this did not quash his spontaneity to either take or make opportunities that 
suddenly presented themselves in his travels to make Christ known. 
26 Whitefield, Letters, 188.
27 Whitefield, Journals, 405.
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People are much alarmed already; and great things, I 
find, God has been pleased to do, by what he enabled 
me to deliver when last here. Two ministers have been 
convinced of their formal state, notwithstanding 
they held and preached the doctrines of grace. One 
plainly told the congregation he had been deceiving 
himself and them, and could not preach anymore, 
but desired the people to pray with him. Another is 
as a flame of fire, and hath been much owned of God. 
An opposer reading my sermon, in order to convince 
them I did not preach as Mr. [Gilbert] Tennent, was 
much disappointed; for power went along with the 
sermon, God’s Spirit fell on the people, and formal 
opposers went affrighted away.28  

In another letter, dated April 28, he reported, “A fortnight ago, 
after short passage of ten days, I landed in Pennsylvania, and have 
had the pleasure of seeing and hearing, that my poor endeavors for 
promoting Christ’s kingdom, when there last, were not altogether 
vain in the Lord. I cannot well tell you how many have come unto 
me, laboring under the deepest convictions, and seemingly desirous 
of finding rest in Jesus Christ. Several have, I humbly hope, actually 
received him into their hearts by faith, and have not only righteous-
ness and peace, but also joy in the Holy Ghost. In short, the word hath 
run and been much glorified.”29

But while Whitefield was elated over the evidence of God’s awak-
ening power from his foregoing labors, he was just as joyful over what 
he witnessed now in this present work. In Philadelphia, he wrote that 
he had preached “to upwards of ten thousand people. . . . Hundreds 
were graciously melted.” In Whitemarsh and German Town, he 
preached to nearly two thousand in one place and four thousand in 
another with “great numbers .  .  . melted down, and brought under 
convictions,” as Whitefield “made free offers to them of Jesus and 
His benefits, if they would believe on Him.” On another occasion, he 
took the opportunity to publicly refute “the false doctrines and many 
fundamental errors” that had been discoursed by the Anglican com-
missary in Philadelphia. Whitefield heard the commissary “preach a 

28 Whitefield, Letters, 165.
29 Letters, 167.
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sermon upon Justification by Works” from James 2:18. On that same 
day in the evening before fifteen thousand people, Whitefield took 
the same text of Scripture and publicly disproved the commissary’s 
attempts to undermine the gospel.30 

What this one example shows is that during the Great Awakening 
many ministers were openly averse to the biblical gospel. This was 
especially true among the Anglican clergy. Yet Whitefield, on several 
occasions like this, saw it as an advantage to “contend for the faith that 
was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3), which so many in his 
own denomination had discarded. But despite such unbelief among 
the clergy, Whitefield remained encouraged. In a letter he wrote to his 
traveling companion, William Seward, on May 19 from Reedy Island 
near Philadelphia, he declared:

The war between Michael and the dragon has much 
increased.31 Mr. C- has preached most of his people 
away from him. He lashed me most bravely the 
Sunday before I came away. Mr. A- also preaches 
against me. Mr. C- did not come to take his leave of 
me; and Mr. J- is very inveterate.32 Now I believe our 
Lord’s kingdom will come with power. At New York 
the word ran.33 Twice or thrice our Lord appeared 
for us in a most glorious manner. .  .  . Last week, at 
Nottingham and Mr. B-’s, how did God manifest his 

30 Journals, 408–409. The commissary was the appointed representative of the bishop of 
London who oversaw the work of the Church of England in the American colonies during 
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 
31 A reference to Revelation 12:7.
32 Inveterate is having an interest or habit that is unlikely to change. Based on the context 
in this letter, this particular minister had strong critical feelings toward Whitefield that 
were well entrenched and thereby doubtful of changing. 
33 Whitefield wrote in his journal of his meetings in New York at this period. On Tues-
day, April 29, he reported, “About five in the evening, I preached on the common to five 
or six thousand people, but observed no scoffers, as there were when I was here last. The 
people were still and quiet after I began; and, though I did not perceive much power in the 
congregation, yet God enabled me to speak with all boldness.” The following day on April 
30, Whitefield wrote, “Preached this morning from a scaffold, erected for that purpose, to 
a somewhat less congregation than last night, but with much greater power; for towards 
the conclusion of my discourse, God’s Spirit came upon the preacher and the people, so 
that they were melted down exceedingly.” A few days after this meeting, on Sunday, May 4, 
Whitefield preached in the evening “to about eight thousand in the field, and had evidence 
that the Lord was amongst us” (Journals, 415, 417). 
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glory! We had about twelve thousand hearers; and 
such a melting, such a crying, (they say) was scarcely 
ever seen.34 Blessed be God, the devil’s children begin 
to throw off the mask. I want to draw the lingering 
battle on. At Philadelphia affairs go on better and 
better; only Satan now begins to throw many into 
fits.35

During this season, Whitefield was most taken by what God was 
evidently working among the people in Philadelphia. As he remarked 
to Seward, “Affairs go on better and better” in the city of brotherly 
love. In his journal he was more direct as to what he observed in 

34 Regarding this reference to “Nottingham and Mr. B-’s” (which was Mr. Blair’s house), 
it would be worth quoting Whitefield’s more thorough account of these meetings as he 
detailed them in his journal. Whitefield had already left Philadelphia, having preached his 
farewell sermon on May 11 to twenty thousand people. His journey now was in making his 
way back toward Savannah. But as his custom was, wherever there could be an opportu-
nity to preach the gospel, he took it. Thus on May 14, in Nottingham, he wrote, “Preached 
at Nottingham both morning and evening, with such demonstration of the Spirit, and 
such a wonderful movement amongst the hearers, as few ever saw before. . . . Was obliged 
to preach in the woods, where the Lord manifested forth His glory, and caused many to 
cry out, ‘What shall we do to be saved?’ It surprised me to see such a multitude gathered 
together, at so short a warning, and in such a desert place. I believe there was near twelve 
thousand. I had not spoken long before I perceived numbers melting. As I proceeded, the 
influence increased, till, at last, (both in the morning and the afternoon), thousands cried 
out, so that they almost drowned my voice. Never did I see a more glorious sight. Oh 
what tears were shed and poured forth after the Lord Jesus. Some fainted; and when they 
had got a little strength, they would hear and faint again. Others cried out in a manner 
as if they were in the sharpest agonies of death. Oh what thoughts and words did God 
put into my heart! After I had finished my last discourse, I was so pierced, as it were, 
and overpowered with a sense of God’s love, that some thought, I believe, I was about to 
give up the ghost. How sweetly did I lie at the feet of Jesus! With what power did a sense 
of His all-constraining, free, and everlasting love flow in upon my soul! It almost took 
away my life.” The day proceeding this manifestation of God’s reviving power was at Fagg’s 
Manor, three miles from Mr. Blair’s house. Here again Whitefield beheld the “effusions of 
the Spirit,” as they described it. He wrote, “The congregation was about as large as that at 
Nottingham. As great, if not a greater commotion was in the hearts of the people. Most 
were drowned in tears. The Word was sharper than a two-edged sword. The bitter cries and 
groans were enough to pierce the hardest heart. Some of the people were as pale as death; 
others were wringing their hands; others lying on the ground; others sinking into the arms 
of friends; and most lifting up their eyes to Heaven and crying to God for mercy. I could 
think of nothing, when I looked upon them, so much as the Great Day. They seemed like 
persons awakened by the last trump, and coming out of their graves to judgment. One 
would imagine, none could have withstood the power, or avoided crying out, ‘Surely God 
is in this place’” (Journals, 424–426).    
35 Whitefield, Letters, 169. 
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Philadelphia, compared to New York and other surrounding regions: 
“I never saw a more general awakening in any place. Religion is all 
the talk; and, I think I can say, the Lord Jesus hath gotten Himself the 
victory in many hearts. I have scarce had the time to eat bread from 
morning to evening; some one or other was generally applying to me 
under deep soul-concern.”36 Overall however, Whitefield’s “Spring 
Tour” left all places where he preached with a greater sense of God’s 
presence and power combined with numerous souls awakened and 
converted to Christ. In fact, in one of the newspaper reports of this 
period, which Whitefield cited in a letter he wrote on May 22, his 
labors were summarized in the following way:

On Thursday last, in the evening, the Rev. Mr. 
Whitefield went on board at New-Castle, in order 
to sail to Georgia, after having been on shore thirty-
three days, and travelled some hundreds of miles, and 
preached fifty-eight times in provinces of New-Jersey, 
New-York, and Pennsylvania.—His congregations 
consisted sometimes of four, sometimes of five, 
sometimes of eight, twelve, fifteen, and once at 
Philadelphia, of twenty thousand people. He had 
gotten near five hundred pounds sterling, in money 
and provisions, for the Orphan house at Georgia. 
Great and visible effects followed his preaching, 
almost wherever he went, especially in Philadelphia. 
There was never such a general awakening, and 
concern for the things of God known in America 
before.37 

Summer 1740: Charleston
Whitefield’s time in Charleston, South Carolina, would not be 

as extensive as either his labors in Philadelphia, New York, or New 
England. He spent nineteen days in Charleston, all within the month 
of July. The timing of this tour could not have been worse as far as 
the weather was concerned. It was mid-summer in the Deep South, 
where the humidity swelters to 100 percent with heat indexes that 
reach easily to 105. This reality alone nearly “killed” Whitefield on 

36 Whitefield, Journals, 422.
37 Whitefield, Letters, 179.
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several occasions. Imagine in this climate wearing a black wool gown 
and cassock with no relief from a modern air conditioner! This was 
one of Whitefield’s fiercest trials during his days in Charleston. In his 
journals he wrote of this suffering, “But [I] was obliged to lie down 
(as I now am generally every day) by reason of the violent heat of the 
weather, and great expense of sweat.”38 

But the trial of a southern summer was not as severe as what 
Whitefield faced with the Anglican commissary in Charleston—the 
Rev. Alexander Garden (1685–1756), rector of St. Philip’s. Whitefield’s 
first encounter with Garden was in 1738. And by Whitefield’s testimo-
ny it was a very pleasant and peaceful introduction. He wrote in his 
journal that “the Rev. Mr. Garden, a good soldier of Jesus Christ, re-
ceived me in a most Christian manner. He and several others offered 
me a lodging, and were more than civil to me. How does God raise me 
up friends wherever I go!”39 

But on Whitefield’s second visit with Garden, on Friday March 
14, 1740, what appeared as a promising friendly acquaintance nearly 
two years prior had soured into a vicious contempt, which the rector 
of St. Philip’s held no shame in expressing. The root of his offence was 
Whitefield’s denunciation of “the generality of the [Anglican] clergy.” 
Garden inquired “wherein the clergy were so much to blame?” To 
which Whitefield answered, “They did not preach justification by faith 
alone.” And by this further dialogue, Whitefield stated in his journal 
that he found the commissary himself to be just as ignorant of the 
gospel as the rest. Garden then charged Whitefield with “breaking the 
Canons and Ordination vow” of the church and proceeded to threat-
en him with suspension if he dared to preach in any public church in 
the province of Charleston. In reply, Whitefield told the commissary 
he should regard that suspension as much as he would a pope’s bull! 
Thus, the result of this encounter was Whitefield and his companions 
being thrown out of Garden’s house. In response to this, Whitefield 
wrote, “I and my friends then took our leave, pitying the Commissary, 
who I really thought was more noble than to give such treatment.”40

Alexander Garden, however, was not done. Not long following 
this exchange, Whitefield published two letters, the first addressing 
the writings of Archbishop Tillotson (1630–1694), whose teachings 

38 Whitefield, Journals, 440. 
39 Journals, 165.
40 Journals, 400–401.
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had turned people away from the gospel to embrace a mockery of 
the Christian faith as nothing more than a civil, inoffensive reli-
gion. Whitefield’s second letter was aimed at the ill-treatment given 
to the slaves. Concerning the impact of these letters in Charleston, 
Dallimore wrote, “In Charleston, a city strong for the Tillotsonian 
vogue in religion and the commercial center for several surrounding 
plantations, no themes could have been more likely to arouse hostile 
passions.”41 And for Alexander Garden, this was a prime opportunity 
for him to publicly vent his rage at Whitefield. Acting as spokesman 
for the offended churchmen and the angry planters, Garden replied to 
Whitefield with his Six Letters to the Rev. George Whitefield.42

These letters proved to be both an open denial of the biblical 
gospel and a torrent of slander and vitriol to destroy Whitefield’s 
credibility as a man of God who served Christ faithfully. Whitefield 
himself gave no reply to Garden’s Letters. However, three ministers 
(one from Charleston and two from Boston) spoke on Whitefield’s 
behalf, coming to his defense by way of a published sermon entitled 
“The Character, Preaching, etc., of the Rev. Mr. Whitefield, Impar-
tially Represented and Supported.”43 The effect of this sermon would 
expose the vulgarity and malice in Garden’s Letters and thereby the 
untruthfulness of what he claimed. 

Thus, with this background, Whitefield returned to Charleston 
in July, and once again would endure the malevolence of Alexander 
Garden. The first assault came from the pulpit of St. Peter’s while 
Whitefield attended as a common worshiper. This occurred on all 
three Sundays that Whitefield gathered with the congregation—July 
6, 13, and 20. Garden used his pulpit to assail Whitefield (to his face, if 
you will) by pouring out “so many bitter words against the Methodists 
. . . in general, and me in particular,” Whitefield noted. Garden also 
painted Whitefield into a corner with all the most notorious fanatics 
in recent church history at that time.44 But to add insult to injury, 

41 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:511.
42 Dallimore, 1:511.
43 Dallimore wrote concerning this sermon, “Published at Boston, June 7, 1740. Repub-
lished the same year at Philadelphia and in 1765 at Charleston. It appeared as a Preface 
in editions of Whitefield’s Sermons in 1771, 1785, 1792, 1794, 1812, 1825, 1828 and 1838” 
(Dallimore, 1:512). It should be noted that this sermon was preached by the minister in 
Charleston, a Rev. Joseph Smith. The ministers in Boston wrote a recommendatory preface 
to the sermon and were responsible for its publication.
44 Whitefield, Journals, 439, 442.
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the commissary publicly denied Whitefield the privilege of taking 
Communion.

It’s frankly amazing that Whitefield sat under this ranting acid-
ity—and for three consecutive Sundays. What was his response? 
His eyes were fixed on Christ. Commenting to a friend how he was 
denied Communion by Garden, he then expressed, “But my dear 
Master fed me, notwithstanding, with the bread which cometh down 
from heaven.”45 In his journal he wrote, after the second Sunday at 
St. Philip’s, “To the honour of God’s free grace be it spoken, whilst 
the Commissary was representing me thus, I felt the Blessed Spirit 
strengthening and refreshing my soul. God, at the same time, gave me 
to see what I was by nature, and how I had deserved His eternal wrath; 
and, therefore, I did not feel the least resentment against the preacher. 
No; I pitied, I prayed for him; and wished, from my soul, that the Lord 
would convert him, as He once did the persecutor Saul, and let him 
know that it is Jesus Whom he persecutes.”46 

But while Whitefield prayed for Garden’s conversion and deter-
mined to show him much grace, St. Philip’s rector was not finished 
with his schemes to shame Whitefield to the full. As an Anglican 
commissary he wielded a measure of authority over Whitefield, which 
he had resolved to show as far as he could take it. He therefore called 
George Whitefield to stand trial in an ecclesiastical court, wherein 
Garden would pursue to have Whitefield defrocked as an Anglican 
priest. The charge leveled against him was that he had omitted “to use 
the Form of Prayers prescribed in the Communion Book” when he 
preached at the Independent and Baptist meetinghouses.47 

As one might expect, there was nothing closed or private about 
the trial. It was open to the public, and the city of Charleston was 
naturally stirred up over the event. Numerous spectators were pres-
ent. The trial itself lasted three days. Whitefield wrote at this time to a 
friend in Pennsylvania, “The commissary shoots out his arrows, even 
bitter words. .  .  . and cited me to appear before him and his court; 
I was obliged to appeal home. O my dear brother, pray that I may 
be humble and of a child-like spirit.”48 Whitefield’s “appeal home” 
came on the third day of his trial. Since Garden, acting as judge, 

45 Whitefield, Letters, 197.
46 Whitefield, Journals, 442.
47 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:515.
48 Whitefield, Letters, 199.
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refused Whitefield’s request for a fair arbitration, Whitefield in turn 
announced to Garden that “he would appeal to His Majesty, in the 
High Court of Chancery, in London.” And by reason of this appeal, 
Garden was prohibited by law to proceed for a period of a year and a 
day.49 The end result was that the authorities in England dropped the 
matter entirely, giving no serious consent to Alexander Garden and 
his puny court. 

George Whitefield thus never faced a formal defrocking of his 
ordination as an Anglican priest. However, despite the church’s refusal 
to carry out Garden’s wishes, he determined by his own self-will to 
publicly renounce Whitefield as a legitimate minster of the Angli-
can Church. And sadly, as Dallimore notes, Garden’s own verdict of 
Whitefield was not “without its effect.” Whitefield’s enemies “seized 
upon it and until his dying day used it as the basis of the charge that 
he had been defrocked, thus becoming an outcast from the ministry 
of his own Church.”50

Yet, even with such efforts made to quash Whitefield’s gospel la-
bors in Charleston, neither man nor devil could close the door which 
God had opened for his servant to make Christ known. During this 
entire period in Charleston, Whitefield preached twice a day and re-
ported the following in his letters: “I have been here a week. The Lord 
hath been pleased to work on many hearts. .  .  . Praise the Lord, O 
my soul! Our glorious Emmanuel seems to have girt his sword upon 
his thigh, and to be riding on from conquering to conquer. . . . He is 
getting himself the victory in Charles-Town. Indeed a glorious work 
is begun, and carrying on here. Many souls are awakened to a sense 
of the divine life.—The alteration in the people since I came here at 
first, is surprising. . . . God seems to be carrying on as great a work in 
Charles-Town, comparatively speaking, as in Philadelphia. .  .  . Many 
souls are flocking to the Lord Jesus. . . . The word runs like lightning 
in Charles-Town. .  .  . Many in Charles-Town, I believe, are called of 
God. You may now find a Christian, without searching the town as 
with a candle.”51 

So then, for the two and a half weeks Whitefield spent ministering 
in Charleston, he found himself tried and tested on many fronts amid 
uncommon blessing. On the day before his departure, he wrote in 

49 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:518.
50 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:519.
51 Whitefield, Letters, 197, 199, 200, 201, 203, 205. 
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his journal, “At my first coming, the people of Charleston seemed to 
be wholly devoted to pleasure. One, well acquainted with their man-
ners and circumstances, told me that they spent more on their polite 
entertainments than the amount raised by their rates for the poor. 
. . . But the reformation has gone further than externals. Many moral, 
good sort of men, who before were settled on their lees, have been 
awakened to seek after Jesus Christ; and many a Lydia’s heart hath the 
Lord opened to receive the things that were spoken. Indeed, the Word 
often came like a hammer and a fire.”52

Fall 1740: New England  
Perhaps no part of colonial America in 1740 was more eagerly 

anticipating the arrival of George Whitefield than New England. 
Joseph Tracy, in his classic history on the Great Awakening, wrote, 
“[Whitefield] had been invited to come, by several of the most eminent 
ministers and laymen; his arrival had been for some time impatiently 
expected, and there was a general impression on men’s minds, that 
his coming would be followed by a great revival of religion.”53 It must 
be clarified however, that while many in the New England churches 
anticipated heaven’s blessing following Whitefield’s ministry, the Great 
Awakening itself had already begun in many places. For instance, one 
minister testified of the revival breaking forth in August 1739 at New-
ark and remaining visible until the following March in 1740.54 Jonathan 
Edwards affirmed virtually the same thing pertaining to the church 
in Northampton, during the spring of that same year.55 The point is, 
when Whitefield arrived in New England on September 14, his coming 

52 Whitefield, Journals, 444. 
53 Joseph Tracy, The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of Religion in the Time  
of Edwards & Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976), 83. Regarding this gener-
al anticipation for Whitefield’s appearance in New England, Thomas Kidd noted, “New 
Englanders had begun hearing reports of Whitefield’s ministry as early as the spring of 
1739, when the Boston News-Letter included a story on his preaching to the Kingswood 
colliers. By mid-1739, news about Whitefield had become a staple of the Boston papers, 
and in November 20, 1739, the New England Weekly Journal reported on the itinerant’s ar-
rival in America. . . . The newspapers in New England monitored Whitefield’s movements 
throughout 1740” (Kidd, George Whitefield, 120). What this evidence shows is how much 
George Whitefield was already in the minds of New Englanders long before he made his 
first visit there. Moreover, due to the incessant reporting of Whitefield’s ministry else-
where, the churches and population as a whole in New England could not help but hope 
to see the same fruit in their midst (though this would not be the same aspiration for all). 
54 Alexander, The Log College, 238. 
55 Edwards, On Revival, 148.
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would end up serving as the spiritual stimulus for increasing a holy 
fire in New England that already had been ignited by God’s Spirit. But 
Whitefield’s preaching tour in New England would be the event long 
remembered as what sowed seeds leading to the conversion of many 
and at the same time, exciting controversy among those who were 
skeptical of both Whitefield and the awakening at large. His labors 
here would extend for six and a half weeks, with his greatest endeavors 
focused on Boston and its surrounding regions for twenty-seven days.  

Newport, Rhode Island, was his first stop. He spent four days in 
this blooming seaport that boasted six thousand residents who were 
a mixed bag of sorts. As was his custom, he sought out the Anglican 
minister, who in Newport was a Mr. Honeyman. Whitefield desired the 
use of Rev. Honeyman’s pulpit, but as usual, received a less than cordial 
welcome. After a terse exchange over church polity, Honeyman warily 
gave Whitefield his pulpit for a morning and afternoon service the 
following day. Whitefield recorded in his journal that the sanctuary, 
being very spacious, could hold three thousand people, and that in the 
afternoon, in particular, “it was more than filled . . . [with] persons of 
all denominations attending.” What encouraged Whitefield the most, 
however, was that God assisted him as he observed “numbers affect-
ed,” having the assurance that God’s Word “had been sharper than a 
two-edged sword in some of the hearers’ souls.” In addition to these 
public labors, what seemed to stand out the most to Whitefield while 
in Newport was his meeting a venerable Congregational minister, Mr. 
Nathaniel Clap, who Whitefield remarked “looked like a good old 
Puritan,” giving the young Anglican evangelist the impression of what 
kind of men first settled in New England. Mr. Clap, for his part, was 
just as impressed with Whitefield—following him from one end of the 
town to the other.56 

While Whitefield’s stay in Newport was brief, it was not without 
affecting many for the sake of Christ. Thus, Whitefield reported, 
“Rhode Island seems to be a place where much good may be done.” 
But he observed that the people were sadly divided as to external 
things, connecting the kingdom of God too much to meats and 
drinks.57 Thus was the impression that marked Whitefield as he left 
Newport, Rhode Island. 

56 Whitefield, Journals, 452–455.
57 Journals, 455–456.
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But what lay before him was where his most extended labors in 
New England would be given: the city of Boston. At this time in co-
lonial America, Boston was the largest city, with seventeen thousand 
residents. Following the first five days after Whitefield’s arrival in Bos-
ton, he wrote to Thomas Noble in New York, “Hither God brought 
me on Thursday evening: I preached once on Friday, and twice every 
day since. The power of the Lord advances sweetly. Our Lord, I be-
lieve, will revive his work in the midst of the years; he enables me to 
preach plainly. Some ministers, I hope, will be quickened, as well as 
people. They [the ministers] attend, and are exceeding civil, as also 
the governor.”58 

What Whitefield wrote in summary to Thomas Noble pertaining 
to his first five days in Boston would surprisingly hold true to describe 
his entire gospel enterprise during these days in the oldest colonial 
city. First, as to his incessant preaching twice each day, it has been esti-
mated that he preached upwards of eight thousand people59—with his 
farewell sermon to the Bostonians gathering in a mammoth throng of 
twenty to thirty thousand people (which exceeded the population of 
Boston itself).60 

Second, for the twenty-seven days Whitefield ministered in Bos-
ton combined with further regions to the north, he beheld the sweet 
advancement of God’s power accompanying the preached Word. In 
his journal he testified that he found “a great alteration in my hear-
ers. They now began to melt and weep under the Word.” In another 
place, as he ministered in a Rev. Mr. Welstead’s meeting-house, he 
exclaimed, “Oh, how did the Word run! It rejoiced me to see such 
numbers affected; I could scarce abstain from crying out, ‘This is no 
other than the House of God and the Gate of Heaven.’” And then at 
Portsmouth, some miles north of Boston, Whitefield wrote, “Preached 
this morning . . . to a far greater congregation than before; but, instead 
of preaching to stocks, I had now reason to believe I was preaching 
to living men. People began to melt soon after I began to pray, and 

58 Whitefield, Letters, 208.
59 Eerdmans’ Handbook to Christianity in America, 106.
60 Kidd, George Whitefield, 126. Thomas Kidd notes that thirty thousand was the initial 
estimate of those who heard Whitefield’s farewell sermon, while newspapers suggested 
twenty-three thousand, and later editions of Whitefield’s Journals reported twenty thou-
sand. Whatever the exact number, it was the largest crowd ever gathered in the history of 
the English colonies.  
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the influence increased more and more during the sermon. The Word 
seemed to pierce through and through, and carried such conviction 
with it.”61 Furthermore, even after he preached, he wrote in a letter 
from Boston, that, “So many persons come to me under convictions, 
and for advice, that I have scarce time to eat bread. Wonderful things 
are doing here. The word runs like lightning. Dagon daily falls before 
the ark.”62

But Whitefield’s own testimony of this period was equally shared 
by others who heard him, seeing for themselves how God’s Word ran 
unencumbered. A minister in Roxbury, for example, corresponded 
with Whitefield as he attested to what he beheld: “I cannot but admire, 
and greatly rejoice in those extraordinary gifts and graces, which it 
has pleased the Father of lights to confer upon you, and, to see how 
much the intention of them is answered, in your flaming devotion, 
and zealous and indefatigable endeavors to do good to souls, and 
thereby advance the Kingdom and interest of our Lord. I think I never 
saw a more attentive audience, or more weeping eyes than yesterday 
and Monday. The Holy Spirit, the Author alone of all spiritual life, 
seemed in a very wonderful manner to be moving upon the waters of 
the sanctuary, breathing upon the dry bones. For my own part I was 
much affected, and gave our glorious Lord the praise.”63 

Yet the strongest testament to Whitefield’s labors in Boston and its 
surrounding regions would come from one of the keenest observers 
of the Great Awakening itself, Rev. William Cooper. On January 15, 
1741, Whitefield received from Pastor Cooper the following letter 
wherein he expressed his thoughts: 

I can inform you, that there are many abiding proofs 
that you did not run in vain, and labor in vain 
amongst us in this place. I could much more than fill 
this paper with the accounts I have received from the 
persons who have been impressed under the Word 

61 Whitefield, Journals, 463, 464, 467.
62 Whitefield, Letters, 216. Whitefield’s reference to Dagon falling before the ark is from 
1 Samuel 5:1–4, where the idol of the Philistines’ national god had fallen face downward 
before the ark of the Lord, which had been captured by the Philistines and set up in the 
house of Dagon. Whitefield’s application of this account to the Great Awakening, as he was 
witnessing its fruit in Boston, was how the idols of men are no match for the power of the 
living God. 
63 Whitefield, Journals, 463.
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preached by you. But I can only now say in general, 
some have been awakened who were before quite 
secure, and, I hope, a good work begun in them. 
Others, who have been under religious impressions, 
are now more earnestly pressing into the Kingdom of 
Heaven; and many of the children of God stirred up 
to give diligence for the full assurance of faith. There 
is a great flocking to all the lectures in the town; 
and the people shew such a disposition to the new 
Tuesday evening lecture, that our large capacious 
house cannot receive all who come. I am sure your 
visit to us has made a large addition to the prayers 
that are going up for you in one place and another, 
and, I hope, also, the jewels which are to make up 
your crown in the Day of the Lord.64  

Whitefield’s ministry in Boston was not without some controver-
sy, though. For one thing, it was in Boston that Whitefield made his 
definitive decision to dissolve any further formal association with the 
Church of England in America. He wrote of this at great length in 
his journal. The decision followed after his customary meeting with 
the Anglican commissary—who in this case was a fifty-six-year-old 
native of Massachusetts named Timothy Cutler (1684–1765). Cutler 
had gained the reputation as one of the Anglicans’ most formidable 
American leaders.65 He also was an open critic of the Great Awaken-
ing and of those ministers who supported it. 

His first and only meeting with Whitefield took place on the Fri-
day morning of September 19. Whitefield reports that while Cutler 
received him courteously, it wasn’t long before such formal civility 
iced cold with an interrogation of sorts proceeding from both Cutler 
and other Anglican ministers who were present. Their contention 
with Whitefield was over how he could possibly associate with other 
ministers from denominations outside the Church of England—es-
pecially since they believed the Anglican Church to be the only true 
church. Whitefield maintained that he saw regenerate souls among 
the Baptists, Presbyterians, and Independents no differently than he 
observed such people born again within the Anglican Church. Cutler 

64 Journals, 504.
65 Kidd, George Whitefield, 122.
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scoffed at this by questioning how Whitefield could see a regenerate 
soul.66 

From this the questions were then raised as to whether conversion 
was instantaneous and whether the regenerate could finally fall away 
from grace—with the end result of Whitefield concluding, “Finding 
how inconsistent they were, I took my leave, resolving they should not 
have an opportunity of denying me the use of their pulpits.”67 Hence, 
for George Whitefield, he could no longer bear with the religious 
bigotry and the open denial of the evangelical faith he saw among the 
ministers of his own denomination in America. While he never left 
the Church of England in any formal sense, from this point on, his 
ministry would be spent at large among the Nonconformists where 
his labors bore the greatest fruit.

Whitefield not only had controversy with fellow Anglicans in 
Boston but he also gave controversy to some of his Nonconformist 
brethren—which he would later regret as “rash and uncharitable.”68 
Indeed, nine years following this time in New England, Whitefield 

66 Whitefield, Journals, 457–458.
67 Journals, 459. It is interesting to observe Timothy Cutler’s own observation of 
Whitefield and his ministry in Boston by two letters he wrote in December 1740, only two 
months following their meeting in September. Writing to the bishop of London and to the 
secretary of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (an organization sponsoring 
Anglican missionary activity in the colonies), Cutler expressed nothing but disdain and 
contempt for Whitefield. In Cutler’s eyes, Whitefield was nothing but an “enthusiast,” who 
had more in common with the Dissenters (Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, 
etc.) while entering on “invectives against the Corruptions and Errors of the [Anglican] 
Church.” Furthermore, it was appalling to the commissary that Whitefield dared to preach 
and pray without notes. Yet, what he couldn’t deny was that during Whitefield’s ministry 
in Boston, “the face of things was quite altered; little Business went forward; People were 
always flocking to him, and he was the subject of all our talk, and to speak against him was 
neither credible nor scarce safe.” What Cutler desired more than anything was for things 
in Boston to go back to business as usual, since in his opinion, it was to be regretted that 
“the whole Church in this town and the adjacent parts, with all the Church both at home 
and abroad, hath felt the ill effects of Mr. Whitefield’s visits” These letters can be read in full 
at http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/history/dfg/amrl/cutler.htm  (italics mine). What is 
most tragic about Timothy Cutler was his unbelief. What he heard and saw in George 
Whitefield was not a faithful gospel minister striving to make much of Christ but a fanati-
cal showboat, whose energies and message had all the appeal of a vaudeville act that would 
soon die down once the religious hawker left town. However, Cutler’s real problem was 
not in Whitefield but in the message Whitefield preached, which Cutler denied. Timothy 
Cutler did not believe the gospel of Christ. Hence, the preaching and power he witnessed 
by the Great Awakening he opposed because of his enmity for the truth of Christ itself.   
68 Whitefield, Journals, 462. Cited in a footnote Whitefield composed as a later edition 
to his Journals, written in 1756.



The Great Awakening and the Grand Itinerant   |   85

confessed to a friend by letter, “Alas! Alas! In how many things have 
I judged and acted wrong. I have been too rash and hasty in giving 
characters, both of places and persons. . . . I have been too bitter in my 
zeal.”69 What Whitefield was referencing in particular was his visit to 
Harvard College in September and his quick judgment of ministers as 
unconverted, which he openly preached against and published in his 
journals.70 Our takeaway from this should be as follows: While God 
was evidently using Whitefield as the catalyst for the Great Awakening, 
especially in New England, Whitefield was only twenty-five years old 
at this time, having been a Christian for only five years, whose zeal for 
Christ needed much tempering in certain areas where his very public 
ministry could not hide the maturity his youthfulness was presently 
lacking. Nevertheless, none of God’s earthly instruments are used by 
the Lord as flawless vessels but cracked pots. As the Scripture says, 
“But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing 
power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Cor. 4:7).71 

In Whitefield’s final leg of ministry in New England, he trav-
eled west of Boston to towns like Concord, Sudbury, Marlborough, 
Worcester, Leicester, Brookfield, and Cold Springs—in all of which, 
he testified, “the Word fell with weight: it carried all before it.”72 But 
the crescendo of his labors among the New Englanders would be his 
three-day visit from Friday, October 17 to Sunday, October 19, when 
he arrived in Northampton to preach and minister to the people 
under the pastoral charge of the notable Congregationalist Jonathan 
Edwards. 

Whitefield held Edwards in high esteem, describing him as “a sol-
id, excellent Christian” and one whose character he had not encoun-
tered in all of New England.73 This admiration is significant when one 
considers that Whitefield wrote such words sometime after his visit 
to Northampton, where in his parting with Edwards he was chided 

69 George Whitefield, The Works of George Whitefield (London: Edward and Charles 
Dilly, 1771), 2:143–145.
70 Whitefield, Journals, 462, 478.
71 The “treasure” Paul references in this text is the gospel ministry, while “jars of clay” 
was the cheapest, most ignoble pottery used in the first century. Used as a metaphor to 
describe God’s earthly ministers, Paul is confessing to the human limitations, weaknesses, 
and fallibility of all men God entrusts to spread His glorious gospel. Such was George 
Whitefield, despite how powerful and fruitful he was as a trustworthy herald of Christ.  
72 Journals, 474–475.
73 Journals, 476.
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for laying too much traction to spiritual impressions and should hold 
more caution before judging men to be unconverted. Clearly the pri-
vate reproof from the seasoned Edwards did nothing to dampen the 
respect Whitefield had for this man who was eleven years his senior. 
But the fruit of such correction would come some years later. 

However, as to the fruit of Whitefield’s visit to Northampton in 
1740, Jonathan Edwards could not have been more pleased. Writing 
in a letter to a fellow minister in Boston on December 12, 1743, Ed-
wards reported that prior to Whitefield’s arrival, “there had been a 
very lamentable decay of religious affections and the engagedness of 
people’s spirit in religion”—this, despite the fact that prayer and social 
worship had continued amid such deadness. Even in the spring of 
1740 there had been some sort of awakening made visible by a seem-
ing greater seriousness toward spiritual things, especially among the 
young people. But with Whitefield’s visit the spiritual alteration was 
vastly more pervasive affecting young and old alike. Describing the 
meetings, Edwards noted that Whitefield preached on four different 
occasions—once on Friday, another on Saturday, and twice on the 
Sabbath (besides holding a private lecture at Edwards’ home). “The 
congregation,” Edwards observed, “was extraordinarily melted by 
every sermon; almost the whole assembly being in tears for a great 
part of sermon time. Mr. Whitefield’s sermons were suitable to the cir-
cumstances of the town; containing a just reproof of our backslidings, 
and in a most moving and affecting manner making use of our great 
professions and great mercies, as arguments with us to return to God 
from whom we had departed.”74

In the aftermath of these meetings, Edwards noted how the fruit 
was immediate—with “the minds of the people in general [appear-
ing] more engaged in religion, showing a greater [boldness] to make 
religion the subject of their conversation, and to meet frequently for 
religious purposes, and to embrace all opportunities to hear the word 
preached.”75 Furthermore, Edwards remarked how the revival first 
appeared among professing Christians, but then not long following 
“there appeared an awakening and deep concern among some young 
persons, that looked upon themselves in a Christless state.” The out-
come of all this, Edwards rejoiced to report, was that in a month’s 
time “there was a great attention in the town, both as to the revival of 

74 Edwards, On Revival, 148–149.
75 Edwards, 149.
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professors and the awakening of others,” with “some hopeful appear-
ances of conversion.”76 Whitefield wrote in his journal that he had not 
seen “four such gracious meetings together since [his] arrival [in New 
England].” “Oh,” he exclaimed, “that my soul may be refreshed with 
the joyful news, that Northampton people have recovered their first 
love; that the Lord has revived His work in their souls, and caused 
them to do their first works!”77 Apparently, Whitefield’s heartfelt peti-
tion would see such works as Edwards had testified three years later.

A Glorious Church Is Raising in America
Following his visit to Northampton, Whitefield spent ten more 

days laboring in New England. Once he parted from these northeast-
ern colonies (which he deemed the religiously best he’d seen from 
all his travels in America),78 Whitefield began making his final trek 
that would take him back to New York, Philadelphia, and many other 
provinces in between, finally returning to Savannah and then Charles-
ton, where he boarded the Minerva on Friday, January 16, 1741, to 
head back to his home country, England. In these concluding weeks 
he traveled and preached in colonial America, which amounted to 
two months and fifteen days, and wrote in several letters his general 
assessment of all he witnessed God doing since he came to America 
in the fall of 1739. 

On November 9, writing to his friend Howell Harris (1714–1773) 
in Wales, he remarked how God’s Word “is like a fire, and a hammer: 
last week I saw many quite struck down. Our Lord is working upon 
little children. America, ere long, will be famous for Christians.” To 
Jonathan Belcher (1681–1757) in Boston, he rejoiced at how, “Great 
things hath the glorious Emmanuel done for me and his people on 
the way: the word has been attended with much power. Surely our 
Lord intends to set America in a flame.” To William Cooper, writ-
ing on the day of his departure for England, Whitefield expressed 
with great hope, “I cannot but think our Lord will let his word run, 
and be abundantly glorified in America. . . . May you live to see the 
spirit of scriptural Puritanism universally prevail!” But perhaps what 
crystalized Whitefield’s understanding of the Great Awakening more 
than anything was what he wrote in a letter on November 24 from 

76 Edwards, 149.
77 Whitefield, Journals, 477.
78 Journals, 482–483.
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Maryland, when he said, “A glorious church is raising in America. The 
Lord mightily reveals his arm. It would please you to see his outgo-
ings, his stately steps in the great congregation.”79 

“A glorious church is raising in America.” For George Whitefield, 
this was the Great Awakening. Everywhere he labored from north to 
south in colonial America (for nineteen months), he witnessed the 
“effusions of the Spirit” poured out in the reviving of churches that 
had fallen asleep and in the awakening and converting of multiple sin-
ners coming to faith in Christ. What could Whitefield take away from 
this but that God was raising up His church in a glorious way—and to 
the amazement of this young Anglican evangelist, God placed him for 
a season at the center of this work that left a lasting mark not for the 
fame of Whitefield but for Christ. 

79 Letters, 220, 224, 233.
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Chapter 7

When Doctrine Divides:  
Catholicity, Controversy, and Calvinism

One of the most remarkable features in Whitefield’s Christian 
character was his overt catholicity. This term historically 
describes what should be seen in all fellow Christians—an 

eagerness to love and embrace all who belong to Jesus Christ. Thus, 
Christian catholicity is the universal acceptance of believers in Christ 
because they are believers in Christ. It’s what John the apostle wrote 
in the fifth chapter of his New Testament epistle, “Everyone who 
believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone 
who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him.” (1 John 5:1, 
italics mine). One of the signs, then, of a true conversion to Christ is 
an evident love for any person who has been genuinely born again. 
It doesn’t matter where they came from or what their station in life 
might be or where their own growth in grace and understanding may 
appear—a Christian is to love all fellow Christians for the simple fact 
they have been born of God. And for George Whitefield, his life and 
ministry were clearly marked by such love. 

We see this, for example, in how he answered the Anglican 
clergy he met with in Boston in 1740 who questioned the wisdom 
of his association with Presbyterians, Baptists, and Independents.1 

1 The details of this meeting are enlarged in chapter 6, “The Great Awakening and the 
Grand Itinerant.”
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Whitefield urged these men that he believed “a catholic spirit was 
best.” When pressed further on this matter, Whitefield stated that he 
saw “regenerate souls among the Baptists, among the Presbyterians, 
among the Independents, and among the Church [of England] folks,—
all children of God.”2 For Whitefield, wherever he encountered bona 
fide believers in Christ, his heart rejoiced. He defied the sectarianism 
he saw not only in his own denomination but anywhere among the 
churches of Christ. It was for this reason he cried out, “Do not tell me 
you are a Baptist, an Independent, a Presbyterian, a Dissenter; tell me 
you are a Christian, that is all I want; this is the religion of heaven and 
must be ours upon earth.”3 

Filling this conviction out further, Whitefield wrote in 1742 to his 
friend Thomas Noble, “Most talk of a catholic spirit; but it is only till 
they have brought people into the pale of their own church. This is 
downright sectarianism, not catholicism. How can I act consistently, 
unless I receive and love all the children of God, whom I esteem to 
be such, of whatever denomination they may be? . . . I am persuaded, 
the more the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts, the more all 
narrowness of spirit will subside and give way: besides, so far as we are 
narrow spirited, we are uneasy.”4 This narrowness of spirit Whitefield 
fought hard in his heart to conquer. He knew his own remaining sin 
well enough that proneness to bigotry and prejudice toward believ-
ers of a different denominational stripe had to be watched against as 
much as possible. This is why when he considered the way he treated 
brethren in his youthfulness, he expressed mournfully, “I condemn 
myself most heartily, and ask pardon for it.”5 

Thus, catholicity of spirit was not a mere theory to George White-
field. In his earliest days as a Christian, he wrote about it as an earnest 
petition: “I long to see a catholic spirit over-spread the world; may 
God vouchsafe to make me an instrument of promoting it.”6 And 
throughout his public preaching he pled for it with his hearers, as 
when he once declared, while expounding Ecclesiastes 7:16, 

2 George Whitefield, George Whitefield’s Journals (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1989), 
457–458. 
3 George Whitefield, Sermons on Important Subjects (London: William Tegg, 1825), 684. 
4 Letters of George Whitefield, for the period 1734–1742 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1976), 372. 
5 Quoted in Iain H. Murray, Heroes (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2009), 75.
6 Murray, 65.
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When we confine the Spirit of God to this or that 
particular church; and are not willing to converse 
with any but those of the same communion; this is 
to be righteous over-much with a witness. .  .  . The 
Spirit of God is the centre of unity; and wherever I 
see the image of my Master, I never enquire of them 
their opinions; I ask them not what they are, so they 
love Jesus Christ in sincerity and truth, but embrace 
him as my brother, my sister, and my spouse: and this 
is the spirit of Christianity. Many persons, who are 
bigots to this or that opinion, when one of a different 
way of thinking hath come where they were, have left 
the room or place on that account: this is the spirit of 
the devil. Christianity will never flourish till we are 
all of one heart and one mind. . . . I love all that love 
the Lord Jesus Christ.7 

When Whitefield’s Catholicity Was Baptized by Fire
In the course of a thirty-four-year ministry, at no time in White-

field’s labors were his love for the truth and fellow Christians more 
severely tested than upon his return to England in March 1741. Fol-
lowing a little over a year in colonial America during a season of near-
ly unencumbered blessing, Whitefield would reenter his homeland 
wondering if his ministry there was all but gone. In a heart-revealing 
letter written March 25, 1741, to James Habersham, his appointed 
manager for the orphan house in Savannah, we’re given in agonizing 
detail what confronted Whitefield on multiple fronts:

Many of our friends, I find, are sadly divided, and, as 
far as I am able to judge, have been sadly misled. . . . 
It has been a trying time with me. . . . My Bookseller, 
who, I believe, has got some hundreds by me, being 
drawn away by the Moravians, refuses to print for 
me; and many, very many of my spiritual children, 
who, at my last departure from England, would have 
plucked out their own eyes to have given to me, are 
so prejudiced by the dear Messrs. Wesley’s dressing 

7 George Whitefield, The Works of George Whitefield (London: Edward and Charles 
Dilly, 1771), 5:130–132.
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up the doctrine of Election in such horrible colours, 
that they will neither hear, see, nor give me the 
least affection: Yea, some of them send threatening 
letters, that God will speedily destroy me. As for 
the people of the world, they are so embittered by 
my injudicious, and too severe expressions against 
Archbishop Tillotson,8 and the Author of the old 
Duty of Man, that they fly from me as from a viper; 
and what is most cutting of all, I am now constrained, 
on account of our differing in principles, publicly to 
separate from my dear, dear old friends Messrs. John 
and Charles Wesley, whom I still love as my own 
soul.9 

8 As had been noted in the previous chapter, when Whitefield was in Charleston, SC, in 
1740 he published a letter titled “To a Friend in London Concerning Archbishop Tillot-
son.” Archbishop John Tillotson (1630–1694) was a famed preacher, scholar, and gentle-
men who had the applause of many in both the Church of England and beyond. The grave 
problem, however, with Tillotson’s writings is that they promoted a moralistic gospel that 
denied the necessity of the new birth. Whitefield knew this about Tillotson and made it 
his aim to expose the false teaching of this Anglican archbishop since his printed sermons 
were so popular and thereby had the dangerous effect of keeping multiple souls in spiritual 
darkness. Dallimore noted that Whitefield’s letter is “calm, reasoned and Scriptural.” “But,” 
Dallimore highlights, “it contains one exceptionable phrase.” This “exceptionable phrase” 
reads as follows: “Any spiritual man who reads them [referring to Tillotson’s works] may 
easily see that the Archbishop knew of no other than a bare historical faith; and as to the 
method of our acceptance before God, and our justification by faith alone (which is the 
doctrine of the Scripture and of the Church of England), he certainly was as ignorant 
thereof as Mahomet himself ” (Quoted in Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life 
and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 18th Century Revival [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1970–80], 1:483). While the strength of Whitefield’s letter published a clear presentation 
of the new birth and thus demonstrated where Tillotson’s works lacked any such truth, to 
move from countering Tillotson’s doctrine to attacking the man himself “as ignorant . . . as 
Mohomet” concerning the gospel was, in Whitefield’s own words, “injudicious” and “too 
severe expressions.” Clearly, Whitefield saw the error he’d made in this and was apologetic; 
but sadly, the damage it caused on both sides of the Atlantic would be irreparable for “the 
people of the world.”  
9 Whitefield, Letters, 256–257. It should be noted further from this letter that in addition 
to the adversity Whitefield confronted by the Wesleys, his publisher, and the general pub-
lic, he also mentioned to Habersham the fact that he was in deep debt for the orphan house 
in Savannah, Georgia. Exacerbating this problem was the death of his friend William 
Seward (1711–1740), who was Whitefield’s financial partner in the orphan house. Seward’s 
not having made a will before his passing, combined with additional further debts for 
the orphanage, Whitefield was left holding all the responsibility for owing the creditors 
he couldn’t pay, and thus, certain imprisonment was looming. However, this burden 
for the orphanage would give way to relief three months later. Writing to John Cennick 
(1718–1755) on June 8, 1741, Whitefield reported, “You know how I was threatened to be 
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While deeply hurt and bewildered over his present circumstanc-
es, it is noteworthy how he ended his letter to Habersham:

But, through infinite mercy, I am enabled to 
strengthen myself in the Lord my God. I am cast 
down but not destroyed, perplexed but not in despair. 
A few days ago, in reading Beza’s Life of Calvin, these 
words were much pressed upon me, “Calvin is turned 
out of Geneva, but, behold a new church arises!”—
Jesus, the ever loving, altogether lovely Jesus, pities 
and comforts me. .  .  . Our heavenly Father, with 
whom the fatherless find mercy, will yet provide; 
let us only seek first the kingdom of God, and his 
righteousness, and all other necessary things shall be 
added unto us.10

Like the apostle Paul, George Whitefield was “sorrowful, yet al-
ways rejoicing” (2 Cor. 6:10). But the point at which his sorrow was 
most felt (at this time) was the division between the Wesley brothers 
and himself. As he lamented to Habersham, this division was “most 
cutting of all.” It pierced Whitefield both privately and publicly. Pri-
vately it cut him because of his strong brotherly affections for these 
fellow Christians whom he loved “as his own soul.”11 Nothing was 
more unthinkable for Whitefield than to be at odds with John and 
Charles Wesley—especially if such dissent barred them from working 
together to reach Great Britain for Christ. 

But on Whitefield’s return to England, that is exactly what he 
found. Indeed, not only were John and Charles Wesley turning away 

arrested, soon after my arrival, for above three hundred pounds, due on account of the 
Orphan-house in Georgia, and I do not know but a writ was actually taken out. This drove 
me to my knees. God gave me to wrestle, with strong cryings and many tears, both before 
and after I went to rest—I could plead with him that it was not for myself but his poor. 
The example of Professor Frank encouraged me to pray, tho’ I found he ventured only week 
by week; but my situation in such a foreign climate constrained me to run upon larger 
arrears.—God was pleased to give me an answer of peace. Having as I thought a full assur-
ance of immediate help from some quarter or another, I went to sleep most comfortably. 
Early the next morning a friend came to me to enquire, if I knew where a gentlewoman 
of his acquaintance might put out three or four hundred pounds. I replied, let her lend it 
to me, and in a few months, God willing, she shall have it again.—Upon being acquainted 
with my circumstances, she most cheerfully sent me the sum I wanted, and thus my ene-
mies were disappointed of their hope. Praise the Lord, O my soul!” (Letters, 271).  
10 Letters, 257.
11 Letters, 257.
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from him but they were working hard to turn everyone away who 
were the fruits of Whitefield’s own labors. Commenting to Gilbert 
Tennent on this heartache, Whitefield bewailed, “Brother Wesley had 
so prejudiced the people against me, that those who were my spiri-
tual children would not so much as come and see me; nay they have 
gone by me whilst preaching in Moorfields, and stopped their ears.”12 
One thing that makes this testimony so grievous is that Whitefield 
had entrusted his congregations to John Wesley’s care when he left for 
America in late summer 1739. In fact, through Whitefield’s efforts, he 
placed John Wesley in preference before the whole revival movement 
in England and had given him the advantage of congregations such as 
few men had ever experienced.13 How scandalous, then, for Whitefield 
to arrive back to his native country to discover that his trusted friend 
had sown terrible discord against him among his own congregants!  

But in addition to this, twelve publications written by John Wes-
ley cemented his discord and division against Whitefield.14 Moreover, 
the Wesley brothers gave themselves to oppose Whitefield everywhere 
they traveled whether in preaching or in personal discourse over 
dinner. For the first time in his Christian life, Whitefield’s strong cath-
olicity was under fire—and that by the two men he held in greatest 
esteem from his initial conversion some five years earlier. Whitefield’s 
earnest zeal to maintain the Spirit’s unity in the bond of peace (Eph. 
4:3), coupled with his love for the truth, were being tested and tried 
to the extreme. 

The Backstory: Wesley’s War on Calvinism
In Whitefield’s letter to James Habersham, he states how John 

Wesley “[dressed] up the doctrine of Election in such horrible 
colours,” and that due to this enmity Whitefield was “now constrained, 
on account of our differing principles, publicly to separate.” Here in 
these words we see what was at the heart of the controversy that gave 
life to such terrible division: John Wesley’s undisguised hostility to 
the doctrine of election, combined with his open aversion to all the 
doctrines that came under the historical nomenclature as Calvinism.

12 Letters, 362. These words to Tennent were written nearly a year after Whitefield had 
come back to England (February 2, 1742). Having had much time then to muse on these 
trials with the Wesley brothers, Whitefield expressed to Tennent, “God wisely permits this, 
to teach us to cease from man.” 
13 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:389.
14 Dallimore, Whitefield, 2:68–69. 



When Doctrine Divides: Catholicity, Controversy, and Calvinism   |   95

But Wesley’s aggression to Calvinism—or more precisely, Wes-
ley’s own version of Calvinism—was nothing new to Whitefield.15 In 
personal correspondence two years preceding this adversity in 1741, 
Whitefield had been pleading with Wesley not to make their differ-
ences over the doctrines of election and the saints’ perseverance and  
the like a matter of public controversy. For instance, in a letter dated 
July 2, 1739, Whitefield urged Wesley, “Dear honored sir, if you have 
any regard for the peace of the church, keep in your sermon on pre-
destination. . . . Oh, wrestle, wrestle, honored sir, in prayer, that not 
the least alienation of affection may be between you, honored sir, and 
your obedient son and servant, George Whitefield.”16 Nine months 
following this letter, as he was ministering in America, Whitefield 
wrote to Wesley again on the same matter—but with more reasoning 
and deference:

My honored friend and brother, for once hearken to 
a child, who is willing to wash  your feet. I beseech 
you by the mercies of God in Christ Jesus our Lord, 
if you would have my love confirmed towards you; 
write no more about misrepresentations wherein 
we differ. . . . The doctrine of election, and the final 
perseverance of those that are truly in Christ, I am 
ten thousand times more convinced of, if possible, 
than when I saw you last—You think otherwise: why 
then should we dispute, when there is no probability 
of convincing? Will it not in the end destroy brotherly 
love, and insensibly take from us that cordial union 
and sweetness of soul, which I pray God may always 
subsist between us? How many would rejoice, 

15 When Whitefield and the Wesley brothers began working together in the spring of 
1739, not even three months had elapsed before it became evident the three men had doc-
trinal differences. As Iain Murray observed, “The fact is that while John Wesley had at his 
conversion in May, 1738, accepted evangelical views on sin, faith and the re-birth, he had 
at the same time retained his pre-conversion opinions on the doctrines of predestination 
and the extent of the atonement. As the religious influences which had moulded Wesley 
prior to his conversion were High Anglican, it is not surprising that these opinions were 
Arminian and not orthodox. His views on these points were not part of his new evangel-
ical experience but arose as Howell Harris declared to him, ‘from the prejudices of your 
education, your books, your companions and the remains of your carnal reason’” (Iain 
Murray, prefatory note in George Whitefield, George Whitefield’s Journals [Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1960], 565).  
16 Whitefield, Letters, 499. 
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should I join and make a party against you? And 
in one word, how would the cause of our common 
master every way suffer by our raising disputes about 
particular points of doctrine? Honored Sir, let us 
offer salvation freely to all by the blood of Jesus; and 
whatever light God has communicated to us, let us 
freely communicate to others.17 

It is hard to imagine a fellow Christian refusing such overtures of 
brotherly love and endearing petitions to work together for the sake of 
Christ—but to these entreaties, John Wesley remained unmoved. For 
Wesley, the presence of Calvinism in the evangelical revival in Great 
Britain was what “Satan threw . . . in our way.”18 And this conviction 
was not something he kept in private. To his Methodist preachers he 
exhorted, “Nothing can more effectually stop the work of God than 
the breaking in of Calvinism upon you.” Wesley therefore spurred his 
ministers to “calmly and diligently oppose it.”19 Indeed, with a rhetor-
ical question, he mused with confidence: “Is not Calvinism the most 
deadly and successful enemy?”20

With such sentiments and convictions as these, it should be no 
surprise that Wesley’s malevolence toward Calvinism would not tarry 
long in a public forum. His first definitive shot, therefore, came in 
printed form in April 1739, with a second edition in early 1740 and 
then a third in 1741, of a sermon he preached entitled “Free Grace.” 
Not only was this sermon printed in Great Britain but it also arrived 
in America in the hands of three different printers. The circulation of 
the sermon did not reach Whitefield’s attention until a copy of it was 
sent to the infamous Alexander Garden, the Anglican commissary of 
South Carolina who tried to have Whitefield defrocked.21 We can only 

17 Letters, 155–156.
18 Quoted in Iain Murray’s Wesley and Men Who Followed (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
2003), 70. 
19 John Wesley, The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., (London: Epworth, 1931), 
7:136.
20 Wesley, 8:95. 
21 Before Wesley’s sermon “Free Grace” went into print, Whitefield had received news of 
this endeavor and pled with Wesley to reconsider: “I hear, honored sir, that you are about 
to print a sermon against predestination. It shocks me to think of it. What will be the 
consequences but controversy? If people ask my opinion, what shall I do? I have a critical 
part to act. God enable me to behave aright! Silence on both sides will be best” (Whitefield, 
Letters, 497–498).  
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imagine what devious pleasure it gave Garden to report this sermon to 
Whitefield. For his part, Whitefield’s first personal response to Wesley 
concerning the distribution of this sermon was fraught with sadness 
and disgust that Wesley had taken this course: “If you think so meanly 
of [John] Bunyan, and the Puritan writers, I do not wonder that you 
think me wrong. I find your sermon has had its expected success; it 
hath set the nation a disputing. . . . O that you would not be too rash 
and precipitant! If you go on thus, honored Sir, how can I concur with 
you? It is impossible; I must speak what I know.”22

Calvinism in Wesley’s Thinking 
Whitefield did indeed “speak what [he knew]” about the doctrines 

in conflict, but this knowledge he would not make public until well 
over a year had passed. Later in this chapter we’ll take up Whitefield’s 
response to Wesley’s sermon “Free Grace” in detail. But for now, we 
need to consider what exactly Wesley had in his mind when he spoke 
about Calvinism. As I mentioned a moment ago, Wesley’s war on Cal-
vinism was a war on Wesley’s own version of Calvinism. Moreover, 
Wesley contended with Calvinism as an Arminian in his doctrine.23 
Thus his angst over Calvinism came through the lenses of Armini-
anism—though Wesley himself colored those doctrinal lenses with 
shades of his own making. This will become clear in the following 
points. 

So why then did John Wesley oppose Calvinism so strongly? First, 
Wesley thought Calvinism opposed any sincere gospel proclamation 
and the calling forth to all sinners to believe and repent. This is why 
he saw Whitefield as an “inconsistent Calvinist,” because Whitefield’s 
incessant evangelism to all people didn’t fit in with what Wesley had 
convinced himself was the truth about Calvinism.24

22 Letters, 212. 
23 John Wesley held to the tenets of Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609) and his followers, 
who crystallized the doctrines of Arminius in a remonstrance that spawned the famed 
Synod of Dort (1618–1619) in the Netherlands. Arminianism, as expressed by the Re-
monstrance, opposes Calvinism by proposing a weakened view of sin and election with the 
possibility of man’s free choice to attain salvation. It further advocates a supposed salvation 
freely available for all, without the caveat of God’s gracious election, concluding that the 
individual alone makes the final decision for salvation. Moreover, Arminianism strongly 
maintains the possibility that a believer could lose salvation eternally (Jon D. Payne and 
Sebastian Heck, A Faith Worth Defending: The Synod of Dort’s Enduring Heritage [Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2019], 32).  
24 Murray, Wesley and Men who Followed, 60–61.
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Second, Wesley believed that antinomianism was the inevitable 
consequence of Calvinism. Antinomianism, a compound word mean-
ing “against law,” was a term coined by Martin Luther to describe the 
teaching of one of his contemporaries, Johann Agricola (1494–1566). 
Its basic tenet is that since a Christian is justified by faith alone apart 
from the works of the law, then God’s law in its entirety is null and 
void in its application to the believer. Sadly, the outworking of this 
teaching has been in many circles a denial of the Christian’s respon-
sibility to pursue holiness (Heb. 12:14). This is why Luther scorned 
antinomianism as a “blasphemous piety.”25 

For John Wesley, antinomianism was as real and dangerous in his 
day as it was in Luther’s. And where it seemed to appear was among 
those churches who confessed the doctrines of election and predes-
tination. Thus, in Wesley’s rationale, to teach men to believe God 
chose them for salvation and will preserve them to persevere was only 
to encourage Christians to loose living. This is how Wesley saw the 
fruit of Calvinism wherever it was present. But what Wesley did not 
understand or was unwilling to consider is that the antinomianism 
he did in fact see in the eighteenth century was not the result of true 
Calvinism but false Calvinism known as hyper-Calvinism.26 However, 
in Wesley’s thinking, there was no such category for Calvinism. If you 

25 Quoted in Richard Alderson’s No Holiness, No Heaven! (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1986), 11.
26 The pioneer of hyper-Calvinist doctrine was a Congregationalist minister named Jo-
seph Hussey (1660–1726). In 1707, Hussey wrote and published a book entitled God’s Op-
erations of Grace but No Offers of Grace. This book put in print for the first time what would 
become the hallmark of hyper-Calvinism—that preachers should not give invitations for 
all to believe on Christ for salvation. Hussey argued that since God has already chosen 
who will be saved, then salvation should only be “offered” to the elect. In other words, the 
gospel should be preached to only those sinners whom God has chosen to save because 
it is to them alone that the redeeming grace of God is intended for anyway. To preach the 
gospel, then, to all sinners without exception, Hussey reasoned, would be to deny and 
undermine the eternal purpose of God in saving His elect. Moreover, it called on the non-
elect sinner to do what he was incapable of doing, namely, to repent and believe on Christ. 
Based on this, it’s no wonder that the Scottish Presbyterian, John Duncan (1796–1870) 
quipped memorably that hyper-Calvinism is “a beautiful palace without a door; the house 
is perfect, but there is no getting into it” (John M. Brentnall, “Just A Talker,” Sayings of John 
[Rabbi] Duncan [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1997], 98). What Dr. Duncan meant by this 
analogy was that while hyper-Calvinism affirms the truth of God’s sovereignty in salvation 
(hence, it is a “beautiful palace”), tragically, it sees no need to take the gospel to sinners and 
call them to the Savior (thus, “there is no getting into” this “beautiful palace”). Needless to 
say, a hyper-Calvinist George Whitefield was most certainly not!
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believed God elected some and not all to salvation, then the result of 
such teaching would always be antinomianism. 

How then did John Wesley counter the antinomianism problem 
he believed so strongly was Calvinism’s birthchild? His solution was 
twofold: first, counter the doctrine of election—which his sermon 
“Free Grace” took special pains to oppose; second, raise the flag on 
his peculiar teaching concerning Christian perfectionism. This highly 
flawed and controversial doctrine is what set John Wesley apart from 
what we might call historic Arminianism. In fact, it’s this teaching of 
Wesley’s that sprung the moniker, Wesleyan Arminianism. Explaining 
this doctrine of perfectionism by Wesley, J.  I. Packer summed it up 
this way: “[It affirmed] a second transforming work of grace, distinct 
from and ordinarily subsequent to the new birth (conversion). By this 
second work, so Wesley claimed, God roots all sinful motivation out 
of a Christian’s heart, so that the whole of his mental and emotional 
energy is henceforth channeled into love for God and others: love 
that is Christlike and supernatural, strong and steady, purposeful 
and passionate, and free from any contrary or competing affection 
whatsoever.”27 

In the face of Calvinism, then, Iain Murray wrote it was this 
teaching on perfectionism that Wesley believed “would provide the 
antidote to the idea that the believer can stop and rest at conversion, 
treating it as the goal instead of the starting point. He saw a denial 
of teaching on perfection as taking away the incentive to seek for 
full deliverance from sin and perfect love to God. Every believer 
[therefore] needs to be taught to press on to perfection. So stated, the 
teaching might be [tolerable]; where it became so controversial and 
problematical was in Wesley’s insistence that the attainment of the 
goal was promised in this life and that the promise could be received 
instantaneously by faith.”28 

This is exactly how Whitefield saw the errors in Wesley’s teach-
ing on perfectionism. In three different letters written during 1740, 
27 J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1984), 132. In Dr. 
Packer’s concluding remarks pertaining to Wesley’s perfectionism, he stated pointedly, “I 
conclude, then, that Wesley’s doctrine of present perfection wrought here and now by the 
Holy Spirit in response to faith cannot be found in the New Testament. Total love, wholly 
free from any admixture of sinful and self-seeking motivation, is heaven’s promised life, 
but it is not attained here on earth, however far in love to God and men a believer is 
enabled to go” (Packer, 145).     
28 Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed, 66–67.
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Whitefield sought to reason with Wesley while expressing sheer dis-
belief over his perfectionistic position: 

The more I examine the writings of the most 
experienced men, and the experiences of the most 
established christians, the more I differ from your 
notion about not committing sin. .  .  . I cannot say 
I am free from indwelling sin; no, I find a law in my 
members warring against the law of my mind: This 
makes me to cry out, even now, “Who shall deliver 
me from the body of this death?” I thank God, our 
Lord Jesus Christ will.29 I cannot see wherein the 
heterodoxy30 of the article of our church doth consist, 
which says, “That this corruption remains even in the 
regenerate;”31 and if that after conversion we cannot 
sin in thought, word or deed, I do not know why 
our Lord taught us to pray to our heavenly Father, 
“Forgive us our trespasses.” I am sorry, honored Sir, 
to hear by many letters, that you seem to own a sinless 
perfection in this life attainable. . . . Oh that we were 
of one mind: for I am yet persuaded you greatly err. 
You have set a mark you will never arrive at, till you 
come to glory.32  

One takeaway we should garner from Wesley’s perfectionistic 
teaching is that it was a reaction to what he rightly saw in the lawless 
living encouraged by antinomianism. Yet, as is so often the case, our 
efforts to correct one error can lead us inadvertently into another. 
We overcorrect. And this is important to see in John Wesley. As Iain 
Murray noted, “[Wesley’s] concern was to uphold the truth that where 
the work of salvation is real there will always be the ethical, moral 

29 This is referencing Paul the apostle’s lament in Romans 7:14–25.
30 Heterodoxy is any belief which deviates from orthodox standards. 
31 The church article to which Whitefield makes reference is found in the Thirty-Nine 
Articles of the Church of England, specifically Article IX on Of Original or Birth-Sin. 
Apparently, John Wesley was accusing the said article of heterodoxy since it maintained 
the scriptural doctrine of remaining sin in the believer. Ironically, it wasn’t the Church of 
England’s confession that was unorthodox but John Wesley. When it came to sanctifica-
tion, Wesley wanted to depart from the traditional Christian belief that this was a process, 
incomplete in this life (Murray, 77).  
32 Whitefield, Letters, 181–182, 211, 219.
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dimension.”33 But where Wesley went too far, indeed beyond Scripture 
itself, was to argue for sinless perfection this side of glory. Since an-
tinomianism taught there was no need for pursuing holiness, Wesley 
argued not only was holiness necessary but that it should be perfected 
in the Christian prior to the promise of heaven.  

Third, Calvinism, from where Wesley stood, always gave way to 
reprobation, the name given to God’s eternal decision regarding those 
sinners He’s chosen not to save.34 This is why Wesley so vehemently 
opposed the doctrine of election. He retorted: “Unconditional elec-
tion I cannot believe . . . (to waive all other considerations) because 
it necessarily implies reprobation.” In fact, he went so far as to claim 
that, were there an election that did not imply reprobation, he would 
“gladly agree to it.”35 

But in Wesley’s thinking, reprobation denied man’s moral respon-
sibility as a sinner, and worse, it overthrew God’s justice. And since 
Calvinism taught both election and reprobation and thereby a partic-
ularity on God’s part in saving sinners, Wesley abominated Calvinism 
altogether because (as he saw it) it makes God unjust by insinuating 
that God judges sinners for their sins that were caused by His own 
decree. Ultimately, for John Wesley, Calvinism was nothing but the 
harsh, cold, impersonal philosophy of fatalism. He would not see it 
any other way. 

Whitefield’s Answer to Wesley’s “Free Grace” 
As already mentioned, Wesley’s first formal renunciation of Cal-

vinism came in the form of a sermon he preached based on Romans 
8:32 under the title “Free Grace” and had printed in a twenty-four-
page pamphlet. John’s brother Charles annexed a hymn he wrote to 
the sermon called “Universal Redemption.” Here, we might say, “the 
die was cast” by Wesley. Here he took his stand and planted his flag.36 

33 Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed, 65.
34 Fanning this out further, those whom God has not elected to salvation, He simply 
does nothing with but leaves them in their sin. He withholds His special grace that would 
bring them to salvation by giving them over to the full intentions of their sinful nature, 
which is always to rebel against God. Thus, the elect receive what they don’t deserve (salva-
tion), and the non-elect receive what they do deserve (judgment for their sin).  
35 Wesley, “Predestination Calmly Considered,” in Works, 6:28, 29.
36 As to the historic significance of this sermon in the evangelical awakening in Great 
Britain, Dallimore observed, “This sermon was of major importance in Wesley’s career. 
It was his first declaration of a distinctive theological position, and, as such, it removed 
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And this despite how many times Whitefield pled with him not to 
go through the printing of this sermon and to make this a matter of 
public controversy. But John Wesley was stubborn, opinionated, and 
in some ways, a self-willed man. While he sincerely believed he was 
defending the truth of Scripture against Calvinism, how much of his 
natural, fallen temperament directed him in this fight and clouded his 
reasoning with an unteachable bent that would have it no other way 
but his?37 

For George Whitefield however, Wesley’s sermon on free grace 
was an assault on the gospel, not a personality conflict. And as much 
as it pained Whitefield to have to respond to Wesley, he knew there 
was no other way, especially when Wesley asserted in his sermon that 
men like Whitefield in their doctrine “represent God as worse than 
the devil!”38 Such flagrant slander had to be answered. Furthermore, 
when one considers that Wesley’s sermon had been circulating for 
nineteen months prior to any formal response from Whitefield,39 and 

him from standing in a secondary relationship to Whitefield. It won the allegiance of a 
number of the Bristol hearers, and gave them reason to consider themselves no longer 
Whitefield’s people, but Wesley’s. Thus, the sermon ‘against predestination’ marked the 
actual beginning of Wesley’s own movement, with all the historic results which were to 
flow therefrom” (Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:313).
37 Writing in greater detail as to the natural makeup of John Wesley, Dallimore gives 
these helpful insights: “[Wesley] was a man of wide reading, native poetic abilities, rare 
force of intellect, unusual powers as a preacher and a rich emotional nature. But superior, 
perhaps, to all of these was a further faculty: a natural talent for administration and gov-
ernment. He seemed born to take the oversight of his fellow men, to bend them to his will 
and to lead them with a benign but also an inflexible authority. .  .  . Nevertheless, while 
we thus recognize Wesley’s rare abilities, we must also recognize the presence of other 
features. In certain of his actions—especially his tendency to domineer and cause dissen-
sions— . . . he appeared to possess certain of the undesirable traits of his father and was to 
some extent, like him, something of a dual personality” (Dallimore, Whitefield, 2:22–23).  
38 John Wesley, Sermons on Several Occasions by the Rev John Wesley M.A. (London: J. 
Mason: 1846), 3:364–365. Wesley also contended that “it is a doctrine [predestination] full 
of blasphemy.” And it “represents our blessed Lord . . . as an hypocrite, a deceiver of the 
people, a man void of common sincerity” (Wesley, 3:364–365). 
39 Iain Murray sheds some light on Whitefield’s delay in writing his letter to Wesley by 
pointing out that “while on [Whitefield’s] second visit to America, [he] developed stronger 
views on the issues which this controversy involved. Before he left England in August, 
1739, he had been satisfied to counsel ‘silence’ on these doctrines and they were not at that 
time conspicuous in his preaching. But before the year [1740] had ended, Whitefield went 
back on this decision, the reason apparently being that he had come to see the seriousness 
of these questions in a new light. He could thus remain silent no longer” (Prefatory note 
to Whitefield’s open letter to Wesley, Journals, 566). Two things that aided Whitefield in 
coming to this decision were that during his time in colonial America in 1740 he “made 
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by its severe arguments and strong words had gained a wide accep-
tance to Wesley’s doctrine, not to mention raising opposition and 
confusion over Calvinism, an answer was mandatory. Thus Whitefield 
reluctantly put pen to paper to issue his reply.

On Christmas Eve in 1740, from his quiet surroundings in Sa-
vannah, Georgia, Whitefield took to task answering Wesley’s sermon 
point by point. He did not intend this letter to be kept as private cor-
respondence. It would rather serve as an “open letter” to Wesley for all 
to see. Since Wesley was bold enough to print his scathing rejection 
of Calvinism, then Whitefield took his letter to the same field so that 
nothing could be hidden where he stood in favor of Calvinism. His 
letter was made public in early 1741 and given the title A Letter to the 
Reverend Mr. John Wesley: in answer to his sermon, entitled, Free-grace. 
Included in the title was Galatians 2:11, “But when Peter was come to 
Antioch, I withstood him to the face, because he was to be blamed.” 

The fact that Whitefield employed Galatians 2:11 as his launch-
ing pad for this letter reveals much we should not miss as to how 
Whitefield saw himself entering this controversy. First, he was not 
addressing an unbeliever. Although he strongly opposed Wesley’s 
Arminianism, he never once questioned the validity of Wesley’s con-
version. He firmly embraced John Wesley as a fellow Christian and 
never once moved from that conviction all his days. This also was true 
in Paul’s treatment of Peter. The apostle Peter’s conversion was never 
in question with Paul. Thus, Paul’s reproving Peter was the wounding 
of a brother, not an enemy.   

Second, seeing this controversy with Wesley from the context of 
Galatians 2:11, Whitefield understood how far and shameful Chris-
tians can err in both their doctrine and practice. Whitefield saw Wes-
ley in the same light as that of the apostle Peter when Paul “opposed 
him to his face.” Peter had defected from the gospel by refusing to eat 
with the Gentile Christians in Antioch due to the arrival of certain 
Jewish brethren from Jerusalem. Moreover, Peter’s conduct at this 

close friendships with such American evangelicals as the Tennents and Jonathan Edwards; 
through them he was doubtless led into a deeper understanding of Puritan theology and 
its relevance to evangelism and revivals. He also witnessed the outstanding blessing on 
their preaching. Secondly, as the year 1740 advanced, the reports that he received from his 
friends like Cennick and Howell Harris made it increasingly obvious that harm and divi-
sions were being wrought by the Wesleys’ insistence on their Arminian views” (Whitefield, 
Journals, 566–567). 



104   |  Thundering the Word

moment was insinuating that Gentile Christians were unclean and 
could not be true members of the household of faith. Peter’s actions 
stood in opposition to the gospel he preached. And John Wesley, too, 
was opposing the gospel he preached.40 Further, in Wesley’s sermons 
and personal treatment of Christians who were Calvinists, there 
seemed to be this implied looming question if they truly knew the 
Lord. Hence, for Whitefield, like Paul, such conduct is reprehensible 
and must be rebuked.

Whitefield opened his letter with a preface that revealed the spirit 
in which he embarked. He understood how offended his letter would 
make many people on both sides of the issue. But what mattered most, 
as Whitefield stated, is that “known to God are all his ways from the 
beginning of the world. The great day will reveal why the Lord per-
mits dear Mr. Wesley and me to be of a different way of thinking.”41 
The greatest mystery to Whitefield was how divided he and Wesley 
were over doctrines so plainly revealed in Scripture. But God had per-
mitted this, and thus, only God would reveal, on the day of judgment, 
why such a “different way of thinking” had come to pass between 
these two men. 

Seeing God’s providential works ruling this affair gave Whitefield 
a calmness of mind he otherwise couldn’t have had. It also encour-
aged him to “heartily pray God to hasten the time, for [Wesley] being 
clearly enlightened into all the doctrines of divine revelation, that 
they [Whitefield and Wesley] may thus be closely united in principle 
and judgment as well as heart and affection.”42 Whitefield therefore 
wrote his letter to Wesley trusting the Lord to bring unity between 
them. But it was a unity expressed both doctrinally and relationally, 
not either/or.  

40 John Wesley believed wholeheartedly in the objective facts of salvation as outlined in 
1 Corinthians 15:3. Further, he preached strongly, like Whitefield, that you must be born 
again (John 3:1–8). Hence, in the haystack of Wesley’s errors you could find and identify 
the needles of gospel truth. Whitefield saw them, and to those he latched on with Wesley, 
trying to work in harmony to reach the nation for Christ. But what Whitefield had to 
face as he himself grew in his own understanding of the sharp divide between Calvinism 
and Arminianism was that the two could not coexist in a happy union. He and Wesley 
therefore could not work together in the way Whitefield had dreamed and hoped from 
the beginning. 
41 George Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley on Election,” Monergism, accessed 
July 20, 2020, https://www.monergism.com/whitefields-letter-wesley-election-ebook.
42 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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The Truths Clearly Revealed in the Word of God
Following the preface, Whitefield then proceeded to write what 

he dreaded most. “God only knows, what unspeakable sorrow of heart 
I have felt on your account,” he lamented to Wesley. “Whether it be 
my infirmity or not, I frankly confess, that Jonah could not go with 
more reluctance against Nineveh, than I now take pen in hand to 
write against you.”43 

But despite what loss he knew he’d suffer with penning such a let-
ter, what mattered most were two things: First, “the children of God,” 
he declared, “are in danger of falling into error.” This was already at 
work as “numbers have been misled.” Second, Whitefield believed the 
stand he had to take was a matter of faithfulness to God and to his 
own and others’ souls. He wrote that “for this cause, perhaps God has 
laid this difficult task upon me, even to see whether I am willing to 
forsake all for him, or not. From such considerations as these, I think 
it my duty to bear an humble testimony, and earnestly to plead for 
the truths which, I am convinced, are clearly revealed in the word of 
God.”44

An Imaginary Warrant

“The truths .  .  . clearly revealed in the word of God” are what 
Whitefield gave himself to show and to prove to Wesley—not to 
mention, to all he hoped would read his letter. His first reproof was 
in chiding Wesley over the basis he used to both preach and print 
his sermon “Free Grace.” Wesley had cast a lot wherein the answer 
came back to “preach and print.” Whitefield scorned this practice with 
Wesley due to its mysticism and inconsistency, and what he called 
an “imaginary warrant.” But even further, Whitefield expressed, “I 
cannot but think you have been much mistaken, in imagining that 
your tempting God, by casting a lot in the manner you did, could 
lay you under an indispensable obligation to any action, much less to 
publish your sermon against the doctrine of predestination to life.” 
Whitefield’s essential point in this first rebuke was to help Wesley see 
how the whole enterprise in his endeavor to preach and print against 
predestination had no reliable credibility. This, despite Whitefield’s 

43 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
44 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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admittance to Wesley’s honest “aim at God’s glory” in publishing such 
a sermon.45 

A Poor Choice of Text

The next volley Whitefield discharged concerned Wesley’s choice 
of text on which to preach his sermon against the doctrines in dispute. 
Whitefield showed bewilderment over why Wesley would choose a 
passage of Scripture out of the eighth chapter of Romans. “How could 
it enter into your heart, to chuse a text to disprove the doctrine of 
election . . . where this doctrine is so plainly asserted.” Whitefield saw 
Wesley’s procedure in this selection illogical. “Had any one a mind to 
prove the doctrine of election, as well as of final perseverance,” he rea-
soned, “he could hardly wish for a text more fit for his purpose, than 
that which you have chosen to disprove it.” Whitefield was not trying 
to make Wesley look like a fool or to show his brother any disrespect 
but rather to encourage him to cogitate over both the Scripture text 
and chapter he chose—since, as Whitefield asserted, Romans 8 “does 
but more and more confirm me in the belief of the doctrine of God’s 
eternal election.”46 

Gospel Preaching Is the Divine Means to Bring the Elect to Christ

Moving forward, Whitefield now entered the heart of his letter 
by unpacking five replies to five different arguments Wesley made 
against Calvinism. Preceding his first reply, Whitefield planted his 
own flag regarding his convictions to the doctrines Wesley denied:

I frankly acknowledge, I believe the doctrine of 
reprobation, in this view, that God intends to give 
saving grace, through Jesus Christ, only to a certain 
number, and that the rest of mankind, after the fall 
of Adam, being justly left of God to continue in sin, 
will at last suffer that eternal death which is its proper 
wages. This is the established doctrine of scripture, 
and acknowledged as such in the 17th article of the 
church of England.47

45 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
46 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
47 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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It’s important to note here how Whitefield gave his credence to 
the doctrines of election and reprobation. He said, first, they were “the 
established doctrine of scripture”; then second, they were “acknowl-
edged as such in the 17th article of the church of England.” His point 
to Wesley is obvious: You stand beyond the pale of both Scripture and 
what our own church has confessed to believe the Scriptures teach. 
Thus, Whitefield’s primary message to Wesley (which the rest of his 
letter will set to prove) is that Wesley has no credibility to believe what 
he does as the truth. 

With this principle set forth, Whitefield then proceeded to ad-
dress Wesley’s first objection, which stated, “If this be so (i.e., if there 
be an election) then is all preaching vain.” John Wesley, like any typical 
Arminian, argued against election because it makes gospel preaching 
“needless to them that are elected” since they will be “infallibly saved” 
with or without preaching. Moreover, for those sinners not chosen 
for salvation, preaching is equally “useless” since they will “infallibly 
be damned” with or without hearing the gospel. Preaching, therefore, 
Wesley retorts, is “void” and “vain.”48

Whitefield responded by declaring what fallacious arguing this 
was: “Hath not God, who hath appointed salvation for a certain num-
ber, appointed also the preaching of the word, as a means to bring 
them to it?” Whitefield’s question is rhetorical. God has indeed or-
dained gospel preaching as His means to bring all the elect to faith 
in Christ.49 Hence, Whitefield soundly reasons, “how is preaching 
needless to them that are elected, when the gospel is designated by 
God himself, to be the power of God unto their eternal salvation?” To 
drive his point home as to the absolute necessity for preaching Christ 
to all, Whitefield asserted, “And since we know not who are the elect, 
and who reprobate, we are to preach promiscuously to all.”50 

By using the term promiscuously, Whitefield revealed not only the 
practice of gospel preaching as revealed in the teaching of Scripture 
(Matt. 28:18–20; Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8; 5:24) but also 
postulated his own conviction, which Wesley couldn’t deny. George 

48 John Wesley, “Free Grace,” Wesley Center Online, accessed July 20, 2020,  https://
www.whdl.org/sites/default/files/publications/EN_John_Wesley_128_free_grace.htm. 
49 In Romans 10:13–17, Paul the apostle follows his strong and forceful case for God’s 
sovereign election in the salvation of sinners (see Romans 9:6–24) with showing how the 
elect are converted to Christ. It is by the means of gospel proclamation.
50 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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Whitefield proclaimed the gospel wherever and to whomever was 
in earshot of his voice. He didn’t discriminate as to where the gospel 
went and who should hear it. Whitefield believed, like C. H. Spurgeon 
would say in the following century to another generation, “Our Savior 
has bidden us to preach the gospel to every creature. He has not said, 
‘Preach it only to the elect,’ and though that might seem to be the most 
logical thing for us to do, yet since he has not been pleased to stamp 
the elect in their foreheads or put any distinctive mark upon them, 
it would be an impossible task for us to perform. When we preach 
the gospel to every creature, the gospel makes its own division, and 
Christ’s sheep hear his voice, and follow him.”51 

Clearly, Whitefield saw no validity in Wesley’s rationale and, thus, 
no contradiction in the indiscriminate evangelization of sinners while 
maintaining the doctrine of election, for “it is enough to excite to the 
utmost diligence in preaching and hearing, when we consider that by 
these means, some, even as many as the Lord hath ordained to eternal 
life, shall certainly be quickened and enabled to believe.”52 

Election Promotes Holiness, Not Licentiousness

The second objection Wesley made against Calvinism in general 
and the doctrines of election and reprobation in particular was that “it 
directly tends to destroy that holiness, which is the end of all the ordi-
nances of God.” Or, as Wesley argues in another place: these doctrines 
shut “the very gate of holiness [universally].”53 This thinking in Wesley 
goes back to what we’ve already discussed concerning his dogmatic 
contention that antinomianism is the inevitable result of Calvinism. 

But in response to this claim, Whitefield answered on two dif-
ferent fronts. First consider the force of Scripture itself in where it 
places the doctrine of election. Whitefield contested, “How does the 
doctrine of election destroy holiness?” And then answering his own 
query, he turns to Scripture in both 2 Thessalonians and Colossians:

Whoever preached any other election than what 
the Apostle [Paul] preached, when he said, “Chosen 
through sanctification of the Spirit?” [2 Thess. 

51 C. H. Spurgeon, compiled by Tom Carter, Spurgeon at His Best (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1988), 63. 
52 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.” 
53 Wesley, “Free Grace.”
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2:13]. .  .  . I beg you would observe .  .  . the [weight] 
of the Apostle’s argument, and the language which 
he expressly uses, Col iii. 12, 13. “Put on, therefore, 
(as the elect of God, holy and beloved) bowels of 
mercy, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, 
long-suffering, forbearing one another, if any man 
have a quarrel against any, even as Christ forgave 
you, so also do ye.” Here we see that the Apostle 
exhorts them to put on bowels of mercy, kindness, 
humbleness of mind, meekness, long-suffering, &c., 
upon this consideration, namely, because they were 
elect of God. And all who have experimentally felt 
this doctrine in their hearts, feel that these graces are 
the genuine effects of their being elected of God.54   

Whitefield’s point is clear: knowing and believing God has chosen 
us to salvation does not promote loose living but the opposite—it fos-
ters a holy life. This is how God’s Word couches the truth of election in 
its practical effects. If you’re one of God’s elect, then it will be proven 
by a life in pursuit of holiness: “Even as he chose us in him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before 
him” (Eph. 1:4).

Whitefield’s second response to Wesley’s allegation that Calvin-
ism destroys holiness is that one can’t reject a doctrine solely on the 
example of a few who may abuse it or misrepresent it by unholy con-
duct. Here we quote Whitefield at length:

Dear Mr. Wesley perhaps has been disputing with 
some warm narrow-spirited men that held election, 
and he then infers that their warmth and narrowness 
of spirit was owing to their principles? But does not 
dear Mr. Wesley know many dear children of God, 
who are predestinarians, and yet are meek, lowly, 
pitiful, courteous, tender-hearted, kind, of a catholic 
spirit, and hope to see the most vile and profligate of 
men converted? And why? Because they know God 
saved themselves by an act of his electing love, and 
they do not know whether he may not have elected 
those who now seem to be the most abandoned. 

54 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.” Italics mine.
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But, dear Sir, we must not judge of the truth of 
principles in general, nor of this of election in 
particular, entirely from the practice of some who 
profess to hold them.55      

What Whitefield seems to unravel is how subjective Wesley’s 
rejection of election tended to be. He threw the proverbial baby out 
with the bathwater as it pertained to what this doctrine taught in truth 
because some Christians who embraced it failed to live up to what it 
claimed. This line of thinking in Wesley betrayed how one-sided his 
treatment was toward Calvinists in general. But keen to this, White-
field turned this point of Wesley’s contention on Wesley himself: “I 
am sure much might be said against your own [those who believe like 
you]. For I appeal to your own heart, whether or not you have not felt 
in yourself, or observed in others, a narrow-spiritedness, and some 
disunion of soul respecting those that hold universal redemption. If 
so, then according to your own rule, universal redemption is wrong, 
because it destroys several branches of holiness, such as meekness, 
love, &c.”56 

In these words to Wesley, Whitefield is saying essentially what 
our Lord Himself warned us all against: “Judge not, that you be not 
judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you will be judged, and 
with the measure you use it will be measured to you” (Matt 7:1–2). 
This was a devastating rebuke to John Wesley, but not surprising 
when one lifts himself up over certain people and castigates them in a 
censorious way. Whitefield’s reproof of Wesley at this point was well-
aimed and well-deserved. 

God’s Electing Grace Is My Daily Support

Wesley’s third objection that Whitefield confronted took up more 
space than any other point in his letter. Contending further against the 
doctrine of election, John Wesley argued it destroyed “the comforts 
of religion, the happiness of Christianity” and choked any experience 
of the Spirit’s witness. As to those who deny this doctrine, Wesley 
claimed they have “enjoyed the uninterrupted witness of the Spirit, the 
continual light of God’s countenance, from the moment wherein they 

55 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.” 
56 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.” 
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first believed, for many months or years to this very day.”57 The sum of 
Wesley’s assertion here is that it’s impossible for believers to have any 
assurance in salvation or the Christian life as a whole if they embrace 
the doctrine of election. In fact, true assurance can only be had by 
Christians who reject this doctrine. 

Whitefield’s response to this was multilayered. 
1. He questioned the integrity of Wesley’s claims since they were 

nothing but subjective. On the one hand, since John Wesley 
himself never believed the doctrine of election, then how 
could he possibly know it would keep Christians back from 
assurance? And on the other hand, how could he employ such 
a broad brush that covers the experience of all Calvinistic 
Christians whom he could not know personally? Whitefield 
pressed such questions on Wesley’s thinking to expose the 
absurdity of his claim. 

2. Whitefield appealed to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church 
of England as a witness against Wesley’s claims. Specifically, he 
brought up again Article 17, wherein it states, “That the godly 
consideration of predestination, and election in Christ, is full 
of sweet, pleasant, unspeakable comfort to godly persons, and 
such as feel in themselves the working of the Spirit of Christ, 
mortifying the works of the flesh, and their earthly members, 
and drawing their minds to high and heavenly things, as well 
because it does greatly establish and confirm their faith of 
eternal salvation, to be enjoyed through Christ, as because it 
doth fervently kindle their love towards God, &c.” 

On the heels of this citation, Whitefield declared, “This 
plainly shows that our godly reformers did not think elec-
tion destroyed holiness or the comforts of religion.”58 Over 
against Wesley’s audacious assertion concerning the absence 
of assurance for those who hold to election, Whitefield brings 
in a host of witnesses disproving Wesley via the confession 
of the Anglican church. Once again, retaining the use of the 
Thirty-Nine Articles, Whitefield was substantiating his case 
for how far outside Wesley stood for what his own church 
confessed as orthodox—not to mention Scripture itself.

57 Wesley, “Free Grace.” 
58 Whitefield, “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.” 
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3. Whitefield then appealed to his own personal experience as 
to the spiritual benefits of embracing the truth of election. 
In one place, he affirmed that “this doctrine [election] is my 
daily support: I would utterly sink under a dread of my im-
pending trials, if I were not firmly persuaded that God has 
chosen me in Christ from before the foundation of the world, 
and that now being effectually called, he will suffer none 
to pluck me out of his almighty hand.” In another place, he 
wrote, “But without the belief of the doctrine of election, and 
the immutability of the free love of God, I cannot see how 
it is possible that any should have a comfortable assurance 
of eternal salvation.” And then near the end of this response, 
Whitefield attested personally as to how he gloried in election 
and noted the fact that “for these five or six years [since his 
conversion] I have received the witness of God’s Spirit; since 
that, blessed be God, I have not doubted a quarter of an hour 
of a saving interest in Jesus Christ.”59 

One important takeaway from this portion of Whitefield’s 
response to Wesley is how we see that the scriptural doctrine 
of God’s electing grace, the saints’ perseverance, and so on 
was not to Whitefield a hollow supposition. Further, there 
was nothing clinical nor cold in the way Whitefield held to 
these doctrines. They electrified his heart. His affections were 
deeply embedded in the glory of what they revealed about the 
Lord and His saving grace. 

This is why it grieved him whenever he found any fellow 
believers who confessed these truths yet didn’t know not 
the power of them in their own souls. And in some cases, 
Whitefield even wondered if such persons were born again. 
He spoke directly to this issue in a letter he penned to a Pres-
byterian minister in New York, when he exclaimed, “Oh that 
[God] would be pleased to send forth experimental labourers 
into his harvest:—for I fear amongst you, as well as in other 
places, there are many who are well versed in the doctrines 
of grace, having learned them at the university, but notwith-
standing are heart-hypocrites, and enemies to the power of 
godliness.”60 Whitefield’s words here are strong but true. Men 

59 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
60 Whitefield, Letters, 134.
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can know the doctrines of grace like they know a textbook 
but remain unmoved by the power these truths imbibe on 
a heart that cherishes the glory they unfold. Obviously, the 
doctrine of election and its companion truths gave this young 
Anglican priest an assurance of salvation and daily comfort, 
which no man could deny him, least of all John Wesley.      

4. Whitefield assured Wesley that even if some doubt their con-
version because they wonder if God has chosen them, this is a 
good thing not to be discouraged. Wesley maintained that “all 
the great and precious promises are lost” to those who fear 
they’re reprobate and thus not elected by God.61 Whitefield 
countered this by declaring how good it is if these doctrines 
stir people to question if they’re saved or not. “But, is not 
this doubting a good means to put them upon searching and 
striving; and that striving, a good means to make their calling 
and election sure?” In fact, Whitefield went further to argue 
how the doctrine of election should be proclaimed in “gospel 
ministrations,” since it has a “natural tendency to rouse the 
soul out of its carnal security.”62 In other words, such scriptur-
al truth like election will not give men the assumption they’re 
safe and secure without calling them to examine themselves 
to see if they are indeed in Christ (2 Cor. 13:5; see also Eph. 
1:4; 1 Thess. 1:4–8). 

5. Paul’s strong language in the closing of Romans 8 pertaining 
to full assurance arises only from knowing and believing 
“God’s electing everlasting love.” Since Wesley’s sermon, “Free 
Grace,” took its cue from Romans 8, Whitefield returned to 
this fact by quoting verses 32 through 39 in full to demon-
strate how “this is the triumphant language of every soul that 
has attained a full assurance of faith”—and this assurance can 
only emerge out of the truth of God’s electing love.63 Once 
again, Whitefield is showing Wesley that the very text of 
Scripture he seeks to weaponize against election empties his 
whole argument by supporting what he’s striving to defeat. 

6. Whitefield takes direct aim at Wesley’s own embrace of 
Arminianism by showing how this belief system does not 

61 Wesley, “Free Grace.”
62 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
63 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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support the believer in either assurance or comfort. First of 
all, “it is a notion,” Whitefield states, “[which is] sadly adapted 
to keep the soul in its lethargic sleepy condition.” This is why 
“so many natural men admire and applaud it.”64 Whitefield’s 
point here is how the whole idea of universal redemption does 
nothing to arrest the soul to seek and search if he is indeed 
born again. If it is believed that Christ paid for the sins of all 
men without exception, then why should anyone worry over 
whether he’s in God’s favor? The natural man, the unbeliever, 
can rest easy.

Secondly, Arminianism is built on “a sandy foundation” 
since the believer’s hope for remaining redeemed is due to 
his own free will. Whitefield contended that “all who hold 
universal redemption” in the way Wesley was explaining it 
have “a natural tendency to keep the soul in darkness” since 
“every relapse into sin, every surprise by temptation, must 
throw him into doubts and fears, into horrible darkness, even 
darkness that may be felt.” This is despite the fact that though 
they have begun in the Spirit, they are “ending in the flesh, 
and building up a righteousness founded on their own free 
will.” For Whitefield, nothing could be more devastating to 
a Christian in keeping them from having any true assurance 
and comfort in their salvation. Arminianism holds the be-
liever ever looking to his own strength and futile efforts to 
maintain what he couldn’t even start. And to this, Whitefield 
was right to blast it as unfit and unworthy for a child of God 
to embrace. Indeed, as he reproved Wesley personally for this 
belief, Whitefield chided him as one shut out of “the liberties 
of the gospel, and from that full assurance of faith which they 
enjoy, who have experimentally tasted, and daily feed upon 
God’s electing everlasting love.”65

Original Sin Supports God’s Electing Grace

Wesley’s fourth objection that Whitefield highlighted asserted how 
uncomfortable the thought is “that thousands and millions of men, 
without any preceding offence or fault of theirs, were unchangeably 

64 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
65 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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doomed to everlasting burnings.”66 This protest against the doctrine of 
God’s electing grace implied a concept this teaching never espoused. 
It also betrayed in Wesley the sad employment of fabricating the truth 
about election by building a strawman argument against it. 

Whitefield saw straight through it. He countered Wesley’s con-
coction regarding how unjust election is by asking: “But whoever 
asserted, that thousands and millions of men, without any preceding 
offence or fault of theirs, were unchangeably doomed to everlasting 
burnings? Do those who believe God’s dooming men to everlasting 
burnings, not also believe that God looked at them as men fallen 
in Adam?” Whitefield’s questions answer themselves. God does not 
doom innocent people to everlasting punishment. He consigns to hell 
only those who justly deserve to be there. Hence, “the decree which or-
dained the punishment,” Whitefield affirms, “first regarded the crime 
by which it was deserved.” Thus, “how then are they doomed without 
any preceding fault?”67 In other words, Wesley’s outcry against what 
he perceives as the injustice of God condemning faultless people to 
eternal hellfire falls flat since it stands against a doctrine in Wesley’s 
own imagination. 

But what’s more is that Wesley needs to rethink his angst over 
both the doctrines of election and reprobation because his denial of 
what they actually teach is a denial of the doctrine of original sin that 
stands behind them. And it is to this point where Whitefield firmly 
sets his sights: “Surely Mr. Wesley will own God’s justice, in imput-
ing Adam’s sin to his posterity; and also, that after Adam fell, and his 
posterity in him, God might justly have passed them all by, without 
sending his own Son to be a savior for anyone. Unless you heartily 
agree to both these points, you do not believe original sin correctly. 
If you do admit them, then you must acknowledge the doctrine of 
election and reprobation are highly just and reasonable. For if God 
might justly impute Adam’s sin to all, and afterwards have passed by 
all, then he might justly pass by some.”68 

Whitefield’s reasoning here is devastating because it’s biblical (see 
Romans 3:9–18; 5:12; 9:6–24). Since all have sinned and come short 
of God’s glory due to our fall with Adam, none deserve to be saved. 
Therefore, if God chooses to save some while passing over others, 

66 Wesley, “Free Grace.”
67 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
68 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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leaving them to their just reward, then where is the injustice? On the 
one hand, God is choosing to save sinners who have no right to it; on 
the other hand, He’s withholding such mercy to the rest whereby they 
meet only His justice for their sin. To deny this, as Whitefield said to 
Wesley, “you do not believe original sin correctly.” 

God’s Electing Grace Is the Revelation of Scripture

The final objection that Whitefield highlights from Wesley’s “Free 
Grace” sermon is the charge that the doctrine of election has “a direct 
manifest tendency to overthrow the whole Christian revelation.”69 
But Whitefield inquires as to how this is even possible since “it is only 
by the Christian revelation that we are acquainted with God’s design 
of saving his church by the death of his Son. Indeed, it is settled in 
the everlasting covenant that this salvation shall be applied to the 
elect through the knowledge and faith of him. As the prophet says 
in Isaiah 53:11, ‘By his knowledge my righteous servant shall justify 
many.’”70 Whitefield’s argument is that no such doctrines would dare 
be believed if they were not found in the revelation of God’s Word. 
The implication of this fact is to say that no man in his own thinking 
would ever come up with this teaching wherein God gets all the glory 
for the sinner’s redemption. 

But a further point Whitefield makes under this heading is that 
“God’s absolute purpose of saving his chosen [does not] preclude 
the necessity of the gospel revelation, or the use of any of the means 
through which he has determined the decree shall take effect.” In 
short, God’s decree to save the elect always employs the right means 
to that end. Therefore, the necessity for sinners to be exposed to the 
gospel revelation for their salvation is not rendered null and void by 
God’s eternal decree. Rather, “since we are taught by the revelation 
itself,” says Whitefield, “that [the gospel revelation] was intended and 
given by God as a means of bringing home his elect, we [thus] receive 
it with joy, prize it highly, use it in faith and endeavor to spread it 
through all the world, in the full assurance, that wherever God sends 
it, sooner or later, it shall be savingly useful to all the elect within its 
call.”71 

69 Wesley, “Free Grace.”
70 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
71 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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Whitefield’s Final Remarks

As Whitefield closes his letter to Wesley, he does so, first, by using 
scriptural logic to help Wesley see his espousal of universal redemp-
tion brings “the highest reproach upon the dignity of the Son of God 
and the merit of his blood.” This, Whitefield reasons, is due to Wesley’s 
absurd remark that “Christ not only died for those who are saved, 
but also for those who perish.” If this is true, then all must be finally 
saved, if Christ did indeed die for all.72 Clearly underlining this point, 
Whitefield pressed upon Wesley, was a conclusion Scripture could not 
support since Christ did not shed His blood in vain. Jesus laid down 
His life for His sheep who were given to Him by the Father and will 
thereby be brought to Him by faith—with none being finally lost (see 
John 6:37, 39, 44, 65; 10:11–29).

Second, Whitefield then made a summary confession of the doc-
trines he defended throughout the letter in the face of Wesley’s aber-
rant notions. He began first with a bold reproof of where Wesley stood 
in his own teaching. “Dear Sir, for Jesus Christ’s sake, consider how 
you dishonor God by denying election. You plainly make salvation 
depend not on God’s free grace, but on man’s free-will. And if that is so, 
then it is more than probable that Jesus Christ would not have had the 
satisfaction of seeing the fruit of his death in the eternal salvation of 
one soul. Our preaching would then be in vain, and all the invitations 
for people to believe in him would also be in vain.”73 Here Whitefield 
speaks with simple directness. Since Wesley’s Arminian theory lays all 
the certainty of salvation on man’s choice, then Christ is impotent to 
save a single soul, which in turn makes gospel preaching futile since 
sinners would be called to trust a Savior who could not really save. 

However, in contrast to this absurdity, Whitefield confessed, “But, 
blessed be God, our Lord knew for whom he died. There was an eternal 
compact between the Father and the Son. A certain number was then 
given him, as the purchase and reward for his obedience and death. 
He prayed for these, and not for the world (Joh 17:9). For these elect 
ones, and these only, he is now interceding, and with their salvation 
he will be fully satisfied.”74 What Whitefield strains to show Wesley 
in this abridgment of all he’s labored to teach is how definite, partic-
ular, and sure God’s salvation is for all He’s chosen to save. It is borne 

72 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
73 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
74 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
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from eternity in a “compact,” or better, a covenant made between the 
Father and the Son75—whereby every sinner for whom Christ died is 
“the purchase and reward of his obedience and death.” It is these only, 
God’s elect, whom Jesus intercedes for now to the end that they will 
be saved “to the uttermost” (Heb. 7:25; see also John 17:2, 6, 9, 11–12; 
Rom. 8:31–34). Hence, Christ will not lose any the Father has given 
Him to redeem. 

Third, as one heartfelt closing appeal, Whitefield urges Wesley to 
be neither “offended” nor “rash.” He pleads with him to strike down 
his “carnal reasoning” and, rather, to be a “little child”—which is a call 
to be humble and teachable (neither of which Wesley had shown). He 
then expresses his wish to see Wesley one day preach another sermon 
in reverse of the one at hand, that would be called “‘Free-Grace Indeed.’ 
Free, not because it is free to all; but free, because God may withhold 
or give it to whom and when he pleases.” Finishing out this difficult 
letter, Whitefield ended as a brother in Christ desiring nothing more 
than to see his Christian brother, John Wesley, one day beholding and 
believing the truth of “sovereign distinguishing love”:

Nothing but a single regard for the honour of Christ 
has forced this letter from me. I love and honour you 

75 George Whitefield was more than a “five-point Calvinist” in his theology. Whitefield 
embraced the full-orb of Reformed theology, which settled him as much at home with 
the Westminster Confession (minus their ecclesiology) as he was with the Thirty-Nine 
Articles of the Church of England. Thus, we see covenant theology in Whitefield’s summary 
pertaining to the doctrines of grace, as he speaks directly of “an eternal compact between 
the Father and the Son.” Moreover, he exhorts Wesley in his closing remarks to “study the 
covenant of grace.” By the term covenant of grace, Whitefield would have understood this 
as spelled out in chapter 7 of the Westminster Confession, in paragraphs 3 and 4: “[3] 
Man, by his fall, having made himself incapable of life by that covenant [i.e., the covenant 
of works], the Lord was pleased to make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace; 
wherein He freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ; requiring of 
them faith in Him, that they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that are 
ordained unto eternal life His Holy Spirit, to make them willing, and able to believe. [4] 
This covenant of grace is frequently set forth in Scripture by the name of a testament, 
in reference to the death of Jesus Christ the Testator, and to the everlasting inheritance, 
with all things belonging to it, therein bequeathed.” The fact that Whitefield would urge 
Wesley to study the covenant of grace shows how far he had come in just five years as a 
Christian, understanding the outworking of God’s eternal redemption in time and history 
via a covenant ratified by the blood of Christ and mediated by Christ through the Spirit to 
all those the Father gave Him to save. It is little wonder, then, that he would put this plug 
into Wesley as a greater layer to understanding the scriptural doctrine of salvation from 
a bigger picture.   
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for his sake; and when I come to judgment, I will 
thank you before men and angels for what you have, 
under God, done for my soul. 
There, I am persuaded, I shall see dear Mr. Wesley 
convinced of election and everlasting love. And 
it often fills me with pleasure, to think how I shall 
behold you casting your crown down at the feet of 
the Lamb and, as it were, filled with a holy blushing 
for opposing the divine sovereignty in the manner 
you have done. 
But I hope the Lord will show you this before you go 
here. O how I long for that day! If the Lord should 
be pleased to make use of this letter for that purpose, 
it would abundantly rejoice the heart of, dear and 
honoured Sir, 
Your affectionate, though unworthy brother and 
servant in Christ, 

George Whitefield76 

The Aftermath: Doctrinally Divided 
Yet Relationally Mended

John Wesley’s immediate response to Whitefield’s “open letter” 
was scorn and mockery. And this he expressed personally to White-
field in a meeting he initiated in April 1741. He argued that what 
Whitefield delivered as his comeback to Wesley’s “Free Grace” was 
“imprudent” and “a mere burlesque upon an answer,” leaving four 
of his arguments untouched while addressing the other four “in so 
gentle a manner as if he were afraid they would burn his fingers.”77 It 
should go without saying that John Wesley was not open to consider 
anything Whitefield had labored to prove. He set Whitefield’s letter 
aside as a joke, chiding him for showing no care for the consequences 
that would ensue once a letter of this nature was published. But what 
really goaded Wesley more than anything about Whitefield’s letter is 
that he made it so personal. Wesley claimed that if Whitefield had just 

76 “Whitefield’s Letter to Wesley.”
77 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley ed. W. Reginal Ward and Richard P. Heitzen-
rater (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), 19:189–90.
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stuck to his theological point “without mentioning my name,” then 
the breach between them and others would have been avoided.78 

Yet what Wesley so conveniently sidestepped in making such a 
claim is that the whole controversy was spawned by him—and it was 
therefore he and not Whitefield who’d made the initial breach. Indeed, 
it was a breach that had scattered the sheep and divided them against 
both Whitefield and Wesley. In fact, from 1741 onward there would be 
two definitive streams of Methodism: Calvinistic and Arminian. This 
doctrinal divide, of course, would be inevitable, despite how much 
Whitefield tried to delay it. But it was a divide birthed by Wesley’s 
very public sermon against predestination, followed by his further 
publications that spread such personal vitriol against all Calvinists, 
which would thereby include George Whitefield. So while John Wes-
ley projected the blame for the rift on Whitefield publishing his “open 

78 Thomas S. Kidd, George Whitefield: America’s Spiritual Founding Father (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2014), 146. Not only did Wesley confront Whitefield over the 
letter face-to-face, but later in the same month, in a personal correspondence dated April 
27, 1741, he furthered his contempt against Whitefield’s letter with even more acidity. 
Wesley charged Whitefield, “It lay in your power to have prevented all, and yet to have 
borne testimony to what you call the truth. If you had disliked my sermon, you might 
have printed another on the same text, and have answered my proofs without mentioning 
my name: this had been fair and friendly. Whereas to proceed as you have done is so far 
from friendship that it is not moral honesty. Moral honesty does not allow of a treacherous 
wound or of the betraying of secrets. . . . Alas, my brother, in what manner are you pro-
ceeding now, in what manner have you been proceeding ever since you un-wisely put that 
weapon [Whitefield’s letter to Wesley] into the enemies’ hand? . . . Was this fair or upright 
dealing? A Spaniard would have behaved more tenderly to his English prisoners” (The 
Letters of John Wesley, 1:355–358). Arnold Dallimore noted how from these words (and 
the rest of the letter), we see that Wesley took after his father, Samuel, by his inability to see 
himself to be wrong in any way and, therefore, to feel that anyone who opposed him was 
doing something evil (Dallimore, Whitefield, 2:73–74). Certainly, what Wesley charged 
against Whitefield was the proverbial pot calling the kettle black. As noted already, White-
field pled with Wesley not to make their doctrinal differences a point of public contention, 
but Wesley ignored such entreaties. And by having his sermon “Free Grace” preached and 
printed, the line had been drawn with where he and his followers stood in relation to all 
Calvinists. Moreover, was it a show of friendship on Wesley’s part to sow the discord he 
did against Whitefield—even before Whitefield wrote his “open letter” to Wesley? What 
Wesley himself had carried out against Whitefield and his doctrine was not in any sense 
“fair and friendly.” But it was John Wesley’s pride that was really suffering in all this, and 
his way of handling the blow was not in humility but anger and censoriousness. And there 
was no sin for Whitefield to write a personal “open letter” to Wesley. Even if Whitefield 
had printed a sermon on the same text Wesley had built his sermon, and then answered 
Wesley’s proofs without mentioning his name, everyone would have known Whitefield 
was preaching against John Wesley’s doctrine. There was simply no way Wesley could keep 
himself out of the line of fire since he fired first.  
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letter,” the truth is it was Wesley who sowed the initial seeds that laid 
bare the doctrinal divergence. 

Whitefield, for his part, sought nothing but to be reconciled with 
John and Charles Wesley. He had come to accept that when it came to 
the doctrines he had addressed in his letter to John Wesley, here, on 
these points, there would never be reconciliation. But when it came to 
relating to these men as brothers and friends, Whitefield was relentless 
in making peace. But relational harmony would not be immediate. 

Following the spring of 1741, Whitefield sent letters to Wesley 
that went unanswered until sometime in the fall of that same year. 
When John’s brother Charles sensed his older sibling softening toward 
Whitefield, he wrote in a panic, “Send me word, first post, that you 
have warned our flock from going to hear the other’s [Whitefield’s] 
Gospel. . . . I pity you and those few sheep in the wilderness, who are 
left to the wolf. For mine, and your own, and theirs, and Christ’s sake, 
open your eyes; regard not fair speeches; renounce your credulity and 
George Whitefield, till he renounces reprobation. . . . I shall renounce 
George Whitefield on the house-top.”79 Charles Wesley remained in 
this spirit toward Whitefield until 1749 when they finally reconciled 
and rekindled their former friendship. But John Wesley’s heart did in 
fact widen much sooner and grow warmer toward Whitefield by the 
fall of 1742. 

While we don’t have Wesley’s letter to Whitefield at this period, 
we do have Whitefield’s response, which clearly indicates that the lines 
of communication had become much friendlier between the two. In 
one stream from this letter, Whitefield declared, “‘Let the king live for 
ever, and controversy die.’ It has died with me long ago.” By contro-
versy, Whitefield is clearly indicating the swords they drew over the 
doctrines in dispute, and he vowed in the spring of 1741 he would 
never cross this doctrinal controversy again with his brother. This 
didn’t mean he would keep silent concerning what he firmly believed 
to be the revealed truth of God’s Word, but he would not make this 
a public battle with Wesley again—hence, his words to Wesley that 
the controversy “has died with me long ago.”80 But further on in this 

79 L. Tyerman, The Life of the Rev. George Whitefield (Azle, TX: Need of the Times, 
1995), 1:482. This letter is dated September 28, 1741.
80 Whitefield, Whitefield’s Letters, 448. Despite Whitefield’s vow to never contend with 
Wesley again over their doctrinal clash, Wesley continued to quarrel over Calvinism, not 
with Whitefield personally but with other ministers for the rest of his days. These would 
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letter, Whitefield exclaimed, “O free grace! I thank you, dear Sir, for 
praying for me, and thank our common Lord for putting it in your 
heart so to do. I have been upon my knees praying for you and yours. 
O that nothing but love, lowliness, and simplicity may be among us. 
. . . Let us bear with, and forbear one another in love. God be praised 
for giving you such a mind.”81

What we should see in this is a genuine mending of fences that only 
eighteen months prior had been torn asunder. Fellowship was being 
renewed between Whitefield and John Wesley. But it was Whitefield 
who sought to repair the breach. And while he’d never see his friend-
ship fully mended with Wesley, it had been renewed enough where, 
in 1769, as he departed from England for the last time, he insisted 
to Robert Keen that he wanted Wesley to preach his funeral sermon. 
This, on Whitefield’s part, was only a further effort toward stabilizing 
the reconciliation that had been sown some twenty-seven years prior. 
And how significant it was, when the time came that John Wesley did 
indeed preach Whitefield’s funeral sermon at a memorial service held 
on Sunday, November 18, 1770, at Tottenham Court Road Chapel, 
that in eulogizing his brother, he noted of Whitefield:

Should we not mention, that he had a heart susceptible 
of the most generous and most tender friendship? I 
have frequently thought this, of all others, was the 
distinguishing part of his character. How few have we 
known of so kind a temper, of such large and flowing 
affections! Was it not principally by this that the 
hearts of others were so strangely drawn and knit to 
him? Can anything but love beget love? This shone in 
his very countenance, and continually breathed in all 
his words, whether in public and private. Was it not 
this, which, quick and penetrating as lightning, flew 
from heart to heart? which gave life to his sermons, 
his conversations, his letters? Ye are witnesses.82 

And who better could testify to such a “heart susceptible of the 
most generous and most tender friendship” in George Whitefield 

be men like John Gill (1697–1771), James Hervey (1714–1759), and Augustus Toplady 
(1740–1778). This should not be surprising since Wesley never changed his position in be-
lieving that Calvinism stopped the work of God more effectually than any other teaching. 
81 Letters, 449.
82 Tyerman, Whitefield, 2:616–617.
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than John Wesley, who himself was on the receiving end of that gospel 
catholicity, perhaps more profoundly than any brethren Whitefield 
loved so earnestly in Christ? But what Wesley saw and testified to in 
Whitefield was, as he indicated, the “distinguishing part” that every-
one met in George Whitefield’s character. And that distinguishing at-
tribute in Whitefield’s character was once expressed with great clarity 
by Whitefield himself to a friend who disputed with why Whitefield 
would have anything to do with John Wesley:

Brother, I want to be more like unto God, who 
sees and corrects all things that are amiss, and yet 
continues unmoved in his own nature. I want to be 
more like unto Jesus, God blessed forevermore! Who 
sees all the quarrels and heart-risings of his children 
one amongst another, and yet bears with, and loves 
them still. . . . My principles as to the fundamentals 
of the gospel are just the same as yours. I cannot 
renounce those precious truths, that I have felt the 
power of, and which were taught me not of man but 
of God. At the same time, I would love all that love 
Jesus, though they differ from me in some points. 
The angels love all the true worshippers of Jesus 
everywhere, and why should not we? If our brethren 
will quarrel with us, let us not quarrel with them. O 
my dear brother, I pray our dear Redeemer to give 
you meekness to those, who may not see so far as 
you do. I entreat you, my dear brother, to overcome 
their evil with your good. Zeal for God may excite 
others to oppose you, and as well as you oppose 
them; therefore bear with and love them. This will 
show you to be a disciple indeed, and to have that 
mind, which was in Christ Jesus.83

A Worthy Model in Controversy
George Whitefield was uncompromising when it came to the 

truth of Scripture. He would not bend in any way that might end up 
blurring the gospel and breeding confusion for those who heard him 
preach. Thus, in his letter to Wesley, he stood firm where Scripture 

83 Whitefield, Letters, 434–435.
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was clear and brought correction where he knew error was propagat-
ed. But the way he took Wesley to task was out of love for his brother, 
seeking to retain all the while peace between them. And when that 
peace suffered loss, Whitefield made every effort, as we’ve noted, to 
restore it. Yet, in none of his efforts to restore peace would he sell 
out the truth to be in Wesley’s favor. Thus, what we see in George 
Whitefield is a worthy model to emulate in times of great controver-
sy—especially over doctrinal matters. 

He demonstrated to Wesley and others the kindness, patience, 
and gentleness that Paul instructed Timothy to show with those who 
oppose the truth (2 Tim. 2:24–25). And once he realized Wesley was 
not to be convinced of his errors, Whitefield refused to continue the 
dispute. As he noted to a friend in Pennsylvania, “I think it best not to 
dispute, when there is no probability of convincing.”84 Herein we see 
wisdom and prudence: Whitefield refused to be quarrelsome (2 Tim. 
2:24).  But what’s most remarkable in this controversy, on the whole, is 

84 Letters, 439. In this same letter, which Whitefield wrote eighteen months following 
his arrival in England in March 1741, he reflected to this brother, “I think you cannot have 
a scene of greater confusion among you, than there has been in England. But blessed be 
God, matters are brought to a better issue, and though we cannot agree in principles, yet 
we agree in love. Tho’, as you know, I am clear in the truths of the gospel, yet I find that 
principles of themselves, without the Spirit of God, will not unite any set of men whatever; 
and where the Spirit of God is in any great degree, there will be union of heart, though 
there may be difference in sentiments. This I have learnt, my dear brother, by happy expe-
rience, and find great freedom and peace in my soul thereby. This makes me to love many, 
though I cannot agree with them in some of their principles. I dare not look upon them 
as willful deceivers, but as persons who hazard their lives for the sake of the gospel.—Mr. 
Wesley—I think is wrong in some things . . . [but] will shine bright in glory. It is best there-
fore for a gospel-minister, simply and powerfully to preach those truths he has been taught 
of God, and to meddle as little as possible with those who are children of God, though they 
should differ in many things. This would keep the heart sweet, and at the same time not 
betray the truths of Jesus. I have tried both the disputing, and the quiet way, and find the 
latter far preferable to the former. . . . For Jesus Christ’s sake, as much as in you lies, put a 
stop to disputing. It embitters the spirit, ruffles the soul, and hinders it from hearing the 
small still voice of the Holy Ghost” (Letters, 438–439). As has been observed, Whitefield 
did not find a teachable, reasonable mind in Wesley. Wesley refused to see the doctrines he 
wrangled against from any other perspective but his own. Realizing, then, how improbable 
it would be to even have an honest conversation over the principles at hand, Whitefield 
learned from this that it’s better to say nothing than to quarrel. The “quiet way,” as he called 
it, was best. By this approach with Wesley, nothing could impede Whitefield’s unfeigned 
affection for him. He loved this brother as a brother in Christ, notwithstanding how wrong 
he believed John Wesley was in his Arminianism. But since Wesley was fixed in his errors, 
Whitefield determined wisely to not let their fellowship be determined by his brother’s 
confusion and stubbornness. In this way, he would “keep the heart sweet, and at the same 
time not betray the truths of Jesus.”       
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that in his defense for the doctrines of grace,85 Whitefield exemplified 
the grace of those doctrines. He therefore never treated Wesley from a 
position of superiority but always saw himself in truth as a vile sinner 
saved by grace alone. Such is the model Whitefield left in the wake 
of this storm—a model which pointed others to Christ in the most 
practical ways, despite the difficulty.     

85 What Whitefield preferred to call the Five Points of Calvinism.
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Part Two

The Lasting Fire:  
Whitefield’s Ever-Burning  

Legacy

Often as I have read his life, I am conscious of 
distinct quickening whenever I turn to it. He lived. 
Other men seem to be only half-alive; but Whitefield 
was all life, fire, wing, force. My own model, if I may 
have such a thing in due subordination to my Lord, is 
George Whitefield; but with unequal footsteps must 
I follow his glorious track.

Charles H. Spurgeon
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Chapter 8

Less Than the Least

Less than three months shy of his fifty-sixth birthday, George 
Whitefield breathed his last as he parted this world to be with 
his Lord on the morning of September 30, 1770. He had been 

back in America since late in the previous year, making his way first 
to Savannah to oversee the work at the orphanage and the establishing 
of a college. But on April 24, 1770, Whitefield launched out to make 
what he called his “Gospel ranging”—starting in Philadelphia then 
on to New York, with a final trek to New England. For nearly the next 
six months, Whitefield labored hard to bring the gospel to bear on as 
many souls as he could reach: twice on the Lord’s Day and four times 
or more during the week.1 And as it was in his previous journeys, the 
crowds in colonial America flocked to hear the Grand Itinerant with 
as much enthusiasm as shown before. 

But in 1770 Whitefield was not in his mid-twenties. His health 
was broken, though his love for Christ and zeal to propagate the gos-
pel stood just as strong in his seasoned years. On September 29, in 
Exeter, New Hampshire, he preached his last sermon in the open air. 
It was a full two hours in length as he unpacked 2 Corinthians 13:5, 
“Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith.” The eyewitnesses 
who heard this sermon remarked that “though preached under the 

1 George Whitefield, The Works of George Whitefield (London: Edward and Charles 
Dilly, 1771), 3:423. 
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disadvantage of a stage in the open air, [it] was delivered with such 
clearness, pathos, and eloquence” that it stood out as the greatest ser-
mon many of them ever heard Whitefield offer.2

Leaving Exeter, Whitefield traveled seventeen miles south to 
Newburyport, Massachusetts. Accompanied by his longtime friend 
Jonathan Parsons (1705–1776), who pastored the Old South Presby-
terian Church in Newburyport, Whitefield would lodge with Parsons 
that evening as he was scheduled to preach to the congregation the fol-
lowing Lord’s Day morning.3 Eating little and saying less, Whitefield 

2 Quoted in Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evan-
gelist of the 18th Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970–80), 2:504. In his 
biography on Whitefield, John Pollock gives a vivid narrative account of this day in Exeter. 
It’s worth quoting at length: “The entire district, men, women and children seemed to 
have converged on the chosen ground that Saturday. Whitefield stood up on the hurriedly 
erected platform as if exhausted by thirty-three years of preaching, his face bloated, his 
breath heavy. In a low voice he announced his text: ‘Examine yourselves whether ye be in 
the faith.’ He stood silent. Minutes passed. He said: ‘I will wait for the gracious assistance 
of God. For he will, I am certain, assist me once more to speak in his name.’ Then he 
began. The words came hoarse and sluggish at first, the sentences disjointed and rough as 
if his brain refused to focus. He spoke of men’s attempt to win the favor of God by good 
works and not by faith. George contemplated, as if thinking out loud, the enormity of such 
effrontery. His mind suddenly kindled and his voice rose and he thundered in tones that 
reached the edge of the immense crowd: ‘Works? Works? A man get to heaven by works? I 
would as soon think of climbing to the moon on a rope of sand!’ After that any weakness 
seemed engulfed in a mighty power that swept him into an unforgettable sermon in which 
he proclaimed, once again, the glories of Christ: as one of his friends said, ‘He had such a 
sense of the incomparable excellencies of Christ that he could never say enough of him.’ 
On and on George spoke, his voice clear and vigorous in the late September sunshine. . . . 
The minutes fled unnoticed by preacher or audience. .  .  . The first hour passed. Still he 
preached. To Parsons it seemed George Whitefield looked right into heaven, viewing the 
beauty of the Lord Jesus, that ‘he felt the pleasures of heaven in his raptured soul, which 
made his countenance shine like the unclouded sun.’ Nearly two hours had passed when 
George Whitefield cried, ‘I go! I go to rest prepared. My sun has arisen and by the aid of 
heaven has given light to many. It is now about to set – No! it is about to rise to the zenith 
of immortal glory! I have outlived many on earth but they cannot outlive me in heaven. O 
thought divine! I shall soon be in a world where time, age, pain and sorrow are unknown. 
My body fails, my spirit expands. How willingly would I live for ever to preach Christ! But 
I die to be with him!’ (John Pollock, George Whitefield and the Great Awakening [Tring, 
England: Lion, 1982], 269–271).   
3 The Old South Presbyterian Church was the fruit of Whitefield’s labors in 1745. Mem-
bers began officially meeting in April 1746. With help from Whitefield, Jonathan Parsons 
would be called as the pastor of the church. Under Parsons’ ministry, it would become 
one of the largest churches in New England. Whitefield himself grew especially endeared 
to this church. In fact, according to Jesse Lee in his History of the American Methodists, 
Whitefield told his friends long before his death that if he died in that part of the world he 
wished to be buried under the pulpit of that house. 
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made it his intention to retire early. But as he made his way toward 
the staircase, the exhausted evangelist was stopped by an eager crowd 
who had gathered at the front door of Parsons’ home. They begged 
him to preach before he withdrew to his bedroom. Never one to turn 
down a moment to make much of Christ (despite his waning health), 
Whitefield said to the visitors, “Bring me a candle and this will be my 
bargain with you. I will agree to preach the Gospel of Christ until this 
flame burns out. When the light from this candle goes out, I go to my 
bed and you go to your homes.”4 

What a scene this must have been. No one knew, least of all 
Whitefield, that what he gave that evening would be his last public 
proclamation of Christ. But whether in season or out of season, 
Whitefield took every opportunity to bear witness to his beloved Sav-
ior. Yet the irony on this occasion was Whitefield’s purpose to preach 
Christ until the flame burned out. What a vivid image of what repre-
sented Whitefield’s life for thirty-four years. He would give to Christ 
what remained in him for breath and life until there was no more to 
give. Earlier that day in Exeter before he preached, an onlooker heard 
Whitefield pray, “Lord Jesus, I am weary in thy work, but not of thy 
work. If I have not yet finished my course, let me go and speak for thee 
once more in the fields, seal thy truth, and come home and die.”5 
The Lord answered His servant’s plea. However, it would not be in an 
open field where Whitefield finished his course but on a staircase in a 
pastor’s home. When the candle at last burned out and the light was 
gone, so was George Whitefield, as he turned from hungry hearts, 
never to speak again for his Redeemer. His course was finished. It was 
time to go home.6 

4 Quoted in E.A. Johnston, George Whitefield: A Definitive Biography (Stoke-on-Trent, 
UK: Tentmaker, 2008), 1:8. 
5 John Gillies, Memoirs of the Life of the Reverend George Whitefield (New London, CT: 
1778), 270.
6 Whitefield’s death was caused by an asthmatic attack. He fought it hard for nearly four 
hours with the aid of his assistant Richard Smith and Pastor Parsons doing all they knew 
how to relieve him. But it was to no avail. At six o’clock on Sunday morning, September 
30, Whitefield died. On Tuesday, October 2, two days after his passing, a funeral service 
commenced at the Old South Church. The building was filled to capacity with many more 
attendees spilling out into the streets. A vault had been constructed in the basement be-
neath the pulpit where Whitefield’s remains would be laid to rest. Two hours before the 
service, a host of ministers gathered in Parsons’ home reflecting on how, under God, they 
owed their conversion to Whitefield’s awakening ministry among them. Richard Smith, 
who was present for this fraternal, remarked how each of these pastors testified that in 
this last visit Whitefield made to New England, it was “attended with more power than 
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The Fire That Still Burns
What does George Whitefield leave us as a legacy? It is this ques-

tion I’m burdened to answer in these final chapters—which is why I 
opened with Whitefield’s closing year and culminating hours in New-
buryport, Massachusetts, as a fitting segue to consider this leading 
question. Furthermore, it is biblical to weigh in on such an inquiry 
since Hebrews 13:7 implores us to do so as it pertains to “those who 
spoke to you the word of God.” In view of such a distinguished and 
high calling as this, we are to “consider the outcome of their way of 
life, and imitate their faith.” Or, as Richard Phillips put it while musing 
on this passage,

Note what it is we are to imitate in leaders and teachers 
of God’s Word: not their worldly methods, not their 
sins—some of which we may come to know—not 
their fancies or foibles, but their faith. Imitate their 
faith. Study and reflect upon the times in their lives 

any other, and that all opposition fell before him.” Looking ahead, however, to their own 
future, absent of their beloved brother’s presence, Smith noted that many prayers ascend-
ed to God that He would “scatter his gifts and drop [Whitefield’s] mantle among them.” 
Hence, while the Grand Itinerant was called home, there was still much work to do for 
Christ and the advance of His kingdom on earth. The news of Whitefield’s death didn’t 
reach England until November 5, and a memorial service was conducted in his honor 
(as alluded to in our last chapter) on November 18 at the Tottenham Court Road Chapel. 
John Wesley gave the sermon per Whitefield’s own request. In addition to these services, 
many others were given in Whitefield’s honor on both sides of the Atlantic. One special 
service dedicated to Whitefield’s life and memory was in Savannah, Georgia, Whitefield’s 
home away from home. His assistant Cornelius Winter, who with Richard Smith had 
accompanied him on his final voyage to America, remained in Savannah as Whitefield 
journeyed north in April. Reflecting on what transpired following the solemn and sad 
news of Whitefield’s passing, Winter ruminated, “You have no conception of the effect of 
Whitefield’s death upon the inhabitants of the province of Georgia. All the black cloth in 
the stores was bought up; the pulpit and desks of the church, the branches, the organ-loft, 
the pews of the governor and council, were covered with black. The governor and council, 
in deep mourning, convened at the state-house, and went in procession to church. .  .  . 
Two funeral sermons were preached” (Quoted in Robert Philip, The Life and Times of 
George Whitefield [Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2007], 541). Looking back in the wake of 
Whitefield’s death, John Newton (1725–1807) offered what could be a general testimony 
of Whitefield’s impact in their generation: “What a change has taken place throughout 
[England], within little more than thirty years! The doctrines of grace were seldom heard 
from the pulpit, and the life and power of religion were little known. And how much of 
this change (for the better) has been owing to God’s blessing on Whitefield’s labours, is well 
known to many who have lived through this period, and can hardly be denied by those 
who are least willing to allow it” (Philip, 543).   
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when they relied on the Lord and boldly stood with 
and for him. Observe that it was faith that gave their 
ministries power; it was faith that sustained them 
to the end. Through their example, resolve to trust 
the Lord, to firmly stand on his Word and to rely 
completely on his matchless grace, especially when 
others are giving way and times are hard. This is the 
greatest legacy any of us can impart from the pattern 
of our lives, and it is by providing such examples that 
Christian leaders most powerfully serve the Lord and 
his church.7  

So what is it, then, that we see in the example of Whitefield’s faith? 
What should we strive to imitate from his pattern as a follower of 
Christ and a herald of Christ’s gospel? What fire is still burning by 
God’s grace in the wake of Whitefield’s life and labors over two hun-
dred years ago that should burn in us as God’s people in general and 
for gospel ministers in particular? It is these questions I aim to answer 
in this chapter, and the two that follow, that I will formulate as lessons 
to be learned.

Cultivating the Grace of Humility Should Exceed 
Any Prominence Pertaining to Gifts

As emphasized by way of example in chapter 1, there’s perhaps 
no grace of the Spirit more prominent in George Whitefield’s sancti-
fied character than humility. What makes this so remarkable is when 
you consider how humble he was in the face of being furnished with 
such outstanding gifts which amassed overwhelming attention and 
fame.8 This man, who in his lifetime had the distinction of being a 
7 Richard D. Phillips, Hebrews: Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2006), 593–594.
8 It is worthy to note how Whitefield personally felt regarding his sudden fame. In 1739 
he wrote, “It is difficult, I believe, to go through the fiery trial of popularity and applause 
untainted” (Whitefield, Letters, 60). During his second voyage to America, he confessed 
in correspondence, “The innumerable temptations that attend a popular life, sometimes 
make me think it would be best for me to withdraw. But then I consider, that He, who 
delivered Daniel out of the den of lions, and the three children out of the fiery furnace, 
is able and willing to deliver me also out of the fiery furnace of popularity and applause” 
(Letters, 69). In another letter from this period, Whitefield wrote to a fellow minister with 
direct honesty, “But then I fear, lest being puffed up with abundance of success, I should 
provoke the Lord to let me fall into some heinous sin, and thereby give his adversaries 
reason to rejoice. A public life is attended with innumerable snares; and a sense of my 
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celebrity and a preaching phenomenon, was yet clothed in private and 
public as one who looked on himself “as less than the least” of all his 
contemporaries. 

In fact, one could say, when assessing Whitefield’s overall Chris-
tian life, that he seems to have grown in the fuller orbit of humility, 
far exceeding most distinguished figures in church history. This is not 
to say that men like Luther, Calvin, Edwards, and Spurgeon were not 
humble. Far from it! But George Whitefield exceptionally stands out 
as a man who thought so little of himself to make most of Christ, de-
spite the cost such self-denial would return in his earthly days preced-
ing glory. For Whitefield, his life’s maxim was earnestly expressed on 
multiple occasions: “Let the name of Whitefield perish, but Christ be 
glorified.” Many Christians could perhaps say this about themselves, 
but Whitefield had the life to back it up. 

Here we see the chief legacy Whitefield leaves us is one well worth 
imitating. While we will consider other lessons in the pages to follow, 
nothing is more vital for us to glean in this man of God than what 
we learn about Christian humility. Furthermore, its cultivation in our 
own lives should garner more weight than any attention we pay to 
either natural or spiritual gifts. So then, when seeking to both un-
derstand and pursue the grace of humility, what are some distinctive 
characteristics about this grace that Scripture teaches and Whitefield 
exemplified?

First, Christian humility never takes credit for one’s redemption 
but owes everything to God in Christ for salvation. We see this in the 
personal testimony of Paul the apostle where he declared that, as a 
Christian, “By the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10). All 
that he was as a new creation in Christ, all he had become and was 
growing to be as a follower of Christ, he owed to God’s grace alone. 
It was God’s sovereign peculiar favor that had rescued Paul from 

unworthiness and unfitness so weighs me down, that I have often thought it would be best 
for me to retire” (Letters, 76–77). It is easy to gather from these examples that the fame 
Whitefield was experiencing scared him. And this fear was a healthy fear since it came 
out of a real sense of his weakness to many temptations and sins that would ruin him and 
mar the ministry he’d been given by Christ to bear witness to His name. One would think 
that a young single man in his mid-twenties would welcome such popularity. The truth 
is, most do, but only to their demise, since “pride goes before destruction” (Prov. 16:18). 
Whitefield, however, showed a spiritual maturity beyond his years because it was clothed 
in genuine humility that affirmed the scriptural axiom, “Let anyone who thinks that he 
stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12).
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certain and deserving condemnation for his sins and reconciled him 
to God through Christ (Rom. 5:9–11). Paul got this, and it humbled 
him wherein he never took any personal credit for his salvation (Rom. 
3:27–28; Eph. 2:8–10; 2 Tim. 1:9). 

George Whitefield also felt the same conviction and thereby 
expressed the same humility of spirit when it came to where all the 
glory was due for his salvation. In personal correspondence he wrote, 
“Oh how doth the free, distinguishing grace of God excite the love 
of those, who are made partakers of it! What was there in you and 
me, that should move God to choose us before others? Was there any 
fitness foreseen in us, except a fitness for damnation? I believe not. 
No, God chose us from eternity, he called us in time, and I am per-
suaded will keep us from falling finally, till time shall be no more.”9 
Whitefield took no acclaim to himself for why God chose to save him. 
As he said, there was no “fitness foreseen” in him but for damnation. 
Whitefield therefore saw nothing in himself redeemable that moved 
God to redeem him. Rather, his salvation was owing to “the free, dis-
tinguishing grace of God.” This is why on another occasion he wrote, 
“I feel myself to be the chief of sinners; surely never was a greater 
instance of redeeming distinguishing love. God forbid that I should 
glory in anything but free grace: had not God plucked me out as a 
brand out of the fire, I had now either been given over to a reprobate 
mind, or cast into a place of torment.”10

But Whitefield did not only express such humility in private 
letters; it was also manifested in his gospel preaching by the way in 
which he pled with sinners to turn to Christ for salvation. We saw this 
in chapter 5 when we examined his sermon, “The Method of Grace.” 
Here he took away every feasible crutch a sinner would lean on for 
their peace with God to finally bring them to this singular conclu-
sion: “Come away, my dear brethren—fly, fly, fly for your lives to Jesus 
Christ, fly to a bleeding God, fly to a throne of grace; and beg of God 
to break your hearts, beg of God to convince you of your actual sins, 
beg of God to convince you of your original sin, beg of God to con-
vince you of your self-righteousness—beg of God to give you faith, 
and to enable you to close with Jesus Christ.”11 The sinner has no 

9 Whitefield, Letters, 90.
10 Letters, 135–136.
11 George Whitefield, Select Sermons of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1958), 90. 
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other hope but in Jesus Christ for their salvation. Whitefield pressed 
this fact clear and hard on all to whom he preached. Yet what we must 
see in this is the humility behind such preaching. 

When a Christian is convinced, like Whitefield, that they owe 
everything to God in Christ for their salvation, then their aim is never 
to point others to men but to God for their redemption. They look, 
therefore, at nothing they have or what they’ve done or even in who 
they might be as a natural man—but instead, they flee such carnal 
trappings by casting all they are on all Christ is as their one and only 
Savior. There’s no place for pride here. No room for boasting. Saving 
faith is humble faith because the sole object of our salvation is in the 
person and work of Christ alone (John 14:6; Gal. 2:15–21). It is Christ, 
as the Scripture says, who from God has become to us our wisdom, 
righteousness, sanctification, and redemption “so that, as it is written, 
‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord’” (1 Cor. 1:30–31). This is 
the first place we see true Christian humility. And George Whitefield 
was exemplary in such graceful self-abasement. 

Second, Christian humility makes one more conscious of their 
remaining sinfulness while increasing their dependence on God to 
preserve them for eternity. In Romans 12:3 we’re given a definition of 
humility as not thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought to 
think but, rather, thinking with sober judgment. The grace of humil-
ity as a work of the Spirit keeps us from thinking over, beyond, and 
above what is true about ourselves. We’re guarded, then, from having 
an exaggerated self-esteem wherein we do not overvalue our abilities, 
gifts, and worth but make a realistic, accurate estimate of ourselves. 

To illustrate this biblically: It is the difference we see in the Phari-
see versus the publican in Luke 18:9–14. The Pharisee viewed himself 
more highly than he should have with pompous self-congratulations 
on how he exceeded all other men. Why, he even framed his prayer to 
God as an advertisement for his personal worth. There’s no confession 
of sin or even an acknowledgement that he is a sinner in his address 
to the Lord. One gets the sense that the Pharisee believed he was so 
great that God should be thankful to have such a man like this in 
His court. Clearly, this Pharisee had a self-perception that went far 
beyond the bounds of reality. In short, true humility was nonexistent 
in this arrogant man. 
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But the publican, Luke 18:13 tells us, couldn’t “even lift up his 
eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a 
sinner!’”—or more literally, “the sinner.” What a stark contrast from 
the self-righteous, supercilious Pharisee. All the publican could see 
was his sinfulness. He didn’t try to compare himself with any other 
man. It was just him before a holy God and the weight of his sin as 
a sinner. This is all he could perceive. Yet, this vision was true to the 
facts. He was thinking realistically, soberly, sensibly—because he was 
thinking with humility. He cried out to God, then, for mercy because 
he knew that as a sinner he deserved nothing but God’s wrath. No 
self-congratulations on his part but just self-abasement because of 
his sin. This is the face of Christian humility. It’s thinking rightly of 
ourselves by seeing first the gravity of our sin.

And this is what we find in George Whitefield. He never seemed 
to give the impression that he thought of himself as peerless to others 
with an embellishment of who and what he did. Whitefield was not 
the Pharisee but the publican: “God be merciful to me, [the] sinner!” 
This honest self-perception is seen early on in his correspondence. In 
1737, he writes in confession, “I only wish, I could debase myself low 
enough, that I might be more fitted for the high and lofty one who in-
habiteth eternity, to work by. I am a proud, imperious, sinful worm.”12 

When he traveled on his second journey to America in 1739, he 
had more than usual downtime across the Atlantic to pray and study. 
In one of many letters he wrote at this period, he disclosed, “I long to 
be purged . . . that I may bring forth more fruit. Since my retirement 
from the world, I have seen more and more how full I am of corrup-
tion.” In another place during this season, he cries out, “I can say from 
the heart, ‘I am the chief of sinners’: I feel myself so wretched and 
miserable, so blind and naked in myself, that Satan would tempt me 
to write to no one.” And to a fellow minister at this same time, he says 
in utter transparency, “I am blind, I am full of self-pride, and self-love, 
and yet know it not. Blessed be God, who during my retirement has 
been pleased to let me see something of my own vileness.” One thing 
peculiar and illuminating about these humble, self-conscious confes-
sions pertaining to Whitefield’s sinfulness as a sinner is that the Lord 
opened Whitefield’s eyes to see this on the eve of what would be his 
greatest gospel labors in America. His usefulness, then, in the Lord’s 

12 Letters, 32. 
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service corresponded to his further growth in humility by behold-
ing how sinful he remained though he was redeemed by grace. And 
Whitefield himself understood the necessity of such divine humbling, 
when he wrote, “Before I am exalted, I am always humbled by some 
inward trials. They are the most soul-grieving, but they are the most 
soul-improving conflicts.”13

But Christian humility does not leave one looking only at their 
remaining sin. While it keeps us having the right perspective about 
ourselves as fallen creatures, it does more. This is a grace of the Holy 
Spirit, and thus it works to increase our dependence on Christ for 
eternal preservation. We see this in Paul the apostle following his 
open confession to the raging conflict he endured with indwelling sin 
(Rom. 7:14–24). As wretched as he felt over his inability to obey God 
without sin, such misery did not leave him in despair. It only drove 
him to look more firmly on Christ for his final deliverance from “this 
body of death” (Rom 7:25). In fact, this strong hope and reliance on 
the Lord for the consummation of the believer’s redemption is what 
the Holy Spirit breathed in Paul to pen what we know as Romans 8. 
Hence, the humility of Romans 7 over the war with our sinful im-
perfection turns us to Romans 8 to only increase our trust in God to 
work all things for our final good in glorification (Rom. 8:28–39). We 
therefore trust in God alone, and not ourselves, to preserve us to the 
end.  

And here again is where we see in Whitefield the grace of Chris-
tian humility. As conscious as he was of his remaining sin, he was 
just as conscious of God’s grace to keep him for all eternity. Out of 
his humility grew increasing trust in the Lord’s preserving power. He 
alluded to this in 1741 when he wrote, “The Lord only knows how he 
will be pleased to dispose of me. Great afflictions I am sure of having, 
and a sudden death, blessed be God, will not be terrible. I know my 
redeemer liveth. I every day long to see him, that I may be free from 
the remainder of sin, and enjoy him without interruption forever.”14 
Facing “great afflictions” and freedom from “the remainder of sin” cul-
minated in Whitefield’s heart as assurance for one day seeing Christ 
and enjoying Him forever. The implication of such certainty lay in the 
fact that he was kept by God.  

13 Letters, 63, 78, 82.  
14 Letters, 264.
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On another occasion, we see this same hope flowing out of humil-
ity when considering the criticisms people aimed at him throughout 
his ministry. He confessed, “All that people do say of me, affects me 
but little; because I know worse of myself than they can say concern-
ing me. My heart is desperately wicked. Was God to leave me, I should 
be a remarkable sinner. But redeeming love, I believe, will not let me 
go.”15 This confession truly captures the overall point we’re seeking 
to contend at how Christian humility makes one more conscious of 
their remaining sinfulness while increasing their dependence on God 
to preserve them for eternity. First, Whitefield was largely unmoved 
by the pillory of the public since they could not know what he him-
self knew all too well as to the wickedness of his own heart. Indeed, 
their criticisms could only scratch the surface. Whitefield knew much 
worse because he saw what the public couldn’t see—his thoughts, his 
affections, his motives. And this knowledge drove him to a sobering 
truth: “Was God to leave me, I should be a remarkable sinner.” In short, 
left to himself, the sinner he could be would astonish even his worst 
critics. With this conviction, humility grows and pride is mortified.

Yet what’s most important is to see where Whitefield’s humility 
lands him: “But redeeming love, I believe, will not let me go.” The 
grace of humility did not leave Whitefield drowning in morbid in-
trospection. This virtue borne of the Holy Spirit turned Whitefield 
to look beyond himself and fix all his hope and confidence on God’s 
“redeeming love,” which in Christ, will never abandon nor forsake His 
own. Such is the outworking of true Christian humility—laid low in 
ourselves due to sin yet surging in growing trust that God will never 
let us go (Rom. 8:31–39).

Third, Christian humility is seasoned with a teachable spirit seen 
especially when one must be corrected for his errors. Few things are 
more socially disgraceful and obnoxious than someone who disdains 
wise counsel and advice. In Proverbs 13:10 we’re warned that by such 
insolence “comes nothing but strife.” This tells us that since prideful 
people are unteachable, they will therefore not concede to any reproof 
but fight the one who seeks to correct them. However, this reaction 
should be no surprise. After all, when someone thinks their ideas 
exceed all other considerations, nothing will offend them more than 
to hear the dreaded words “You’re wrong.” Such a colossal ego is nei-
ther prepared nor willing to relent to any such correction when they 

15 Letters, 165.
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believe no other convictions could compare to their own. The end 
result, according to Proverbs 9:7–8, is fruitless arguing combined with 
relentless abuse. 

But this is not Christian humility. “With the humble,” Solomon 
tells us, “is wisdom” (Prov. 11:2). Why is this? It is because “with those 
who take advice is wisdom” (Prov. 13:10). A Christian walking in 
humility will manifest that grace by an amenable heart that is always 
open to reason.16 In short, the humble are teachable. But this teach-
able spirit is principally apparent when corrected. Jonathan Edwards 
made this point when he noted that “humility tends . . . to prevent a 
self-justifying behavior.” Edwards then went on to describe how one 
sees this:

He that is under the influence of an humble spirit, 
if he has fallen into a fault, as all are liable at some 
time to fall, or if in anything he has injured another, 
or dishonored the Christian name and character, 
will be willing to acknowledge his fault, and take the 
shame of it to himself. . . . It is pride that makes men 
so exceedingly backward to confess their fault when 
they have fallen into one, and that makes them think 
that to be their shame which is in truth their highest 
honor. But humility in the behavior makes men 
prompt to their duty in this respect, and if it prevails 
as it should, will lead them to do it with [eagerness] 
and even delight. .  .  . It is pride that makes men to 
be so uneasy when they are reproved by any of their 
neighbors, so that oftentimes they will not bear it, but 
become angry, and manifest great bitterness of spirit. 
Humility, on the contrary, will dispose them not only 
to tolerate such reproofs, but to esteem and prize 
them as marks of kindness and friendship.17

Such a manifestation of Christian humility marked George 
Whitefield throughout his Christian life. He showed a teachable spirit 

16 James 3:17 teaches that “the wisdom from above,” among other things, is “open to rea-
son.” When we’re not reasonable we’re not teachable and thereby not acting with humility, 
which bars us from the blessing of being guided by God’s wisdom.
17 Jonathan Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1969), 
143–144.
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that welcomed correction from his earliest days. In a letter to a fellow 
minister in England, Whitefield began by questioning this brother 
as to the delay in reproving him over a matter wherein he deserved 
much rebuke:

Why so long silent during my stay in England? Why 
did you not write me a letter of reproof, and smite me 
friendly for what you thought amiss in the discourse 
between me and a friend at Bristol? I should have 
taken it kindly at your hands. When I am unwilling 
to be told of my faults, dear Sir, correspond with me 
no more. If I know anything of this treacherous heart 
of mine, I love those most, who are most faithful to 
me in this respect: henceforward, dear Sir, I beseech 
you by the mercies of God in Christ Jesus, spare me 
not.18  

What should strike us by this example is that it’s written not by an 
older seasoned Christian of many years but by a twenty-four-year-old 
who had only been a Christian for a little over three years. What’s 
more, by this time (1739), Whitefield’s popularity as a gospel preacher 
covered both sides of the Atlantic. How many young Christian men 
do you suppose would show such deference to others and an urging to 
be corrected—especially in the face of receiving the fanfare that came 
to Whitefield at this period? The question answers itself—few indeed. 
To see, then, in a Christian someone who loves those most who will 
reprove him when overtaken in any trespass is to see a faith worth 
imitating. And it is this trait of Christian humility that stood out so 
well in Whitefield. 

Consider another example taken from a letter Whitefield wrote 
in 1741 to his friend Howell Harris. Here Whitefield recounts to Har-
ris how he was not “in the least offended” when Harris rebuked him 
for observing that in some things Whitefield “did not act as a little 
child”—meaning, that in some things he wasn’t humble. Whitefield 
responded to Harris by saying, “The more open you are with me the 
better. If nature and pride rise in my heart, I will go to Jesus, abhor 
myself, and pray for my dear reprovers. All that I can say is, that I 
desire to be a very little child.”19 What we should take in here is how 

18 Whitefield, Letters, 82.
19 Letters, 268–269.
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Whitefield neither defended himself nor claimed he was humble. 
Rather, he received the rebuke that he lacked humility in some things 
(conceding to the rise of pride in his heart), thus he would go to Christ 
with this deficiency and repent while praying for those who corrected 
him. Moreover, admitting the need to be humbler, Whitefield simply 
expressed his desire “to be a very little child.” And yet, by this response 
to Harris, Whitefield demonstrated the teachable spirit of Christian 
humility.

Only a week following this correspondence with Harris, White-
field engaged an older minister who had apparently reproved him, to 
which Whitefield insisted, “You need make no apology, reverend Sir, 
for your plain dealing.” Whitefield then stressed to this brother that 
“whatever errors I have been, or shall be guilty of in my ministry, I 
hope the Lord will show me, and give me grace to amend.”20 Seven 
years following such an expressed desire, Whitefield retired aboard a 
ship where he had greater time to pray and reflect on those preceding 
years. Writing to a fellow Christian, he gave this painfully transparent 
confession, which is worth quoting at length:

Alas! Alas! In how many things have I judged and 
acted wrong. I have been too rash and hasty in giving 
characters, both of places and persons. Being fond 
of scripture language, I have often used a style too 
apostolical, and at the same time I have been too 
bitter in my zeal. Wild-fire has been mixed with it, 
and I find that I frequently wrote and spoke in my 
own spirit, when I thought I was writing and speaking 
by the assistance of the Spirit of God. I have likewise 
too much made inward impressions my rule of acting 
and too soon and too explicitly published what had 
been better kept in longer, or told after my death. 
By these things I have given some wrong touches to 
God’s ark, and hurt the blessed cause I would defend, 
and also stirred up needless opposition. This has 
humbled me much since I have been on board, and 
made me think of a saying of Mr. [Matthew] Henry’s, 
“Joseph had more honesty than he had policy, or he 
never would have told his dreams.” At the same time, 

20 Letters, 275.
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I cannot but bless, and praise, and magnify that good 
and gracious God, who filled me with so much of his 
holy fire, and carried me, a poor weak youth, through 
such a torrent both of popularity and contempt, and 
set so many seals to my unworthy ministrations. I 
bless him for ripening my judgment a little more, 
for giving me to see and confess, and I hope in some 
degree to correct and amend, some of my mistakes.21  

Whitefield penned this confession at age thirty-three, and what 
we see in this is the same humility that was present from his earli-
est years as a Christian. Yet, it is a more mature humility. By God’s 
gracious dealings, he’d come to see things he was previously blind to 
in himself as errors he needed to amend. But the special accent to 
Whitefield’s humility in all these examples is his teachable spirit when 
corrected for his errors. This is one of the great glories in the humility 
that the Holy Spirit sanctifies in God’s children. But such sanctifica-
tion takes the mortification of much pride in us all where we strive, 
as Whitefield did, to always welcome the Lord’s reproof by whatever 
means He chooses to bring it.22

Fourth, Christian humility teaches us to never be at ease in our 
own spiritual growth, but to always see how much further we have to 
mature in Christ. We see this, for example, in Paul the apostle, who, 
near the end of his days, confessed to the Philippian church, “Not 
that I have already obtained this or am already perfect” (Phil. 3:12). 
The perfection Paul had in mind is the glorification promised to all 
God’s elect made perfect in the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29–30). But 
here is Paul in the latter half of his Christian life saying, “I’m not there 
yet.” He remained imperfect. Though he was one of Christ’s apostles, 
he confessed his knowledge of Christ as incomplete (1 Cor. 13:12). 

21 Whitefield, Works, 2:144–145.
22 One of the means God often seems to choose is to surround us with Christian breth-
ren who’ll watch over us and keep us accountable (see Heb. 3:12–14; 10:24). Whitefield 
once expressed his earnest desire for such accountability when he wrote to a fellow min-
ister, “God suffers his dear children to fall into little miscarriages, that the eye may not say 
to the hand, ‘I have no need of thee,’ or again, the head to the foot, ‘I have no need of thee.’ 
We must be helps to each other on this side [of] eternity. Nothing gives me more comfort, 
next to the assurance of the eternal continuance of God’s love, than the pleasing reflection 
of having so many Christian friends to watch with my soul. I wish they would smite me 
friendly, and reprove me oftener than they do; I would force my proud heart to thank 
them” (Whitefield, Letters, 98).  
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Though he was a new creation, indwelt by the Spirit, imputed with 
the righteousness of Christ, he lamented over his constant war with 
indwelling sin (Rom. 7:21–24). The point is, what we see in Paul 
preceding his translation into glory is a Christian who never once 
claimed to have arrived at perfection. 

However, fully aware of this reality, what did Paul do? Did he 
succumb to apathy or indolence? Did he fold up his hands and rest at 
ease in Zion? No. He said to the Philippian church, “But I press on to 
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Brothers, 
I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: 
forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 
I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:12–14). Dissatisfied with his imperfection, Paul 
pressed forward to reach it—“to make it [his] own.” Like an eager, 
disciplined athlete running to win the prize, denying everything that 
would impede his goal, Paul was in hard pursuit of reaching the per-
fection that Christ saved him to inherit. 

But what’s critical to see in this regard is that this aged apostle 
never even considered himself within reach of this prize. As the years 
passed, Paul saw more of his sin and thereby so much more maturity 
in grace needed in his own Christian life, the result of which deep-
ened his humility whereby he confessed himself as the chief of sinners 
and less than the least of all the saints (1 Tim. 1:15; Eph. 3:8). More-
over, through this humble self-awareness came forth greater diligence 
for greater growth in reliance on God’s power (1 Cor. 9:24–27; Rom. 
7:14–8:13). Yet, it is by the grace of humility that Paul saw such things 
and would not be at ease until he was perfected in Christ’s image. 

George Whitefield was no different. Neither in his correspon-
dence nor in his published journal did Whitefield ever give the sense 
that he had arrived at some pinnacle of perfection where growing and 
maturing in grace had passed, nor even did he give the impression of 
a prideful self-sufficiency. Rather, his Christian life, like that of the 
apostle Paul, was marked by constant grief and war with remaining 
sin combined with a driving conviction that his pursuit for the eternal 
prize in Christ would not relent until glory. And it’s for these reasons 
that we see Whitefield saying, “Help me be thankful. .  .  . I find my 
heart too backward to this divine exercise. I am ready enough to ask 
for mercies, but alas! how slow to return thanks! Indeed sometimes 
God touches me from above, and my heart, hard as it is, is melted 
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down and quite overcome with the sense of his free grace in Christ 
Jesus towards me. But I want always to go on my way rejoicing; I want 
the heart of a seraphim; I want to sing as loud as they, Who shine above 
in endless day. I could almost say more than they, and why should I 
not return angelic thanks? But my heart is as yet unhumbled, I see not 
what I am, what I deserve, and therefore set not a due value on the 
divine mercies.”23 

In a more revealing letter written nearly five years after the above 
quotation, Whitefield confessed how little he truly believed he had 
given Christ in faithful service. He cried out, “But O my unfruitful-
ness! I am often ashamed that I can do no more for that Jesus who 
hath redeemed me by his own most precious blood.”24 Let us consider 
when Whitefield wrote these words—late 1742—and that by this time, 
his labors in the gospel ministry had taken him throughout England 
and to America and Scotland twice, where he had been at the center 
of two remarkable awakenings and would be God’s means, via preach-
ing, to ushering multitudes into the kingdom. No honest believer at 
this time would have questioned Whitefield’s fidelity to Christ or how 
fruitful his labors were proving in the advancement of God’s kingdom. 
However, all Whitefield could see was his unfruitfulness. When he 
beheld the gravity of what Christ had done for him, his only expres-
sion, in comparison, was his grief over his scant endeavors carried out 
for his Savior. Yet, by this example, we’re not looking at a man who 
was too hard on himself but one showing how true Christian humil-
ity is never at ease with our present spiritual fruit preceding glory. 
There’s so much more to be done. There’s so much more growing to 
be experienced. 

But a little further in this same letter, Whitefield reveals more as 
to the raw state of his heart: “Honored Sir, the thoughts quite con-
found me. O that I could lie lower! then should I rise higher. Could I 
take deeper root downwards, then should I bear more fruit upwards. I 
want to be poor in spirit. I want to be meek and lowly in heart. I want 
to have the whole mind that was in Christ Jesus. Blessed be his name 
for what he has given me already. Blessed be his name, that out of his 
fullness I receive grace for grace. O that my heart was Christ’s library! 
I would not have one thief to lodge in my Redeemer’s temple, ‘Lord, 

23 Whitefield, Letters, 35–36.
24 Letters, 478.
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scourge out every thief,’ is the daily language of my heart.”25 What’s the 
cry of Whitefield’s heart? The simple summation is this: I want to be 
more like Christ! Yet, behind this cry and passion is the uneasiness in 
how far away he is from bearing his Lord’s perfect image. Thus, feeling 
the weightiness of his imperfection, he prays to be rid of everything 
in his heart that snaffles his pursuit to be more like Christ. Such is the 
grace of humility.

But this humility, which taught Whitefield to never be at ease in 
spiritual growth but to keep seeing only how much further maturing 
in grace lay before him, pricked his conscience as much in his later 
years as it did when he first began following Christ. At age fifty-two, 
only four years before his death, he wrote, “I will begin to begin to be a 
Christian.”26 Imagine all he’d accomplished at this age in service to his 
Savior. No single person had reached more people for Christ at this 
time in history than Whitefield. Furthermore, what growth in grace 
had been his personal experience up to this point—a mere thirty-one 
years! Yet none of this mattered for Whitefield. His eye was on the 
prize. His affections were fixed on far greater things. To be conformed 
to the perfect image of Jesus Christ—there was no comparison. Thus, 
he must press forward in greater holiness, in greater faithfulness, be-
cause sin still remained and glory was yet to be reached. 

For us, then, what faith is here worth imitating by Whitefield’s 
example? Much indeed by way of the humility he modeled with such 
grace, wherein he took no credit for his redemption but gave all glory 
to God; felt deeply the aversion of remaining sin while trusting more 
in God’s preserving power to keep him for eternity; grew in a more 
teachable spirit by welcoming correction; and for his thirty-plus years 
as a Christian, bided dissatisfied with his growth in grace since he had 
perfection to inherit in Christ. But let it be said: the humility exem-
plified in Whitefield is not for an elite few in God’s kingdom. It is the 
fruit of the Spirit in all believers (Gal. 5:22–23). However, it is fruit 
that must grow by way of our putting on this grace in daily life as the 
Holy Spirit empowers us to this end (Col. 3:12). Thus, we must grow 
in humility as with all the Spirit’s fruit. Yet, its growth takes our efforts 
in pursuing the maturity of this grace as God works in us to energize 
such willing and acting (Phil. 2:12–13).

25 Letters, 478.
26 Whitefield, Works, 3:343. Italics mine.
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Chapter 9

Preach the Gospel!

In reaching sinners for Christ—in seeing sinners come to faith 
in Christ—where is our confidence? What are we trusting and 
believing as the right means that will bring forth true saving 

conversions to Christ? These questions lie behind the answer we will 
present in this lesson. Our confidence for the conversion of sinners 
must rest in God’s wisdom as opposed to man’s innovation. Or to say 
it another way, we must trust in what God has designed as His means 
to effectually turn sinners to Christ as opposed to relying on man’s 
cleverness. 

But what has God designed as His way in converting sinners to 
Christ? The Scriptures are quite plain in answer to this question, which 
is two-fold: first, as to the message; then second, as to the method. 

The message by which sinners are converted to Christ is none 
other than the gospel of Christ—the good news regarding the glory of 
God’s eternal Son made flesh, who came to save His people from their 
sins (Matt. 1:15; John 1:1, 14; 1 Tim. 1:15). This is why Paul declares 
in Romans 1:16 that he wasn’t ashamed of the gospel since it is “the 
power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16). In 
1 Corinthians 1:18–2:5, Paul defends this fact about the saving power 
of the gospel when he reminds the Corinthian church that it was by 
the gospel they were saved: “For the word of the cross is folly to those 
who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of 
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God.” The “word of the cross” is another term for the gospel. And here 
in 1 Corinthians 1:18, Paul states as a matter of fact that every sinner 
who has experienced salvation has come by the gospel through which 
God’s redeeming power is manifested. Thus, the Corinthian believers 
could not credit their salvation by any other means than what God 
had ordained: the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Based on this, Paul went further to say to the Corinthian church 
that “it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those 
who believe” (1 Cor. 1:21). The “folly” Paul is referencing is the gospel, 
which unbelievers scorn as stupid. But Paul’s principal point is that it 
is by this so-called stupidity God saves “those who believe.” In sum, 
God puts to shame man’s wisdom by making a doctrine that man 
regards as absurd to be the means of salvation!1 The gospel of Jesus 
Christ therefore is the message God has ordained and designed as His 
means in saving sinners. 

But to get this message out, God has ordained a method by which 
it is delivered and heard: preaching. Biblically, preaching the gospel 
means to herald forth and declare verbally the saving message of Jesus 
Christ. Consider how Paul explains this in Romans 10:13–15, 17: “For 
‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ How then 
will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are 
they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are 
they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach 
unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of 
those who preach the good news!’ . . . So faith comes from hearing, 
and hearing through the word of Christ.”

Think about the scriptural logic at work here by the questions 
Paul raises but in the reverse: If God did not send preachers, then no 
one could hear; if no one could hear, then no one could believe; if no 
one could believe, then no one could call on the Lord; and if no one 
could call on the Lord, then no one could be saved. Clearly whatever 
God has ordained as His means in saving sinners is never to be treated 
with indifference by the church. And in Romans 10:14–15 we see that 
by God’s design, and thereby in His wisdom, preaching the gospel 
by gospel preachers is necessary for the conversion of sinners.2 God 

1 Charles Hodge, 1 & 2 Corinthians (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1974), 21–22.
2 This doesn’t mean that sinners cannot be saved reading gospel sermons or tracts, for 
plenty have. Yet, as J. M. Boice rightly observed, “There is still something special and nec-
essary about verbalized communication, particularly preaching, since it is through such 



Preach the Gospel!  |   149

has not ordained any other way or means in saving sinners. “Faith 
comes by hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” Saving 
faith is given by God through effectually hearing the saving gospel 
preached. This is God’s design and His wisdom in converting sinners 
to Christ—gospel preachers preaching the gospel. 

So, what then, does this have to do with George Whitefield and 
the legacy he leaves us today? Whitefield’s greatest legacy by way of 
his labors was the simple, unadulterated, straightforward preaching of 
God’s saving gospel. He did not enter the ministry in 1736 with novel 
ideas married to carnal methods to win the masses. He was not what 
we might call a pragmatist—holding his licked finger to the wind of 
the age to see which way it was blowing for guaranteed success. No, 
all that Whitefield did for thirty-four years was to trust God’s wisdom 
for the conversion of sinners by what God ordained to reach and save 
sinners via faithful gospel preaching. And while the fruit of his labors 
was quite exceptional and the visitation of God he witnessed in revival 
power was extraordinary, his unceasing primary undertaking was to 
do the work of an evangelist by preaching Christ. In other words, what 
Whitefield exerted all his energy toward as a gospel minister was no 
different than what any gospel minister is to do in any generation of 
the church despite whatever results God may grant. In short, George 
Whitefield models for us the glory of New Testament gospel preach-
ing, which, I believe, we can see in his labors by way of six distinctive 
traits. 

First, his gospel preaching was aggressive. When we examine the 
way in which the apostles evangelized in the New Testament record, 
we see that they brought the gospel to sinners instead of waiting for 
sinners to come to them. Think of Paul’s testimonial words in this 
context when he reminded the Corinthian church, “And I, when I 
came to you, brothers . . . decided to know nothing among you except 
Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:1–2, italics mine) It was Paul 
taking the gospel to the city of Corinth. He came to them, not the 

preaching that God most often chooses to make the gospel known” (James Montgomery 
Boice, Romans, Vol. 3: God and History, Romans 9-11 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1993), 1242). Moreover, when Paul refers in Romans 10:14 to “someone preaching,” he’s 
not talking about someone reading or sharing; he’s literally meaning a man who has been 
appointed by God to preach, to proclaim, to herald forth the gospel. This does not lessen the 
ministry of good gospel literature, nor does it diminish the responsibility of every Chris-
tian evangelizing sinners. Nevertheless, by “someone preaching,” we must understand that 
it really means a man opening his mouth and declaring the gospel boldly. 
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other way around. His evangelization, then, is what can be described 
as aggressive. But it was no different for the other apostles, as wit-
nessed in Acts 5:42, “And every day, in the temple and from house to 
house, they did not cease teaching and preaching that the Christ is 
Jesus.” 

But in Whitefield’s day, this kind of aggressiveness to take the 
gospel boldly and unashamedly to the masses was frankly not known. 
It would be Whitefield himself who revived this way of gospel preach-
ing. J. C. Ryle made this a major point in his biographical sketch of 
Whitefield:

Above all, [Whitefield] was the very first Englishman 
who seems to have thoroughly understood what Dr. 
Chalmers aptly called the aggressive system. He was 
the first to see that Christ’s ministers must do the work 
of fishermen. They must not wait for souls to come to 
them, but must go after souls, and “compel them to 
come in.” He did not sit tamely by his fire side, like 
a cat on a rainy day, mourning over the wickedness 
of the land. He went forth to beard the devil in his 
high places. He attacked sin and wickedness face to 
face, and gave them no peace. He dived into holes 
and corners after sinners. He hunted out ignorance 
and vice wherever they can be found. In short, he 
set on foot a system of action which, up to this time, 
had been comparatively unknown in [England], but 
a system which, once commenced, has never ceased 
to be employed down to this present day.3 

Second, his gospel preaching was compassionate. If the gospel of 
Christ is truly proclaimed with all the weightiness of what it declares 
concerning the state of sinners in their sin without Christ, how can a 
gospel minister not be moved with deep compassion for his hearers 
who, apart from Christ, are hopeless, doomed to perdition? And here 
we see in the apostle Paul, as he writes concerning the vast unbelief 
among his Jewish kinsmen, how he had nothing but “great sorrow 
and unceasing anguish in [his] heart” (Rom. 9:2). Indeed, so great was 
Paul’s pathos over the Jews’ opposition to Christ that he wished (if it 

3 J.C. Ryle, Christian Leaders of the 18th century (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1978), 48.
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were possible) to be cut off from Christ if his condemnation would be 
their salvation (v. 3). What a unique example of gospel compassion.

 Likewise, we see Whitefield moved deeply over the spiritual 
plight of his hearers if they did not turn to Christ for salvation. In fact, 
there was hardly a gospel sermon Whitefield preached without the 
visible shedding of tears for those who stood or sat listening in unbe-
lief. Cornelius Winter, who assisted Whitefield in the last few years of 
his life, bore witness to this unveiled solicitude and tenderness toward 
those to whom he preached Christ:

I hardly ever knew him to go through a sermon 
without weeping, more or less, and I truly believe 
his tears were the tears of sincerity. His voice was 
often interrupted by his affection; and I have heard 
him say in the pulpit, “You blame me for weeping, 
but how can I help it when you will not weep for 
yourselves, though your immortal souls are on the 
verge of destruction, and for aught you know, you 
are hearing your last sermon, and may never more 
have an opportunity to have Christ offered to you.” 
His freedom in the use of his passions, often put my 
pride to the trial. I could hardly bear such unreserved 
use of tears, and the scope he gave to his feelings, for 
sometimes he exceedingly wept, stamped loudly and 
passionately, and was frequently so overcome, that, 
for a few seconds, you would suspect he never could 
recover; and when he did, nature required some little 
time to compose himself.4

The point to be gathered by this example is that Whitefield felt 
intensely for the souls before him, and his feelings found an outlet in 
tears.5 His gospel preaching was not cold, therefore, neither insensi-
tive nor clinical. The truth he preached gripped his heart as it applied 
directly to those before him in their desperate need of Christ. 

Third, his gospel preaching was interrogative. As it relates to 
preaching, the interrogative element works to search and probe the 
listener that it might establish the facts asserted.6 But where this meth-

4 Quoted in Dallimore, George Whitefield, 2:483.
5 Ryle, Christian Leaders, 54.
6 John Carrick, The Imperative of Preaching: A Theology of Sacred Rhetoric (Edinburgh: 
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od in gospel preaching is most effective is when the truth proclaimed 
is laid bare by a series of questions that are personal, pointed, and 
awakening in their content. Martyn Lloyd-Jones called this “the ele-
ment of attack”7 and said that this is what distinguishes a sermon from 
a lecture. A lecture appeals almost exclusively to the mind; a sermon, 
however, does more as it appeals to the conscience and heart of the 
hearer. In other words, it takes the preached Word and promotes its 
application in the most personal way possible. 

We see this interrogative method at work by the example of Paul 
writing his letter to the church at Rome. As he is unpacking the truth 
of man in sin under the wrath of God, he addresses the Jew in this 
regard in chapter 2. And rather than just stating a proposition about 
the depth of their sinfulness, Paul gets personal—he interrogates 
them: “But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in 
God and know his will and approve what is excellent, because you are 
instructed from the law, . . . you then who teach others, do you teach 
yourself? While you preach against stealing, do you steal? You who 
say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You 
who abhor idols, do you rob temples?” (Rom. 2:17–18, 21–22). 

It’s easy to see by this one example how the interrogative element 
in preaching compels the listener to examine themselves, to look long 
and hard at their own lives in the light of what God’s Word reveals. 
After Paul would have addressed a group of Jews like this, we can 
imagine some of them pondering such forceful inquiries by the 
apostle by saying to themselves, Am I teaching myself? Am I guilty 
of stealing or adultery or idolatry? Do I practice what I preach? It is 
questions like these that true gospel preaching will elicit because, as 
J. W. Alexander said of the interrogative tack, it startles the hearers 
and agitates the heart.8 

Thus, when George Whitefield proclaimed the gospel, one of his 
common traits in preaching was this interrogative method. This is one 
of the chief reasons his preaching was so alarming to a generation 
and culture that had fallen asleep. J. C. Ryle made this a point for our 
attention when he described Whitefield as a preacher. He observed 
how Whitefield “never used that indefinite expression ‘we’, which 

Banner of Truth, 2002), 57.
7 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Preaching and Preachers (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 71.
8 James W. Alexander, Thoughts on Preaching: Being Contributions to Homiletics (Edin-
burgh: Banner of Truth, 1975), 315.



Preach the Gospel!  |   153

seems so peculiar to English pulpit oratory, and which only leaves a 
hearer’s mind in a state of misty confusion. He met men face to face, 
like one who had a message from God to them, ‘I have come here 
to speak to you about your soul.’9 Scores of his printed sermons give 
example to this, but I’ll offer two. In his sermon entitled “Christ the 
Believer’s Wisdom, Righteousness, Sanctification and Redemption,” 
he addressed those who scoffed at the Christian life as an absurdity 
by saying:

And now, where are the scoffers of these last days, 
who count the lives of Christians to be madness and 
their end to be without honor? Unhappy men! You 
know not what you do. .  .  . What will your wisdom 
avail you, if it does not make you wise unto salvation? 
Can you, with all your wisdom, propose a more 
consistent scheme to build your hopes of salvation 
on, than what has been now laid before you? Can 
you, with all the strength of natural reason, find out 
a better way of acceptance with God, than by the 
righteousness of the Lord Jesus Christ? Is it right to 
think your own works can in any measure deserve or 
procure it? If not, why will you not believe in him? 
Why will you not submit to his righteousness?10 

In “The Kingdom of God,” he challenged his hearers with a suc-
cession of rapid-fire questions propelling them to search deeply if 
they had been truly converted to Christ:

Before I go further, I would endeavor to apply this. 
Give me leave to put this question to your hearts. 
You call yourselves Christians, and would count me 
uncharitable to call it in question; but I exhort you to 
let conscience speak out, do not bribe it any longer. 
Did you ever see yourselves as damned sinners? Did 
conviction ever fasten upon your hearts? And after 
you had been made to see your want of Christ, and 
made to hunger and thirst after righteousness, did 
you lay hold on Christ by faith? Did you ever close 

9 Ryle, Christian Leaders, 52.
10 George Whitefield, The Sermons of George Whitefield: Volume Two, ed. Lee Gatiss 
(Wheaton, IL.: Crossway, 2012), 226–227.
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with Christ? Was Christ’s righteousness ever put upon 
your naked souls? Was ever a feeling application of 
his righteousness made to your hearts? Was it, or was 
it not? If not, you are in a damnable state—you are 
out of Christ; for the apostle says here, “The kingdom 
of God is righteousness”; that is, the righteousness of 
Christ applied and brought home to the heart.11 

Fourth, Whitefield’s gospel preaching was doctrinal. This point 
I’ve already highlighted in chapter 5, but it’s critical enough to reiter-
ate among these principal traits of gospel preaching—with Whitefield 
as our example. What it says to us about Whitefield is that he never 
veered from Scripture in everything he proclaimed concerning God, 
Christ, man, sin, and redemption. There was nothing novel in his 
sermons. Wherever he traveled and to whomever he preached, the 
teaching of God’s Word alone was all he committed to deliver. He had 
nothing to say to the masses of people on both sides of the Atlantic 
beyond what God reveals from the pages of His written word. 

This is why when his doctrine was assessed at the memorial 
service held in his honor in Savannah, Georgia, the minister de-
liberating the sermon gave a synopsis concerning what factored in 
Whitefield’s preaching, which, not surprisingly, stemmed solely from 
Scripture. Indeed, one vital assertion made in this light was the fact 
that Whitefield never retracted or disavowed the teaching he learned 
from Scripture. What he saw and understood God’s Word to teach, 

11 Quoted in Carrick, The Imperative of Preaching, 73–74. Observing the loss of the 
interrogative element in modern preaching and its needful return, John Carrick wrote, “In 
1948 C. S. Lewis made this perceptive comment about the modern man: ‘The ancient man 
approached God (or even the gods) as the accused person approaches his judge. For the 
modern man the roles are reversed. He is the judge: God is in the dock. . . . The important 
thing is that man is on the bench and God is in the dock.’ In other words, in the ancient 
world God was the accuser and man was the accused. In the modern world, however, man 
is the accuser and God is the accused; in the modern world ‘man is on the bench and God 
is in the dock.’ This incisive observation concerning the modern man is of great signifi-
cance to the preacher. The problem with the modern man is that he has no sense of sin; 
he does not realize that he is ‘guilty before God.’ One of the major reasons for this tragic 
situation is that the modern man has been exposed to a type of preaching which is, all too 
often, innocuous and anaemic. There can be no question but that the sins of the pulpit 
have come home to roost in the pew. It is, therefore, high time for the pulpit to see to it that 
God is reinstated to the bench and that man is relegated to the dock” (Carrick, 80). This is 
surely what Whitefield did in his day: reinstating God to the bench and putting man back 
in the dock. And this was achieved in many ways by this kind of preaching that probed and 
searched the hearts of the multitudes who gathered to hear Whitefield proclaim Christ.    
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he stuck to—whether men agreed to it or not. Concerning, though, 
what he principally taught, five doctrines were highlighted in this 
memorial address: (1) the doctrine of original sin, (2) the new birth, 
(3) justification by faith alone, (4) the final perseverance of the saints, 
and lastly, (5) eternal and unconditional election.12 

Our takeaway from this should be one simple point—George 
Whitefield was inflexibly faithful to stay true to Scripture alone. 
Therefore, when he preached the gospel, he unveiled and unpacked 
only the gospel that God gives by His infallible Word. As stated, this 
was Whitefield’s unfailing and untiring resolve for thirty-four years. 
It is no wonder, then, that as he witnessed Christ’s gospel replaced 
with the traditions of men in the pulpits of his own denomination he 
sharply contended, “If we once get above our Bibles and cease making 
the written Word of God our sole rule both as to faith and practice, we 
shall soon lie open to all manner of delusion and be in great danger of 
making shipwreck of faith and a good conscience.”13 

Fifth, his gospel preaching was authoritative. This characteristic 
should be of no surprise in Whitefield’s preaching since it wasn’t his 
opinions or ideas he labored to deliver. What he had to declare to the 
world was God’s Word. Therefore, when he preached, he knew he did 
so by God’s own authority. This is why, like the prophets and apostles 
of our Lord, Whitefield never apologized for anything that the Word 
of God revealed—despite how unwelcome it would be or uncomfort-
able it made people feel.14 He knew his charge to preach the gospel 
was by divine authority, and thus he preached with divine authority, 
as any faithful preacher of God’s Word should do. 

One memorable example of this in Whitefield’s ministry was told 
by an American gentleman who once went to hear him, for the first 

12 This sermon is republished in J. C. Ryle, Select Sermons of George Whitefield: With an 
account of his life (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1958), 51–71. 
13 Quoted in Steven Lawson, The Evangelistic Zeal of George Whitefield (Orlando: Ref-
ormation Trust, 2013), 33. 
14 Here we can’t help but think of God calling Ezekiel to the prophetic office and how the 
Lord laid on His prophet the divine charge to herald, “Thus says the Lord God”—despite 
Israel’s brazen rejection of God’s word and their ill-treatment of God’s man (Ezek. 2:1–7)—
or Paul’s charge to Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2) in the face of a surmounting 
disdain for sound teaching (2 Tim. 4:3–4). In both cases, neither God’s prophet nor an 
apostolic delegate were to let the reaction of their hearers determine what they proclaimed. 
They had been entrusted to preach God’s word by God’s commission with His authority. 
Apart from this, nothing else mattered. 
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time, in consequence of the report he had heard of his preaching pow-
ers. The day was rainy, the congregation comparatively thin, and the 
beginning of the sermon rather heavy. This man thought to himself, 
“Whitefield is no great wonder after all.” He looked around and saw 
the congregation as little interested as himself. In fact, one old man, in 
front of the pulpit, had fallen asleep. But all at once Whitefield stopped 
short. His countenance changed. And then he suddenly broke forth in 
an altered tone: 

If I come to speak to you in my own name, you might 
well rest your elbows on your knees, and your heads 
on your hands, and sleep; and once in a while look 
up, and say, “What is this babbler talking of?” But I 
have not come to you in my own name. No! I have 
come to you in the name of the Lord of Hosts (here 
he brought down his hand and foot with a force that 
made the building ring), and I must and will be heard.

The congregation sat up. And the old man woke up at once—to 
which Whitefield exclaimed with his eyes fixed on the elderly man, 
“Ay, ay! I have waked you up, have I? I meant to do it. I am not come 
here to preach to stocks and stones: I have come to you in the name 
of the Lord God of Hosts, and I must, and will, have an audience.” 
The hearers were stripped of their apathy at once. Every word of the 
sermon after this was heard with deep attention, and the American 
gentleman never forgot it.15 

Such is the spirit and conviction behind authoritative preaching. 
Whitefield did not address his hearers in his name but in “the name 
of the Lord God of hosts.” He wasn’t preaching to them the gospel 
by his authority but by God’s authority. He therefore demanded their 
undivided attention not because of who he was but because of the 
one he represented—the Lord God of hosts. Furthermore, since he 
preached God’s Word and not his own, what he proclaimed as to the 
way of salvation in Christ alone was never presented as an optional 
belief. Hence, his preaching was authoritative as opposed to showing 
timidity or giving any kind of sense of unreliable support. 

Sixth, his gospel preaching was anointed. This last trait in White-
field’s preaching I underscored as a major point back in chapter 5 as to 

15 Quoted in Ryle, Christian Leaders, 36–37.  
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explain the power responsible for Whitefield’s effectiveness as a gospel 
preacher. To repeat the point here among a list of distinctive charac-
teristics in his preaching is not to be redundant but to stress what is 
central to all true gospel preaching if souls are to be awakened and 
converted. The point is this: Without the ministry of the Holy Spirit in 
gospel preaching, the truth we set forth will fall to the ground despite 
its divine origin as God’s infallible Word. 

C.  H. Spurgeon gave prominence to this fact when he told the 
students at his Pastors’ College, “To us the presence and work of the 
Holy Spirit are the ground of our confidence as to the wisdom and 
hopefulness of our life work. If we had not believed in the Holy Ghost 
we should have laid down our ministry long ere this, for ‘who is suffi-
cient for these things?’”16 Gardiner Spring (1785–1873), in his classic 
work The Power of the Pulpit, noted, 

The dependence of men on the efficient power of 
the Holy Spirit is one of the great peculiarities of the 
Christian faith. And, like all its great peculiarities, 
it is as precious as it is peculiar. To none is it more 
precious than the pulpit; it is not its [backup] but 
its life-giving power. When we preach that the 
foundation of the spiritual edifice is laid deep, and its 
corner-stone cemented with the blood of the Lamb, 
we fix our hopes on the Spirit of God as the Almighty 
Architect who is to rear and beautify the living 
temple. We cut the sinews of the Christian ministry 
when we depreciate the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Better, so far as the spiritual interests of men are 
concerned, demolish our sanctuaries than exclude 
from them this heavenly Guest.17

What Spurgeon and Gardiner are testifying to is what has always 
been true for the ministry of the Word throughout redemptive histo-
ry. This is why we see in 1 Corinthians 2:1–5 the apostle Paul making 
the distinction between what he preached and the demonstration of 
the Spirit and of power.18 He reminded the Corinthian church that 

16 Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1954), 185.
17 Gardiner Spring, The Power of the Pulpit (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1986), 76–77. 
18 I reference this same passage in chapter 5 to show the scriptural validity to what we 
mean by the “anointing of the Holy Spirit” in preaching. It is such a clear and vivid text 
pertaining to the fact that you can preach the truth with or without the Spirit’s power that 
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he preached nothing to them but “Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 
In short, he gave the people in Corinth the gospel. But this wasn’t all 
there was to Paul’s preaching. He needed the supernatural agency of 
the Holy Spirit to clothe the gospel preached with convincing power. 
And this is what he emphasizes most by what he rehearses concerning 
his first visit to Corinth. “And I was with you in weakness and fear 
and much trembling, and my speech and my message were not in 
plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and 
of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but 
in the power of God.” What Paul relied on to prove the truth of the 
gospel was not his own skills in argument or persuasion; his trust 
for the gospel to be received unto salvation was in the Holy Spirit, 
by whose power the gospel would be demonstrated to be true. Thus, 
Paul’s gospel preaching (like the rest of the apostles’) was anointed by 
the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8; 2:4; 4:31).

And this, of course, is where George Whitefield stands before us 
as a worthy example to follow in gospel preaching. He believed and 
trusted in the Spirit’s ministry to give his preaching the unction it 
needed to slay men’s unbelief and turn them to Christ. In fact, White-
field’s ministry demonstrated so emphatically the necessity of the 
Spirit’s power in preaching that Martyn Lloyd-Jones once mused on 
this as a driving point of application to a fraternal of young ministers 
when he said, as a striking axiom, “John Calvin always needs George 
Whitefield”:

What I mean is this. The danger of those who follow 
the teachings of Calvin, and do so rightly, is that they 
tend to become intellectualists, or they tend to sink 
into what I would describe as an ‘ossified orthodoxy.’ 
And that is of no value, my friends. You need the 
power of the Spirit upon it. To state the Truth is not 
enough, it must be stated ‘in demonstration of the 
Spirit and of power.’ And that is what [Whitefield] so 
gloriously illustrates. He was orthodox, but the thing 
that produced this phenomenon was the power of the 
Spirit upon him. He says that he felt something even 
at his ordination, as if he had received a commission 
from the Spirit Himself. He was always conscious 

I cannot help bringing it back up under this same subject.
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of this—wave after wave of the Spirit would come 
upon him. .  .  . This power of the Spirit is essential. 
We must be orthodox, but God forbid us to rest even 
on orthodoxy. We must seek the power of the Spirit 
that was given to George Whitefield. That will give us 
a sorrow for souls and a concern for souls, and give 
us the zeal, and enable us to preach with power and 
conviction to all classes and kinds of men.19

Recall what Lloyd-Jones says, that “to state the truth is not enough, 
it must be stated in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.” As a 
gospel preacher, this is essentially what set Whitefield apart in his own 
day and what explains the wonder behind multitudes of people from 
all ranks in society flocking to hear this man of God declare what 
the natural man scorns as foolishness. But the primary point I would 
make here in my own rehearsal of this fact in Whitefield’s preaching 
is that since he understood that it took the power of the Holy Spirit 
to make the gospel run, as it were, unimpeded to awaken sinners and 
turn them to Christ—he therefore prayed in earnest for the Spirit’s 
anointing to bless his feeble efforts to make Christ known.20

Thus, we see in this the greater lesson I am laboring to make by 
all these distinguishing traits in Whitefield’s gospel preaching: Our 
confidence for the conversion of sinners must rest in God’s wisdom as 
opposed to man’s innovation. George Whitefield’s faith as a herald of 
Christ is most worthy to follow in this way. For what we see most of 
all by his example in this context is an unshakable trust in what God 
has given to call sinners out of darkness into His marvelous light (1 
Peter 2:9–10). Whitefield never doubted the truth of the gospel or the 
preaching thereof as the means God ordained to convert sinners to 
Christ. Moreover, he was convinced that with the Spirit’s power sealing 
the gospel proclaimed, this would effectually overcome every obstacle 
in man’s unbelief. Therefore, his labors for thirty-four years were re-
markably simple and singular—he preached Christ. But the fruit of this 
unembellished labor, which the world calls folly, would be the thou-
sands translated into God’s kingdom through faith in Christ alone.

19 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Puritans: Their Origins and Successors (Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth, 1987), 126–127.
20 This is what Paul seeks prayer for in his labors to deliver the gospel: “Finally, brothers, 
pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed ahead and be honored, as happened 
among you” (2 Thess. 3:1).
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Chapter 10

The Already and the Not Yet

God employs imperfect men to carry out His kingdom 
work. This may seem an odd heritage to bequeath to future 
generations of the church. But as strange as it appears in the 

context of a legacy, this final lesson gleaned from Whitefield’s life is 
an enduring principle to keep us humble and sober when it comes to 
considering the kind of men God calls to serve Him for advancing His 
kingdom in the world.

Preceding his passing into glory in 1770, George Whitefield was, 
for the thirty-five years of his Christian life on earth, an imperfect 
man. With the apostle Paul, Whitefield could say in truth, “For I know 
that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the 
desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I 
do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep 
on doing” (Rom. 7:18–19). Yes, George Whitefield, like Paul, had the 
ongoing inward conflict of what Romans 7:23 describes as “the law 
of sin that dwells in my members.” For every step he took to obey 
Christ, he was met with the opposing force of remaining sin. And 
with this reality of indwelling sin, Whitefield, like all true Christians 
on this side of glory, faced the daily tension of the already and the 
not yet. He was already a new creation in union with Christ, indwelt 
by the Spirit, under the reign of grace set free from the dominion of 
sin (Rom. 6:1–14; 8:9; 2 Cor. 5:17). But he was not yet glorified in 
the perfect image of Christ, fully sanctified, and forever free from the 
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presence of indwelling sin (Rom. 8:18–30; 2 Cor. 5:1–7; Phil. 3:12–14, 
20–21; 1 John 3:2). In short, Whitefield’s Christian life for thirty-five 
years was a work in progress. 

What this teaches us is that God doesn’t use perfect men—men 
without sin—to serve Him as gospel preachers. Even the qualifications 
of an elder or pastor given in the Pastoral Epistles do not indicate we 
must be looking for perfect men (see 1 Tim. 3:1–7; Titus 1:6–9). We’re 
looking for spiritually mature men whose lives show model growth 
but never perfection (1 Tim. 4:15–16). If we’re looking for perfection, 
we can only look to Christ— not His servants. 

I make these qualifications for two reasons in light of George 
Whitefield. First, to recognize Whitefield as a fallen man though re-
deemed by grace keeps us from idolizing him. While there’s much 
we see in his faith worthy to follow, we must never follow him abso-
lutely. No servant of Christ should receive such unreserved devotion. 
Whitefield himself would heartily agree! Accordingly, we see him 
writing such things as, “I care not if the name of George Whitefield be 
banished out of the world, so that Jesus be exalted in it. Glory be to 
his name.”1

Second, to understand Whitefield’s sins in the context of a Chris-
tian in conflict with remaining sin should encourage us toward empa-
thy instead of condemnation. This point, in our day, cannot be over-
stated. We seem to live at a time when the arrogance of presentism 
and the priggishness of virtue signaling are becoming the increasing 
norm (especially in the academic world) with how God’s faithful 
servants from the past are treated. To dare think that we somehow 
have arrived at a higher moral ground than those who have preceded 
us is to place ourselves where the Pharisee stood in relation to the 
publican. This spirit breeds nothing but contempt, due to our own 
exaggerated self-perception, for fellow Christians who we think are 
beneath us. This is not the Spirit of Christ and should therefore not be 
worn by any who profess Christ as their Lord. 

Rather, what we see in Whitefield’s own war with remaining sin, 
whether he experienced victory or defeat, is the path every Christian 
plods no matter who they are or where they come from. We may not 
be guilty of the same sins Whitefield committed, but we face the same 

1 George Whitefield, Letters of George Whitefield, for the period 1734–1742 (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1976), 446.
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fight and conflict with the flesh. This is why when Paul instructed the 
Galatian churches on the matter of restoring a fellow believer overtak-
en in a transgression, he stressed that such restoration must be done 
in the right spirit (i.e., of gentleness) and with the right self-awareness 
(“Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted” [Gal. 6:1]). Note 
particularly the self-awareness called for in restoring a fallen brother. 
It is the humble recognition that we too are neither above nor beyond 
being tempted and potentially overtaken by the same transgression. 

It is with such humility that we must carefully assess Whitefield’s 
life and those weaknesses and sins of his flesh that glare at us through 
the record of what he wrote combined with the witness of others. But 
sadly, as I’ve indicated, such humility is largely missing in how some 
biographers and church historians have depicted Whitefield. And this 
is to our shame, because it is easier to be censorious of a fellow believ-
er than to show them the grace of genuine humility, whereby we count 
them more significant than we judge ourselves (Phil. 2:3–4). 

So while we should not gloss over the obvious sins of God’s ser-
vants, we must not magnify them to the point where their flesh is all 
we see. George Whitefield was first and foremost a Christian. And it’s 
this fact concerning what God’s grace had made him in Christ that 
must be kept at the center of everything he said and did—albeit, with 
much imperfection. Here I will offer two examples that I believe stand 
out most as to Whitefield’s weakness and sins—while keeping the fact 
that the evidence of his flesh did not take away the grace that trans-
formed him a Christian. 

First, then, let’s consider Whitefield’s marriage to Elizabeth James. 
She was ten years Whitefield’s senior in age and was a widow with 
a teenage daughter by the time she and Whitefield married in No-
vember 1741. Their nearly twenty-seven years of marital union ended 
only due to Elizabeth’s passing. But while it started with obvious high 
hopes and seemingly great effort made on both sides, it would sadly 
prove over time a disappointment and burden for each—and this for 
clearly different reasons. 

For Elizabeth, one has to wonder why she married Whitefield 
since her true love and affection for a husband had settled in Howell 
Harris. But it was Harris who appointed himself as their matchmaker, 
since he didn’t believe he was worthy to marry a woman as good as 
Elizabeth—though he was as much in love with her as she was with 
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him! Nevertheless, Harris “resigned” Elizabeth to Whitefield because 
he believed she would make the most suitable wife for his friend.2 Yet, 
as Dallimore notes, Elizabeth continued to think of Harris and what 
might have been since “her correspondence shows that ten years were 
to pass before she entirely overcame her feelings for him.”3 Moreover, 
as her marriage to Whitefield would show, loneliness would be more 
her companion than her own husband due to Whitefield’s excessive 
gospel itinerary.4 

For Whitefield, one has to wonder why he married at all. We 
know from his own words that he believed he should marry “in or-
der to have a help meet for me in the work whereunto our dear Lord 
Jesus hath called me.”5 The work he refers to was the orphanage in 
Savannah, and Whitefield’s ideal for a wife in this work he actually 
spelled out in a letter he wrote in April 1740 to a young woman named 
Elizabeth Delamotte. This letter was his proposal for marriage, but it 
wasn’t necessarily out of affection for Ms. Delamotte that he desired 
to marry but, rather, his need for a woman to manage the affairs of 
Bethesda. In a portion of this letter, Whitefield was frank in what he 
expected from the woman he married:

Do you think, you could undergo the fatigues, that 
must necessarily attend being joined to one, who is 

2 Thomas Kidd adds an important layer and insight to Whitefield and Elizabeth’s mar-
riage by pointing out how the British culture at this period played a part in how their 
marriage was arranged, along with their own Christian worldview: “The circumstances of 
Whitefield and James’s union—arranged by others, and happening quickly after an initial 
meeting—were not unusual in British culture, especially among wealthier classes. Either 
George or Elizabeth could presumably have scuttled the marriage had they found the other 
unacceptable during their brief courtship. But their emphasis was on the religious propri-
ety and functionality of their union, not on affectionate feelings, which Britons were only 
beginning to see as an indispensable ingredient of marriage. The Whitefields’ marriage did 
not begin with romance, but with a mutual sense of ‘matching religious temperaments,’ to 
use one historian’s phrase” (Kidd, George Whitefield: America’s Spiritual Founding Father 
[New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014], 158). 
3 Arnold Dallimore, George Whitefield: The Life and Times of the Great Evangelist of the 
18th Century Revival (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1970), 2:113.
4 Dallimore does bring out the fact that Elizabeth did feel the responsibility of support-
ing Whitefield in all his work. He observed how “in a not untypical letter to a friend in 
1746 she asks for prayer that she might ‘begin to be a helpmate for him for I have been 
nothing but a load and burden to him yet and pray that all our trials may be sanctified.’ 
If, in later years, Mrs. Whitefield became weary of the problem of balancing her personal 
needs with her husband’s ministry, and the long absences which it entailed, an element of 
impatience and even of sharpness is understandable” (Dallimore, 472). 
5 Whitefield, Letters, 159.



The Already and the Not Yet  |   165

every day liable to be called out to suffer for the sake 
of Jesus Christ? Can you bear to leave your father and 
kindred’s house, and to trust on him, (who feedeth the 
young ravens that call upon him) for your own and 
children’s support, supposing it should please him 
to bless you with any? Can you undertake to help a 
husband in the charge of a family, consisting perhaps 
of a hundred persons? Can you bear the inclemencies 
of the air both as to cold and heat in a foreign climate? 
Can you, when you have an husband, be as though 
you had none, and willingly part with him, even for a 
long season, when his Lord and master shall call him 
forth to preach the gospel, and command him to leave 
you behind? If after seeking to God for direction, and 
searching your heart, you can say, “I can do all things 
through Christ strengthening me,” what if you and I 
were joined together in the Lord, and you came with 
me at my return from England, to be a help meet for 
me in the management of the orphan-house?6

One thing that must be said in Whitefield’s defense is that his 
questions are at least fair and honest. He made no bones about what 
marriage to him would be like and therefore what his future wife could 
expect. Ms. Delamotte turned him down, but one can only ponder if 
Whitefield expressed these same ideals in a wife to Elizabeth James. 
Whatever the case, she married him, and his ideals didn’t change. In 
fact, just after eleven weeks of marriage, Whitefield wrote to Gilbert 
Tennent that Elizabeth was “a true child of God, and would not, I 
think, attempt to hinder me in his work for the world. In that respect, 
I am just the same as before marriage. I hope God will never suffer me 
to say, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.’”7

I believe here is where we can see the inevitable tension and 
difficulty Whitefield faced as a husband and Elizabeth experienced 
as his wife. Whitefield determined that his life, as it concerned his 
work in spreading the gospel, would not alter one bit but keep moving 
unimpeded—despite his marriage. He never wanted to turn down an 
invitation to preach the gospel because there was a wife at home. 

6 Letters, 160.
7 Letters, 363.
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Perhaps the most glaring demonstration of this desire was when 
he had to preach the funeral of his only son, John. Nearly four months 
old, the little infant caught a sickness and died at the Bell Inn in 
Gloucester, where Whitefield was born. Relaying the circumstances 
surrounding his son’s death and funeral, Whitefield wrote to a friend 
that while many urged him to refrain from preaching until the child 
was buried, he declined, believing, as he said quoting Matthew Henry, 
that “weeping must not hinder sowing.” Whitefield thus took this as 
justification to keep preaching even in the face of his son’s death and 
funeral, not to mention, his wife’s bereavement.8 He thus preached 
twice on the day after his son’s death “and also the day following, on 
the evening of which,” he reports, “just as I was closing my sermon, 
the bell struck out for the funeral.” Whitefield did, however, seek to 
comfort Elizabeth. He noted how “[they] kneeled down, prayed, and 
shed many tears.”9 But such comfort as a husband to his wife was 
short-lived. As soon as the funeral was over, Whitefield hastened his 
way to London to preach, while Elizabeth set off a lonely journey for 
her native home in Abergavenny, Wales. 

What’s important to observe in this one scene from their mar-
riage is that while Whitefield was not entirely detached and unfeeling 
toward Elizabeth at such a critical time, he didn’t stop long enough to 
be truly considerate of the way his wife was suffering this loss. To live 
with his wife in an understanding way, as 1 Peter 3:7 commands hus-
bands to do, never seemed to be a strong application Whitefield made 
in his marriage. What demanded his greatest time and energy was 
in reaching more people for Christ. And while such an honest, pure, 
and godly ambition could never be faulted, it also should not be the 
reason a Christian husband is failing to love his wife as Christ loves 
the church (Eph. 5:25). But this was clearly a disconnect in White-
field’s thinking—though he understood scripturally how an earthly 
marriage is to represent “the mystical union between Jesus Christ and 
his Church,” as he wrote a year after his marriage in 1742.10 

What, then, are we to make of this? What would be the most 
honest assessment we could draw from observing Whitefield as a 
husband? It would be unfair and uncharitable to say that Whitefield 

8 Elizabeth would suffer four miscarriages following the death of baby John. 
9 George Whitefield, The Works of George Whitefield (London: Edward and Charles 
Dilly, 1771), 2:51–52.
10 Whitefield, Letters, 456.
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did not love his wife. He did love her and tried, I believe, sincerely as 
he knew how, to be a good and godly husband for her. But Whitefield 
faced a conflict in his marriage, which 1 Corinthians 7:32–34 helps us 
to understand: “The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the 
Lord, how to please the Lord. But the married man is anxious about 
worldly things, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided.” 

In this passage, Paul is making a clear distinction between a 
Christian who is single and one who is married. The unmarried be-
liever has the freedom to devote all their time and energy to the Lord. 
In fact, in the context of 1 Corinthians 7, this is one of several reasons 
Paul gives for staying single—which in this passage is the freedom 
one has to serve the Lord without the preoccupation of a spouse, who 
would encumber such liberty. However, stating this reality is not to 
downplay marriage or make it less spiritual. The Scripture is simply 
stating the obvious: the Christian who is married naturally has di-
vided interests between the Lord and their spouse, or between the 
heavenly and the earthly. This is not a sin but the natural outcome of 
marriage for Christians. It’s the inevitable. The interests of a married 
believer must be divided because they have taken on a responsibility 
that involves the life of another person whom they must be faithful to 
love, care, and provide for as the Lord Himself has commanded (Eph. 
5:22–33; 1 Tim. 5:8; 1 Peter 3:1–7). 

But here is where I believe Whitefield faced his greatest friction in 
marriage. What one might say is that Whitefield tried to live his mar-
ried life with one foot planted in 1 Corinthians 7:32 and the other in 
verses 33–34. But more often than not, he found himself with both feet 
fixed in verse 32, as he looked at his wife as more of a ministry assis-
tant than his beloved bride. E. A. Johnston summed it up best: “George 
Whitefield was married to Jesus Christ and no human wife could share 
that stage.”11 Thomas Kidd drew the same conclusion but said it like 
this: “[Whitefield’s] marriage to Elizabeth was pragmatic, and would 
be marked with suffering and terrible misunderstandings. In the long 
run, however, George came to depend on Elizabeth as an organizer and 
a communication link for his work. In his way, he loved her, but their 
marriage was not cozy or sweet. And he would always remind followers 
that in Christ, God became the believer’s true spouse.”12   

11 E. A. Johnston, George Whitefield: A Definitive Biography (Stoke-on-Trent, UK: Tent-
maker, 2008), 2:5.
12 Kidd, George Whitefield, 159.
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It is for this reason that I contend it would have been better had 
Whitefield never married. His Christian life was so exceptionally de-
voted to Christ that he was, frankly, more well-suited for singleness 
than marriage. Nevertheless, he married Elizabeth James and thereby 
became her husband and, thus, her head, wherein, like all Christian 
husbands, he was to love her as Christ loved the church (Eph. 5:25). 
This, however, is where Whitefield needed greater sanctification. Not-
withstanding the fact that he was faithful to Elizabeth, as a one-wom-
an man,13 Whitefield truly modeled Paul’s counsel to Timothy to treat 
older women as mothers and younger women as sisters, in all purity 
(1 Tim. 5:2). In short, he was no womanizer. But while excelling here 
as a husband, he appeared to fail miserably in being more tuned in 
to his wife from the standpoint of considering her own needs with 
greater thoughtfulness and tenderness. Again, Peter’s exhortation 
to husbands to live with their wives with understanding was clearly 
not a point of strong application Whitefield seemed to make toward 
Elizabeth. And this would not be because he didn’t care about her in 
an absolute sense but, rather, he cared so much for the attention he 
gave in his service to Christ as a gospel preacher that his concern for 
Elizabeth as his wife would always be somewhere in the background.14 

Second, let’s look at what all Whitefield’s biographers have 
deemed his greatest blight—his advocacy and ownership of African 
slaves. To begin with, it needs to be stressed that in Whitefield’s life-
time there was no strong vocal push to do away with slavery. If there 
was any opposition to both the slave trade and the owning of slaves, 

13 This is a more literal rendering of the scriptural qualification for elders as men who 
are “the husband of one wife” (1 Timothy 3:2).
14 Cornelius Winter gives us what is perhaps the single greatest eyewitness account of 
Whitefield’s relationship to Elizabeth, since he lived with the couple for nearly eighteen 
months. He said with frankness that Whitefield “was not happy in his wife, but I fear 
some, who had not all the religion they professed, contributed to his [unhappiness]. He 
did not intentionally make his wife unhappy. He always preserved great decency and de-
corum in his conduct towards her. Her death set his mind much at liberty. She certainly 
did not behave in all respects as she ought. She could be under no temptation from his 
conduct towards the [opposite] sex, for he was a pure man, a strict example of the chastity 
he inculcated upon others” (Quoted in E. A. Johnston, George Whitefield, 2:5). One note 
of clarification needs to be made by Winter’s claim that Elizabeth’s death set Whitefield’s 
mind at liberty. This shouldn’t be taken to mean that he did not mourn his wife’s death. 
The truth is he grieved what he called the “unexpected breach” of losing her. Three months 
following her passing, he wrote to an associate, “I seem as if I were some other person than 
myself since I lost my dear wife.” Four months after that, he said he was still daily feeling 
her absence, as if he had lost his “right hand” (Kidd, George Whitefield, 246).  
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such aversion was in the minority and thereby muffled. This being 
the case, it should not surprise us that George Whitefield became 
a slave owner. As one of his earliest biographers noted, Whitefield 
“was not wiser than his times, on the subject of slavery.”15 Indeed, for 
Whitefield, when it came to slavery as an institution and practice of 
the eighteenth century in the West, he was very much a man shaped 
and influenced by his culture. 

But it must be said that while Whitefield advocated this institution, 
he did so as a Christian. For instance, he was outspoken concerning 
what he witnessed in the southern colonies as to the ill-treatment the 
slaves endured among certain plantations. Thus, when he became a 
slave owner in 1747, he determined the treatment of his slaves would 
be unlike those under godless masters. Writing to a friend in 1751 
regarding his whole position on slavery, Whitefield felt privileged 
that “if [he] could purchase a good number of [slaves],” he would 
“make their lives comfortable, and lay a foundation for breeding up 
their posterity in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.”16 In other 
words, as deplorable and immoral as this institution was in both its 
industry and implementation, George Whitefield made every effort to 
sanctify his part in it by using it as a further gospel mission to reach 
sinners for Christ. He didn’t view his slaves as property per se but 
chiefly as human souls who needed Christ no differently than white 
Europeans; therefore, he preached the gospel to them with as much 
fervor as he did anyone else.

Nevertheless, the African slaves who worked on Whitefield’s 
plantation in South Carolina and at Bethesda in Savannah were still 
slaves.17 Furthermore, they were men, women, and children who were 

15 Robert Philip, The Life and Times of George Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
2007), 161.
16 Whitefield, Works, 2:405.
17 The initial reasons George Whitefield became a slave owner were purely pragmatic. 
In the mid-to-late 1740s he was crushing under the enormous debt he’d incurred due to 
the orphan house. Desperate to be relieved of what he called “a dead weight upon me,” he 
became a plantation owner, as proposed to him by James Habersham and two brothers 
in South Carolina (the Bryans). Their reasoning behind this notion was that a planta-
tion could earn Whitefield money via the labor of slaves, which in turn could pay off his 
creditors and release him from this taxing financial onus. Whitefield agreed to the idea 
believing it to be a wise means for the financial support Bethesda needed. Thus, in 1747, 
George Whitefield acquired a 640-acre plantation with one slave, a house, outbuildings, 
and a barn, plus a 60-acre clearing for planting corn and rice. It was located in South 
Carolina since at that time it was illegal to own slaves in Georgia. Whitefield affectionately 
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forced into slavery by the brutal, inhumane tactics of the Transatlan-
tic Slave Trade—which Whitefield himself said was a “wrong way” 
that they were brought to America.18 Yet despite his disapproval, he 
reasoned that the slave trade would go on no matter how he felt about 
it, so why not turn something good out of something bad and buy 
as many slaves as he could to give them a better life under the sound 
of the gospel. Furthermore, thinking businesslike, he believed, he 
remarked that “hot countries cannot be cultivated without negroes.”19 
This, then, is how the greatest gospel preacher of his day rationalized 
his place and participation in the European institution of slavery. 

While we cannot fault the way in which Whitefield aimed to 
make life excel beyond what his slaves knew before—especially put-
ting them within the hearing of the gospel—still, none of these godly 
intentions and mission-minded efforts could erase why these African 
slaves were there. They were a people who had been kidnapped and 
forced against their will to be placed into human bondage—even if, 
with Whitefield as their master, they would be treated with a kindness 
they might not have ever known. So, while George Whitefield did his 
best to Christianize his part as a slave owner, he could never truly 
make it acceptable by God’s divine standard. 

This is because the Transatlantic Slave Trade stood in direct vi-
olation of God’s command in Exodus 21:16, “Whoever steals a man 
and sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to 
death.” The slaves in Whitefield’s possession came by this means of 
man-stealing. Nothing Whitefield could say or do would make this 
right, despite how gospel-driven his intentions were. But in Scripture, 

called his plantation Providence.    
18 Whitefield, Works, 2:405. The African people came to be enslaved from the sixteenth 
to the nineteenth centuries via the Transatlantic Slave Trade. They came primarily from 
central and western Africa. One important fact surrounding this shameful history is that 
many of these Africans had been captured and sold to Western Europeans by other Afri-
cans. It was only a small number of them who had been directly kidnapped and enslaved 
by the slave traders themselves. Nevertheless, it was a man-stealing industry despite who 
was guilty of this atrocious thievery. It has been estimated that nearly twelve million Afri-
can slaves had been transported to the Americas, although the number was considerably 
higher due to the staggering death rate caused by the horrid conditions on board the slave 
ships. By 1808, both Great Britain and the United States had outlawed the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade. Yet, in America, a domestic slave trade continued until it was outlawed in 
1863 (Kurt Smith, Piety, Passion, Paradox: The Life and Legacy of Basil Manly, Sr. [Green-
brier, AR: Free Grace Press, 2019], 96n8).
19 Whitefield, Works, 2:404.
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it must be admitted, we don’t see the total abolition of slavery. How-
ever, we do see that what God permitted was nothing like the slavery 
practiced in Africa and the West. The Lord made provisions for those 
in servitude that safeguarded their dignity and welfare. For example, 
under the old covenant, lawful slavery had to be both voluntary and 
temporary. This meant that an Israelite could not be used as a slave 
for more than six years, at the end of which he was to be given liber-
al provisions as a form of severance pay (Ex. 21:2; Deut. 15:13–14). 
Moreover, if a slave fled from an oppressive master, they were to be 
given asylum and protection (Deut. 23:15–16). 

These laws God implemented were to show Israel how one loves 
his neighbor who is the slave. This proves that the biblical form of 
slavery sanctioned by God had both a constructive and a redemp-
tive purpose. Furthermore, it trained men and women to become 
productive members of society, since the reasons they became slaves 
in the first place were due largely to debt, either by their own neg-
ligence or as restitution for theft. But instead of being condemned 
to a life of perpetual poverty, they had the opportunity to improve 
their situation. Hence, slavery was God’s way of training irresponsible 
Hebrews to manage their own affairs and enter a life of responsible 
independence. The Hebrew was thus bound for freedom.20 But sadly, 
Whitefield’s slaves were not bound for freedom like those Jews in old-
covenant Israel. In fact, even at his death, none of his slaves would see 
freedom from this bondage, since Whitefield deeded all that belonged 
to Bethesda (including the slaves) to his friend Selina Hastings, the 
Countess of Huntingdon. 

Why didn’t Whitefield see that the slavery he advocated was not 
sanctioned by God’s Word? How could he miss Exodus 21:16 in appli-
cation to the Transatlantic Slave Trade and thereby have no partner-
ship in this man-stealing enterprise? While he admitted the process 
of the slave trade was wrong, he had not clearly connected the dots 
as to how atrocious it really was from the standard of Holy Scripture. 
Why was this? These questions are both difficult and hard to press. 
Notwithstanding how fair they may be to raise, to do so, we must 
relinquish the stone we dare think is justified to hurl at Whitefield 
in condemnation of his practice as a slave owner. Rather, I believe 
Scripture itself would point us to a more graceful response wherein 

20 Philip Graham Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015), 
660. 
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we should treat George Whitefield in the manner we would wish that 
he or any other believer would show to us (Matt. 7:12). 

First, we need to recognize that George Whitefield, like every 
Christian preceding glory, was blinded by his own flesh and the cul-
ture in which he lived, which skewed his reading of Scripture at cer-
tain points. It’s far too easy for us to look back at Whitefield owning 
slaves and see how morally wrong it was, when none of us were raised 
in such a period or culture. This is where modern evangelicals need 
to be especially careful in how they treat their brethren from another 
time and generation. The truth is, none of us can say with any author-
ity where we would have stood in relation to slavery in the eighteenth 
century. We can only speak from the point in which we live and the 
understanding we have in this time as to what Scripture teaches. So, 
whereas we may see something like slavery with greater clarity than 
Whitefield as it pertains to the cultural sins of the eighteenth century, 
how blind could we be to our own cultural sins that another genera-
tion of Christians in a hundred years or more may look back and say, 
“That was biblically wrong”?

The driving point here for us all is to show humility in our treat-
ment of fellow Christians living at a different historical period than 
us because we too have our blind spots no different than them. We 
mustn’t forget that the admonition of Romans 12:2 in not letting the 
world shape us into its mold applies as much to us as it did to White-
field or any other generation of God’s people. 

Second, George Whitefield’s fidelity as a gospel minister and 
servant of Christ can only be judged in the absolute sense by Christ 
Himself. This means that despite all the opinions we may muster over 
Whitefield’s life and ministry, at the end of the day—indeed, at the end 
of time—the only judgment that will matter is what the Lord Jesus 
Christ shall determine. This is in fact what Paul the apostle stressed to 
the Corinthian church regarding who had final say as to his faithful-
ness as a servant of Christ. In 1 Corinthians 4:3–5, Paul wrote:

But with me it is a very small thing that I should be 
judged by you or by any human court. In fact, I do 
not even judge myself. For I am not aware of anything 
against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is 
the Lord who judges me. Therefore do not pronounce 
judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, 
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who will bring to light the things now hidden in 
darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. 
Then each one will receive his commendation from 
God.

It mattered little to Paul whether the Corinthian church thought 
he was faithful or not. Their personal opinions carried no weight 
because his responsibility as Christ’s apostle and servant was not to 
them but to the Lord. It wasn’t they who called him or told him what 
doctrines to preach. They were not the ones who gave him the stew-
ardship to preach the gospel; this was by the doing of Christ Himself. 
In addition, not even a human court could judge the truthfulness of 
Paul’s faithfulness. But what’s more, Paul didn’t even judge himself. 
Whatever perception he had of his own labors as a gospel minister 
could in no wise stand as the final word on whether he was truly 
faithful to Christ. No, Paul made it plain as to who the real ultimate 
judge was in all these matters: “It is the Lord who judges me.” The only 
impartial, infallible, competent, and deciding judge as to Paul’s fidelity 
to Christ is Christ alone. 

This doesn’t mean, of course, that the church never judges the con-
duct of its leaders or even the doctrine they may preach. First Timothy 
5:19–21, for example, gives the church authority to discipline elders 
who have fallen in open sin. But to make an absolute judgment as to 
the state of one’s heart toward Christ and the legitimacy of their labors 
and their lasting fruit is a judgment only the Lord has the authority 
to make. It is this issue that Paul so strongly reproved the Corinthian 
church over and to which God’s word in 1 Corinthians 4:3–5 must be 
applied when we’re tempted to make such arrogant pronouncements 
on men like George Whitefield, as if we have assumed the position 
as their judge. Our Lord Himself condemns this kind of judging as 
self-righteous and hypocritical (Matt. 7:1–4).  

Third, when we look at Whitefield’s weaknesses and the sins he 
battled as a Christian, we should be humble enough to see ourselves in 
him. I made this point earlier in this chapter, but I need to underscore 
it here. As Christians, are we really that different from Whitefield? 
Though we may not share the same weaknesses, inconsistencies, im-
perfections, and besetting sins as Whitefield did, are we not plagued 
just as equally with remaining sin? The point is, none of us are better 
than our brother Whitefield just because we’re not slaveholders or 
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may not be as inconsiderate as he was to his wife. No, the truth is, like 
George Whitefield and all other Christians in every generation of the 
church, our greatest battle is the war within our own members where 
the law of sin is ever seeking to take us captive and lead us astray from 
our most heartfelt ambitions to obey God (Rom. 7:14–25). This was 
Whitefield’s battle preceding glory, and it is no different for any one of 
us in our own Christian life.

Fourth and finally, may we never forget that God’s grace is always 
greater than our sin—and therefore, He can and does employ imper-
fect men to carry out His kingdom work. George Whitefield could 
never get over this. It amazed him time and again that God would use, 
as he said, “such a wretch as I . . . [to preach] the everlasting gospel.”21 
But this is what the Lord takes pleasure in doing to magnify His own 
glory and put on display the marvel of His grace. God doesn’t save 
perfect people; He saves sinners. And He doesn’t call perfect men to 
proclaim the unsearchable riches of Christ, who justifies the ungodly, 
rather, He calls fallen sinners redeemed by His grace. George White-
field’s life amplifies this fact, as does every Christian man whom God 
sets apart and sends to preach Christ. 

It is for that reason, despite our sin and numerous failings and er-
rors, every Christian will show in the coming ages what Ephesians 2:7 
hails as “the immeasurable riches of God’s grace in kindness toward 
us in Christ Jesus.” Think about this. Our life here and throughout 
eternity will show off the splendor of God’s grace in His kindness 
that has rescued, redeemed, forgiven, adopted, and sealed us as the 
precious trophies, if you will, of His unconquerable grace. And this, 
above all, is what George Whitefield left behind for us to see by his life, 
which ever points us to this grace found in Jesus Christ alone.   

21 Whitefield, Letters, 391.
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George Whitefield Comes to Middleton
“ He  l o o k e d  a l m o s t  a n g e l i c a l ”

October 23, 17401

Now it pleased God to send Mr. Whitefield into this land; and my 
hearing of his preaching at Philadelphia, like one of the old apostles, 
and many thousands flocking to hear him preach the Gospel, and great 
numbers were converted to Christ, I felt the Spirit of God drawing me 
by conviction; I longed to see and hear him and wished he would 
come this way. I longed to see him under great concern for their souls 
which brought on my concern more and more, hoping soon to see 
him; but next I heard he was at Long Island, then at Boston, and next 
at Northampton. 

Then on a sudden, in the morning about 8 or 9 of the clock there 
came a messenger and said Mr. Whitefield preached at Hartford and 
Wethersfield yesterday and is to preach at Middletown this morning 
at ten of the clock. I was in my field at work. I dropped my tool that I 
had in my hand and ran home to my wife, telling her to make ready 
quickly to go and hear Mr. Whitefield preach at Middletown, then ran 
to my pasture for my horse with all my might, fearing that I should be 
too late. Having my horse, I with my wife soon mounted the horse and 
went forward as fast as I thought the horse could bear; and when my 
horse got much out of breath, I would get down and put my wife on 

1 The following report is an eyewitness account of a Connecticut farmer named Nathan 
Cole who heard Whitefield preach in Middleton some twelve miles from where Cole 
resided. This is a stirring record of the energy and anticipation that followed Whitefield 
wherever he traveled to preach Christ—especially during this exceptional period in colo-
nial America during the Great Awakening. For Nathan Cole, hearing Whitefield proclaim 
the gospel on this occasion was the initial awakening stirred in his heart, which in the span 
of two years would flourish into a genuine conversion to Christ. This is taken from The 
Spiritual Travels of Nathan Cole, reprinted in The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd Series, 
vii (1950), 590–591.  
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the saddle and bid her ride as fast as she could and not stop or slack 
for me except I bade her, and so I would run until I was much out of 
breath and then mount my horse again, and so I did several times to 
favour my horse.

We improved every moment to get along as if we were fleeing 
for our lives, all the while fearing we should be too late to hear the 
sermon, for we had twelve miles to ride double in little more than 
an hour and we went round by the upper housen parish. And when 
we came within about half a mile or a mile of the road that comes 
down from Hartford, Wethersfield, and Stepney to Middletown, on 
high land I saw before me a cloud of fog arising. I first thought it came 
from the great river, but as I came nearer the road I heard a noise of 
horses’ feet coming down the road, and this cloud was a cloud of dust 
made by the horses’ feet. It arose some rods into the air over the tops 
of hills and trees; and when I came within about 20 rods of the road, 
I could see men and horses slipping along in the cloud like shadows, 
and as I drew nearer it seemed like a steady stream of horses and their 
riders, scarcely a horse more than his length behind another, all of a 
lather and foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils 
every jump. Every horse seemed to go with all his might to carry his 
rider to hear news from heaven for the saving of souls.

It made me tremble to see the sight, how the world was in a strug-
gle. I found a vacancy between two horses to slip in mine and my 
wife said “Law, our clothes will be all spoiled, see how they look,” for 
they were so covered with dust that they looked almost all of a colour, 
coats, hats, shirts, and horse. We went down in the stream but heard 
no man speak a word all the way for 3 miles but every one pressing 
forward in great haste; and when we got to Middletown old meeting 
house, there was a great multitude, it was said to be 3 or 4,000 of peo-
ple, assembled together. 

We dismounted and shook off our dust, and the ministers were 
then coming to the meeting house. I turned and looked towards the 
Great River and saw the ferry boats running swift backward and for-
ward bringing over loads of people, and the oars rowed nimble and 
quick. Everything, men, horses, and boats seemed to be struggling for 
life. The land and banks over the river looked black with people and 
horses; all along the 12 miles I saw no man at his work in his field, but 
all seemed to be gone. 
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When I saw Mr. Whitefield come upon the scaffold, he looked 
almost angelical; a young, slim, slender youth, before some thousands 
of people with a bold undaunted countenance. And my hearing how 
God was with him everywhere as he came along, it solemnized my 
mind and put me into a trembling fear before he began to preach; for 
he looked as if he was clothed with authority from the Great God, 
and a sweet solemn solemnity sat upon his brow, and my hearing him 
preach gave me a heart wound. By God’s blessing, my old foundation 
was broken up, and I saw that my righteousness would not save me.
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Gospelling the Native American Indians: 
W h i t e f i e l d ’s  E v a n g e l i s t i c  L e t t e r 

t o  t h e  A l l e g a ny  I n d i a n s 2

May 21, 1740

My Dear Brethren,
For so I call you, because you, and I, and all, have one common 

father, One God, in whom we live, move, and have our beings. We all 
came at first out of the dust of the earth. For after God made the sun, 
moon, stars, and everything you see, he also made a creature called 
man, and breathed into him the breath of life; he then became a living 

2 George Whitefield, The Works of the Rev. George Whitefield, M.A. (London: Dilly, 
1771), 1:171–174. This letter was written while Whitefield was hung up in the Delaware 
Bay due to unfavorable weather that detained him from reaching Georgia. Never one to 
waste time, Whitefield went ashore to Reedy Island and preached to the inhabitants. But he 
also took this time to write ten different letters—one of which was to the Allegany Indians. 
These Native Americans are part of the Seneca Nation of Indians who inhabited western 
New York. Whitefield’s introduction to them was in reading a journal of a Christian Indian 
trader who had been among them. Whitefield made correspondence with the trader, en-
couraging him to reach these Native Americans with the gospel. He exhorted the brother, 
“Beg of God to give you true notions of our free justification by faith in Jesus Christ. 
Bring your Indian hearers to believe, before you talk of baptism, or the supper of the Lord. 
Otherwise they will catch at a shadow, and neglect the substance” (Letters, 171). Whitefield 
also felt acutely burdened to bring the gospel to the Allegany tribe and determined to 
do so via a letter that would be read to them by this Indian trader. Writing of this in his 
published journal on May 19, 1740, he said: “Was much refreshed to-day, by reading the 
Journal of an Indian trader, mentioned a little before, and could not help thinking that 
God would open a door for preaching the Gospel among the Alleghenian Indians. Being 
much pressed thereto in spirit, I wrote them a letter, wherein I laid down the principles 
of our Holy Religion, told them the promises of the Gospel, that had especial reference to 
them, and cautioned them against such things as I thought might be a hindrance to their 
embracing Christianity. The Head or Chief of them is well inclined, and the white people 
thereabouts have heard of me, and have got my sermons. Who knows but God may now 
begin to give His Son the heathen for His inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth 
for His possession” (Whitefield, Journals, 428).   
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soul. He could not only walk and speak, but he could also think, and 
reason, and was full of goodness, peace, and joy. This man, this happy 
creature God placed in a garden, which his own right hand had plant-
ed. He then cast him into a deep sleep, and out of one of his ribs made 
what we call a woman, that she might be his wife. Their names were 
Adam and Eve. 

With these, God made an agreement that they should eat of every 
tree of that garden, except one; but if they ate the fruit of that particu-
lar tree, they should die; they should return to the dust from whence 
they were taken, lose the comforts they enjoyed in their souls, and be 
unhappy forever in another world. But if they did not eat this fruit, 
none of these things, should come upon them. A being, which we call 
the devil, (and who for pride had been cast out of heaven) envying 
their happiness, tempted them to eat the forbidden fruit. They con-
sented, they ate, they died. Their bodies became mortal, their souls 
were deprived of the presence and love of God; and unless a way was 
found out to make satisfaction for what they had done, they must 
have been lost forever. 

These were our parents, and God made this agreement with us 
their children, as well as with them. For they acted in our name, as 
a king acts in the name of his people or a father in the name of a 
child—What therefore befell them, befell us. We died in them; and 
come into this world poor and miserable, blind and naked, as they 
were, when they had eaten of the forbidden tree. Hence it is, that we 
are given to lust, anger, envy, hatred, pride, and malice, and all those 
troublesome passions which you all must feel in your own hearts, and 
cannot but see even in the hearts of your children. If then, you look 
only into yourselves, you must confess these things are so. But God 
hath given us a book, wherein he assures us of the truth of all this:—
And we know that book came from God, because none but God could 
tell us the things therein contained.

And I speak first of this, because ‘till you feel and believe this, 
you cannot come to the knowledge of Jesus Christ; and without the 
knowledge of Jesus Christ you cannot be saved. For after our first 
parents, Adam and Eve, had taken the forbidden fruit, and with all 
their children, thereafter to be born, became guilty before God, God 
out of his own free love sent his only begotten Son into the world, 
to die, and so make an atonement for the sin of fallen man, and also 
to obey the law, which man had broken; so that though fallen man 
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had no righteousness of his own, yet upon believing in God’s Son, he 
should find a perfect righteousness in him. The Son is called Jesus, “A 
Saviour,” because he was to save us from the guilt and power of our 
sins. He was truly God, and therefore could satisfy; he was truly man, 
and therefore could obey and suffer in our stead. He was God and 
man in one person, that God and man might be happy together again.

My dear brethren, (for so I must call you, though I never saw you) 
these are strange things. But if you are willing to learn, the Holy Spirit 
shall teach you. For Jesus Christ by dying, and obeying God’s law, hath 
bought for us the Holy Spirit, who shall change your corrupt natures, 
and fit you for happiness hereafter with the ever-blessed God, if you do 
but believe in your hearts.—Thousands of white people only believe 
in their heads, and therefore are no more Christians than those who 
never heard of Jesus Christ at all. They call Christ, “Lord, Lord,” but 
they do not live as Jesus Christ hath commanded. No, they curse and 
swear, they break the Sabbath, they get drunk, they play, they whore, 
they commit adultery, and have taught many poor Indians to do these 
abominable things as well as themselves. Do not you therefore learn 
of them. 

For true Christians are sober, chaste and holy. They will not get 
drunk, they will not play the whore, they will not cheat, lie, curse or 
swear; but they will bless and praise God, keep the Sabbath, and do 
all the good they can; for thus Jesus Christ, their Lord and master, 
lived when he was here on earth. I say, when he was here on earth; 
for after he died, he rose again, and went up into heaven from whence 
he came, and there he sits praying for all that shall believe on Him 
to the end of the world. For as the world had a beginning, so it also 
will have an end. And Jesus Christ will come again in the clouds to 
judge all mankind; and then he that hath believed in Christ, and hath 
shown forth his faith by his works, shall be saved; and he that hath not 
believed in Christ, shall be damned forever, and be cast into a lake of 
fire and brimstone. 

But before he comes, he hath promised that the heathen shall be 
brought to believe on him, and therefore I write this letter to you. I 
would come myself, and preach the glad tidings of salvation among 
you, as the bearer of this could interpret for me; but my other business 
will not permit. I am a minister of the same Jesus, and once was as 
ignorant of Him comparatively as you may be. I once lived like other 
people; but the Lord Jesus hath brought me to believe on Him, and 



186   |  Thundering the Word

I now do so no more. I once was full of envy, hatred, malice, and 
such like cursed tempers; but now I have love, and peace, and joy. 
And because Jesus Christ hath shown such mercy to me, I desire that 
all others should be made as happy, nay happier than I am myself.—
Hearken therefore now to the voice of the Lord. 

Pray to God that you may feel yourselves poor, miserable sinners, 
and come by a living faith to Jesus Christ. Then he will pardon you 
of all your sins, make you holy by his Spirit here, and take you into 
everlasting happiness hereafter. Your traders, some of them at least, 
will tell you, that you must be miserable, if you will be Christians. But 
these know nothing of Jesus Christ; for they are ungodly men, walk-
ing after their own wicked lusts. Whosoever will follow Jesus Christ, 
though happy in himself, must be looked upon as a fool by others. The 
spirit of the world, and the Spirit of Jesus are quite contrary one to the 
other; and therefore if you will live godly in Him, you must suffer per-
secution; you must have all manner of evil spoken against you falsely, 
and be called madmen and fools; but let not that daunt you, or make 
you afraid. There is a world to come, there is a judgment-day, and then 
Jesus Christ shall crown all those with glory, who have suffered for his 
name’s sake.

Once more, therefore, hearken to the voice of the Lord. For the 
Lord Jesus died for you, as well as white men among you, and that 
you might be taught the gospel; but they have made you worse than 
you were before, and therefore shall receive the greater damnation. He 
who brings this, no doubt, will be despised amongst them, because 
he will, I hope, neither get drunk, nor curse, nor swear.—But I trust 
the Lord will strengthen him, and cause him to show many of you the 
true way of salvation—I shall not fail to pray for him, and for you; 
for though I know you not, yet if I could thereby save your precious 
souls, I think I could die for your sake. May the Lord Jesus bless you, 
and bring you out of darkness into his marvelous light, for his mercy’s 
sake. This is the prayer of, dear brethren,

Your soul’s well-wisher and servant in Christ,
G.W.
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Charging Satan’s Citadel
W h i t e f i e l d ’s  f a m e d  a c c o u n t  o f  h i s  g o s p e l 

v e n t u r e  i n  Mo o r f i e l d s ,  L o n d o n 1

May 11, 1742

With this, I send you a few out of the many notes I have received 
from persons, who were convicted, converted, or comforted in Moor-
fields, during the late holidays. For many weeks, I found my heart 
much pressed to determine to venture to preach there at this season, 
when, if ever, Satan’s children keep up their annual rendezvous. I must 
inform you that Moorfields is a large spacious place, given, as I have 
been told, by one Madam Moore, on purpose for all sorts of people to 
divert themselves in. For many years past, from one end to the other, 
booths of all kinds have been erected, for mountebanks, players, pup-
pet shows, and such like. With a heart bleeding with compassion for 
so many thousands led captive by the devil at his will, on Whit-Mon-
day, at six o’ clock in the morning, attended by a large congregation of 
praying people, I ventured to lift up a standard amongst them in the 
name of Jesus of Nazareth.

Perhaps there were about ten thousand in waiting, not for me, 
but for Satan’s instruments to amuse them.—Glad was I to find, that 

1 George Whitefield, The Works of the Rev. George Whitefield, M.A. (London: Dilly, 
1771), 1:384–386. Moorfields was an eighteen-acre park in the northern district of Lon-
don. Whitefield first began preaching in Moorfields in April 1739. Some of his greatest 
evangelistic labors were given to that area. In the summer of 1741, many of Whitefield’s 
London friends took it upon themselves to construct a building in the Moorfields district 
where they could congregate in one place, indoors, for Whitefield to preach. The building 
was affectionately called “The Tabernacle” and would be the central headquarters, if you 
will, for all of Whitefield’s ministerial labors. But while a building was erected for him 
in Moorfields, he still took the gospel into the open air throughout the park to meet the 
unbelievers where they congregated. This present letter is a vivid and rich account of just 
one of those occasions where Whitefield went into “the highways and hedges” compelling 
sinners to come to Christ.   
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I had for once as it were got the start of the devil. I mounted my field 
pulpit, almost all flocked immediately around it. I preached on these 
words, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so shall the 
son of man be lifted up, &c.” They gazed, they listened, they wept; 
and I believe that many felt themselves stung with deep conviction 
for their past sins. All was hushed and solemn. Being thus encour-
aged, I ventured out again at noon; but what a scene! The fields, the 
whole fields seemed, in a bad sense of the word, all white, ready not 
for the Redeemer’s, but Beelzebub’s harvest. All his agents were in full 
motion, drummers, trumpeters, merry Andrews, masters of puppet 
shows, exhibitors of wild beasts, players, &c. &c. all busy in entertain-
ing their respective auditories. I suppose there could not be less than 
twenty or thirty thousand people.

My pulpit was fixed on the opposite side, and immediately, to 
their great mortification, they found the number of their attendants 
sadly lessened. Judging that like saint Paul, I should now be called as 
it were to fight with beasts at Ephesus, I preached from these words: 
“Great is Diana of the Ephesians.” You may easily guess, that there was 
some noise among the craftsmen, and that I was honored with having 
a few stones, dirt, rotten eggs, and pieces of dead cats thrown at me, 
whilst engaged in calling them from their favorite but lying vanities. 
My soul was indeed among lions; but far the greatest part of my con-
gregation, which was very large, seemed for a while to be turned into 
lambs. This encouraged me to give notice, that I would preach again 
at six o’ clock in the evening. I came, I saw, but what—thousands and 
thousands more than before if possible, still more deeply engaged in 
their unhappy diversions; but some thousands amongst them waiting 
as earnestly to hear the gospel. This Satan could not brook.

One of his choicest servants was exhibiting, trumpeting on a 
large stage; but as soon as the people saw me in my black robes and 
my pulpit, I think all to a man left him and ran to me. For a while I 
was enabled to lift up my voice like a trumpet, and many heard the 
joyful sound. God’s people kept praying, and the enemy’s agents made 
a kind of a roaring at some distance from our camp. At length they 
approached nearer, and the merry andrew, (attended by others, who 
complained that they had taken many pounds less that day on ac-
count of my preaching) got upon a man’s shoulders, and advancing 
near the pulpit attempted to slash me with a long heavy whip several 
times, but always with the violence of his motion tumbled down. Soon 
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afterwards, they got a recruiting serjeant with his drum, &c. to pass 
through the congregation. I gave the word of command, and ordered 
that way might be made for the king’s officer. The ranks opened, while 
all march’d quietly through, and then closed again. 

Finding those efforts to fail, a large body quite on the opposite 
side assembled together, and having got a large pole for their stan-
dard, advanced towards us with steady and formidable steps, till they 
came very near the skirts of our hearing, praying, and almost un-
daunted congregation. I saw, gave warning and prayed to the captain 
of our salvation for present support and deliverance. He heard and 
answered; for just as they approached us with looks full of resentment, 
I know not by what accident, they quarreled among themselves, threw 
down their staff and went their way, leaving however many of their 
company behind, who before we had done, I trust were brought over 
to join the besieged party. 

I think I continued in praying, preaching and singing, (for the 
noise was too great at times to preach) about three hours. We then 
retired to the tabernacle, with my pockets full of notes from persons 
brought under concern, and read them amidst the praises and spir-
itual acclaimations of thousands, who joined with the holy angels in 
rejoicing that so many sinners were snatched, in such an unexpected, 
unlikely place and manner, out of the very jaws of the devil. This was 
the beginning of the tabernacle society.—Three hundred and fifty 
awakened souls were received in one day, and I believe the number 
of notes exceeded a thousand; but I must have done, believing you 
want to retire to join in mutual praise and thanksgiving to God and 
the Lamb, with

Yours, &c.
G.W.     
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Pursuing Peace
W h i t e f i e l d ’s  l e t t e r  t o  J o h n  We s l e y 1

October 10, 1741

Reverend and dear Brother,
I have for a long time expected that you would have sent me an 

answer to my last; but I suppose that you are afraid to correspond with 
me, because I revealed your secret about the lot. Though much may be 
said for my doing it, yet I am sorry now, that any such thing dropped 
from my pen, and I humbly ask pardon. I find I love you as much as 
ever, and pray God, if it be his blessed will, that we may be all united 
together. 

It hath been for some days upon my heart to write to you, and 
this morning I received a letter from brother Harris, telling me how 
he had conversed with you and your dear brother. May God remove 
all obstacles that now prevent our union! Though I hold particular 
election, yet I offer Jesus freely to every individual soul. You may carry 
sanctification to what degrees you will, only I cannot agree that the 
in-being of sin is to be destroyed in this life. 
1 George Whitefield, The Works of the Rev. George Whitefield, M.A. (London: Dilly, 1771), 
1:331. This letter was one of many that Whitefield sent to John Wesley in the wake of their 
very public doctrinal dispute. At least four things make this particular letter significant: 
(1) Whitefield’s unashamed love for Wesley as a brother in Christ; (2) Whitefield’s humility 
in having reviewed a part of his published letter to Wesley, realizing that he crossed a line 
wherein he needed Wesley’s forgiveness; (3) though retracting a part of his letter to Wesley 
on a personal matter, he refused to give the farm away over the doctrines he defended and 
those he countered; and  (4) his unflinching resolution to remove every impediment to 
peace with the Wesley brothers. This meant his ceasing to dispute any further with them 
over where they strongly stood in opposition, doctrinally speaking: as Whitefield was fond 
of saying: “I think it best not to dispute when there is no probability of convincing.” This 
pursuit of peace, however, would never compromise or sacrifice what Whitefield knew was 
the truth of Scripture—nevertheless, as I labored to show in chapter 7, he strove to treat 
the Wesley brothers with the kindness, patience, and gentleness to those who oppose the 
truth, as commanded in 2 Timothy 2:24–25.      
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O, my dear brother, the Lord hath been much with me in Scotland. 
I every morning feel my fellowship with Christ, and he is pleased to 
give me all peace and joy in believing. In about three weeks I hope to 
be at Bristol. May all disputings cease, and each of us talk of nothing 
but Jesus, and him crucified! This is my resolution. The Lord be with 
your spirit. My love to brother Charles, and all that love the glorious 
Emmanuel. I am, without dissimulation, ever yours, G.W. 
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Learning to Cease from Man
W h i t e f i e l d ’s  L e t t e r  t o  P a s t o r 

Wi l l i a m  C o o p e r

September 24, 17421

Reverend and dear Sir,
To my great and abundant satisfaction, I received your long 

wished-for letter of June 3. It was late at night ere it came to hand; 
but I could not go to rest without reading it. I read, and rejoiced, and 
prayed for the writer with my whole heart. O reverend and dear Sir, 
God only knows how closely I am knit to the dear ministers and peo-
ple of New-England. They are ever upon my heart, and it rejoiced me 
to find I was not forgotten (unworthy as I am) by them.

Dear Sir, I am glad to hear that the work still goes on; be not 
surprised, if you are forsaken. Paul was served so, and when I came 
to England most of my old friends and spiritual children were exceed-
ingly prejudiced against me. Our great high-priest sees these trials to 
be necessary for us, to try our faith, and teach us to cease from man. 

1 George Whitefield, The Works of the Rev. George Whitefield, M.A. (London: Dilly, 
1771), 1:442–443. The recipient of this letter was the venerable Congregationalist pas-
tor William Cooper (1694–1743). A native of Boston, MS, and respected as an eminent 
preacher, faithful pastor, and blameless man, he became an ardent defender of what he 
witnessed God doing in the Great Awakening. When Whitefield preached in Boston in 
1740, Cooper felt a kindred spirit with this brother who was twenty years his junior and 
went out of his way to vocally support him—even describing Whitefield as “the wonder of 
the age.” Whitefield, for his part, looked up to Pastor Cooper and esteemed him highly in 
love as a far more senior saint and gospel minister. This present letter demonstrates White-
field’s veneration for Pastor Cooper. But we also see Whitefield’s humility, catholicity, and 
Calvinistic principles opened up in this letter, combined with his ever-growing faith in 
the Lord as his abiding trust. What stands out the most, however, is the lesson Whitefield 
relates to Cooper that he hoped his recent trials (namely with the Wesleys) was forging in 
him, which was to cease from man. This short letter is instructive on many fronts.    



194   |  Thundering the Word

I hope they have produced this blessed effect in some measure upon 
my soul. 

There seems to be such a scene in Philadelphia, as we have had 
in old England. I have wrote to Mr. Tennent. He in a late letter thinks 
me too charitable; but my conscience doth not reproach me for that. 
My principles are still the same. I embrace the calvinistical scheme, 
not because Calvin, but Jesus Christ, I think, has taught it to me. I go 
on preaching the cross and power of the Redeemer, and desire to say 
as little as possible about others, lest thereby I should divert people’s 
minds from the simplicity of the gospel. I have often found that op-
posing, instead of hurting, makes erroneous people become consid-
erable. This made me wish, that the Boston ministers would not take 
up so much time in speaking against the Exhorters. It will only set the 
people the more upon following after them; but I cannot well judge 
at such a distance, and indeed I find I am such a poor creature, that I 
scarce know anything yet, as I ought to know. 

At the same time, I will not deny what I have received; no, this 
would be dishonouring my dear Saviour. He makes me daily more and 
more happy in himself, and I continually rejoice in his great salvation. 
At present he supports me in an uncommon manner, and the news 
of the Spaniards attacking Georgia affects m_e no otherwise, than to 
increase my faith and confidence in him, whom I am sure careth for 
me and mine. O dear Sir, what a glorious thing is divine faith! May 
you have much of it, and feel the power of it more and more every day! 
With repeated salutations and returns of love, I once more subscribe 
myself, reverend and dear Sir,

Your most affectionate friend, younger brother,
and servant in the glorious gospel of 

the ever blessed Jesus,
G.W. 
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John Wesley’s Sermon  

“Free Grace” 
Preached at Bristol, in the year 17401

“He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, 
how shall he not with him also freely give us all things” Rom. 8:32”

TO THE READER: Nothing but the strongest conviction, not 
only that what is here advanced is “the truth as it is in Jesus, “ but 
also that I am indispensably obliged to declare this truth to all the 
world, could have induced me openly to oppose the sentiments of 
those whom I esteem for their work’s sake:  At whose feet may I be 
found in the day of the Lord Jesus!

Should any believe it his duty to reply hereto, I have only one re-
quest to make,—Let whatsoever you do, be done inherently, in love, 
and in the spirit of meekness.  Let your very disputing show that you  
have “put on, as the elect of God, bowel of mercies, gentleness, long-
suffering;” that even according to this time it may be said, “See how 
these Christians love one another!” ADVERTISEMENT Whereas a 
pamphlet entitled, “Free Grace Indeed,” has been published against 
this Sermon; this is to inform the publisher, that I cannot answer his 
tract till he appears to be more in earnest.  For I dare not speak of “the 
deep things of God” in the spirit of a prize-fighter or a stage-player.

First, how freely does God love the world! While we were yet sin-
ners, “Christ died for the ungodly.” While we were “dead in our sin,” 
God “spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all.” And 
how freely with him does he “give us all things!” Verily, FREE GRACE 
is all in all!

1 This copy of Wesley’s sermon, “Free Grace” comes from the Wesley Center for Applied 
Theology with grammar corrections made by Ken Harris, Ryan Danker, and George Lyons 
of Northwest Nazarene University (Nampa, Idaho). In addition to their grammar correc-
tions, I also took the liberty to make some of my own to help the reader follow Wesley’s 
sermon with as much coherence as possible. 
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Second, the grace of God, whence cometh our salvation, is FREE 
IN ALL, and FREE FOR ALL.

Third, it is free in all to whom it is given.  It does not depend 
on any power or merit in man; no, not in any degree, neither in 
whole, nor in part.  It does not in anywise depend either on the good 
works or righteousness of the receiver, not on anything he has done, 
or anything he is.  It does not depend on his endeavors.  It does not 
depend on his good tempers, or good desires, or good purposes and 
intentions; for all these flow from the free grace of God; they are the 
streams only, not the fountain.  They are the fruits of free grace, and 
not the root.  They are not the cause, but the effects of it.  Whatsoever 
good is in man, or is done by man, God is the author and doer of it.  
Thus is his grace free in all; that is, no way depending on any power or 
merit in man, but on God alone, who freely gave us his own Son, and 
“with him freely giveth us all things.

Fourth, but it is free for ALL, as well as IN ALL.  To this some 
have answered, “No: It is free only for those whom God hath ordained 
to life; and they are but a little flock.  The greater part of God hath 
ordained to death; and it is not free for them. Them God hateth; and 
therefore, before they were born, decreed they should die eternally.  
And this he absolutely decreed; because so was his good pleasure; be-
cause it was his sovereign will.  Accordingly, they are born for this,—
to be destroyed body and soul in hell.  And they grow up under the 
irrevocable curse of God, without any possibility of redemption; for 
what grace God gives. He gives only for this, to increase, not prevent, 
their damnation.”

Fifth, this, that decree of predestination.  But methinks I hear one 
say, “This is not the predestination which I hold: I hold only the elec-
tion of grace.  What I believe is not more than this,—that God, before 
the foundation of the world, did elect a certain number of men to be 
justified, sanctified, and glorified.  Now, all these will be saved, and 
none else; for the rest of mankind God leaves to themselves: So they 
follow the imaginations of their own hearts, which are only evil con-
tinually, and, waxing worse and worse, are at length justly punished 
with everlasting destruction.”

Sixth, is this all the predestination which you hold Consider, per-
haps this is not all.  Do not you believe God ordained them to this very 
thing? If so, you believe the whole degree; you hold predestination in 
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the full sense which has been above described.  But it may be you 
think you do not.  Do not you then believe, God hardens the hearts of 
them that perish: Do not you believe, he (literally) hardened Pharaoh’s 
heart; and that for this end he raised him up, or created him? Why, 
this amounts to just the same thing.  If you believe Pharaoh, or any 
one man upon earth, was created for this end, —to be damned,—you 
hold all that has been said of predestination.  And there is no need 
you should add, that God seconds his decree, which is supposed un-
changeable and irresistible, by hardening the hearts of those vessels of 
wrath whom that decree had before fitted for destruction.

Seventh, well, but it may be you do not believe even this; you do 
not hold any decree of reprobation; you do not think God decrees any 
man to be damned, not hardens, irresistibly fits him, for damnation; 
you only say, “God eternally decreed, that all being dead in sin, he 
would say to some of the dry bones, Live, and to others he would 
not; that, consequently, these should be made alive, and those abide 
in death,— these should glorify God by their salvation, and those by 
their destruction.”

Eighth, is not this what you mean by the election of grace? If it be, 
I would ask one or two questions: Are any who are not thus elected 
saved or were any, from the foundation of the world is it possible any 
man should be saved unless he be thus elected if you say, “No”, you 
are but where you was; you are not got one hair’s breadth farther; you 
still believe, that, in consequence of an unchangeable, irresistible de-
cree of God, the greater part of mankind abide in death, without any 
possibility of redemption; inasmuch as none can save them but God, 
and he will not save them.  You believe he hath absolutely decreed 
not to save them; and what is this but decreeing to damn them. It is, 
in effect, neither more nor less; it comes to the same thing; for if you 
are dead, and altogether unable to make yourself alive, then, if God 
has absolutely decreed he will make only others alive, and not you, 
he hath absolutely decreed your everlasting death; you are absolutely 
consigned to damnation.  So then, though you use softer words than 
some, you mean the self-same thing; and God’s decree concerning the 
election of grace, according to your account of it, amounts to neither 
more nor less than what others call God’s decree of reprobation.

Ninth, call it therefore by whatever name you please, election, 
preterition, predestination, or reprobation, it comes in the end to the 
same thing. The sense of all is plainly this,—by virtue of an eternal, 
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unchangeable, irresistible decree of God , on part of mankind are in-
fallibly saved, and the rest infallibly damned; it being impossible that 
any of the former should be damned. Or that any of the latter should 
be saved.

Tenth, but if this be so, then is all preaching vain? It is needless 
to them that are elected; for they, whether with preaching or with-
out, will infallibly be saved.  Therefore, the end of preaching—to save 
should—is void with regard to them; and it is useless to them that 
are not elected, for they cannot possibly be saved: they, whether with 
preaching or without, will infallibly be damned. The end of preaching 
is therefore void with regard to them likewise; so that in either case 
our preaching is vain, a you hearing is also vain.

Eleventh, this then, is a plain proof that the doctrine of predesti-
nation is not a doctrine of God, because it makes void the ordinance 
of God; and God is not divided against himself.  A second is, that 
it directly tends to destroy that holiness which is the end of all the 
ordinances of God.  I do not say, none who hold it are holy; (for God 
is of tender mercy to those who are unavoidably entangled in errors 
of any kind;) but that the doctrine itself,— that every man is either 
elected or not elected from eternity, and that the one must inevitably 
be saved, and the other inevitably be damned,— has a manifest ten-
dency to destroy holiness in general; for it wholly takes away those 
first motives to follow after it, so frequently proposed in Scripture, 
the hope of future reward and fear of punishment, the hope of heaven 
and fear of hell. That these shall go away into everlasting punishment, 
and those into life eternal, is not motive to him to struggle for life who 
believes his lot is cast already; it is not reasonable for him so to do, if 
he thinks he is unalterably adjudged either to life or death.  You will 
say, “But he knows not whether it is life or death.” What then—this 
helps not the matter; for if a sick man knows that he must unavoidably 
die, or unavoidably recover, though he knows not which, it is unrea-
sonable for him to take any physic at all.  He might justly say, (and so 
I have heard some speak, both in bodily sickness and in spiritual,) “if 
I am ordained to life, I shall live; if to death, I shall die; so I need not 
trouble myself about it.” So directly does this doctrine tend to shut the 
very gate of holiness in general,— to hinder unholy men from ever 
approaching thereto, or striving to enter in thereat.

Twelfth, as directly does this doctrine tend to destroy several 
particular branches of holiness.  Such are meekness and love,— love, 
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I mean, of our enemies,— of the evil and unthankful.  I say not, that 
none who hold it have meekness and love; (for as is the power of God, 
so is his mercy;) but that it naturally tends to inspire, or increase, 
a sharpness or eagerness of temper, which is quite contrary to the 
meekness of Christ; as then especially appears, when they are op-
posed on this head.  And it as naturally inspires contempt or coldness 
towards those whom we suppose outcast from God. “O but,” you say. 
“I suppose no particular man a reprobate.” You mean you would not 
if you could help it: But you cannot help sometimes applying your 
general doctrine to particular persons: The enemy of souls will apply 
it for you.  You know how often he has done so.  But you rejected the 
thought with abhorrence. True; as soon as you could; but how did it 
sour and sharpen your spirit in the mean time! You well know it was 
not the spirit of love which you then felt towards that poor sinner, 
whom you supposed or suspected, whether you would or no, to have 
been hated of God from eternity.

Thirteenth, this doctrine tends to destroy the comfort of religion, 
the happiness of Christianity. This is evident as to all those who be-
lieve themselves to be reprobated, or who only suspect or fear it. All 
the great and precious promises are lost to them; they afford them 
no ray of comfort: For they are not the elect of God; therefore they 
have neither lot nor portion in them. This is an effectual bar to their 
finding any comfort or happiness, even in that religion whose ways 
are designed to be “ways of pleasantness, and all her paths peace.”

Fourteenth, and as to you who believe yourselves the elect of God, 
what is your happiness I hope, not a notion, a speculative belief, a bare 
opinion of any kind; but a feeling possession of God in your heart, 
wrought in you by the Holy Ghost, or, the witness of God’s Spirit with 
your spirit that you are a child of God. This, otherwise termed “the 
full assurance of faith,: is the true ground of a Christian’s happiness. 
And it does indeed imply a full assurance that all your past sins are 
forgiven, and that you are now a child of God. But it does not neces-
sarily imply a full assurance of our future perseverance. I do not say 
this is never joined to it, but that it is not necessarily implied therein; 
for many have the one who have not the other.

Fifteenth, now, this witness of the Spirit experience shows to be 
much obstructed by this doctrine; and not only in those who, Believ-
ing themselves reprobated, by this believe thrust it far from them, but 
even in them that have tasted of that good gift, who yet have soon 
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lost it again, and fallen back into doubts, and fears, and darkness,— 
horrible darkness, that might be felt! And I appeal to any of you who 
hold this doctrine, to say, between God and your own hearts, whether 
you have not often a return of doubts and fears concerning your elec-
tion or perseverance! If you ask, “Who has not?” I answer, very few of 
those that hold this doctrine; but many, very many, of those that hold 
it not, in all parts of the earth;— many of these have enjoyed the unin-
terrupted witness of his Spirit, the continual light of his countenance, 
from the moment wherein they first believed, for many months or 
years, to this day.

Sixteenth, that assurance of faith which these enjoy excludes all 
doubt and fear, It excludes all kinds of doubt and fear concerning their 
future perseverance; though it is not properly, as was said before, an 
assurance of what is future, but only of what now is. And this needs 
not for its support a speculative belief, that whoever is once ordained 
to life must live; for it is wrought from hour to hour, by the mighty 
power of God, “by the Holy Ghost which is given unto them.” And 
therefore that doctrine is not of God, because it tends to obstruct, if 
not destroy, this great work of the Holy Ghost, whence flows the chief 
comfort of religion, the happiness of Christianity.

Seventeenth, again: How uncomfortable a thought is this, that 
thousands and millions of men, without any preceding offense or 
fault of theirs, were unchangeably doomed to everlasting burnings! 
How peculiarly uncomfortable must it be to those who have put on 
Christ! To those who, being filled with bowels of mercy, tenderness, 
and compassion, could even “wish themselves accursed for their 
brethren’s sake!”

Eighteenth. Fourthly. This uncomfortable doctrine directly tends 
to destroy our zeal for good works.  And this it does, First, as it nat-
urally tends (according to what was observed before) to destroy our 
love to the greater part of mankind, namely, the evil and unthankful.  
For whatever lessens our love, must go far lessen our desire to do them 
good.  This it does, Secondly, as it cuts off one of the strongest motives 
to all acts of bodily mercy, such as feeding the hungry, clothing the 
naked, and the life,— viz., the hope of saving their souls from death. 
For what avails it to relive their temporal wants, who are just drop-
ping into eternal fire “Well; but run and snatch them as brands out 
of the fire.: Nay, this you suppose impossible.  They were appointed 
thereunto, you say, from eternity, before they had done either good 
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or evil. You believe it is the will of God they should die. And “who 
hath resisted his will” but you say you do not know whether these are 
elected or not.  What then if you know they are the one or the other,—
that they are either elected or not elected,—all your labour is void and 
vain. In either case, your advice, reproof, or exhortation is as needless 
and useless as our preaching. It is needless to them that are elected; 
for they will infallibly be saved without it. It is useless to them that 
are not elected; for with or without it they will infallibly be damned; 
therefore you cannot consistently with your principles take any pains 
about their salvation. Consequently, those principles directly tend to 
destroy your zeal for good works; for all good works; but particularly 
for the greatest of all, the saving of souls from death.

Nineteenth. But, Fifthly, this doctrine not only tends to destroy 
Christian holiness, happiness, and good works, but hath also a di-
rect and manifest tendency to overthrow the whole Christian Rev-
elation. The point which the wisest of the modern unbelievers most 
industriously labour to prove, is, that the Christian Revelation is not 
necessary. They well know, could they once show this, the conclusion 
would be too plain to be denied, “If it be not necessary, it is not true,” 
Now, this fundamental point you give up. For supposing that eternal, 
unchangeable decree, one part of mankind must be saved, though the 
Christian revelation were not in being, and the other part of mankind 
must be damned, notwithstanding that Revelation. And what would 
an infidel desire more you allow him all he asks. In making the gospel 
thus unnecessary to all sorts of men, you give up the whole Christian 
cause. “O tell it not in Gath! Lest the daughters of the uncircumcised 
rejoice; “lest the sons of unbelief triumph!

Twentieth. And as this doctrine manifestly and directly tends to 
over throw the whole Christian Revelation, so it does the same thing, 
by plain consequence, in making that Revelation contradict itself. For 
it is grounded on such an interpretation of some texts (more or fewer 
it matters not) as flatly contradicts all the other texts, and indeed the 
whole scope and tenor of Scripture. For instance: The assertors of this 
doctrine interpret that text of Scripture, “Jacob have I loved, but Esau 
have I hated,” as implying that God in a literal sense hated Esau, and 
all the reprobated, from eternity. Now, what can possibly be a more 
flat contradiction than this, not only to the whole scope and tenor of 
Scripture, but also to all those particular texts which expressly declare, 
“God is love.” Again: They infer from that text, “I will have mercy 
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on whom I will have mercy,” (Romans 4:15) that God is love only to 
some men, vix., the elect, and that he hath mercy for those only; flatly 
contrary to which is the whole tenor of Scripture, as is that express 
declaration in particular, “the Lord is loving unto every man; and his 
mercy is over all his works.” (Psalm 114:9) Again: They infer from that 
and the like texts, “It is not of him that willeth, nor of him that run-
neth, but of God that showeth mercy,: that he showeth mercy only to 
those to whom he had respect from all eternity. Nay, but who replieth 
against God now? You now contradict the whole oracles of God, 
which declare throughout, “God is no respecter of persons:’ (Acts 
10:34) “there is no respect of persons with him.” (Rom. 2:11) Again: 
from that text, “The children being not yet born, neither having done 
any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election might 
stand, not of works, but of him that calleth; it was said unto her,” unto 
Rebecca, “the elder shall serve the younger;” you infer, that our being 
predestinated, or elect, no way depends on the foreknowledge of God. 
Flatly contrary to this are all the scriptures; and those in particular, 
“elect according to the foreknowledge of God; (I Peter 1:2) “Whom he 
did foreknow, he also did predestinate.” (Rom. 8:29)

Twenty-first. And “the same Lord over all is rich” in mercy “to 
all that call upon him:” (Romans 10:12) But you say, “No; he is such 
only to those for whom Christ died. And those are not all, but only a 
few, whom God hath chosen out of the world; for he died not for all, 
but only for those who were chosen in him before the foundation of 
the world.’” (Eph. 1:4) Flatly contrary to your interpretation of these 
scriptures, also, is the whole tenor of the New Testament; as are in 
particular those texts:— “Destroy not him with thy meat, for whom 
Christ died,” (Rom. 14:15)—a clear proof that Christ died, not only for 
those that are saved, but also for them that perish: He is “the Saviour 
of the world;” (John 4:42) He is “the Lamb of God that taketh away 
the sins of the world;” (John 1:29); “he,” the living God, “is the Savior 
of all men;” (I Tim. 4:10) “He gave himself a ransom for all;” (I Tim. 
2:6) “he tasted death for every man.” (Heb. 2:9)

Twenty-second. If you ask, “Why then are not all men saved” 
the whole law and the testimony answer, First, Not because of any 
decree of God; not because it is his pleasure they should die; for, As 
I live, saith the Lord God, “I have no pleasure in the death of him 
that dieth.” (Ezek 18: 3, 32) Whatever be the cause of their perishing 
it cannot be his will, if the oracles of God are true; for they declare, 
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“he is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to 
repentance;” (2 Pet. 3:9) “he willeth that all men should be saved.” 
And they, secondly, declare what is the cause why all men are not 
saved, namely, that they will not be saved: So our Lord expressly, “ye 
will not come unto me that ye may have life.” (John 5:40) “The power 
of the Lord is present to heal” them, but they will not be healed. “They 
reject the counsel, “the merciful counsel, “of God against themselves,” 
as did their stiff-necked forefathers. And therefore are they without 
excuse; because God would save them, but they will not be saved: This 
is the condemnation, “How often would I have gathered you together, 
and ye would not!” (Matt. 23:37)

Twenty-third. Thus manifestly does this doctrine tend to over-
throw the whole Christian Revelation, by making it contradict itself; 
by giving such an interpretation of some texts, as flatly contradicts all 
the other texts, and indeed the whole scope and tenor of Scripture;— 
an abundant proof that it is not of God. But neither is this all: for, 
seventhly, it is a doctrine full of blasphemy; of such blasphemy as I 
should dread to mention, but that the honour of our gracious God, 
and the cause of his truth, will not suffer me to be silent. In the cause of 
God, then, and from a sincere concern for the glory of his great name, 
I will mention a few of the horrible blasphemies contained in this hor-
rible doctrine. But first, I must warn every one of you that hears, as ye 
will answer it at the great day, not to charge me (as some have done) 
with blaspheming, because I mention the blasphemy of others. And 
the more you are grieve with them that do thus blaspheme, see that 
ye “confirm your love towards them: the more, and that your heart’s 
desire, and continual prayer to God, be, “Father, forgive them; for they 
know not what they do!”

Twenty-fourth. This premised, let it be observed, that this doc-
trine represents our blessed Lord, “Jesus Christ the righteous,” “the 
only begotten Son of the Father, full of grace and truth,” as an hypo-
crite, a deceiver of the people, a man void of common sincerity. For 
it cannot be denied, that he everywhere speaks as if he was willing 
that all men should be saved.  Therefore, to say he was not willing 
that all men should be saved, is to represent him as a mere hypocrite 
and dissembler. It cannot be denied that the gracious words which 
came out of his mouth are full of invitations to all sinners. To say, 
then, he did not intend to save all sinners, is to represent him as a 
gross deceiver of the people.  You cannot deny what he says, “Come 



206   |  Thundering the Word

unto me, all ye that are weary and heavy laden.” If, then, you say he 
calls those that cannot come; those whom he knows to be unable to 
come; those whom he can make able to come, but will not; how is it 
possible to describe greater insincerity. You represent him as mocking 
his helpless creatures, by offering what he never intends to give. You 
describe him as saying one thing, and meaning another; as pretend-
ing the love which his had not. Him, in “whose mouth was no guile,” 
you make full of deceit, void of common sincerity;— then especially, 
when drawing nigh the city, He wept over it, and said, “O Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, thou killest the prophets, and stonest them that are sent 
unto thee; how often would I have gathered thy children together,— 
and yet would not; “hqelhsa—kai ouk hqelsate. Now if you say, they 
would, but he would not, you represent him (which who could hear) 
as weeping crocodiles’ tears; weeping over the prey which himself had 
doomed to destruction!

Twenth-fifth. Such blasphemy this, as one would think might 
make the ears of a Christian to tingle! But there is yet more behind; for 
just as it honours the Son, so doth this doctrine honour the Father. It 
destroys all his attributes at once: It overturns both his justice, mercy, 
and truth; yea, it represents the most holy God as worse than the devil, 
as both more false, more cruel, and more unjust.  More false; because 
the devil, liar as he is, hath never said, “He willeth all men to be saved: 
“ More unjust; because the devil cannot, if he would, be guilty of such 
injustice as your ascribe to God, when you say that go condemned 
millions of souls to everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his 
angels, for continuing in sin, which for want of that grace he will not 
give the, they cannot avoid: And more cruel; because that unhappy 
spirit “seeketh rest and  findeth none;” so that his own restless misery 
is a kind of temptation to him to tempt others.  But God resteth in his 
high and holy place; so that to suppose him, of his own mere motion, 
of his pure will and pleasure, happy as he is, to doom his creatures, 
whether they will or not, to endless misery, is to impute such cruelty 
to him as we cannot impute even to the great enemy of God and man. 
It is to represent the high God (he that hath ears to hear let him hear!) 
as more cruel, false, and unjust than the devil!

Twenty-sixth. This is the blasphemy clearly contained in the hor-
rible decree of predestination! And here I fix my foot. On this I join 
issue with every assertor of it. You represent God as worse than the 
devil; more false, more cruel, more unjust. But you say you will prove 
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it by scripture. Hold! What will you prove by Scripture that God is 
worse than the devil I cannot be. Whatever that Scripture proves, it 
never can prove this; whatever its true meaning be. This cannot be 
its true meaning. Do you ask, “What is its true meaning then” If I say, 
“I know not,” you have gained nothing; for there are many scriptures 
the true and sense whereof neither you nor I shall know till death 
is swallowed up in victory. But this I know, better it were to say it 
had no sense, than to say it had such a sense as this. It cannot mean, 
whatever it mean besides, that the God of truth is a liar. Let it mean 
what it will, it cannot mean that the Judge of all the world is unjust. 
No scripture can mean that God is not love, or that his mercy is not 
over all his works; that is, whatever it proves beside, no scripture can 
prove predestination.

Twenty-seventh. This is the blasphemy for which (however I love 
the persons who assert it) I abhor the doctrine of predestination, a 
doctrine, upon the supposition of which, if one could possibly sup-
pose it for a moment, (call it election, reprobation, or what you please, 
for all comes to the same thing), one might say to our adversary, the 
devil, “thou fool, why dost thou roar about any longer Thy lying in 
wait for souls is as needless and useless as our preaching. Hearest 
thou not, that God hath taken thy work out of thy hands; and that 
he doeth it much more effectually. Thou, with all they principalities 
and powers, canst only so assault that we may resist thee; but He can 
irresistibly destroy both body and soul in hell! Thou canst only entice; 
but his unchangeable decrees, to leave thousands of souls in death, 
compels them to continue in sin, till they drop into everlasting burn-
ing. Thou temptest; He forceth us to be damned; for we cannot resist 
his will. Thou fool, why goest thou about any longer, seeking whom 
thou mayest devour. Hearest thou not that God is the devouring lion, 
the destroyer of souls, the murderer of men.” Moloch caused only 
children to pass through the fire: and that fire was soon quenched; 
or, the corruptible body being consumed, its torment was at an end; 
but God, thou are told, by his eternal decree, fixed before they had 
done good or evil, causes not only children of a span long, but the 
parents also, to pass through the fire of hell, the ‘fire which never shall 
be quenched; and the body which is cast thereinto, being now incor-
ruptible and immortal, will be ever consuming and never consumed, 
but ‘the smoke of their torment,’ because it is God’s good pleasure, 
‘ascendeth up for ever and ever.’”
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Twenty-eighth. O how would the enemy of God and man rejoice 
to hear these things were so! How would he cry aloud and spare not! 
How would he lift up his voice and say, “To your tents, O Israel! Flee 
from the face of this God, or ye shall utterly perish! But whither will ye 
flee into heaven He is there, Down to hell He is there also. Ye cannot 
flee from an omnipresent, almighty tyrant. And whether ye flee or stay, 
I call heaven, his throne, and earth, his footstool, to witness against 
you, ye shall perish, ye shall die eternally. Sing, O hell, and rejoice, ye 
that are under the earth! For God, even the mighty God, hath spoken, 
and devoted to death thousands of souls, from the rising of the sun 
unto the going down thereof! Here, O grave, is thy victory nations yet 
unborn, or ever they have done good or evil are doomed never to see 
the light of life, but thou shalt gnaw upon them for ever and ever! Let 
all those morning stars sing together, who fell with Lucifer, son of the 
morning! Let all the sons of hell shout for joy! For the decree is past, 
and who shall disannul it?”

Twenty-ninth. Yea, the decree is past; and so it was before the 
foundation of the world. But what decree even this: “I will set before 
the sons of men ‘life and death, blessing cursing.’ And the soul that 
chooseth life shall live, as the soul that chooseth death shall die.” This 
decree whereby “whom God did foreknow, he did predestinate,” was 
indeed from everlasting; this, whereby all who suffer Christ to make 
them alive are “elect according to the foreknowledge of God,” now 
standeth fast, even as the moon, and as the faithful witnesses in heav-
en; and when heaven and earth shall pass away, yet this shall not pass 
away; for it is as unchangeable and eternal as is the being of God that 
gave it. This decree yields the strongest encouragement to abound in 
all good works and in all holiness; and it is a well-spring of joy, of 
happiness also, to our great and endless comfort. This is worthy of 
God; it is every way consistent with all the perfections of his nature. It 
gives us the noblest view both of his justice, mercy, and truth. To this 
agrees the whole scope of the Christian revelation, as well as all the 
parts thereof. To this Moses and all the Prophets bear witness, and our 
blessed Lord and all his Apostles thus Moses, in the name of his Lord: 
“I call heaven and earth to record against you this day, that I have set 
before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, 
that thou and thy seed may live.” Thus Ezekiel: choose life, that thou 
and thy seed may live: “thus Ezekiel: (to cite one prophet for all): “the 
soul that sinneth, it shall die; The son shall not bear” eternally, “the 
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iniquity of the father. The righteousness of the righteous shall be upon 
him, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon him.” (18:20) 
Thus our blessed Lord: “If any man thirst, let him come unto me and 
drink.” (John 7:37) Thus his great Apostle, St. Paul: (Acts 17:30) “God 
commandeth all men everywhere to repent;”— “all men everywhere;” 
every man in every place, without any exception either of place or 
person. Thus St. James: “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, 
who giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not, and it shall be giv-
en him.” (James 1:5) Thus St. Peter: (2 Pet. 3:9) “the Lord is not willing 
that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” And 
thus St. John: “If any man sin, we have an Advocate with the Father; 
and he is the propitiation for our sins; and not for our only, but for the 
sins of the whole world.” (I John 2:1,2)

Thirtieth. O hear ye this, ye that forget God! Ye cannot charge your 
death upon him!” ‘Have I any pleasure at all that the wicked should 
die’ saith the Lord God.” (Ezek. 18:23ff) “Repent, and turn from all 
your transgressions; so iniquity shall not be your ruin. Cast away from 
you all your transgressions where by you have transgressed,— for why 
will ye die, O house of Israel for I have no pleasure in the death of 
him that dieth, saith the Lord God.  Wherefore turn yourselves, and 
live ye.” “As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death 
of the wicked.—Turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O 
house of Israel” (Ezekiel 33:11)
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A Letter to the Rev Mr John Wesley  
in Answer to His Sermon 

entitled,

FREE-GRACE1

by George Whitefield, A.B. 

Late of Pembroke-College, Oxford. 

“But when Peter was come to Antioch, I withstood him 
to the face, because he was to be blamed.”

Galatians 2:11

Preface
I am very well aware what different effects publishing this Let-

ter against the dear Mr. Wesley’s Sermon will produce. Many of my 
friends, that are strenuous advocates for universal Redemption, will 
immediately be offended. Many that are zealous on the other side 
will be much rejoiced. They that are lukewarm on both sides, and are 
carried away with carnal reasoning, will wish this matter had never 
been brought under debate. The reasons I have given at the beginning 
of the letter, I think are sufficient to satisfy all, of my conduct herein. 
I desire therefore, that they who hold Election would not triumph, or 
make a party on one hand; (for I detest any sure thing) and that they 
who are prejudiced against that doctrine, be not too much concerned 
or offended on the other. Known unto God are all his ways from the 
beginning of the world. The great day will discover why the Lord per-
mits dear Mr. Wesley and me to be of a different way of thinking. At 
present, I shall make no enquiry into that matter, beyond the account 
which he has given of it himself in the following letter, which I lately 
received from his own dear hands.

1 George Whitefield,.  A Letter to the Reverend Mr. John Wesley: In Answer to His 
Sermon, Entitled, Free-grace.  UK:  W. Strahan,  1741, https://www.google.com/books/
edition/A_Letter_to_the_Reverend_Mr_John_Wesley/BBVgAAAAcAAJ?hl..
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London, August 9, 1740
My dear Brother,

I thank you for yours, May the 24th. The case is quite plain. There 
are bigots both for predestination and against it. God is sending a 
message to those on either side. But neither will receive it, unless from 
one who is of their own opinion. Therefore, for a time you suffered to 
be of one opinion, and I of another. But when his time is come, God 
will do what man cannot, namely, make us both of one mind. Then 
persecution will flame out, and it will be seen whether we count our 
lives dear unto ourselves, so that we may finish our course with joy. 

I am, my dearest brother,
ever yours,

J. Wesley.

Thus my honoured friend, I heartily pray God to hasten the time, 
for his being clearly enlightened into all the doctrines of divine revela-
tion, that we may thus be closely united in principle and judgment as 
well as heart and affection. And then if the Lord should call us to it, I 
care not if I go with him to prison, or to death. For like Paul and Silas, 
I hope we shall sing praises to God, and count it our highest honour 
to suffer for Christ’s sake, and to lay down our lives for the brethren.

A Letter 
From the Reverend 

Mr. George Whitefield, 
To the Reverend 

Mr. John Wesley.

Bethesda in Georgia, Dec. 24, 1740

Reverend and very dear Brother,
God only knows, what unspeakable sorrow of heart I have felt on 

your account, since I left England last. Whether it be my infirmity or 
not, I frankly confess, that Jonah could not go with more reluctance 
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against Nineveh, than I now take pen in hand to write against you. 
Was nature to speak, I had rather die than do it; and yet if I am faithful 
to God, and to my own and others’ souls, I must not stand neuter 
any longer. I am very apprehensive that our common adversaries will 
rejoice to see us differing among ourselves. But what can I say? The 
children of God are in danger of falling into error. Nay, numbers have 
been misled, whom God has been pleased to work upon by my minis-
try, and a greater number are still calling aloud upon me, to shew also 
my opinion; I must then shew, that I know no man after the flesh, and 
that I have no respect to persons, any further than is consistent with 
my duty to my Lord and Master, Jesus Christ.

This letter, no doubt, will lose me many friends: and for this cause, 
perhaps God has laid this difficult task upon me, even to see whether 
I am willing to forsake all for him, or not. From such considerations 
as these, I think it my duty to bear an humble testimony, and earnestly 
to plead for the truths which, I am convinced, are clearly revealed in 
the word of God. In the defence whereof I must use great plainness 
of speech, and treat my dearest friends upon earth with the greatest 
simplicity, faithfulness and freedom, leaving the consequences of all 
to God.

For some time before, and especially since my last departure from 
England, both in public and private, by preaching and printing, you 
have been propagating the doctrine of universal redemption. And 
when I remember, how Paul reproved Peter for his dissimulation, I 
fear I have been sinfully silent too long. O then be not angry with me, 
dear and honoured Sir, if now I deliver my soul, by telling you, that I 
think in this you greatly err.

‘Tis not my design to enter into a long debate on God’s decrees. 
I refer you to Dr. Edwards his Veritas Redux, which, I think, is unan-
swerable, except in a certain point, concerning a middle sort between 
elect and reprobate, which he himself in effect afterwards condemns.

I shall only make a few remarks upon your sermon, entitled Free 
Grace. And before I enter upon the discourse itself, give me leave to 
take a little notice of what, in your preface, you term an indispens-
able obligation, to make it public to all the world. I must own, that 
I always thought you were quite mistaken upon that head. The case 
(you know) stands thus: When you was at Bristol, I think you received 
a letter from a private hand, charging you with not preaching the 
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gospel, because you did not preach up election. Upon this you drew 
a lot: the answer was “preach and print.” I have often questioned, as 
I do now, whether in so doing, you did not tempt the Lord. A due 
exercise of religious prudence, without a lot, would have directed 
you in that matter. Besides, I never heard that you enquired of God, 
whether or not election was a gospel doctrine? But I fear, taking it for 
granted, it was not, you only enquired, whether you should be silent, 
or preach or print against it? However this be, the lot came out “preach 
and print”; accordingly you preached and printed against election. At 
my desire, you suppressed the publishing the sermon whilst I was in 
England; but soon sent it into the world after my departure. O that 
you had kept it in! however, if that sermon was printed in answer to 
a lot, I am apt to think, one reason why God should so suffer you to 
be deceived, was, that hereby a special obligation might be laid upon 
me, faithfully to declare the scripture doctrine of election, that thus 
the Lord might give me a fresh opportunity of seeing what was in my 
heart, and whether I would be true to his cause or not; as you could 
not but grant, he did once before, by giving you such another lot at 
Deal. The morning I sailed from Deal for Gibraltar, you arrived from 
Georgia. Instead of giving me an opportunity to converse with you, 
though the ship was not far off shore, you drew a lot, and immediately 
set forwards to London. You left a letter behind you, in which were 
words to this effect: “When I saw God, by the wind which was carry-
ing you out, brought me in, I asked counsel of God. His answer you 
have enclosed.” This was a piece of paper, in which were written these 
words, “Let him return to London.”

When I received this, I was somewhat surprised. Here was a good 
man telling me he had cast a lot, and that God would have me return 
to London. On the other hand, I knew my call was to Georgia, and 
that I had taken leave of London, and could not justly go from the 
soldiers, who were committed to my charge. I betook myself with a 
friend to prayer. That passage in the first book of Kings, chap. 13 was 
powerfully impressed upon my soul, where we are told, “That the 
Prophet was slain by a lion, that was tempted to go back, (contrary to 
God’s express order) upon another Prophet’s telling him God would 
have him do so.” I wrote you word that I could not return to London. 
We sailed immediately. Some months after, I received a letter from 
you at Georgia, wherein you wrote words to this effect: “Though God 
never before gave me a wrong lot, yet, perhaps, he suffered me to have 
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such a lot at that time, to try what was in your heart.” I should never 
have published this private transaction to the world, did not the glory 
of God call me to it. It is plain you had a wrong lot given you here, and 
justly, because you tempted God in drawing one. And thus I believe 
it is in the present case. And if so, let not the children of God, who 
are mine and your intimate friends, and also advocates for universal 
redemption, think that doctrine true, because you preached it up in 
compliance with a lot given out from God.

This, I think, may serve as an answer to that part of the preface, 
to your printed sermon, wherein you say, “nothing but the strongest 
conviction, not only that what is here advanced is the truth as it is in 
Jesus, but also that I am indispensibly obliged to declare this truth to 
all the world.” That you believe what you have written to be truth, and 
that you honestly aim at God’s glory in writing, I do not in the least 
doubt. But then, honoured Sir, I cannot but think you have been much 
mistaken, in imagining that your tempting God, by casting a lot in the 
manner you did, could lay you under an indispensable obligation to 
any action, much less to publish your sermon against the doctrine of 
predestination to life.

I must next observe, that as you have been unhappy in printing 
at all, upon such an imaginary warrant, so you have been as unhap-
py in the choice of your text. Honoured Sir, how could it enter into 
your heart, to chuse a text to disprove the doctrine of election, out 
of the 8th of the Romans, where this doctrine is so plainly asserted, 
that once talking with a Quaker upon this subject, he had no other 
way of evading the force of the Apostle’s assertion, than by saying, “I 
believe Paul was in the wrong.” And another friend lately, who was 
once highly prejudiced against election, ingenuously confessed, ‘that 
he used to think St. Paul himself was mistaken, or that he was not 
truly translated.’

Indeed, honoured Sir, it is plain, beyond all contradiction, that St. 
Paul, through the whole eighth of the Romans, is speaking of the priv-
ileges of those only who are really in Christ. And let any unprejudiced 
person read what goes before, and what follows your text, and he must 
confess the world “all” only signifies those that are in Christ; and the 
latter part of the text plainly proves, what, I find, dear Mr. Wesley will, 
by no means, grant, I mean the final perseverance of the children of 
God. “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, 
(ie all Saints) how shall he not with him also freely give us all things?” 
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Grace, in particular, to enable us to persevere, and everything else 
necessary to carry us home to our Father’s heavenly kingdom.

Had any one a mind to prove the doctrine of election, as well as, 
of final perseverance, he could hardly wish for a text more fit for his 
purpose, than that which you have chosen to disprove it. One that 
does not know you would suspect you yourself was sensible of this: for 
after the first paragraph, I scarce know whether you have mentioned it 
so much as once, through your whole sermon.

But your discourse, in my opinion, is as little to the purpose as 
your text, and instead of warping, does but more and more confirm 
me in the belief of the doctrine of God’s eternal election.

I shall not mention how illogically you have proceeded. Had you 
written clearly, you should first, honoured Sir, have proved your prop-
osition, “that God’s grace is free to all,” and then by way of inference, 
exclaimed against what you call the horrible decree. But you knew that 
people (because Arminianism, of late, has so much abounded among 
us) were generally prejudiced against the doctrine of reprobation, 
and therefore thought if you kept up their dislike of that, you could 
overthrow the doctrine of election entirely. For, without doubt, the 
doctrine of election and reprobation must stand or fall together.

But passing by this, as also your equivocal definition of the word 
grace, and your false definition of the word free, and that I may be as 
short as possible, I frankly acknowledge, I believe the doctrine of rep-
robation, in this view, that God intends to give saving grace, through 
Jesus Christ, only to a certain number, and that the rest of mankind, 
after the fall of Adam, being justly left of God to continue in sin, will 
at last suffer that eternal death which is its proper wages.

This is the established doctrine of scripture, and acknowledged 
as such in the 17th article of the church of England, as Bishop Burnet 
himself confesses; yet dear Mr. Wesley absolutely denies it. 

But the most important objections, which you have urged against 
this doctrine, as reasons why you reject it, being seriously considered, 
and faithfully tried by the word of God, will appear to be of no force at 
all. Let the matter be humbly and calmly reviewed, as to the following 
heads.

First, you say, “if this be so (i.e. if there be an election) then is 
all preaching vain: it is needless to them that are elected; for they, 
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whether with preaching or without, will infallibly be saved. There-
fore, the end of preaching to save souls is void, with regard to them. 
And it is useless to them that are not elected, for they cannot possibly 
be saved; they, whether with preaching or without, will infallibly be 
damned. The end of preaching is therefore void, with regard to them 
likewise. So that in either case our preaching is vain and your hearing 
also vain.” Page 10th, paragraph the 9th. 

O dear Sir, what kind of reasoning, or rather sophistry2 is this! 
Hath not God, who hath appointed salvation for a certain number, 
appointed also the preaching of the word, as a means to bring them to 
it? Does anyone hold election in other sense? And if so, how is preach-
ing needless to them that are elected, when the gospel is designated by 
God himself, to be the power of God unto their eternal salvation? And 
since we know not who are elect, and who reprobate, we are to preach 
promiscuously to all. For the word may be useful, even to the non-
elect, in restraining them from much wickedness and sin. However, it 
is enough to excite to the utmost diligence in preaching and hearing, 
when we consider that by these means, some, even as many as the 
Lord hath ordained to eternal life, shall certainly be quickened and 
enabled to believe. And who that attends, especially with reverence 
and care, can tell but he may be found of that happy number?

Secondly, you say, “that it (the doctrine of election and reproba-
tion) directly tends to destroy that holiness, which is the end of all 
the ordinances of God.” For (says the dear mistaken Mr. Wesley) “it 
wholly takes away those first motives too follow after it, so frequently 
proposed in scripture. The hope of future reward, and fear of punish-
ment, the hope of heaven, and the fear of hell, &c.”

I thought that one who carries perfection to such an exalted pitch 
as dear Mr. Wesley does, would know that a true lover of the Lord Je-
sus Christ would strive to be holy for the sake of being holy, and work 
for Christ out of love and gratitude, without any regard to the rewards 
of heaven, or fear of hell. You remember, dear Sir, what Scougal says, 
“Love’s a more powerful motive that does them move.” But passing by 
this, and granting rewards and punishments (as they certainly are) 
may be motives from which a Christian may be honestly stirred up to 
act for God, how does the doctrine of election destroy these motives? 
Do not the elect know that the more good works they do, the greater 

2 Sophistry – “fallacious arguing”
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will be their reward? And is not that encouragement enough to set 
them upon, and cause them to persevere in working for Jesus Christ? 
And how does the doctrine of election destroy holiness? Whoever 
preached any other election than what the Apostle preached, when he 
said, “Chosen through sanctification of the Spirit?” Nay, is not holi-
ness made a mark of our election by all that preach it? And how then 
can the doctrine of election destroy holiness?

The instance which you bring to illustrate your assertion, indeed, 
dear Sir, is quite impertinent.3 For you say, “If a sick man knows, that 
he must unavoidably die or unavoidably recover, though he knows 
not which, it is not reasonable to take any physic4 at all.” Dear Sir, 
what absurd reasoning is here? Was you ever sick in your life? If so, 
did not the bare probability or possibility of your recovering, though 
you knew it was unalterably fixed that you must live or die, encourage 
you to take physic? For how did you know, but that very physic might 
be the means God intended to recover you by? Just thus it is as to the 
doctrine of election. I know that it is unalterably fixed, may one say, 
that I must be damned or saved; but since I know now which, for 
a certainty, why should I not strive, though at present in a state of 
nature, since I know not but this striving may be the means God has 
intended to bless, in order to bring me into a state of grace? Dear Sir, 
consider these things. Make an impartial application, and then judge 
what little reason you had to conclude the 10th paragraph, page 12, in 
these words: ‘So directly does this doctrine tend to shut the very gate 
of holiness in general, to hinder unholy men from ever approaching 
thereto, or striving to enter in thereat.’

“As directly,” you say, “does the doctrine tend to destroy several 
particular branches of holiness, such as meekness, love, &c.” I shall say 
little, dear Sir, in answer to this paragraph. Dear Mr. Wesley perhaps 
has been disputing with some warm narrow-spirited men that held 
election, and then infers, that their warmth and narrowness of spirit 
was owing to their principles? But does not dear Mr. Wesley know 
many dear children of God, who are predestinarians, and yet are meek, 
lowly, pitiful, courteous, tender-hearted, kind, of a catholic spirit, and 
hope to see the most vile and profligate of men converted? And why? 
because they know God saved themselves by an act of his electing love, 
and they know not but he may have elected those who now seem to 

3 Impertinent – “inapplicable, unrelated”
4 Physic – “medicine”



A Letter to the Rev Mr John Wesley  |   219

be the most abandoned. But, dear Sir, we must not judge of the truth 
of principles in general, nor of this of election in particular, entirely 
from the practice of some that profess to hold them. If so, I am sure 
much might be said against your own. For I appeal to your own heart, 
whether or not you have not felt in yourself, or observed in others, a 
narrow-spiritedness, and some disunion of soul respecting those that 
hold universal redemption. If so, then according to your own rule, 
universal redemption is wrong, because it destroys several branches 
of holiness, such as meekness, love, &c. But not to insist upon this, I 
beg you would observe, that your inference is entirely set aside by the 
force of the Apostle’s argument, and the language which he expressly 
uses, Col. iii. 12,13. “Put on, therefore, (as the elect of God, holy and 
beloved) bowels of mercy, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, 
long-suffering, forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if 
any man have a quarrel against any, even as Christ forgave you, so also 
do ye.” Here we see that the Apostle exhorts them to put on bowels of 
mercy, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, long-suffering, &c., 
upon this consideration, namely, because they were elect of God. And 
all who have experimentally felt this doctrine in their hearts, feel that 
these graces are the genuine effects of their being elected of God.

But, perhaps dear Mr. Wesley may be mistaken in this point, and 
call that passion, which is only zeal for God’s truths. You know, dear 
Sir, the Apostle exhorts us to “contend earnestly for the faith once 
delivered to the saints,” and therefore you must not condemn all that 
appear zealous for the doctrine of election, as narrow-spirited, or per-
secutors, because they think it their duty to oppose you. I am sure, I 
love you in the bowels of Jesus Christ, and think I could lay down my 
life for your sake; but yet, dear Sir, I cannot help strenuously opposing 
your errors upon this important subject, because I think you warmly, 
though not designedly, oppose the truth, as it is in Jesus. May the Lord 
remove the scales of prejudice from off the eyes of your mind, and 
give you a zeal according to true Christian knowledge!

Thirdly, says your sermon, “This doctrine tends to destroy the 
comforts of religion, the happiness of Christianity, &c.”

But how does Mr. Wesley know this, who never believed elec-
tion? I believe they who have experienced it will agree with our 17th 
article, “That the godly consideration of predestination, and election 
in Christ, is full of sweet, pleasant, unspeakable comfort to godly 
persons, and such as feel in themselves the working of the Spirit of 
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Christ,  mortifying the works of the flesh, and their earthly members, 
and drawing their minds to high and heavenly things, as well because 
it does greatly establish and confirm their faith of eternal salvation, to 
be enjoyed through Christ, as because it doth fervently kindle their 
love towards God, &c.” This plainly shews that our godly reformers 
did not think election destroyed holiness, or the comforts of religion. 
As for my own part, this doctrine is my daily support: I should utterly 
sink under a dread of my impending trials, was I not firmly persuaded 
that God has chosen me in Christ from before the foundation of the 
world, and that now being effectually called, he will suffer none to 
pluck me out of his almighty hand.

You proceed thus: “This is evident as to all those who believe 
themselves to be reprobate, or only suspect or fear it; all the great 
and precious promises are lost to them; they afford them no ray of 
comfort.” In answer to this, let me observe, that none living, especially 
none who are desirous of salvation, can know that they are not of the 
number of God’s elect. None, but the unconverted, can have any just 
reason so much as to fear it. And would dear Mr. Wesley give comfort, 
or dare you apply the precious promises of the gospel, being children’s 
bread, to men in a natural state, while they continue so? God forbid! 
What is the doctrine of election and reprobation does put some upon 
doubting? So does that of regeneration. But, is not this doubting a 
good means to put them upon searching and striving; and that striv-
ing, a good means to make their calling and election sure? This is one 
reason among many others, why I admire the doctrine of election, 
and am convinced that it should have a place in gospel ministrations, 
and should be insisted on with faithfulness and care. It has a natural 
tendency to rouse the soul out of its carnal security. And therefore 
many carnal men cry out against it. Whereas universal redemption is 
a notion sadly adapted to keep the soul in its lethargic sleepy condi-
tion, and therefore so many natural men admire and applaud it. 

Your 13th, 14th and 15th paragraphs come next to be considered. 
“The witness of the Spirit, (you say) experience shews to be much 
obstructed by this doctrine.” But, dear Sir, whose experience? Not 
your own; for in your Journal, from your embarking to Georgia, to 
your return to London, you seem to acknowledge that you have it 
not, and therefore you are no competent judge in this matter. You 
must mean then the experience of others. For you say in the same 
paragraph, “Even in those who have tasted of that good gift, who yet 
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have soon lost it again, (I suppose you mean lost the sense of it again) 
and fallen back into doubts and fears and darkness, even horrible 
darkness that might be felt, &c.” Now, as to the darkness of desertion, 
was not this the case of Jesus Christ himself, after he had received an 
unmeasurable unction of the Holy Ghost? Was not his soul exceeding 
sorrowful, even unto death, in the garden? And was he not surround-
ed with an horrible darkness, even a darkness that might be felt, when 
on the cross he cryed out, “My God! My God! Why hast thou forsaken 
me?” And that all his followers are liable to the same, is it not evident 
from scripture? For, says the Apostle, “He was tempted in all things 
like unto his brethren, that he might be able to succor those that are 
tempted.” And is not their liableness thereunto, consistent with that 
conformity to him in suffering, which his members are to bear? Why 
then should persons falling into darkness, after they have received the 
witness of the Spirit, be any argument against the doctrine of elec-
tion? “Yet,” you say, “many, very many of those that hold it not, in 
all parts of the earth, have enjoyed the uninterrupted witness of the 
Spirit, the continual light of God’s countenance, from the moment 
wherein they first believed, for many months or years, to this very 
day.” But how does dear Mr. Wesley know this? Has he consulted the 
experience of many, very many in all parts of the earth? Or could he 
be sure of what he hath advanced without sufficient grounds, would it 
follow that their being kept in this light is owing to their not believing 
the doctrine of election? No, this, according to the sentiments of our 
church, “greatly confirms and establishes a true Christian’s faith of 
eternal salvation though Christ,” and is an anchor of hope, both sure 
and stedfast, when he walks in darkness and sees no light; as certainly 
he may, even after he hath received the witness of the Spirit, whatever 
you or others may unadvisedly assert to the contrary. Then, to have 
respect to God’s everlasting covenant, and to throw himself upon the 
free distinguishing love of that God who changeth not, will make him 
lift up the hands that hang down, and strengthen the feeble knees.  But, 
without the belief of the doctrine of election, and the immutability of 
the free love of God, I cannot see how it is possible that any should 
have a comfortable assurance of eternal salvation. What could it sig-
nify to a man, whose conscience is thoroughly awakened, and who is 
warned in good earnest to seek deliverance from the wrath to come, 
though he should be assured that all his past sins be forgiven, and that 
he is now a child of God; if notwithstanding this, he may hereafter 
become a child of the devil, and be cast into hell at last? Could such 
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an assurance yield any solid lasting comfort to a person convinced 
of the corruption and treachery of his own heart, and of the malice, 
subtlety, and power of Satan? No! that which alone deserves the name 
of a full assurance of faith, is such an assurance, as emboldens the be-
liever, under the sense of his interest in distinguishing love, to give the 
challenge to all his adversaries, whether men or devils, and that with 
regard to all their future, as well as present attempts to destroy; saying 
with the Apostle, “Who shall lay anything to the charge of God’s elect? 
It is God that justifies; who is he that condemns me? It is Christ that 
died: yea rather that is risen again, who is even at the right hand of 
God, who also maketh intercession for me. Who shall separate me 
from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation or distress, or persecution of 
famine, or nakedness, or peril or sword? Nay, in all things I am more 
than conqueror, through him that loved me. For I am persuaded, that 
neither death nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor power, nor 
things present, nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any oth-
er creature, shall be able to separate me from the love of God which is 
in Christ Jesus my Lord.”

This, dear Sir, is the triumphant language of every soul that has 
attained a full assurance of faith. And this assurance can only arise 
from a belief of God’s electing everlasting love. That many have an 
assurance they are in Christ to-day, but take no thought for, or are not 
assured they shall be in him to-morrow, nay to all eternity, is rather 
their imperfection and unhappiness, than their privilege. I pray God 
to bring all such to a sense of his eternal love, that they may no longer 
build upon their own faithfulness, but on the unchangeableness of 
that God whose gifts and callings are without repentance. For those 
whom God has once justified, he also will glorify. I observed before, 
dear Sir, it is not always a safe rule to judge of the truth of principles 
from people’s practice. And therefore, supposing that all who hold 
universal redemption in your way of explaining it, after they received 
faith, enjoyed the continual uninterrupted sight of God’s counte-
nance, it does not follow, that this is fruit of their principle: for that I 
am sure has a natural tendency to keep the soul in darkness forever; 
because the creature thereby is taught, that his being kept in a state of 
salvation is owing to his own free will. And what a sandy foundation 
is that for a poor creature to build his hopes of perseverance upon? 
Every relapse into sin, every surprise by temptation, must throw him 
“into doubts and fears, into horrible darkness, even darkness that may 
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be felt.”  Hence it is, that the letters which have been lately sent me by 
those who hold universal redemption, are dead and lifeless, dry and 
inconsistent, in comparison of those I receive from persons on the 
contrary side. Those who settle in the universal scheme, though they 
might begin in the Spirit, (whatever they may say to the contrary) are 
ending in the flesh, and building up a righteousness founded on their 
own free will; whilst the others triumph in hopes of the glory of God, 
and build upon God’s never-failing promise, and unchangeable love, 
even when his sensible presence is withdrawn from them. But I would 
not judge of the truth of election by the experience of any particular 
persons: if I did (O bear with me in this foolishness of boasting) I 
think I myself might glory in election. For these five or six years I have 
received the witness of God’s Spirit; since that, blessed be God, I have 
not doubted a quarter of an hour of a saving interest in Jesus Christ; 
but with grief and humble shame I do acknowledge, I have fallen into 
sin often since that. Though I do not, dare no allow of any one trans-
gression, yet hitherto I have not been (nor do I expect that while I 
am in this present world I ever shall be) able to live one day perfectly 
free from all defects and sin. And since the scriptures declare, “That 
there is not a just man upon earth,” no, not among those of the highest 
attainments in grace, “that doeth good and sinneth not,” we are sure 
that this will be the case of all the children of God. The universal ex-
perience and acknowledgement of this among the godly in every age, 
is abundantly sufficient to confute the error of those who hold in an 
absolute sense, that after a man is born again he cannot commit sin; 
especially, since the Holy Ghost condemns the persons who say they 
have no sin, as deceiving themselves, as being destitute of the truth, 
and making God a liar, I John i:8, 10. I have been also in heaviness 
through manifold temptations, and expect to be often so before I die. 
Thus were the Apostles and primitive Christians themselves. Thus was 
Luther, that man of God, who, as far as I can find, did not perempto-
rily, at least, hold election; and the great John Arndt was in the utmost 
perplexity, but a quarter of an hour before he died, and yet he was 
no predestinarian. And if I must speak freely, I believe your fighting 
so strenuously against the doctrine of election, and pleading so ve-
hemently for a sinless perfection, are among the reasons or culpable 
causes, why you are kept out of the liberties of the gospel, and from 
that full assurance of faith which they enjoy, who have experimentally 
tasted, and daily feed upon God’s electing, everlasting love.
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But perhaps you may say, that Luther and Arndt were no Chris-
tians, at least very weak ones. I know you think meanly of Abraham, 
though he was eminently called the friend of God; and I believe, also 
of David, the man after God’s own heart. No wonder, therefore, that in 
a letter you sent me not long since, you should tell me, “that no Baptist 
or Presbyterian writer whom you have read, knew anything of the 
liberties of Christ.” What! neither Bunyan, Henry, Flavel, Halyburton, 
nor any of the New-England and Scots divines. See, dear Sir, what 
narrow-spiritedness and want of charity arise from your principles, 
and then do not cry out against election any more on account of its 
being ‘destructive of meekness and love.’

Fourthly, I shall now proceed to another head. Says the dear Mr. 
Wesley, “How uncomfortable a thought is this, that thousands and 
millions of men, without any preceding offence or fault of theirs, were 
unchangeably doomed to everlasting burnings?”

But whoever asserted, that thousands and millions of men, without 
any preceding offence or fault of theirs, were unchangeably doomed 
to everlasting burnings? Do not they who believe God’s dooming men 
to everlasting burnings, also believe, that God looked upon them as 
men fallen in Adam? And that the decree which ordained the punish-
ment, first regarded the crime by which it was deserved? How then 
are they doomed without any preceding fault? Surely Mr. Wesley will 
own God’s justice, in imputing Adam’s sin to his posterity; and also, 
that after Adam fell, and his posterity in him, God might justly have 
passed them all by, without sending his own Son to be a savior for any 
one. Unless you heartily agree to both these points, you do not believe 
original sin aright. If you do own them, then you must acknowledge 
the doctrine of election and reprobation to be highly just and reason-
able. For if God might justly impute Adam’s sin to all, and afterwards 
have passed by all, then he might justly pass by some. Turn on the 
right hand, or on the left, you are reduced to an inextricable dilemma.  
And, if you would be consistent, you must either give up the doctrine 
of the imputation of Adam’s sin, or receive the amiable doctrine of 
election, with a holy and righteous reprobation as its consequent. For 
whether you can believe it or no, the word of God abides faithful: “The 
election has obtained it, and the rest were blinded.”

Your 17th paragraph, page 16, I pass over. What has been said on 
paragraph the 9th and 10th, with a little alteration will answer it. I shall 
only say, it is the doctrine of election that most presses me to abound 
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in good works. I am willing to suffer all things for the elect’s sake. This 
makes me to preach with comfort, because I know salvation does not 
depend on man’s free will, but the Lord makes willing in the day of his 
power, and can make use of me to bring some of his elect home, when 
and where he pleases. But, 

Fifthly, You say, “this doctrine has a direct manifest tendency to 
overthrow the whole Christian religion. For,” say you, “supposing that 
eternal unchangeable decree, one part of mankind must be saved, 
though the Christian revelation were not in being.”

But, dear Sir, how does that follow? Since it is only by the Chris-
tian revelation that we are acquainted with God’s design of saving 
his church by the death of his Son. Yea, it is settled in the everlasting 
covenant, that this salvation shall be applied to the elect through the 
knowledge and faith of him. As the prophet says, Isaiah liii.11, “By 
his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many.” How then 
has the doctrine of election a direct tendency to overthrow the whole 
Christian revelation? Who ever thought that God’s declaration of 
Noah, that seed-time and harvest should never cease, could afford 
an argument for the neglect of plowing or sowing? Or that the un-
changeable purpose of God, that harvest should not fail, rendered the 
heart of the sun, or the influence of the heavenly bodies unnecessary 
to produce it? No more does God’s absolute purpose of saving his 
chosen, preclude the necessity of the gospel revelation, or the use of 
any of the means through which he has determined the decree shall 
take effect. Nor will the right understanding, or the reverent belief of 
God’s decree, ever allow or suffer a Christian in any case to separate 
the means from the end, or the end from the means. And since we are 
taught by the revelation itself, that this was intended and given by God 
as a means of bringing home his elect, we therefore receive it with joy, 
prize it highly, use it in faith and endeavour to spread it through all 
the world, in the full assurance, that wherever God sends it, sooner 
or later, it shall be savingly useful to all the elect within its call. How 
then, in holding this doctrine, do we join with modern unbelievers, 
in making the Christian revelation unnecessary? No, dear sir, you 
mistake.  Infidels of all kinds are on your side of the question. Deists, 
Arians, Socinians, arraign God’s sovereignty, and stand up for univer-
sal redemption. I pray God, that dear Mr. Wesley’s sermon, as it has 
grieved the hearts of many of God’s children, may not also strengthen 
the hands of many of his most avowed enemies! Here I could almost 
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lie down and weep. “O tell it not in Gath! Publish it not in the streets 
of Askelon, lest the daughters of the uncircumcised rejoice, lest the 
sons of unbelief should triumph!”

Further, you say, “This doctrine makes revelation contradict it-
self.” For instance, say you, “The assertors of this doctrine interpret 
that text of scripture, Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated, as 
implying that God in a literal sense, hated Esau and all the repro-
bates from eternity!” And, when considered as fallen in Adam, were 
they not objects of his hatred? And might not God, of his own good 
pleasure, love or shew mercy to Jacob and the elect, and yet at the 
same time do the reprobate no wrong? But you say, “God is love.” And 
cannot God be love, unless he shews the same mercy to all?

Again, says dear Mr. Wesley, “They infer from that text, I will have 
mercy on whom I will have mercy, that God is merciful only to some 
men, viz the elect; and that he has mercy for those only, flatly contrary 
to which is the whole tenor of the scripture, as is that express declara-
tion in particular, The Lord is loving to every  man, and his mercy is 
over all his works.” And so it is, but not his saving mercy. God is loving 
to every man: he sends his rain upon the evil and upon the good. But 
you say, “God is no respecter of persons.” No! For every one, whether 
Jew or Gentile, that believeth on Jesus, and worketh righteousness, is 
accepted of him: “But he that believeth not shall be damned.” For God 
is no respecter of persons, upon the account of any outward condition 
of circumstance in life whatever; nor does the doctrine of election in 
the least suppose him to be so. But as the sovereign Lord of all, who is 
debtor to none, he has a right to do what he will with his own, and to 
dispense his favours to what objects he sees fit, merely at his pleasure. 
And his supreme right herein, is clearly and strongly asserted in those 
passages of scripture, where he says, “I will have mercy on whom I will 
have mercy, and have compassion on whom I will have compassion,” 
Rom ix. 15, Exod xxxiii. 19.

Further, you represent us as inferring from the text, “The children 
not being yet born, neither having done good or evil, that the purpose 
of God, according to election, might stand: not of works, but of him 
that calleth. It was said unto her (unto Rebecca), The elder shall serve 
the younger;” that our predestination to life no ways depends on the 
foreknowledge of God. But who infers this, dear Sir? For if foreknowl-
edge signifies approbation, as it does in several parts of scripture, 
then we confess that predestination and election do depend on God’s 
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foreknowledge. But if by God’s foreknowledge, you understand God’s 
fore-seeing some good works done by his creatures as the foundation 
or reason of chusing them, and therefore electing them, then we say, 
that in this sense, predestination does not any way depend on God’s 
fore-knowledge. But I referred you, at the beginning of this letter, to 
Dr. Edwards’ Veritas Redux, which I recommended to you also in a 
later letter, with Elisha Coles on God’s Sovereignty. Be pleased to read 
these, and also the excellent sermons of Mr. Cooper, of Boston in New 
England, which I also sent you, and I doubt not but you will see all 
your objections answered. Though I would observe, that after all our 
reading on both sides the question, we shall never in this life be able 
to search out God’s decrees to perfection. No, we must humbly adore 
what we cannot comprehend, and with the great Apostle at the end 
of our enquiries cry out, “O the depth, &c.” or with our Lord, when 
he was admiring God’s sovereignty, “Even so Father, for so it seemeth 
good in thy sight.”

However, it may not be amiss to take notice, that if those texts, 
“God willeth that none should perish,” “I have no pleasure in him that 
dieth,” and such like, be taken in their strictest sense, then no one will 
be damned.

But here’s the distinction. God taketh no pleasure in the death 
of sinners, so as to delight simply in their death; but he delights to 
magnify his justice, by inflicting the punishment which their iniq-
uities have deserved. As a righteous judge who takes no pleasure in 
condemning a criminal, may yet justly command him to be executed, 
that law and justice may be satisfied, even though it be in his power to 
procure him a reprieve.

I would hint further, that you unjustly charge the doctrine of rep-
robation with blasphemy whereas the doctrine of universal redemp-
tion, as you set it forth, is really the highest reproach upon the dignity 
of the Son of God, and the merit of his blood. Consider whether it be 
not rather blasphemy to say as you do, “Christ not only died for those 
that are saved, but also for those that perish.” The text you have mis-
applied to gloss over this, see explained by Ridgely, Edwards, Henry; 
and I purposely omit answering your texts myself, that you may be 
brought to read such treatises, which, under God, would shew you 
your error. You cannot make good the assertion, “That Christ died 
for them that perish,” without holding (as Peter Bohler, one of the 
Moravian brethren, in order to make out universal redemption, lately 
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frankly confessed in a letter) “that all the damned souls would hereaf-
ter be brought out of hell.” I cannot think Mr. Wesley is thus minded. 
And yet without this can be proved, universal redemption, taken in a 
literal sense, falls entirely to the ground. For how can all be universally 
redeemed, if all are not finally saved?

Dear Sir, for Jesus Christ’s sake, consider how you dishonour God 
by denying election. You plainly make salvation depend not on God’s 
free-grace, but on man’s free-will; and if thus, it is more than probable, 
Jesus Christ would not have had the satisfaction of seeing the fruit of 
his death in the eternal salvation of one soul. Our preaching would 
then be vain, and all invitations for people to believe in him, would 
also be in vain.

But blessed be God, our Lord knew for whom he died. There was 
an eternal compact between the Father and the Son. A certain num-
ber was then given him, as the purchase and reward of his obedience 
and death.  For these he prayed, John xvii, and not for the world. For 
these, and these only, he is now interceding, and with their salvation 
he will be fully satisfied.

I purposely omit making any further particular remarks on the 
several last pages of your sermon. Indeed had not your name, dear Sir, 
been prefixed to the sermon, I could not have been so uncharitable as 
to think you were the author of such sophistry. You beg the question, 
in saying, “that God has declared, (notwithstanding you own, I sup-
pose, some will be damned) that he will save all,” ie every individual 
person. You take it for granted (for solid proof you have none) that 
God is unjust, if he passes by any, and then you exclaim against the 
horrible decree: and yet, as I before hinted, in holding the doctrine of 
original sin, you profess to believe that he might justly have passed by 
all.

Dear, dear Sir, O be not offended! For Christ’s sake be not rash! 
Give yourself to reading. Study the covenant of grace. Down with 
your carnal reasoning. Be a little child; and then, instead of pawning 
your salvation, as you have done in a late hymn book, if the doctrine 
of universal redemption be not true; instead of talking of sinless perfec-
tion, as you have done in the preface to that hymn book, and making 
man’s salvation to depend on his own free-will, as you have in this ser-
mon; you will compose an hymn in praise of sovereign distinguishing 
love. You will caution believers against striving to work a perfection 
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out of their own hearts, and print another sermon the reverse of this, 
and entitle it free-grace indeed. Free, not because free to all; but free, 
because God may withhold or give it to whom and when he pleases.

Till you do this, I must doubt whether or not you know yourself. 
In the mean while, I cannot but blame you for censuring the clergy 
of our church for not keeping to their articles, when you yourself by 
your principles, positively deny the 9th, 10th, and 17th. Dear Sir, these 
things ought not so to be. God knows my heart, as I told you before, 
so I declare again, nothing but a single regard to the honour of Christ 
has forced this letter from me. I love and honour you for his sake; and 
when I come to judgment, will thank you before men and angels, for 
what you have, under God, done for my soul.

There, I am persuaded, I shall see dear Mr Wesley convinced of 
election and everlasting love. And it often fills me with pleasure, to 
think how I shall behold you casting your crown down at the feet of 
the Lamb, and as it were filled with a holy blushing for opposing the 
divine sovereignty in the manner you have done.

But I hope the Lord will shew you this before you go hence. O 
how do I long for that day! If the Lord should be pleased to make use 
of this letter for that purpose, it would abundantly rejoice the heart of, 
dear and honoured Sir,

Yours affectionate, though unworthy brother and
servant in Christ,

George Whitefield.
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